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Abstract 
'Aspiration' has become a much-used but little understood term in both policy and 

wider social research concerning young people. Although often present in 

discourses concerning young people's futures during the economic downturn it 

focuses any perceived 'failure' around educational or economic outcomes on the 

young people themselves rather than policy or socio-spatial considerations. Such 

distraction away from structural, geographical and socio-economic pressures 

places yet more undue strain on young people at a critical time of their lives and 

increases anxieties whilst offering nothing tangible to tackle inequality, poverty and 

their consistently high unemployment rates. Instead we see traditional support 

mechanisms and routes to employment being dismantled, altered or rationalised. 

The ongoing 'Othering' of youth by society also means such changes - whilst not 

acceptable for many - are accepted by most. This raises fundamental questions of 

young people's place in society and the citizenship or otherwise offered them by 

society. Demonisation by the media of both youth and many of the most 

disadvantaged communities they inhabit leads to a continuation of deep-seated 

social inequality and provides the scapegoats for a struggling economy. Although 

the Welsh Government has placed children & young people, well-being & futures at 

the centre of policy considerations, their efficacy and impact continue to be 

inconsistent on the ground.  

 

Focusing on the rural county of Ceredigion and the post-industrial county borough 

of Merthyr Tydfil the case-study areas allowed a focus on two very different yet 

quite typical types of community in Wales that experience socio-economic 

disadvantage and / or geographic 'peripheralisation'. Engaging with young people 

in both 'formal' and 'informal', compulsory and non-compulsory, settings a number 

of focus groups with young people were held in schools, youth clubs, colleges and a 

university widening access scheme. A range of interviews at national, county and 

local levels with policy-makers, stakeholders, practitioners and professionals 

helped to contextualise the experiences of the young people further. Using a 

predominantly qualitative approach this research aimed to discover what factors 

influence young people's educational and economic aspirations whilst refusing to 

take a position of assuming a hierarchy of educational or career 'worth'. Young 

people and practitioner's views were sought especially to give them 'voice'. As such 

I have deliberately chosen to utilise large sections of their words where I feel they 

highlight key issues or concerns encountered. 

 

Keywords: aspiration; citizenship; geographies of children & young people; youth; 

education; engagement; future selves; 'othering'; economy; disadvantage; lived 

experience; policy; practice; place; devolution; Wales; milltir sgwâr. 
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1. Introduction 
 

[T]he true scale of the costs of youth unemployment is not well known; and the 
debate about the causes and the solutions has a long way to go before it really 

speaks to the reality that young people face. 
(Milliband, 2012:3 preface to ACEVO, 2012) 

 
A lack of aspiration can be an intelligent choice for some people.  

(National Level Interviewee - 3rd Sector) 
 
 

1.1 Background to the Research 

The catalyst for this research was primarily the economic downturn experienced 

following the financial crash of 2008 and the devastating effect this had on the UK 

economy and youth employment. Indeed unemployment levels for the young across 

the EU were at an 'unprecedented high level of 22.4%' (European Commission, 

2012i:3) by the beginning of 2012 and remained consistently high throughout the 

research stages of the project up to 2014 (see Table 1.1).  

 

Such was the concern in the EU that member states agreed to a European Youth 

Guarantee (European Commission, 2012ii) to address the challenge of having 

7.5million young people not in employment, education or training (NEETs) in the 

EU. The guarantee included a commitment that ‘young people receive a good-

quality offer of employment, continued education, an apprenticeship or a 

traineeship within a period of four months of becoming unemployed or leaving 

formal education’ (European Commission 2013:1).  

 

The immediate impact of the economic downturn upon youth employment was and 

indeed still is severe. As UK government figures showed, the situation in the UK was 

at the time concerning:  

[I]n the period December-February 2012, 1.03 million young people aged 
16-24 were unemployed, down 9,000 (or 1.0%) on the previous quarter and 
up 73,000 (or 7.7%) on the same quarter in 2011. 

(Parliament, 2012) 
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Table 1. 1: Unemployment by gender and age, 2007-2014 (Europa, no date). 

 
 

Likewise, the situation in Wales during the same period was no better: 

11,325 more young people in Wales claiming benefits now than before 
recession. 
Proportion of young people on JSA has almost doubled from 4% to 7% 
Number YP claiming JSA for a year or more is more than 6 times higher than 
Jan 2008. 
Wales has largest increase in share of NEETS (Not in Education, 
Employment or Training) in Britain. 

(ACEVO, 2012) 
 

As the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations' Commission on 

Youth Unemployment summarised in their report, '[T]his is a crisis we cannot 

afford' (ACEVO, 2012:4). Young people are not only more likely to be unemployed 

but also especially vulnerable to underemployment with 30% of 16-24 year olds 

who do have jobs wanting more hours (Portes, 2013). Unemployment also 

disproportionately impacts the young in terms of mental health with 21% of long-

term unemployed young people feeling that they have nothing to live for compared 

to 9% of all young people. A sobering 40% of young people experience mental 
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health problems as a direct result of being out of work and are less likely to ask for 

help if struggling to cope (Prince’s Trust Macquarie, 2014). 

 

From the ashes of the crash came a renewed interest in the aspirations of the young. 

A number of government departments (across the UK and within devolved polities) 

and third sector organisations cited and discussed aspiration as a key issue. 

Presented as a concern not just for the individuals involved but rather for society 

as a whole. For the Welsh Government the ‘lower level of skills; poor health and 

poverty of ambition that deprivation brings with it are a brake on the potential of the 

Welsh economy’ (WG, 2012iv emphasis added). It became the zeitgeist, the 

paradigm, the rallying cry for an embattled demographic, indeed nation. Young 

people’s aspirations featured ever more prominently in policy, research studies and 

the media. 

 

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s (JRF) The influence of parents, places and 

poverty on educational attitudes and aspirations (Kintrea et al, 2011i) was a key 

study that sought to explore this topic in more depth. In relation to the advancement 

of the issue and indeed genesis of this research project it was central. It provided a 

highly thought of and welcome addition to the literature yet did not look at all at 

Wales. The case-study areas chosen by JRF were London, Nottingham and Glasgow 

and these methodological choices allowed for neither language nor rurality / 

geographical isolation to be considered in any meaningful way. Both of which are 

extremely relevant concerns to the young people of Wales especially given that such 

issues are further compounded by a dire socio-economic reality for many. 

 

1.2 The Economic Picture in Wales 

Wales is a nation that experiences poverty in extremis for a 'First World' country 

with a third of children living in poverty (O'Neill, 2010:29 citing Frazer, Marlier and 

Nicaise, 2010) and over 90,000 living in severe poverty in 2012 (WG, 2014:12 citing 

Save the Children, 2012). The Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD) showing 

pockets of most need across the country clustered around the valleys and along the 

A55 corridor in North Wales. The Welsh Government uses this measure to direct 
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assistance and funds to deprived communities in the form of initiatives such as 

Communities First1, the WG's 'community focused tackling poverty programme' 

(WG, 2014v).  

 

One serious concern for rural counties was caused by a reclassification of 

Communities First that determined to follow WIMD measures more closely. Despite 

little actual change in distribution of deprivation across Wales acknowledged areas 

of deprivation have become almost entirely focused on urban areas of high 

population density. See Figures 1.1 and 1.2 to see the limited change in deprivation 

across Wales according to WIMD. 

 

As such this disadvantaged rural areas such as Ceredigion, Monmouthshire and 

Powys as they were brought out of the category of Communities First by dint of 

their relatively low WIMD scores yet had in reality not improved in terms of the 

economic nor geographical challenges nor indeed socio-economic problems. As 

stated by Pateman (2011) when talking more broadly of the differences between 

rural and urban areas, it is a far more complex picture than such simplistic 

definitions and classification allow: 

There is quantitative evidence that rural areas are better off than urban 
areas on a number of different measures, such as unemployment and crime, 
but there are substantial differences within both rural and urban areas. In a 
few respects rural areas are worse off. Analysis indicates that house prices 
are less affordable to local workers in rural areas than urban areas and the 
costs, travel time and carbon emissions resulting from transport tend to be 
higher in rural areas. 

(Pateman, 2011:1) 
 

Therefore I felt it would be important to build my research around both a post-

industrial area and also a rural one that may in effect appear less disadvantaged 

when using quantitative scores such as Pateman describes above. Both areas have 

disadvantage but they are experienced and indeed expressed in different ways. 

 

 

 

 
1 The Communities First Programme was closed down in 2018 (WG, 2018i). 
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Figure 1. 1: The Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation 2011 (WG, 2011i). 
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Figure 1. 2: The Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation 2014. Note the 
similarities in distribution of 'Multiple Deprivation' between this and 2011 
despite the change to Communities First areas (WG, 2014viii). 
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The socio-economic challenges facing post-industrial communities are well 

documented in academic work (Corbett, 2007; Strangleman, 2001) and 

represented in Welsh policy discussions (Welsh Government, 2012iv; WG, 2014v; 

WG, 2014viii). The poor economic situation of the post-industrial valleys in South 

Wales for example can be seen using both Gross Value Added2 (GVA) and Gross 

Disposable Household Income3 (GDHI) as a measure (see Figure 1.3). By contrast 

the picture is better for the rural West Wales using GDHI as compared to GVA. 

However, ‘GVA and GDHI figures can paint a mixed and sometimes conflicting 

picture in terms of the performance of the local economies within Wales’ (NAW, 

2011:29). To contextualise the figures for Wales it may be useful to briefly contrast 

the figures for Wales with those of London:  

Looking across the UK regions, London always tends to have the highest 
regional GVA per head figures due to the amount of business and industry 
located there. In 2012 London had £37,232 GVA per head. In contrast the 
region with the lowest GVA per head was Wales which had just £15,401. 

At local area level, Inner London - West had the highest GVA(I) per head of 
population, at £127,127. The Isle of Anglesey had the lowest GVA per head, 
at £10,364.  

(ONS, 2014i) 
 

WIMD has inherent disadvantages for rural areas though too as a favoured 

governmental measuring mechanism. WIMD uses Lower Super Output Areas 

(LSOA's are areas of roughly 1600 individuals) and measures Income, Employment, 

Health, Education, Access to Services, Community Safety, Physical Environment and 

Housing. However these are weighted in descending order at 23.5%, 23.5%, 14.0%, 

14.0%, 10.0%, 5.0%, 5.0% and 5.0% respectively thus Access to Services - a major 

contributor to rural disadvantage - is weighted relatively lowly at just 10.0%.  

 
2 'Gross Value Added (GVA) is a measure of the increase in the value of the 
economy due to the production of goods and services. It is measured at current 
basic prices, which include the effect of inflation, excluding taxes (less subsidies) 
on products. GVA plus taxes (less subsidies) on products is equivalent to Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP).' (ONS, 2014:ii) 
3 GDHI is ‘[T]he amount of money that all of the individuals in the household 
sector have available for spending or saving after income distribution measures 
(for example, taxes, social contributions and benefits) have taken effect. GDHI 
does not provide measures relating to actual households or family units. The 
figures cover regions, sub-regions and local areas of the UK.’ (ONS, no date.i) 
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When considering that WIMD was used as the basis for Communities First, and 

often being in a Communities First area was a prerequisite for accessing other 

programmes,4 then at the time of this research many equally disadvantaged young 

people were falling through the net. As noted by Evans this frustrated widening 

access practitioners as '[W]e've got one school which has got high FSMs [free school 

meals] but low Communities First so technically we can't work with that school so 

that's quite frustrating because the need is there' (Evans, 2014:13 quoting widening 

access practitioner). 

 

Young people not only face barriers in accessing education and employment 

opportunities. Transport is another area where Wales falls short in terms of 

delivering for its children and young people. A report by the The Equality Trust 

shows that: 

Certain regions like Wales and the North East receive far lower rates of 
subsidy than regions like London and the South East. A household in London 
benefits almost four times as much from rail subsidy as a household in 
Wales. However, per journey rail travel in Wales is approximately twice as 
subsidised as rail travel in London. 

(Stacey & Shaddock, 2015:3) 
 

Economic inequalities are embedded further not only regionally but also between 

different levels of earners. The report shows that Wales falls well behind some 

other regions for subsidies and also that there are fewer journeys subsidised: 

 

• In total the richest ten per cent receives £977.4 million in transport 
subsidy; the poorest ten per cent receives just £296.7 million. 
• Per household the richest ten per cent receives nearly double the subsidy 
of the poorest ten per cent, £294 per year compared to £162 for the poorest 
households. 
• For the rail system a household in the richest ten per cent receives over 
three and a half times as much subsidy as the poorest ten per cent. 

(Stacey & Shaddock, 2015:3) 
 

 

 

 

 
4 Programmes such as the widening access to HE scheme involved in this study. 
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Perhaps these reveal the dislocation caused between the different scales dealt with 

in such explorations, that of the policy scale (national or county) and the 'lived' scale 

(ward or 'milltir sgwâr'5). National level decision-makers by necessity often have 

their focus drawn away from individual communities' experiences and needs. 

Indeed, the spatial as opposed to platial6 focus of the elites highlights the dilemma 

for the young explored in North American coastal communities by Corbett (2007) 

that school and education provides a route out, away from the 'static' and 'dying' 

community. This ‘route out’ though breaks up communities and leaves many young 

people with a choice they do not wish to face and also is often only the case as the 

community has been abandoned or undermined by the economic policies of 

national governments.   

 

Given the compelling economic inequality outlined above I felt that not only was 

Wales deserving of closer analysis but also that the lived experiences of young 

people and the communities they inhabit should be told. All too often the individual 

and community experiences that sit behind the various data-sets and are directly 

affected by policy decisions are lost. As researcher I wanted to give them a voice 

(Cloke et al, 2004:151) and contextualize their experiences within the structural 

but through the prism of place. I wanted to talk to young people and the 

practitioners that worked with them in the places they inhabited about their lives 

and about the aspirations they had. I wanted to give them voice to air their 

frustrations and triumphs and not to be talked about or down to.  

 

I was particularly interested in post-industrial and rural communities as they are 

quintessentially ‘Welsh’ and represent communities and experience that were in 

the main missed from the JRF study that inspired this research project. They are 

also misunderstood and misrepresented by those in the mainstream media, an 

issue explored in Chapter 7. 

 
5 The concept of ‘milltir sgwâr’ is one that became very useful during the course of 
the research in terms of shorthand for the young people’s lived experience. 
Cognate in theoretical terms in many ways with Lefebvre’s Spaces of 
Representation I explore this concept throughout the thesis. 
6 This differentiation between ‘spatial’ and ‘platial’ is explored in more detail in 
the Literature Review. 
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1.3 Research Aims and Objectives 

The primary aim of this research project was to unpick the complex situation facing 

young people in Wales when considering their future. To explore how aspirations 

are informed by the context within which they are formed. The context being social, 

cultural, economic and geographical in scope. 

 

The project offers an opportunity to explore what Philo calls the 'macro-scale, 

structure-based geographies of childhood as shaped by broad-brush political-

economic and social-cultural transformations' (Philo, 2000:253). The research will 

utilise the well-considered locus of young people's embodied experience in place as 

well as explore the wider structural, geographical and societal influences that Philo 

cites. By doing so the research will build on the literature of children’s geographies 

whilst addressing the concerns raised by academics such as Ansell that children's 

geographies have to a great extent failed to examine these wider processes (Ansell, 

2009:191).  

 

1.4 The Research Questions 

The research questions were broadly focused on the intersectionality of the young 

people’s lived experiences in relation to their aspirations with an especial focus on 

place understood in this thesis as the milltir sgwâr. 

 

The initial focus of the research was on the broader socio-spatial factors that 

influence young people's decision-making processes around educational and 

economic aspiration. As the project developed in its early stages more attention 

began to be paid to the disconnect between policy decisions and the lived 

experience of the young people and practitioners on the ground or what could be 

described as their socio-platial experience. Being a piece of research conducted in 

Wales the notion of a young person’s milltir sgwâr to represent the socio-platial as 

a site for the lived experience developed, discussed later in the Literature Review.  

An especially important tool in understanding young people in their milltir sgwâr 

would be to hear their own experiences. Also key would be the practitioner and 
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professional7 viewpoints dealing as they do with both the implications of policy and 

the delivery with the young people themselves. As the overarching theme of the 

research was one of citizenship a research question interrogating this was decided 

upon. The weight of evidence suggested that youth aspirations were not only 

becoming central to the language of government concerning economic recovery and 

the success (or otherwise) of individuals but to wider commentary and research 

also. It became obvious that a focus on issues pertaining to young people's rights 

and responsibilities - key tenets of citizenship – would be crucial. The relationship 

between young people and society is often brokered by government and legislation 

yet this is often distorted and unclear and in many cases unfair and contradictory. 

Combined with the multiple geographical and social challenges in disadvantaged 

and / or peripheral communities in Wales that further exclude young people and 

the many different influences on aspiration formation a set of research questions 

based upon a spatio-temporal and socio-platial analysis of young people as society's 

'other' was developed.8 

The primary research questions therefore were as follows:  

i. How does the policy and practice of education and engagement at 

different scales impact on the lived experience of young people? 

ii. How do ‘lived experience’ and ‘aspiration’ co-exist and inter-relate? 

iii. How do the rights, responsibilities and practices of citizenship impact 

upon both a young person’s lived experience and aspirations in the 

present and their conceptions of their future selves? 

iv. What conclusions can be drawn from an analysis of the 

intersectionality of the various factors impacting upon a young 

person’s aspirations? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
7 For ease I will refer to these ‘practitioner / professional’ contributors as simply 
‘practitioner’ for the rest of the thesis. 
8 An emergent approach was taken to the formulation of the research questions. 
This is explored further in the Methodologies chapter. 
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1.5 Conclusion 

In summary suffice to say that the topic of aspiration had become en vogue by the 

time of the start of this research project and has become ever more so during the 

course of it. It is seen by many as both a facilitator of better socio-economic lives 

and as a great leveller. Some, especially from the neoliberal tradition, suggest that 

aspiration is all one needs to succeed in life (despite the evidence that wealth and 

privilege helps!) Others, including those who champion equality, understand 

aspiration in a generally positive light. This is in spite of the fact that many also 

profess to understand the many constraints a great many young people will have to 

overcome simply to get near to being on a similar level to those who are more 

privileged.  

 

The research sought to explore aspiration through offering an appraisal of the 

educational and youth engagement strategies in place in Wales since devolution 

and then through investigating their effects ‘on the ground’. Dealing as the research 

did with a broad selection of young people from across Wales facing multiple 

challenges the research sought to investigate a wide range of experience albeit all 

through disadvantage - broadly conceived. I will now present the Thesis Structure 

followed by a Summary of Key Arguments. 

 

1.5.1 Thesis Structure 

Chapter 1 – Introduction. Outlining the background to the research, the questions 

posed and the structure of the thesis. Key arguments are also summarised. 

 

Chapter 2 - The Literature Review. Given the wide breadth of subjects it was 

necessary to cover during both the planning but also the pursuance of the research 

project I have tried to include those that are most appropriate so as to not lose the 

scope and scale of the background reading and research. Areas covered are as 

follows (in the order they appear in the Literature Review): 

i. Aspiration 

ii. Geographies of Children and Youth 

iii. Space / Place and Imagined Geographies 

iv. Structure and Citizenship, Education and Engagement 
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Chapter 3 – Methodologies. This chapter allows for an exploration of the methods 

used and offers an opportunity to discuss both the successes and failures of the 

process. The ethical considerations are likewise explored along with a summary of 

the data collection process and analytical framework used. 

 

Chapter 4 - The Organisational Structures of Education and Youth Engagement in 

Wales. This chapter builds on the overview of educational and youth engagement 

policy in Wales since devolution explored in the Literature Review. It maps out 

some of the key developments and discusses how such policy has impacted upon 

the educational and engagement landscapes in Wales. This is done with reference 

to the national level interviews. 

 

Chapter 5 - The Practice of Education and Youth Engagement in the Case-Study Areas. 

This chapter enables a more detailed look at how practitioners engage with young 

people. A number of interviews were conducted with individuals working at this 

scale and this chapter provides an opportunity to highlight some of the issues they 

raised in relation to young people's lived experience and aspirations. 

 

Chapter 6 - The Lived Experience of Young People in Wales. The longest chapter in 

the thesis assesses some of the major themes to come out during the focus groups 

and practitioner interviews and attempts to give young people and practitioners 

voice. A consideration in this chapter is the notion of youth as representing society's 

'other'. Questions of rights and responsibilities are explored in the context of 

citizenship. It considers the experiences of young people against the background of 

policy and structural constraints. Young people express their thoughts on how place 

– their milltir sgwâr - impacts upon lived experience and in turn upon their 

aspirations.  

 

Chapter 7 - The Imagined Geographies of Youth and Community in Wales. This 

chapter enables the development of the ideas raised in Chapter 6 and considers 

themes related to imagined geographies that arose during the research, concerning 

the past, present and future. Memory, media (mis-)portrayals of young people and 

their communities and careers advice are all touched upon. 
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Chapter 8 – Conclusion. This offers an assessment of the overarching conclusions 

that can be drawn from the research as well as a summary of the intersectionality 

of themes explored throughout the empirical chapters that impact upon 

aspirations. A summary of my key arguments follows by way of concluding the 

Introduction: 

 

1.5.2 Summary of Key Arguments 

i. I argue that 'space' and ‘place’ are key consideration in young people's 

formulation of aspirations. In this context space is considered at national 

/ macro scales, the interaction of space and place at regional or county / 

meso scales and place at local / micro scales.9 Key of these three scales 

in terms of young people is the micro or lived experience, often referred 

to simply as place but what I conceive of as the 'milltir sgwâr'. These 

'local' embodied spaces have been well-theorised (Skelton, 2000; 

Matthews & Tucker, 2006) in work undertaken in relation to young 

people (rather than children) however its relation to meso and macro 

scales is less well explored.  

 

ii. I suggest that when considering young people's decision-making 

processes around aspiration we must investigate what role policy-

decisions have on both them (as a part of their lived experience) and 

their communities. Such decisions are not taken in a vacuum and 

national level policies have impacts locally that in turn impact young 

people and their aspirations.  

 

 
9 The space / place dichotomy is explored in more detail in the Literature Review 
and I present an oversimplified version here of how it should be understood as an 
introduction to the issues I explore later. Place is not seen by all for example as 
simply ‘localised space’ but can be linked more to a ‘sense of belonging’ that can 
transcend such limited geographical boundaries. My use of 'milltir sgwâr' seeks to 
delineate a localized space or spaces that are knitted together in an individual’s 
life to create their familiar ‘stomping ground’ and provide a useful conceptual 
frame. This of course however does not seek to exclude other forms of interaction 
and belonging across non-geographical planes that many individuals feel as keenly 
as embodied experience. 
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iii. I describe how young people are cast as the 'other' in society and explore 

how this is often exacerbated for young people in disadvantaged or 

isolated communities because of the community's peripheral 

(geographical, economic, cultural or social) place in society. I expand 

upon this offering a theoretical image, that of youth as a Derridean 

parergon that sit between childhood and adulthood. Both contingent on 

childhood and necessary to ‘adult’ society yet ignored and seen as 'less 

important'. Much like the frame that defines the perfect picture of 

childhood, they are under-appreciated and viewed by society as neither 

part of the picture, nor part of the observing world.  

 

iv. Finally I argue that the lived experience of young people is directly 

impacted upon by the structural and key to addressing such structural 

concerns is held at all scales macro, meso and micro. At macro & meso 

levels the hierarchical power structures offer an opportunity for 

impactful policy. At the micro level the notion of resistance to such 

structural shackles through individual and community action is 

explored. Examples of such consciousness was demonstrated by many 

during the research and as such should be championed rather than 

discounted as ‘too minor’ or somehow lesser.  
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2 Literature Review 
 
The four sections in this Literature Review are: Aspiration; Geographies of Children 

and Youth; Space / Place and Imagined Geographies, and; Citizenship and Structure, 

Education and Engagement. 

 

2.1 Aspiration 

Aspiration is a nebulous term and one that it is viewed and / or constructed as well 

as subsequently utilised in a multitude of ways. It elicits different emotions and 

expectations as well as being both a tool and a trope; it is a word that could be said 

to be infused with meaning yet devoid of worth. An introduction to aspiration 

across the UK and Wales policy as well as academic literature helps to contextualize 

the research.10 The word 'aspiration' is not always used explicitly so I consider 

synonyms also.  

 

I would like to begin however by outlining my use of aspiration. 

 

The ‘traits’ of aspiration outlined below follow previous work on aspiration by 

Gottfredson (2002, cited by Gutman & Akerman, 2008:4-5) whose fourth stage in 

the 'Circumscription and Compromise' theory described 'the concept of aspirations 

(idealistic aspirations) [...] distinguished from expectations (realistic aspirations)' 

(Gutman & Akerman, 2008:5 emphasis added).  Aspiration is defined therefore for 

the purposes of this thesis as being: 

i. A desire or ambition held by an individual 
ii. Something which should not be discounted as being unachievable, 

whether it be an idealistic aspiration or realistic aspiration, however it 
is… (see point iii) 

iii. A goal which is likely to have been significantly informed by an 
individual’s circumstances yet can be both supported and moulded 
through objective and constructive advice and structures, and… (see 
point iv) 

iv. Given the age-range of the respondents in this study likely to align with 
Gottfredson’s concept of expectations (realistic aspiration) 

 
10 In the main body of the thesis the discussion focusses on Wales. 
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This ‘Circumspection and Compromise’ period starts at around 14 years old and 

sees ‘adolescents consider occupations that would be personally fulfilling but are 

within acceptable social spheres. This stage also involves compromise, which is the 

recognition of the external constraints on vocational choices’ (Gutman & Akerman, 

2008:5). This stage also fits well with the age range chosen for the research of 14-

19 with a full explanation provided in the Methodologies chapter. 

 

2.1.1 Policy 

The concept of aspiration has taken a central role in 'anti-poverty', 'education' and 

'social mobility' strategies of both governments in Cardiff and Westminster and 

through a range of different administrations. However, the message is confused - 

both that aspirations remain low (especially in deprived areas) and have to be 

raised - but also that aspirations remain high and merely need to be released or 

realised (Kintrea et al, 2011i).  

 

2.1.1.1 The UK 
Former Prime Minister Tony Blair famously argued that education has the power 

to 'correct the inequalities of class or background' (Blair, quoted in Reay, 2008:644 

cited by Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson, 2011). Brown notes that ‘[I]nterventions to 

‘raise’ the aspirations of teenagers have been a central strand of British education 

policy since the early 2000s’ (Brown, 2011:7) even though 'the first clear definition 

of what an 'aspiration' is did not appear in a Government publication until 2008' 

(Brown, 2011:11). This report in 2008 would pre-empt one of the later findings of 

the extensive research undertaken by the JRF (Kintrea et al, 2011i; Cummings et al, 

2012) when it said: 

 

Young people's aspirations - the goals they set for the future, their 
inspiration and their motivation to work toward these goals - have a 
significant influence both on their educational attainment and their future 
life outcomes. 

(Social Exclusion Taskforce, 2008:5) 

 

Under the Labour Government Ed Balls the Secretary of State for Children, Schools 

and Families said that there “must be a new culture of learning and aspiration – 
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with high expectations for every young person” (2007, cited by Gutman & Akerman, 

2008:1). Later under the Coalition Government the UK Chancellor George Osbourne 

outlined their administration’s attitude to aspiration during his first conference 

speech as the Chancellor of the Exchequer at the Conservative Party Conference in 

2010:  

The aspiration to have a better life, to get a better job, to give your children 
a better future. The aspiration to work the extra hour, to play a bigger part 
in your community, to have a bigger say in your country and its future. These 
aspirations are the most powerful forces in our nation. And I want them put 
to work for a better future for us all.  

(Guardian, 2010ii) 
 

His is a view that presents the desire to succeed and the aspiration to do well as the 

key to forging successful lives. The implication that an individual's education can, 

and will, raise them to greater heights in their lives is a well-established concept. 

However, it is an idea that continues to be used and also feted as important in terms 

of economic development as well. John Nash, when reappointed by Cameron as 

Under-Secretary of State for Schools, made this explicit link whilst seamlessly also 

linking it with post-industrial communities and implicitly justifying the sweeping 

welfare (benefits) reforms that the new Tory Government were set to introduce: 

 

We still have children brought up in communities on the coast or mining 
towns who just live in a world of unemployment: their parents are 
unemployed; their grandparents are unemployed. It’s shocking that for 
generations we’ve allowed that to happen. We have to break that cycle, 
partly by welfare reform but mainly through education.  

(Nash, 2015 quoted by Guardian 2015)  
 

 

The JRF study used as inspiration for this research project summarises the use of 

‘Aspiration’ in Westminster policy in the period before their study thus: 

 

Aspirations were a key theme of many of the Labour Government’s policy 
papers about children and young people up to 2010. They were a key 
component of The Children’s Plan (DCSF, 2007) and in Aiming High for Young 
People (HM Treasury and DCSF, 2007).  

The Social Exclusion Taskforce worked in partnership with the Departments 
of Children, Schools and Families and Communities and Local Government 
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to commission a review of evidence on aspirations in disadvantaged 
communities in 2008. The findings (Cabinet Office, 2008) provided 
background for the Labour Government’s social mobility White Paper New 
Opportunities: Fair chances for the future (Cabinet Office, 2009). This 
document announced measures to increase young people’s aspirations via 
the new programme Inspiring Communities (CLG et al., 2009).  

The Conservative/Liberal Democrat Coalition Government elected in May 
2010 has continued the interest in raising aspirations (although Inspiring 
Communities has been stopped).  

Launching the Schools White Paper (DfE, 2010a), the Prime Minister and the 
Deputy Prime Minister’s joint foreword notes the differences in attainment 
between groups of young people, and attributes a lack of aspiration as a key 
reason for this, specifically:  

In far too many communities there is a deeply embedded culture of 
low aspiration that is strongly tied to long term unemployment. The 
Coalitions’ Work Programme and welfare reforms will help tackle 
these issues. But schools do have a crucial role to play. (DfE, 2010a, 
p. 4)  

In 2011 the Coalition published its strategy for social mobility (Cabinet 
Office, 2011) that continues the interest in raising aspirations, particularly 
among schoolchildren from disadvantaged backgrounds, as a route to 
educational and career success.  

(Kintrea et al, 2011i:10-11) 
 

 

It is interesting to note that the coalition government stopped the Inspiring 

Communities programme as soon as they entered office as this would seem to 

perfectly demonstrate the disconnect between declared policy goals and actions on 

the ground. It was a ‘programme to aid social mobility. It empowered local 

communities to take action to help their young people raise their ambitions and 

achievement at school’ (DCLG, 2011) yet they brought it to an end.   

 

Youth unemployment - and by association aspiration - has been a hot topic in recent 

political discourse and throughout the 'noughties' could have been considered 

mainstream. Despite the by now realised fear that 'the election of the Coalition 

Government [in the UK] in May 2010 will lead to reduced funding for this work, the 

political intent behind these policies seems likely to continue' (Brown, 2011:7 

emphasis added). Aspirations of young people have also been covered from the 
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perspective of specific careers (often within a geographical frame) such as Schoon 

(2001) who focused on aspiring scientists, health professionals and engineers. 

Indeed, very little has changed since the then UK Chancellor of the Exchequer 

Gordon Brown said (in the same year as devolution was realised) '[R]ights go hand 

in hand with responsibilities, and for young people offered new responsibilities [...] 

there will be no third option of simply staying at home on full benefit and doing 

nothing' (Brown, 1998:1 quoted by Jones et al, 2004:77). 

 

Many of the key areas under each of the policy areas either key or influential to 

youth policy are devolved. Despite this, many key levers when considering the 

landscape of employment - the ultimate end-goal for the majority of young people 

and a key consideration of both administrations - remain outside of the influence of 

Cardiff. Issues such as welfare as mentioned by Gordon Brown above that would 

allow a holistic approach to tackling unemployment to be developed within Wales 

and also act as a tool in underpinning social justice are without the WG's remit. This 

is outlined explicitly on the WG's website "[B]enefit payments are not devolved to 

Wales, but the impact and consequences of the UK Government's changes 

[following their Welfare Reform] will be far-reaching here' (WG, 2014i).  

 

2.1.1.2 Wales 
In Wales aspiration has (along with its many synonyms) played a key part in the 

public discourse on how a ‘successful’ future may be achieved. Children and young 

people have been central to this vision, especially in devolved Wales. In her 

introduction to The Learning Country: A Paving Document (NAW, 2001:2) Jane 

Davidson AM the Minister for Education and Lifelong learning outlined her own 

vision for a new education and training landscape in Wales that would ‘liberate 

talent, extend opportunity, empower communities and help create wealth […] to 

ensure that people can realise their ambitions’ (NAW, 2001:2 emphasis added). Later 

the document talks of supporting innovation to ‘focus on the future needs of the 

economy […] and refine learning experiences tailored to the needs, aspirations and 

potential of individuals’ (NAW, 2001:10). This therefore is an early example of both 

economic success and individual aspiration being thought of together, in a 

symbiotic relationship.  
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In 2011 Welsh Labour's first election pledge of the manifesto was: 'We will tackle 

youth unemployment by creating a young people’s jobs and training fund and 

extend apprenticeship opportunities for young people' (Welsh Labour, 2011:5). 

The subsequent Programme for Government document talked of the aim to ‘[H]elp 

everyone reach their potential, reduce inequality, and improve economic and social 

well-being’ (WG, 2011ii:11 emphasis added). 

 

The Welsh Government’s Tackling Poverty Action Plan 2012-2016 (WG, 2012iv) 

announced that it was ‘committed to tackling poverty by raising aspirations; 

improving standards in education; increasing skills levels and reducing inequalities 

in health and wellbeing’ (WG, 2012iv). The language of aspiration was also being 

used by Minister for Education and Skills Leighton Andrews. He signed off his 

foreword in the Improving Schools document with: ‘We have set an ambitious 

reform agenda and it requires everyone in the system to engage in it. If we all play 

our part, we can ensure that every learner gets the education they deserve, that all 

learners make the progress that they should and achieve their aspirations’ (WG, 

2012ii:3). By 2014 the Welsh Government was talking of Rewriting the future: 

Raising ambition and attainment in Welsh schools with new Minister for Education 

and Skills Huw Lewis AM outlining reasons for children’s underachievement thus: 

The factors that underlie this are many and complex but some children 
succeed despite the odds and some schools make a significant contribution 
to helping them do so. Where there is thoughtful and active leadership; 
where children are supported to overcome the barriers they face; where 
families are engaged in their children’s education; where we set high 
expectations and encourage high aspirations; this is where we see children 
succeeding despite the odds. I do not underestimate the challenge, but these 
schools show what can be done and we need to learn from them.  

(WG, 2014x:4 emphasis added) 

 

During the same year it also appeared in The National Youth Work Strategy for 

Wales 2014-2018: 

High-quality youth work has a crucial role to play supporting many young 
people to achieve their full potential. Through informal and non-formal 
educational approaches, effective youth work practice builds the capacity 
and resilience of young people and can change young people’s lives for the 
better. Through participation in youth work young people gain confidence and 
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competence, develop self-assurance and have the opportunity to establish high 
expectations and aspirations for themselves.  

(WG, 2014xii:2 emphasis added) 

 

Wales has further entrenched 'futures' in policy considerations both through 

adoption of the UNCRC (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child) and 

the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Bill (WG, 2014iii) that was enacted in 

2015. The Act establishes the role of Future Generations Commissioner for Wales 

to ‘act as a guardian for the interests of future generations in Wales’ (WG, 2015:9).  

 

Despite the use of 'aspiration' in both Westminster and Cardiff, and across party 

divides, to reflect in some way the mirror of responsibility back upon the individual 

it would appear that to some extent Wales has at least been attempting to make 

children and young people ever more central in policy considerations (despite 

occasional if severe stumbles like with Funky Dragon) whilst Westminster (since 

the coalition) has been making them less central. The adoption of the UNCRC in 

Wales demonstrates an intent on the part of the WG to move consideration of the 

situation of children and young people centre-stage. By contrast moves in 

Westminster saw the Labour established 'Department for Children, School and 

Families' changed by the coalition to the 'Department for Education'. This could 

certainly be interpreted as moving concern for children - and indeed their families 

- away from the political consciousness. 

 

2.1.2 Literatures 

Perhaps it is little surprise that running concurrently with the upsurge in 'interest 

in the geographies of children's lives' (Ansell, 2009:190) we also see that 

'[G]eographical research on education has grown rapidly in both volume and scope 

during the first decade of the twenty-first century, and one relatively new theme to 

emerge from this growing literature is that of aspiration' (Holloway & Pimlott-

Wilson, 2011:79 emphasis added). 

 

As a concept aspiration is 'everywhere' (St. Clair & Benjamin, 2011:502 citing 

Furlong & Cartmel, 1997; European Group for Integrated Social research, 2001; 
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Frome et al, 2006) yet 'as aspirations have started to turn up more frequently in the 

policy discourse there has been a reduction in the clarity of the idea' (St Clair & 

Benjamin, 2011:502, emphasis added). Kintrea et al note in their study that 'the 

notion of aspirations is under-theorised (despite its high profile in current policy)' 

(Kintrea et al, 2011i:6). The word aspiration itself - or a synonym - appears 

regularly in policy. However, regularity of use does not necessarily indicate either 

consistency of meaning nor transparency of method. The what and the why are 

often lost.    

 

A common theme throughout writings on aspiration is summarized neatly by 

DeWitt who says that ‘[F]or most of us, our aspirations are deeply connected with 

how we see ourselves now and in the future. They are personal expressions of our 

interests and reflect our identities’ (DeWitt, 2016: no page). Exploring aspirations 

around post-compulsory science education DeWitt finds that assumptions made by 

policymakers and employers that the lack of take-up of young women choosing to 

pursue a career in science is not because science is seen as unimportant and 

uninteresting. Rather that the choice is ‘ultimately influenced by a range of 

interrelated factors, including gender, ethnicity and social class. The role of the 

family is also key, not least for giving children a feel for whether science is 

‘thinkable’, desirable and achievable, or not’ (DeWitt, 2016: no page).  

 

Studies have found that this familial context can be key in the formation of 

aspirations across all young people (Gutman & Akerman, 2008) and how within 

ethnic minority groups the development of higher aspirations is often encouraged 

/ facilitated by parents (Strand, 2007). This tendency was also found during the JRF 

research where the case-study areas of Nottingham (a ‘traditional’ white working-

class estate) and London (an area with over 70% non-white groups with a majority 

of south Asian families) contrasted strongly despite similar socio-economic 

situations. It summarised that ‘[I]n the former, there were lower levels of 

educational and vocational aspirations. […but in London…] here were highly 

ambitious parents, many of whom had a clearly defined ideal future for their 

children, mainly involving professional occupations’ (Kintrea et al, 2011i:62).  
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Gender too plays a role with consistently higher aspirations displayed by girls 

(Schoon, et al, 2007) despite less breadth in the options discussed with them 

(Hutchinson et al, 2013). Indeed Schoon et al (2007) not only note that until their 

work ‘relatively little [was] known about the processes by which families and the 

larger societal context influence individual commitment to and pursuit of a career’ 

(Schoon et al, 2007:78) but also that this work had tended to focus on the 

experiences of men. I explore specific gendered differences later in Chapter 7 and a 

thorough report focusing on the effects of gender on young people's views on 

careers in Wales scan be found in Chwarae Teg's report Gendered Horizon 

(Hutchinson et al, 2013).  

 

In Nothing in common: The career aspirations of young Britons mapped against 

projected labour market demand (2010-2020) Mann et al (2013) concluded that 

young people were ‘unable to understand the breadth of ultimate job opportunities 

across the economy leading them to potentially identify unrealistic career 

aspirations (Mann et al, 2013:9). 

 

It is not only inability to perceive of or understand certain futures that hinder young 

people. Despite some young people experiencing relatively few difficulties in the 

transition from education to the further or higher education and the world of work 

it is not a universal experience. Complications can ‘arise from their social, economic 

or personal circumstances and can be further exacerbated by the opportunities 

around them or indeed, by a lack of opportunities’ (Hutchinson & Kettlewell, 

2015:113). Hutchinson & Kettlewell are not alone in outlining issues for some 

young people in this transition. Foskett et al used school leavers’ choice processes 

to help match young people’s aspirations and abilities to local education and 

training opportunities and national priorities (Foskett et al, 2008:38). Their study 

concluded that schools with sixth forms tended to favour academic versus 

vocational pathways and that the socio-economic environs of the school ‘influences 

schools to reproduce inequalities of inputs and experiences that directly influence 

pupils’ ultimate destinations in life’ (Foskett et al, 2008:59). This is an important 

finding that helped influence the research design of this project, that is to say, that 

I saw data on socio-economic situation of individual’s parents as being of less 
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importance than the overall socio-economic situation of the area within which a 

school was situated and the respondents lived. 

 

A number of studies have shown that having high aspirations can impact positively 

on subsequent decisions and sometimes results. Sammons et al (2016) discovered 

that ‘disadvantaged students with higher aspirations in KS4 go on to get better A-

level results than disadvantaged students with lower aspirations, even when we 

take account of their GCSE results at age 16’ (Sammons et al, 2016:18). Hutchinson 

et al also report that: 

the evidence shows that educational attainment continues to be strongly 
associated with socio-economic background. Stereotypical information and 
guidance can limit young people’s options and aspirations at an early age. 
Careers advice often reinforces traditional choices and young people have 
limited information on the pay advantages of non- traditional routes. Nearly 
one in four young people say that they have not had enough information to 
make choices for their future.  

(Hutchinson et al, 2013: ii) 

 

One oft under-reported problem in this area of research and subsequent reports on 

‘occupations’ is the inherent issues within the systems of capturing such complex 

employment and industrial data. The government struggles to satisfactorily 

categorise the many different jobs under Standard Occupational Classification 

(SOC) codes and industry under Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) codes and 

as such whole sections of the economy remain effectively hidden. As such their 

visibility and by extension the opportunity to discuss potential career with young 

people are missed11. These classifications were used by JRF and as such have been 

utilized in this study later when attributing career ‘levels’ to aspirations. The 

weaknesses in the system however should be noted. 

 

Khattab (2015) broadens the debate to look at the inter-reaction between 

aspirations and expectations and finds that ‘compared to students with low 

aspirations and expectations, having higher aspirations improves school 

achievement even if expectations are low’ (Khattab, 2015:732). The thesis 

 
11 Nesta have for example highlighted the lack of sufficient SIC and SOC codes in 
the information economy industries (Spilsbury, 2015). 
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presented being that aspiration and expectation cannot be used as predictors for 

educational achievement neither in isolation from each other nor in relation to the 

achievement itself. 

 

Aspiration as a research topic is important - especially in relation to education - as 

there has been a:  

[L]ack of rigorous thought about what exactly aspirations are, where they 
come from, what affects them and whether they actually make a difference 
to educational and occupational outcomes. 

(St. Clair & Benjamin, 2011:502) 

 

In human geography the most striking example of the acceptance of 'aspiration' 

specifically in relation to education and children / young people as a geographical 

pursuit is to be found in the Children's Geographies special edition on 'Geographies 

of education and aspiration' of which the editorial states: 

Our hope is, that as geographers expand their studies of education and 
aspiration, they will not only extend emerging critiques of how young 
people's aspirations have become the object of neoliberal policy 
interventions, but will also delink the strong association of aspirations with 
material wealth, educational qualifications and professional employment to 
explore the range of potential futures that children aspire to realise. 

(Holloway et al, 2011:4) 

 

In this special edition Brown offers up the emotional geographies of young people's 

aspirations. His is an approach I followed relatively closely yet his focus - as is 

suggested in the title - remains at the emotional level and as such only a small 

amount of time was spent discussing 'aspiration' as a policy concern, or indeed as a 

spatial one. His finding that 'large numbers of these young people focused their 

ambitions and definitions of personal success on questions of emotional well-being 

and security' (Brown, 2011:18) was replicated by my own study and may surprise 

those who suspect all young people want to do is 'become famous' (I met many 

opinionated adults during the research who suggested this to be the case). Indeed 

my own and Brown's findings of relatively sensible young people usually 

considering 'normal' careers from age 14 upwards can also be found in research by 

many major studies involving teenagers and aspiration, such as: The Social 

Exclusion Taskforce (2008); The Centre for Research on the Wider Benefits of 
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Learning (Gutman & Akerman, 2008); The JRF (Kintrea et al, 2011i, Gorard et al, 

2012); The Local Government Group (Spielhofer et al, 2011), and; Chwarae Teg 

(Hutchinson et al, 2013). 

 

Hinton discusses aspiration in relation to the widening access to HE agenda in 

Wales. She found young Welsh students - especially those from more disadvantaged 

backgrounds - had a strong 'emotional connection to place' but often wanted to 

experience some kind of independence (Hinton, 2011:31). That there was a 

negotiation for young people from disadvantaged backgrounds when considering 

the conflicting needs of financial and emotional security is not a surprise but 

perhaps the findings of this study is. It reported that young people find this security 

by staying in Wales, even if not near their parental home. 

 

Some similarities have been drawn between my case study are of Merthyr Tydfil - 

or more widely the valleys - and the North-East of England. As such of especial 

interest in terms of the research work in Merthyr is Bright's (2011) work on 

aspiration in the North-East in 'three neighbouring former coal-mining villages in 

the Beldover district of Derbyshire' (Bright, 2011:64). His ethnographic approach 

discovered what he calls a 'resistant aspiration' that sits uncomfortably within the 

current governmental discourse of social mobility. Like me, he too draws heavily on 

Lefebvre and Soja and like me he is interested in how 'physical, cultural, historical, 

imaginative and embodied space' help the young people make meaning (Bright, 

2011:63). My work echoes his in its assertion that aspiration of young people is as 

a result of a tapestry of their circumstances, environment, social history and 

imaginations. It is their 'lived experience' or as I have termed it 'milltir sgwâr' that 

shapes their aspirations although I would disagree with his notion of a 'resistant 

aspiration'. Rather for me (when found) this kind of nihilism was a habitual, learnt, 

reproduced behaviour borne of struggle and isolation and feelings of abandonment 

rather than any kind of (pro)active 'resistance'.   

 

Concerns around the neoliberalisation of education policy and especially its 

somewhat unsavoury relationship to the appropriation of the language of 

'aspiration' by government is also explored by Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson (2011). 
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A part of a wider study, their paper looked at how teachers see the role they play in 

aspiration formation. Especially useful in helping me to conceptualise my approach 

with teaching professionals and I saw many similarities in teachers' understandings 

'that parents' relatively poor position in the labour market, and their own poor 

experiences of schooling, will limit their aspirations for their children' (Holloway & 

Pimlott-Wilson, 2011). 

 

Wainright & Marandet (2011) follow in the footsteps of Mannay (2009) in exploring 

the return to education of mothers after childcare this had less to contribute directly 

to my own research but was however useful in helping to further explore questions 

of belonging and citizenship in relation to education and aspiration. 

 

Pimlott-Wilson (2011) contributed a single-authored article in addition to her piece 

with Holloway that serves as both a useful conclusion to the journal. Bringing 

together the disparate themes explored under the exploration of familial habitus it 

served as a useful theoretical guide for my research. I particularly drew on the way 

in which Pimlott-Wilson argues that: 

...the voices of children need to be included in research which considers 
aspiration, acknowledging the influence of the family on these imagined 
futures whilst also recognising that children reflexively develop their own 
perspectives as they encounter new experiences.  

(Pimlott-Wilson, 2011:111) 
 

2.2 Geographies of Children and Youth 

Early investigations by Ward set not only the tone for a great deal of subsequent 

research on children's geographies but also inculcated the idea of separate or 

'different' experiences for children framed very specifically by the surroundings. In 

some ways this early work The Child in the City (Ward, 1979) and The Child in the 

Country (Ward, 1988) had the unintended legacy to some degree of perhaps 

'fetishizing' childhood. However, it provided an important perceptual shift where 

children moved centre-stage as actors and subjects no longer as merely objects.  
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Over the past 20 years or so there has been a 'resurgence of interest in the 

geographies of children's lives' (Ansell, 2009:190). The earliest manifestations 

dealt almost explicitly with the embodied experiences of children in space (Ward, 

1979 & 1988) and subjectivised conceptualisations of such experience with mind-

mapping (Tuan, 1975). A rapid expansion in the 90's led to its undisputed place as 

a recognised and respected sub-discipline undergoing a critical turn (Evans, 2008; 

Kraftl et al, 2012:8) with the dedicated and respected peer-reviewed journal 

Children's Geographies established in 2003 (Evans, 2008:1660).  

 

A great deal has been written on childhood as a sub-discipline in Human Geography 

and an understanding of the issues facing children have been tackled in some depth. 

Valentine summarised the tricky transitional period between childhood and youth 

best perhaps when describing it as a 'Boundary Crossing'. She also highlighted that 

'[W]hile the age range 7–14 has received considerable attention from geographers, 

the discipline has been slower to consider young people on the cusp of childhood 

and adulthood: those aged 16–25' (Valentine, 2003:39). Despite missing out 14-16 

year olds in this statement it is certainly evident that the period of youth is harder 

to define and had perhaps been engaged less with as a 'sub-discipline' historically 

in human geography until the turn of the century.   

 

A development of Sibley's (1997) notion of 'Border Crossings' that sought to 

explore the geographies of exclusion and spaces of social and spatial ambiguity 

Valentine implores us to consider the plight of this demographic. For her youth too 

often becomes 'The Other' (Valentine 1997ii:65 citing James, 1990; Philo 1992) 

either defined by age alone or included almost accidentally (not because of the 

specific circumstances engendered through their youth) in other studies concerned 

with race, class, gender and sexuality (Valentine, 2003:39).  

 

Due to the age of the respondents of this study the focus of this thesis is upon the 

geographies of youth / young people.  

 

Young people's experience in society is often represented either because of their 

age or in spite of their age but rarely as an interconnected tapestry of cross-cutting 
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issues with childhood described as a time 'almost always determined and/or 

constrained in large measure by adults' (Prout & James, 2001:29). One implication 

of this statement is that as the child enters their youth en route to adulthood such 

constraints may fall away or become less clear. When discussing the difficulties 

professionals face around communicating with young people Coleman et al outline 

that: 

[A]dolescence is best understood as a complex transition between the states 
of childhood dependence and adult independence. Transitions are never 
easy, but there are some unique characteristics of this transition which make 
it an unusually problematic one. […] None of us is really clear when 
adolescence begins, and there is even less clarity about the moment when 
adulthood is achieved. 

(Coleman et al, 2004:227) 

 

The teen years are 'an ambiguous age, at once children (in full-time compulsory 

education), teenagers (socially defined as difficult, moody, rebellious, and trouble-

making), and young people (celebrated as the future, full of energy and life)' 

(Skelton, 2000:82 discussing teenage girls aged 14-16). However Skelton reveals an 

ingrained societal preconception perhaps by describing the fits of giggles they had 

during discussions as 'teenage girls' behaviour' (Skelton, 2000:82). This would 

seem to me to be using a behaviour normally associated with this particular identity 

group to delineate them further whilst ignoring the fact that 'giggles' are had by 

adults as well. These years 'between' childhood and adulthood are difficult to define 

'it is blurred by the ambiguous period of 'youth'' (Valentine, 2003:37).  

 

The ‘young people’ of the topic is problematic as it is such a broad ‘identity’ and as 

such a complex issue for society (Roberts, 2007) with contradictory status 

(Engelbert, 1994:285).  Skelton suggests that a lack of recognition of young people 

as a distinct group may stem simply from the 'shorthand' of 'children' often being 

used in place of 'children and young people' (Skelton, 2008:23). It is further 

complicated because it is at its most basic a temporal state of being that every adult 

has passed through. However, despite this diversity, it retains a powerful (if much 

contested and shifting) identity of its own (Archard, 2002). Indeed, when discussing 

identity and citizenship, Davies & Dunkerley summarise neatly: 'The problem is 

that there is no generic ‘young person’ but rather many young people’ (Davies & 



 32 

Dunkerley, 2006:150, emphasis added). I would contest Ruddick's assertion that 

childhood and youth are 'strictly age-graded phases' (Ruddick, 2003:336) as even 

simple definitions by age vary according to which agency you ask, or which 'right' 

or 'responsibility' (in the context of citizenship) you assess. As such a definitive 

period of 'youth' had to be decided upon to give the research the appropriate focus 

and is discussed further in the Methodologies chapter. The use of narrative in 

identity construction (Somers, 1994) and the impact of one’s actions on the 

formation of identity have parallels with ‘the reconceptualisation of spatial 

identities’ (Massey, 2004:5) and as such proved to be a very important 

consideration in this ‘temporal socio-spatial’ research project.  

 

Indeed, the temporality of youth identity provided an interesting lens through 

which to pose questions to the inevitably ‘older’ policy makers, 3rd sector 

management and youth workers etc. engaged during the interview stage. With 

virtually no advocates for young people from that same demographic in positions 

of power and influence (Jones & Wallace, 1992:151), one needs to ask are they truly 

represented around the tables of decision makers? As such a hoped for outcome of 

this research will be to give voice to ‘young people’ on both their wider more 

abstract aspirations for life but also in educational and economic terms. The 

importance of this and its obvious connections to policy and practice are 

summarised neatly by researchers undertaking a similar study in Australia: 

The purpose of the research was to listen to young people’s stories with a 
view to better understanding the barriers and obstacles to ‘getting a job’ and 
from their vantage point, identify the educational, policy and practice 
context that needs to be created and more widely sustained to assist their 
career aspirations and life chances. As Wyn (2009a) puts it, we need to 
investigate the ‘disjuncture between educational policies, which continue to 
frame education within an industrial model (instrumental and 
vocationalist), and young people’s own requirements— the capacity to be 
good navigators through new economies, to live well, and to engage with 
complexity and diversity’. 

(Down et al, 2014:3 quoting in part Wyn, 2009:49) 
 

Holloway & Valentine argue that '[U]nlike most social identities, childhood is 

something which all adult beings have experienced rather than a difference which 

forever separates people. Perhaps this is why children, as adults' 'Other', are not 

feared and loathed but openly valued, with childhood being celebrated for those of 
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an appropriate age' (2000:4). This however would not explain the obvious 

difficulties society has with teenagers although I would posit that as a demographic 

they are more 'threatening' as they begin to learn to assert themselves, are naturally 

inclined to question and challenge society's status quo and develop as individuals. 

Indeed the 'young person' sits uncomfortably between childhood and adulthood as 

a kind of Derridean parergon (see Figure 2.1).  

 

Figure 2. 1: The Derridean parergon - the frame (youth) defines the picture 
(childhood) yet is neither a part of it, nor the adult world that observes both 
(adapted from Littlefield, no date). 

 

 

 

Young people in this context are neither part of childhood nor adulthood and as 

such hard to define and oft-forgotten or ignored. Youth is the metaphorical frame 

with childhood the 'artwork' - finite, encapsulated, beautiful, fetishized and 

seemingly easy to recognise from the perspective of adulthood (being everything 

without the picture of childhood). Much like the frame ‘Youth’ sits uncomfortably 

between the two worlds; definitively part of neither yet viewed by many adults as 

an insignificant part of the art / childhood at best...: 
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The frame defines the work by confining it. This is a paradox in the rigorous 
sense; the frame is not contingent or necessary, but both contingent and 
necessary at one and the same time. It is impossible to decide logically where 
the borders of the frame stop and the work begins or where the borders of 
the work stop and the frame begins. 

(Littlefield, no date emphasis in original) 
 

Childhood (and by implication youth) has been relegated to 'less than important' 

for reasons ranging from its 'everydayness' (Horton & Kraftl, 2006:71) to its 

apparent subservience to 'adult' identities (Holloway & Valentine, 2000:5). Both 

hint at the lower status afforded the experiences of a group that seem to be 

somehow lesser 'the child being the only subject position which all adults 

(putatively) are not but once were' (Katz, 2008:8 emphasis added). It is an identity 

based upon a transitionality that seems to undermine its agency to many being 

viewed merely as becomings not beings and as such not worthy of investigation 

(Holloway & Valentine, 2000:5). Childhood, despite Holloway & Valentine's (2000) 

description of its many positive connotations, had also seen the 'reengaging [of] a 

demonised conceptualisation of what it means to be a child' since the murder of 

toddler Jamie Bulger by two 10-year old boys (Valentine, 1996:581).  Holloway & 

Valentine suggest childhood is undervalued in both societal and academic terms 

because of its construction as a phase of socialisation and a period merely building 

towards adulthood. Such socialisation is similar to political socialisation as it ‘does 

not consist of universal processes but involves particular processes operating in 

concrete social situations’ (Taylor, 1993:299 citing Renshon 1977).   

 

UNICEF's stance that children are viewed and treated as 'human beings with a 

distinct set of rights instead of as passive objects of care and charity' (UNICEF, no 

date) doesn't seem to alter the expectation that somebody (parent, guardian or 

state) is responsible for them as articles 18 and 20 clarify: 

 
Article 18.1: States Parties shall use their best efforts to ensure recognition 
of the principle that both parents have common responsibilities for the 
upbringing and development of the child. Parents or, as the case may be, 
legal guardians, have the primary responsibility for the upbringing and 
development of the child. The best interests of the child will be their basic 
concern. 
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Article 20.1: A child temporarily or permanently deprived of his or her 
family environment, or in whose own best interests cannot be allowed to 
remain in that environment, shall be entitled to special protection and 
assistance provided by the State. 

(UNICEF, 1989) 
 

And although UNICEF classes anyone under the age of 18 as being covered by this 

there is a caveat - enshrined in the very first article of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child: 

Article 1: For the purposes of the present Convention, a child means every 
human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the law 
applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier. 

(UNICEF, 1989) 
 

This, along with the variety of ages and stages that signify 'admission' to adulthood 

that exist not only across cultures but also within them means that in my mind youth 

is the identity which not only struggles to be known and recognised by society but 

also to know itself. In short, '[D]espite our recognition that children are active social 

beings, it remains true that their lives are almost always determined and/or 

constrained in large measure by adults' (Prout & James, 2001:29). 

 

2.3 Space / Place and Imagined Geographies 

As mentioned earlier, a developing and ultimately key consideration for the focus 

of the research was the disconnect between the national and the local, the 

landscapes of policy and the lived experience of young people. As the research 

progressed this became a key site of the exploration and allowed for a number of 

themes to be teased out in greater detail. Chief amongst these were national 

education and engagement policy and their links (or not) with local opportunity 

and cultures. The JRF found for example that '[T]here is a lack of fit between young 

people's job aspirations and the kinds of jobs available in the local labour market' 

(Kintrea et al, 2011i:8). Also encountered was the idea of and enactment in place of 

citizenship for young people and the mechanisms and institutions by and through 

which they are engaged.   
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The differing scales began to emerge as strongly as it had been imagined they would 

with macro, meso and micro contributing to the understandings around how young 

people's lives were influenced. From the macro-scale of national level policies, 

international financial problems and factors such as the changing labour market, 

the meso-scale of 'communities, groups, networks and local jurisdictions' (Barrett 

& Swallow, 2006:8) to the micro-scale of the influence of friends and family, efficacy 

(or not) of careers advice and access to opportunities. A notable space in which 

these three disparate elements came together was around debates as to how much 

the macro should service the meso, and in turn the meso the micro. The 

practitioners and young people in those areas affected by poor economic 

performance that resulted in low employment rates, low wages and limited 

opportunities for young people were adamant that they weren't happy to merely 

survive. They wanted to thrive and often saw policy (at both national and 

sometimes at county level) as a hindrance rather than a help. 

 

That the Welsh Government is cognisant of the differing characteristics across 

Wales is evidenced in People, Places, Futures - Wales Spatial Plan 2008 Update (WAG, 

2008). It was adopted in 2004 and updated in 2008 and set out ‘cross-cutting 

national spatial priorities’ (WAG, 2013). However, it did so by identifying six non-

administratively defined ‘regions’ with key settlements highlighted and connected 

with arrows and looped together in ‘hubs’ that bear little relation to the realities on 

the ground.12 Thus the Wales Spatial Plan could be said to be symptomatic of the 

disconnect between national and regional and (especially) local realities.  

 

2.3.1 Space / Place 

Space (explored as place when discussing 'lived experience') has occupied some of 

the greatest minds for decades with little agreement but many different theoretical 

turns gaining supremacy at various times. As such, I have decided to offer a 

summary of some of the key arguments related to the topics engaged with in this 

 
12 I witnessed the consternation amongst many local and regional community 
leaders, practitioners and business-people on the inadequacy of the plan during 
Welsh Government consultations when a Community Development Worker. 
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thesis and note the major theorists that have influenced both the research project 

and my approach as a researcher. 

 

A key first area to deal with is the ‘space / place’ dichotomy. Massey is suspicious of 

the approach taken in this thesis that equates place with ‘local’ and space with more 

abstract ‘larger’ and / or theoretical concerns and suggests there are ‘questions 

which remain unaddressed about the relations between place, embodiment and 

meaning’ (Massey, 2004:8). However, despite Massey’s misgivings there are those 

who argue persuasively that place must be formed through the emotional knowing 

of and inhabitation of space. That it is only when thinking of place as a concept that 

is born directly from a sense of place that the somewhat arbitrary division between 

space and place becomes clearer (Agarwal, 2005).  

 

Cresswell too teases out the somewhat disarming intuitiveness of knowing what 

‘place’ means. However he notes that it is just this familiarity with the word that 

causes the conceptual unease as ‘no-one quite knows what they are talking about 

when they are talking about place’ (Cresswell, 2011:1). He intuits that there is a 

certain sense of ownership or inherent belonging when using the word in everyday 

speech. I have utilised this sense of place – in both senses of the phrase – to inform 

my own understanding and use of place. It often sits in opposition to or in 

partnership with space and I attempted to create a clear scalar template for the 

research that I knew would inevitably look at both space and place, detachment and 

belonging and the abstract and the lived. 

 

In terms of the research of young people's aspirations the work done by JRF has 

made place central to considerations (Whitfield, 2011) although they gave socio-

economic and cultural considerations primacy in their major study on this topic. An 

earlier study by JRF Attachment to place: Social networks, mobility and prospects of 

young people also explored 'how social networks and attachment to place shape 

further/higher education, training and work aspirations of young people' (Green & 

White, 2007:1). The former study was conducted in 2 areas of England and 1 in 

Scotland and the latter across 3 areas of England. As such it was felt there was 

certainly a Welsh dimension that needed exploring. 
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However persuasive the arguments around youth aspiration and unemployment I 

feel it's disingenuous to imply that the place itself is somehow at fault. Place often 

merely feels the impacts of policy determined at the national spatial scale. As 

commentators such as Randall & Ironside (1996:18, discussing the situation in 

Canada) explain 'communities dependent upon a single resource sector' such as 

Merthyr Tydfil in its prime with its coal and steel heritage are 'important in many 

ways [as] [H]istorically they have served as nodes for the extraction of staple 

exports' (Randall & Ironside, 1996:18 citing Innis, 1930, 1956). They appear to have 

been used and abused considering the enormous wealth they helped to generate 

and yet the poverty they find themselves in today. They are surely deserving of 

support to develop new industries once their 'usefulness' has passed. The 

cataclysmic events that befell these communities could be said to have seen the 

destruction of both livelihood and purpose and one that was effectively hidden from 

view through 'the removal of miners from the official unemployment register 

through early retirement or being classed as permanently sick' (Fieldhouse & 

Hollywood, 1999:483). The social, cultural and economic scars are increasingly 

important considerations as we grapple with Tory Ministers implying it would be 

easy for the unemployed of Merthyr to work if they were only willing to travel to 

Cardiff and pillorying them in the media.  

 

Isolation is not, nor should ever be understood, as a situation borne of purely 

Euclidean restraints. Rather we must 'remain cautious in defining isolation, in that 

it is a relative concept only partly established by linear distance. Instead isolation 

'...seems to refer to the potential relationships of the individuals with other 

communities outside their own' (Randall & Ironside, 1996:20 citing Lucas, 

1971:355). As found in both case study areas, distance is not the only barrier to 

both 'internally located' economic success nor 'externally envisioned' 

opportunities. Indeed, in individual terms the economic success has direct 

implications for all levels of skilled employment as 'young people with low or no 

qualifications have much better employment outcomes in cities with more 

successful economies' (Crowley & Cominetti, 2014:no page number). As do many 

sectors of the economy with success generating increased demand for low-skilled 

work: 
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Social relations and social structure, and the character of both labour and 
capital, can vary quite dramatically within an individual country. One 
element of this is simply that the relations of production are unevenly 
distributed over space and so, therefore, are the constituent social classes and 
social groups. 

(Massey, 1995:56, emphasis added) 

 

In terms of economic development Wales shares its misfortune with the North-East, 

a region with a very similar geography being largely rural with areas of 

industrialisation. There is a parallel economic history based upon the agricultural, 

maritime and industrial sectors that saw changing fortunes of rural and industrial 

areas. Depopulation, an aging demographic and ever more pressure from the 

market for cheaper produce and the dismantling of many of the industries in the 

80s saw a 'perfect storm' that inevitably would leave these regions floundering. As 

Strangleman notes in his work on mining communities, the collapse of the coal 

industry in the 80s and 90s 'wiped out hundreds of occupational communities' 

(Strangleman, 2001:253).13 Especially important in terms of youth unemployment 

as: 

In most cases the places with the highest youth unemployment rates are 
those that have experienced economic distress for some time and have failed 
to adjust to the changing geography of the UK economy. Rates of youth 
unemployment are very high in towns and cities which previously relied on 
traditional industries for jobs and growth, many of which have seen large 
reductions in employment. 

 (Crowley & Cominetti, 2014:no page no.) 

 

These impacts of national scale have been widely ignored in human geography in 

relation to young people. As Ansell (2009) explains what work has been undertaken 

has been situated in a 'very parochial locus of interest - the neighbourhood, 

playground, shopping mall or journey to school' (Ansell, 2009:190). Whilst 

disagreeing with her call for a move towards a 'flat ontology' to counter this I would 

urge a multi-scalar appreciation of young people's experiences. One that includes 

an appreciation of the 'processes, discourses and institutions' (Holloway et al, 

 
13 The North-East of England was deemed similar enough to Wales by the WG 
Chief Economist to be included to provide a comparative measure in a report for 
the Oxbridge Ambassador for Wales (Gallagher & Padley, 2014) on Oxbridge 
attainment and admissions. 
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2011:2) that both affect - and are affected by - young people as subjects rather than 

objects (Holloway et al, 2010). 

 

The importance of scales and the different impacts each has on socio-economic 

systems was described by Barrett & Swallow (2006) in their appraisal of fractal 

poverty traps. Although writing about 'world development' (also the title of the 

journal) some of the lessons are applicable to disadvantaged communities such as 

we find in Wales. Merrifield proposes that ‘a reassertion of an explicit dialectical 

mode of argumentation can make a major contribution to the goal that has hitherto 

effectively eluded geographers: that of reconciling the way in which experience is 

lived and acted out in place, and how this relates to, and is embedded in, political 

economic practices that are operative over broader scales’ (Merrifield, 1993:516 

emphasis in original). 

 

Allowing for consideration of the importance of local landscapes, and the inherent 

social and cultural structures within, and effects that the enactment of nationally or 

regionally devised policy has on such landscapes are critical. As early as the mid-

Eighties Gregory and Urry were suggesting that 'spatial structure' should be 'seen 

not merely as an arena in which social life unfolds, but rather as a medium through 

which social relations are produced and reproduced' (Gregory & Urry, 1985:3). 

That ‘spatial arrangement of social objects can affect their social relations’ (Taylor, 

1993:297). Thus the social and political structures of space and the concrete (but 

by no means any more necessarily 'knowable') place interact in an ongoing and 

complex way and create the 'crucible' in which everyone on the planet lives out 

their lives. Recent writers such as De Blij (2010) have argued for the importance of 

place in the formation of structure and society and enactment of opportunities and 

barriers and against the notion of the ever-popular argument borne of globalisation 

of an ontologically flat world. The notion of the landscape / setting as being central 

to understandings of the human experience have developed from Lefebvre's (2009) 

The Production of Space through various iterations on a theme to Soja's (1996) 

Thirdspace.  
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Dealing as the research has with young people in Wales exclusively the term that 

will be used to define this space will be the ‘milltir sgwâr'. Translatable as the 

'Square Mile' this is a useful and relatively easily identifiable socio-platial concept 

that represents the immediate surroundings of an individual. Much like Bourdieu's 

(1977) Habitus (that is also useful when considering aspirations (Brown, 2011:13; 

Pimlott-Wilson, 2011)) it infers the historical as well as current. It is especially 

appropriate when discussing the spaces young people of the age range dealt with 

in this study - predominantly 14-19 - inhabit because of their limited access to 

travel. However, it must be noted that often the places that make up this definable 

space are spatially disjointed even whilst suggesting that they are geographically 

cohesive. The home, the park, the youth club, the school are more likely than ever 

before to be further apart and joined as it were by transport threads - yet they 

remain as a homogenous whole. Children and young people may have very different 

embodied identities at home and school for example with 'the former linking 

emotional, cognitive and bodily dimensions, the latter separating out the cognitive 

and the project of development' (Thomson et al, 2004:221 citing Mayall, 1998). 

Both places are however constitutive of the whole, the totality of their lived 

experience. Especially true as the roaming lives of children have seen to shrink in 

the modern age of the car and other parental / societal fears (Valentine, 1997ii; 

Valentine & McKendrick, 1997) and as young people are continually excluded from 

public space. Children and young people therefore inhabit 'prescribed' places under 

'adult' or societal control and have little right to any others, often coming into 

conflict with society if attempting to explore or appropriate places outside of those 

that society has deemed appropriate for them.  

 

A significant part of the research was to investigate and clarify the 

conceptualizations of both ‘social’ and ‘spatial’ and the concurrent ‘sociospatial 

relations’ (Jessop et al, 2008) and their relevance to, and relationship with, the 

topic. The term spatial for some can hint towards the purely ‘physical’ arena of 

Euclidean space; the ‘coordinates, lines and planes’ (Elden, 2004:186) of the ‘metric 

space defined by the geometric system devised by the Greek mathematician Euclid’ 

(Pickles, 2009:220). Whilst this is an important practical consideration when 

considering the world (De Blij, 2010) a danger lies in its apparently easily drawn 
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diametric relationship to the ‘social’ arena. There is a powerful rhetoric; of ‘absolute 

and homogenous [space] that guarantees its social and political utility. This utility 

emerges first as ‘NATURE’S space’ and later as all of social life is reduced to 

Euclidean space’ (Pickles, 2009:220). Lefebvre (2009) questions such a stance as a 

‘double reduction of complex three-dimensional realities to a two-dimensional 

space, and to the space of two-dimensional objects that can be ‘naively’ mapped or 

represented’ (Pickles, 2009:220). 

 

Perhaps a clearer approach therefore would be to use the word ‘platial’ in their 

stead, a neologism used to reflect the words place and placing in adjectival form 

that suggests less about scale than the word local (Elden, 2001:37) but still invokes 

undeniably the connection between space & social, nature & society (Hinchliffe, 

2000:1). I adopt this where relevant but - given the research was undertaken in 

Wales - favour 'milltir sgwâr'. To help in further understanding the dynamics of 

space it is useful to turn again to Lefebvre (2009) and his three definitions of the 

different types of ‘Space’:  

Spatial practices, are spaces that are concrete, material, physical. The second 
is what he calls representations of space, the space of abstract plans and 
processes. […] [B]oth these spaces need to be thought together, in dialectical 
relation. But this is not a linear sense of the dialectic, in which the two terms 
react and form a new term that then itself comes into relation with its 
opposite. Rather, this is a dialectic where the third term continues to exist in 
relation to the other two (cf. Trialectics). Lefebvre’s third term here is what 
he calls spaces of representation […] spaces that are lived, experienced and 
recoded through the actions of those that occupy and use them.  

(Elden, 2009:590 italics in original) 
 

Following the same order as above the three can be termed more simply ‘perceived’, 

‘conceived’ and ‘lived’. Using these descriptions of space and this understanding of 

their relationship to one another is useful in that it makes explicit the impact that 

the ‘conceived’ spaces of planners, architects, civil servants, politicians and policy-

makers as well as the ‘perceived’ concrete spaces of the physical, Euclidean world 

have on the ‘lived’ spaces of the inhabitants. It also helps us realize perhaps that our 

lived experience is a site of constant negotiation. How we use and inhabit these 

spaces imbues them with meaning and thus empowers us to change them but only 

within the structures that exist already.   



 43 

Thus we realize that the ‘milltir sgwâr’, or the 'square mile’, the place of our most 

immediate, physical, emotional and economic interactions is paradoxically both 

within – from the networks and practices we engage in - and without – from the 

policies and planning imposed - our control and this has relevance to any discussion 

around ‘educational and economic aspirations’.  

 

2.3.1.1 The Milltir Sgwâr 
This is the Welsh term that translates to the 'square mile' but encompasses so much 

more than the literal translation can offer. For me it summarised the notion of the 

young people's lived experiences whilst also making geography and place central 

to it. In much the same way as hiraeth is a concept that speaks of longing and 

emotion and attachment to place so too does the 'milltir sgwâr' speak of that place 

within which we each exist and live out our lives. This place consists of elements 

such as home / school / work / favourite haunts etc. whilst remaining rather elusive 

in meaning in translation. Even if - as if mirroring the post-modern disjointed 

careers and multiplicitous identities of many in the modern age - the physical places 

are disparate and divided (such as traveling to school for 30 minutes for example) 

the confines of each place to form the milltir sgwâr of our existence is still valid. 

milltir sgwâr is summarised well when described as being ‘all about the influences 

on our doorsteps […] it embodies far more than physical locality […it…] represents 

deeply felt ties of familiarity, identification and belonging’ (Wales Online, 2006). 

 

I therefore thought about this attachment to place(s) as being quite often for young 

people of the age-group involved in the study as being more a 'cluster' than a single 

defined space. It was evident that each young person had a number of places they 

would go regularly and often a major issue for them was the getting from place to 

place. Thus mobilities were discussed widely and existed throughout the research 

in coexistence with place. The use of 'milltir sgwâr' also helps to communicate the 

bilingual nature of Wales and the associated issues - both positive and negative. 

Wales is often seen (apart from in certain pockets in the larger urban areas) as a 

‘largely white and relatively monocultural country’ (Scourfield et al, 2006:60). This 

view seems to downplay the highly emotive and complex issue of the Welsh 

language that sees a quarter of the population declaring that they speak Welsh (WG, 
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2019). This is one of the elements that makes this study different to those 

undertaken by the JRF for example in England because Welsh is not only the 

language of many of the young people's family lives but also both used across the 

education system and is the language of government - with implications for 

aspirations, education and employment. 

 

The concept of the 'milltir sgwâr' aides our understanding of the holistic experience 

of the young people’s lived experiences within a ‘mosaic of interlocking units to be 

used according to a variety of subtle and evolving rules’ (Thomas & Thompson, 

2004:7 describing children’s use of outdoor space) and within Wales. It speaks of 

the local tapestry within which our experience is embodied yet also it speaks to the 

sometimes intangible or abstract but always present elements that make up our 

lived experience; history, culture, language, community and sense of place. 

2.3.2 Imagined Geographies 

Dealing with aspiration means engaging with the imagined. It involves imaginative 

projections about where an individual wishes to end up and attempts to map this 

journey from the present to the future. It deals in not only space and place but time 

and space-time.  

 

Young people's aspirations in the present also talk to their perceptions of 

themselves in the future. Such a research topic (one rooted very strongly in notions 

of time and of journeying over/through a temporal plain) demands some attention 

is paid to the temporal dimension. Much as Desforges et al (2005) eschew the 

importance of terms such as scale, landscape and mobility in discussions around 

the geographies of citizenship (in addition to space) so too is there the need to 

discuss the temporal. Just as Bullen & Whitehead (2005:500) make the plea for a 

'stretching of the spatio-temporal matrix' in their work on sustainable citizenship 

so too do I in terms of youth citizenship. With sustainability, just as with aspiration, 

whilst one eye is on present decisions these should be by the very nature of the topic 

in hand made (or not made) with the other eye on the future consequences of the 

actions of the present. With no ability to conceptualise the future - with no 

imagination - the consequences of actions taken (or not) can never truly be 
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understood. Aspiration formation therefore becomes in part an exercise in 

imaginative temporal and spatial geographies. Likewise, aspiration fulfilment 

touches upon many of the most pressing issues in geography today: socio-economic 

factors; education and employment; rights and identity; mobility and flows, and; 

wider policy debates. 

 

A central consideration of future citizenship is reflected in the WG's Children's 

Rights Scheme. This essentially requires all ministers of the WG (from 1st May 

2012) to pay ‘due regard to the rights in the UNCRC [United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child] when making decisions about proposed new policies or 

legislation, or about reviewing or changing existing policies’ and from 1st May 2014 

to have due regard to the rights of the UNCRC whenever they use any of their legal 

powers or duties’ (WG, 2012:2, emphasis added). Thus any investigation of the time-

space of citizenship, in my view at least in part, needs to focus on rights and 

responsibilities and how these are understood by children / young people, the state 

and wider society.  

 

In his presidential address to the Congress of the Regional Science Association the 

theorist Hägerstrand (1970) introduced a wider notional use of temporal as well as 

spatial elements through his development of 'Time-geography' - a framework 

within which the 'temporal' is mapped and valued as much as the 'spatial'. As 

Corbett suggests until Hägerstrand's conference paper 'there were no accepted 

models linking the spatial and temporal capacities and restraints on individual 

behaviour. [...] The spatial-temporal model that he unveiled was destined to change 

the course of history in the social sciences' (Corbett, no date).  Even though it was 

crucial in formalising the relationship between space and time in academic, social 

science circles, over time his 'mechanistic' approach has drawn criticism from some 

quarters:  

The naturalism or 'physicalism' of the approach leads to a defective 
conception of human thought-and-action and erodes the possibility of 
developing a social understanding of time-space (Gregory, 1985). The 
other line of criticism charges time-geography with MASCULINISM 
(Rose, 1993).  

(Simonsen, 2009:756)  
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It is nevertheless what Massey could term an 'attempt to grasp, to invent, a vision 

of the whole, to tame confusion and complexity' (2006:109) and its supporters 

claim that because it 'holds together time and space, individual and society, ecology 

and place, time-geography addresses many of the dualisms which much modern 

social theory attempts to overcome' (Pred, 1996:636). Indeed its 'representational 

potential is widely acknowledged' (Simonsen, 2009:756). However, the worries 

around disjuncture between the physical place / time of individuals and their 

circumstances is not allayed by Pred. He describes time-geography's portrayal of an 

individual's life-path as a weaving dance through time-space’ (Pred, 1996:638).  

 

Amongst other significant developments around the inclusion of the temporal was 

Giddens' (1984) theory of Structuration. ‘The concept implies that structures are 

constantly undergoing changes. Both social structure and human agency may be 

studied through their location in time and space, which, in turn, undergo continuous 

transition in their social use’ (Kellerman, 1989:5 emphasis added).  

 

What could be considered an equivalent approach to Hägerstrand's temporal 

'mapping' using qualitative techniques is found through the 'biographical approach' 

as found in Thomson et al's work on 'Inventing Adulthoods' which utilised three 

one-to-one interviews with each young person across two and a half years as well 

as other methods including memory books, lifelines and focus groups. They used a 

sample of 100 young people drawn from five 'contrasting social locations in the UK: 

a leafy home-counties commuter belt town, an inner city site, a deprived estate in 

the North West, an isolated rural village, and a city in Northern Ireland'. The data 

was compared both 'synchronically (comparing accounts across the data set at each 

data collection round) and diachronically (looking at individuals over time)' 

(Thomson et al, 2004:222). Thus space-time has been utilised centrally to the study 

of youth and futures with some in relation to education suggesting: 'Foregrounding 

young people as the subjects rather than objects of education demands that 

attention be paid to their current and future life-worlds' (Holloway et al, 2010:583). 

 

Whilst the shadow of Hägerstrand and Giddens to name but two loom large in any 

current debates around the conceptualisation and representation of time-space 
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other elements seen as vital to understanding the constituent parts of the social 

world. Concepts such as networks, flows (Wood & Roberts, 2011) and mobilities 

have been gaining ground in recent years. However, despite supporting the 

development of such wider perspectives and agreeing on the whole with for 

example Jessop et al's TPSN (territory, place, scales and networks) argument that 

posits all should be viewed equally as far more interactive and 'mutually 

constitutive [...] of sociospatial relations' (Jessop et al, 2008:389) I also feel strongly 

that Casey (2008) in response to the article makes a valid point - place still has 

primacy. With this in mind, as mentioned previously, the notion of the 'milltir 

sgwâr' will be central to the research. It effectively 'sites' the discussion whilst 

allowing for other elements to be discussed. Mobilities will be explored as they are 

so key to understandings of accessing the many places that make up the young 

people’s milltir sgwâr. Matthews et al suggests that although adults 'produce 

patterns of land use, [...] teenagers learn to operate within these settings and 'to 

carve out' their own cultural locations' (Matthews et al, 1998:197).  

 

In the context of 'futures' the mobilities considered here are those of imagined 

migration - often in relation to education or work - but almost always associated 

with action, as Cresswell & Merrimen state: 'To move is to do something. Moving 

involves making a choice within, or despite, the constraints of society or geography. 

To move is to do something' (Cresswell & Merriman, 2011:5 emphasis added). It is 

often only the better off or better educated that have the capital - financial and social 

- to move for employment and 'lower skilled workers are much less mobile than 

higher skilled workers which exacerbates disparities in employment' (Crowley & 

Cominetti, 2014.no page number). Despite this assertion a well-entrenched desire 

to move was found across the focus groups with reasons from opportunity to 

excitement being mentioned.  

 

In Wales the adoption of the UNCRC compels all Ministers to consider the impact of 

any decisions on Children and Young People. This is a laudable and important step 

in terms of trying to ensure this 'Other' is brought into society's fold through 

consideration and ultimately (it is hoped) action. In the Report on the compliance 

with the duty under section 1 of the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) 
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measure 2011 (WG, 2015i) the WG themselves note - in an indirect way - that such 

an ambitious change of culture doesn't happen overnight: 

 
It is important to remember why we have the Measure. It is not just about 
compliance through following processes, important as they are. The key 
elements reflected in case law on due regard duties are knowledge, 
awareness and a culture of day to day consideration. This takes time and the 
purpose of the Children’s Rights Scheme 2014 is to provide a framework which 
enables us to gradually build a substantive appreciation of children’s rights in 
order to improve the way in which we do things. In doing so, we can ensure we 
give our children and young people the very best start in life. 

(WG, 2015i:17 emphasis added) 
 

Thus, so far, by far the most impact has been seen in the policy areas most 

associated with children and young people: Education; Health & Social Services, and 

Local Government & Communities however a substantial leap was made in natural 

Resources and other areas are - if not increasing - at least holding (see Figure 2.2).  

 

Table 2. 1: Graph showing Children's Rights Impact Assessment requests by 
department in WG 2012-14 (WG, 2015i:10). 
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In a move that takes this consideration to another more abstract level is the 

introduction in 2014 of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Bill of which 

the goals as stated in the bill are: 'A prosperous Wales; A resilient Wales; A healthier 

Wales; A more equal Wales; A Wales of cohesive communities, and; A Wales of 

vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language'. By its very nature the bill prompts 

consideration of the young and states that a public body is required to take into 

account 'the importance of involving those with an interest in the objectives, by 

seeking their views' (WG, 2014iv:3-5). How much in reality this will mean engaging 

with young people as opposed to the actors involved in the discussions currently is 

difficult to envisage however it must be seen as a positive that decisions made now 

will consider the impact upon future citizens is a bold political move. The caveat 

remains though of: 'the importance of balancing short term needs with the need to 

safeguard the ability to meet long term needs, especially where things done to meet 

short term needs may have detrimental long term effect' (WG, 2014iv:5). With a 

series of regional 'Statutory Guidance Events' to invite input into the early 

development this would appear to be representative of an inclusive, and 

substantial, shift by the WG towards proper consideration of policies enacted now 

on the future. How this plays out in the political landscape determined as it is so 

often by short electoral cycles remains to be seen. To consider young people's 

Futures is so important as, just as Worth describes: 

...the temporal aspects of youth transition have yet to be developed fully. 
Instead this literature seems subliminally stuck within a linear or even static 
understanding of time that focuses on the past. The lack of attention to 
temporality in much youth geographies work is ironic, as the subfield is 
rooted in the lifecourse, a concept that is inherently about experiences of 
time. 

(Worth, 2009:1050) 
 

Engaging with young people around their future revealed that which I suspected at 

the outset of the research, that paths are not clear and may rarely be set in stone. 

The fact that paths change - but sometimes within a similar type of career - was 

borne out in the 17-year longitudinal study by Schoon who found that: 

Occupational aspirations articulated in mid adolescence are in fact very 
initial ideas that change over the life course. Changes occur due to the 
insidious effects of social pressures, family background, socioeconomic 
status, access to opportunity structures, but also individual characteristics. 
For example, most of the individuals aspiring to become engineers did 
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become skilled craft persons. This could indicate that these students might 
not have the means or the opportunity to pursue academic training, or that 
the profession of engineering has, at least in the United Kingdom, a fuzzy 
profile. 

(Schoon, 2001:131) 
 

Thomson et al's research focused on young people from a variety of geographical 

locations and whereas this cannot be considered truly representative (although it 

purports to show a 'cross-section' of society) then so too is it an approach that 

appeals. They take a 'biographical approach to the invention of adulthood' 

(Thomson et al, 2004:221) that helps to place the young person both central to and 

in their own lives. Whilst one should not deny the power of 'outside' forces such as 

structural, geographical, socio-spatial, economic this approach helps to place the 

young person as subject and agent. Thus with the potential to react against and 

triumph through adversity in the same vein as both Freire (1977) and Lefebvre 

(2008; 2009) suggest.  

 

Therefore the imagined becomes a battleground for identity. Much as Fincher et al 

suggest 'futures are imagined with reference to pasts and presents, remembered 

and lived' (Fincher at al, 2014:201). Imaginative Geographies are as Edward Said 

ventured the 'projection of images of identity and difference on to a geographical 

space in a way that sustains unequal relationships of power' (Driver, 2009:144 citing 

Said emphasis added). The ability to claim the future is contingent upon the 

ownership of the present. Much as the political commentator Cox described theory 

as always being 'for someone and for some purpose' (Cox, 1981:128 emphasis in 

original) so too are Imagined Geographies often conjured to oppress or denigrate 

or indeed exalt or worship. The young people’s imagined future career landscapes 

are influenced by all these factors. 

 

In terms of elements of the 'Imagined' discussed here the 'Othering' of young people 

is absolutely central. 'Othering' is an imaginative process, one that literally creates 

'convenient fictions'. Not only this but as Kearns argues how engaged people 

become as citizens is often affected by 'others view [of] their places' (Kearns, 

1995:173). The media plays an important role in the ‘Othering’ of young people as 
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well as being a key influencer of the young people’s views themselves. As the JRF 

study notes: 

[T]he influence of television and the media was mainly considered negative 
by the school and community interviewees:  

‘They see on TV the things they want to do. Footballers and actors, the 
Apprentice. [They believe] success is fame.  

London learning support/maths teacher, male  
 

Others saw television and video games and an interest in music stars as 
especially detrimental for boys:  

‘TV – it sees life as cheap, Videogames, they’re a big influence, they see 
it as acceptable behaviour, violence and aggression towards women. 
Rock stars – they idolise – how do we compete? They see it as a way to 
money, fast cars and women.’  

London support staff member, male  
 

‘In video games, songs and films casual violence and amorality is a 
given. It changes their preconceptions and backdrop.’  

Glasgow community representative, male  
(Kintrea et al, 2011i:31) 

 

The imagined therefore encompasses the past, present and future. It creates 

barriers and opportunities and through spaces such as the media both negative and 

positive are perpetuated ad infinitum. It concerns landscapes and networks and the 

ability or otherwise to negotiate them. It influences perceptions of place and people 

both looking inwards at their communities and looking outwards from their 

communities. Most importantly the imagined becomes the key by which a young 

person can envisage their future. Widening young people’s horizons through 

encounters and careers advice helps them to create an as yet to-be-lived narrative. 

Such interventions will not solve the structural issues so central to so many 

disadvantaged young people’s lives but it may help contextualise their experience 

for them, encourage them to strive for what is right for them and to become or 

indeed remain14 critically engaged members of their community and society.  

 
14 A heartening number of young people were very engaged in their communities 
and well-aware of issues that directly impacted them. This led me to postulate that 
perhaps engagement is lost to many rather than found by a few as people age and 
‘life’ gets in the way…. 
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2.4 Citizenship15 and Structure, Education and Engagement 

Although ‘aspiration’ is the focus of the research it also relies heavily upon an 

understanding of 'citizenship' and the complexities presented when considering 

young people’s place in society’s structures.  

 

2.4.1 Citizenship 

Citizenship speaks to both the educational experience of young people (Gagen, 

2013) and methods and forms of engagement including youth work (Williamson, 

2007). It also allows an investigation of the rights and responsibilities associated 

with the transition to adulthood so often denied to the young. Indeed, it is a well-

explored - if sometimes viewed as a somewhat 'silo-d' - area of study for 

geographers: 

Citizenship studies has become an established multidisciplinary arena of 
academic study, and in part it has developed a number of themes that make 
use of a traditionally geographic vocabulary of space. At the same time 
geographers have engaged both explicitly and implicitly with notions of 
citizenship for nearly 20 years. However, the dialogue between geography 
and citizenship studies has not always had the volume of traffic it deserves.  

(Desforges et al, 2005:439, emphasis added)  
 

Despite this lamented lack of interaction, the subject of citizenship in human 

geography has prompted a diversity of research over the recent years that I outline 

briefly below. The discipline of geography has grappled with notions of citizenship 

for nearly three decades with a relatively recent shift towards an understanding no 

longer primarily understood through space: 'Geographically inflected concepts such 

as scale, place and mobility have as much pertinence as space in understanding 

contemporary citizenship formations' (Desforges et al, 2005:439). Indeed Kearns 

cites place and the importance of 'consider[ing] the causes and significance of 

'place-uniqueness'' as vital in any understandings around citizenship and active 

participation. My research draws on his central call to 'evaluate their consequences 

for postmodernist epistemologies which eschew the notion of generalized theories 

of place' (Kearns, 1995:155).   

 
15 Whilst rewrites were being undertaken for this thesis the Welsh Government 
announced their plans to allow 16-17 year olds to vote in the 2021 elections. 
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Smith lays the problems associated with any discussions of citizenship and the 

literature that explores it bare when she says '[T]he literature on citizenship often 

seems confusing because the concept means different things to different people' 

(Smith, 1995:190). Thomson et al concur: 'there is no consensus on the meaning of 

citizenship' (Thomson et al 2004:220). It is, in Smith's mind, a space of confused 

and conflated arguments where it has become 'politically convenient [...] but 

ultimately misleading' to include any talk of 'individual and collective self-

provisioning'; and the associated commodification of public services' within 

debates around citizenship which should she claims focus on the 'guarantee of an 

entitlement to participate in society' (Smith, 1995:191). This rights-based focus 

provides an interesting possibility in relation to research on citizenship in Wales to 

do with young people currently which 'places a duty on Welsh Ministers to have 

due regard to the rights and obligations within the United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)' (WG, 2012, taken from overview). A recent pilot 

study undertaken for the Centre for Welsh Legal Affairs (2012:9) shows that not 

only the 'lack of awareness of the UNCRC and children's rights by both staff and 

pupils' but also many potential benefits for both the school, the pupils and their 

families including increased 'self-esteem and confidence and greater awareness of 

the wider world'. 

 

Thus questions are raised around firstly the more general question of what it is to 

be a citizen and secondly how young people's 'being' or 'becoming' (Worth, 2009) - 

usefully and evocatively framed as the identity of 'becomings' not 'beings' 

(Holloway & Valentine, 2000:5) - citizens impacts upon their lives and relationship 

with the state and society. Does however the creation of the UNCRC by the UN and 

the centrality of the document to Welsh policy decisions successfully continuing the 

'Othering' of this demographic as a supposedly distinct, homogenous identity 

group? Commentators (Matthews et al, 1998, Valentine, 2003) question the validity 

of an identity group of 'children' or 'Young People'. When discussing groups (albeit 

in an ethnic context) Brubaker asks social scientists to scrutinize the concept of 

'group', a concept/term that: 

...functions as a seemingly unproblematic, taken-for-granted concept, 
apparently in no need of particular scrutiny or explanation. As a result, we 
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tend to take for granted not only the concept 'group', but also 'groups' - the 
putative things-in-the-world to which the concept refers. 

(Brubaker, 2002:163)  

 

I raise this point in relation to the data-collection methodology of the 'focus group'. 

Methodologically the focus group is a tried and tested formula but it must be noted 

that it exists within a group dynamic and as such is hostage to other such - often 

unspoken - 'social interactions' between peers. Peers not only influence each 

other’s choices and by extension their aspirations (Social Exclusion Task Force, 

2008) but also the process of discussing such topics (Gomm, 2004). Indeed Gomm 

(2004) also argues that as such the focus group is a realistic representation of views 

as they themselves are presented in a microcosm of the societal macrocosm the 

focus group members inhabit every day. 

 

Traditionally citizenship is defined as the rights and obligations that accrue to 

individuals as full members of a community, normally the nation-state' (Kofman, 

1995:122). However the recent 'diffusion' away from recognised 'centres' of power 

in political terms and economic terms means that even this supposed 'constant' is 

being challenged. This is especially obvious in Wales as power moves away from 

the UK government in Westminster gradually following devolution. Indeed, many 

would argue that the Westphalian notion of citizenship based upon a contract 

between state and individual with fealty, rights, obligations and loyalty as central 

tenets has given way to a 'neo-Medievalist' understanding of both sovereignty and 

citizenship (Aalberts, 2004:27). Therefore, what it means to be a citizen has become 

a lot less clearer and in many respects any research on how citizenship affects the 

aspirations of young people in Wales must question their understanding of what it 

means to be a citizen as well. Some people react quite warily when they hear the 

words 'citizen' or 'nationalism' as it's associated with 'flag-waving': 

The difficulties in articulating the everyday world of citizenship are 
illustrated by Brown’s anecdote in which he approaches a potential 
interviewee for his research project on AIDS activists in Vancouver: 
“‘Citizenship?’ she cocked her head and looked beyond me, ‘You mean like 
standing around on July 1 waving flags and saying “Yay Canada”’” 

(Desforges et al, 2005:447 citing Rasmusen & Brown, 2002:175)  
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Ironically - especially in relation to citizenship and the above example of young 

people's apathy towards, or perhaps more accurately suspicions around, 

citizenship - the concept of 'youth' and its problematic development is linked 

directly to citizenship: 

...with heightening [...] patriotic fervour and nationalism in Europe [...] as the 
embodiment of hope for a better future [however] [a]lmost immediately, the 
romantic imagery of the concept was overlaid with concerns, and youth was 
portrayed as problematic for society. 

(Jones & Wallace, 1992:7) 
 

Thus, embedded in the very history of citizenship we see a tradition of the 

identification and demarcation of 'the young' as both the hope for the future and 

also the problem of today. This is echoed very well in the recent demonization of 

the 'Hoodie' and 'NEETs' whilst at the same time the young are portrayed as the 

future whose stories are told in ever more detail, especially it seems around 

unemployment. Cooper explores this seeming contradiction in the article 

'Rethinking the 'Problem of Youth': Refocusing on the Social and its 

Interrelationship with Dominant Power Structures' where this contradictory 

attitude towards 'youth' in 'modernity' is described:  

[T]he health of society has largely been seen to depend on the contemporary 
state of childhood and youth - it being considered vital for social stability 
that young people develop into law-abiding, socially-integrated and 
economically-productive adults.  

(Cooper, 2009:81)  

Yet...  

[T]he mainstream political agenda for young people continues to focus on 
youth as the problem - a 'deficit model' of youth. In particular, this 'problem' 
is conceived in terms of their individual deficiencies: poor attitudes to 
schooling, training and work; lack of aptitude and skills; and their 'risky' and 
'anti-social' behaviour.  

(Cooper, 2009:81 citing France, 2007 emphasis added.) 

 

A process Hacking describes as 'making up people'. One group that springs to mind 

is that of 'NEETs' - Not in Employment Education or Training, a label intensely 

disliked by many in youth work for example as discovered during the interviews - 

it becomes a label by which society knows them and in turn by which they begin to 

know and understand themselves. It becomes an inescapable trap, one that is self-

perpetuating and destructive. They are NEETs, therefore they will never amount to 
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anything, ergo they cease to engage with the society that has cast them out and fulfil 

their role as prescribed. Hacking elaborates and uses an example to illustrate: 

People spontaneously come to fit their categories. When factory inspectors 
in England and Wales went to the mills, they found various kinds of people 
there, loosely sorted according to tasks and wages. But when they had 
finished their reports, mill hands had precise ways in which to work, and the 
owner had a clear set of concepts about how to employ workers according 
to the ways in which he was obliged to classify them.  

(Hacking, 2004i:100) 
 

The kind of reciprocal loop described by Hacking above in which the classified begin 

to fulfil the roles ascribed to them as much as their fulfilling them strengthens the 

role’s 'validity' in people's minds has relevance when we talk of young people in 

today's society. The category 'NEET' has many negative connotations and seems to 

'fix' the young person in a very concrete, unproductive, hopeless and helpless 

present.  

 

These years 'between' childhood and adulthood are difficult to define 'it is blurred 

by the ambiguous period of 'youth'' (Valentine, 2003:37). As such not only do we 

find a problematic element in terms of trying to define 'citizenship' but also in the 

definition of 'youth'. Closely linked problems such as citizenship are associated with 

such rights as voting, which is bestowed upon the individual once a certain age is 

reached for example. Academics such as Jones & Wallace (1992) see age-related 

definitions as problematic as '[T]o a great extent, youth and adolescence are social 

constructions, varying between cultures, and subject to reconstruction over time' 

(Jones & Wallace, 1992:3). They claim that 'citizenship offers a more useful 

framework than adulthood for understanding the: 

[e]nd product' of youth: [as] it allows us to consider process, but at the same 
time allows us to consider inequality - while citizenship rights are gradually 
acquired during youth, access to these rights, including to full participation 
in society, is still determined by the social structures of inequality such as 
social class, gender, race, disability and so on.'  

(Jones & Wallace, 1992:18, emphasis in original)  
 

Thus citizenship moved rapidly and forcefully towards the centre of the research as 

a prism through which youth to society (and vice-versa) relations could be better 

viewed and understood. The term citizenship suggests a relationship to a nation-
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state that frames young people's understanding of themselves and relations with 

society on many levels. The inherent problems around even describing citizenship 

have been explored by academics such as Aalberts, (2004) Yuval-Davis (1999, 

2000) and Painter (2002) who frame it as ever more fragmentary in the post-

modern era using terms such as 'neo-medieval', 'multi-layered' and 'multi-level'. 

The 'institution of childhood' as opposed to the 'fact of childhood' that denies 

individual developmental difference and has divided a continuous journey into 

sharply defined parts with associated (and often incorrect) assumptions about the 

capabilities of those within each (Holt, 1974:21). 

 

It is this national citizenship that determines fundamental 'transitions' that 

demarcate, often as we shall see in confusing and contradictory ways, the 

boundaries between childhood, youth and adulthood. Indeed 'youth' is in this 

author's mind in many ways an uncomfortable no-man's land between two far more 

tangible concepts of childhood and adulthood. As already mentioned, the image of 

a 'generational parergon' is useful here. In Derridean terms a 'parergon' describes 

that element of art that is neither a piece of the artwork itself nor of the world. The 

frame - or indeed plinth in sculptural terms - that sits between both, defining and 

framing the artwork and distinguishing it from the world yet of little consequence 

as the world’s attention is drawn to the art. 

 

That citizenship has come to be accepted as a vital prism through which debates 

around states' relationships with individuals and groups are viewed is well 

understood yet as made clear by Smith (1995) this does not make understanding 

what citizenship actually is any easier or less complicated.  Especially in terms of 

young people there is some ambiguity as to when, indeed how, they 'become' 

citizens and in whose image. Often portrayed as either the pariahs of society (Giner 

& Jones, 2011) or the future saviours of the economy, or indeed both concurrently 

(Jeffrey, 2012:247-8 citing Alexander, 2009) they occupy a difficult realm. 

Therefore not only do we find contradictory messages at the heart of the social 

contract but also we find much legislation and interventions aimed at making 'good 

citizens' of young people (Davies & Dunkerley, 2006) through a top-down - almost 

neurotic (Isin, 2004) - response by governments.  
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Many below the age of eighteen do care greatly about politics. Although a YouGov 

(2015) poll found a quite evenly divided balance between those 16-18 year olds in 

favour of the voting age being 16 or 18 - 43% and 47% respectively16 - its results in 

terms of engagement and relevance were shockingly poor. A staggering 82% of 16-

18 year olds thought that '[P]oliticians do not communicate effectively with young 

people' and 87% thought that '[P]oliticians should visit schools, colleges and 

community centres more to engage with young people face-to-face'. Whereas only 

13% thought that '[T]he political system does not need refreshing and is already 

reflective of society today' (YouGov, 2015:2). 

 

So the will and interest is there but these results highlight that more engagement is 

needed. As the voting age question (see Figure 2.3) suggests there is a real appetite 

for more say in the system from young people who are dissatisfied but far from 

disengaged. A longitudinal study of young people in Wales by WISERD suggests that 

in fact young people are democratically (not simply politically) disengaged: 'Results 

depict a well-informed group of young people who care about a number of 

meaningful, politically-related, issues. This contrasts with attitudes to voting and 

elections and points to a larger problem of democratic rather than political 

disengagement' (WISERD, 2015). Interestingly as the rewrite process on this 

research was approaching its conclusion there was the foundation of a Welsh Youth 

Parliament. Sixty young people aged 11-18 now represent the young people of 

Wales following elections in November 2018. Forty of these were directly elected 

by all young people and a further 20 were elected by young people from partner 

organisations (Youth Parliament, no date). 

 

 

 

 
16 Geographically there was a notable difference. In Scotland the split was 59% to 
30% in favour of 16+ voting age whilst in Wales and the Midlands (represented as 
a single area in this poll) the result was almost the exact opposite with 37% and 
59% respectively. This may have more to do with the fact that 16 year olds in 
Scotland were given the right to vote in the 2014 referendum on independence 
and also look likely to be given the right to vote in Scottish parliament and local 
elections and thus have experienced it and feel more confident in expecting it. 
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Table 2. 2: Welsh and English language tweets raising awareness of the 
consultation on voting rights for 16 year olds in the Assembly Elections. The 
results are set to be revealed in July 2015 (tweet of link found at 
assemblyinbrief, 2015). 

 

 
 
 

Others have also ventured that more inclusion is needed not just engagement. 

Academics such as Clarke (2008, 22 citing Staeheli, no date 17 ) question the 

assumption that the kinds of community engagement discussed especially in 

relation to youth necessarily leads to more political activity or feelings of 

citizenship.  

 

 
17 The piece by Clarke is a commentary on Staeheli's article 'Citizenship and the 
problem of community' from the same journal in 2008. 
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Not only do we find a problematical element in terms of trying to define 'citizenship' 

but also in the definition of 'youth'. These are closely linked issues as citizenship is 

associated with such rights as voting, which is bestowed upon the individual once a 

certain age is reached for example. Academics such as Jones & Wallace (1992) see 

age-related definitions as problematic as '[T]o a great extent, youth and 

adolescence are social constructions, varying between cultures, and subject to 

reconstruction over time' (1992:3). They claim that:  

[c]itizenship offers a more useful framework than adulthood for 
understanding the 'end product' of youth: it allows us to consider process, 
but at the same time allows us to consider inequality - while citizenship 
rights are gradually acquired during youth, access to these rights, including 
to full participation in society, is still determined by the social structures of 
inequality such as social class, gender, race, disability and so on.  

(Jones & Wallace, 1992:18) 
 

I would agree that age is not the only consideration when talking of 'rights' 

attainment and that other issues play their part, it being vital to consider all such 

elements. UNICEF's Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is discussed in 

part not least because of the WG's decision to make it a central consideration for 

ministers and decision-making in the Children's Rights Scheme (2012i) but also as 

the debates around the UNCRC are illuminating in and of themselves. Aitken 

(2003:172) raises the complications concerning children's rights in relation to their 

concurrent situation of being 'dependent' and warns against any over-

simplification and polarisation of the arguments in light of this. 

 

Far from being peripheral, Ruddick sees youth and childhood as being at 

capitalism's (and by association in the postmodern era, globalisation's) 'literal and 

figurative core'. Her argument presents a double-edged sword, not only is the 

Western ideal of youth and childhood prompting (and being used to disguise) neo-

colonialist interventions in developing countries but simultaneously in the West:  

...such resources have been eroded for children and young people, and 
celebrated aspects of "youthfulness" have been displaced to adults to justify 
lifelong learning and the increasing assumption of risk by older workers. 

(Ruddick, 2003:334) 
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There are variously couched debates of inclusion/exclusion (Wearing, 2011), 

active/inactive (Wood, 2010) and engagement/disengagement (Tonge & Mycock, 

2010) around young people and society as well as the connected wider issue of 

young people's rights and expectations with regards to their participation in society 

as citizens (Guarneros-Meza et al, 2010). All have contributed to developments to 

rights-based approaches and have played out in both Welsh policy and practice 

(Sherlock & Dunmore, 2012) and children and young people's struggle for 

recognition and equity with the over 25's (Thomson et al, 2004). Therefore the 

thesis’ focus to a great extent is on the mechanisms of engagement between society 

and young people as well as the ways in which young people's lives are enacted 

within spaces and places that are both restrictive and expansive. Restrictive 

because of the barriers and obstructions they experience and perceive to exist and 

expansive because of the potential they hold (consciously or not) connected to their 

agency and 'coming of age'. It is an analysis of young people's lived experience 

drawing on Bourdieu's notion of the logic of practice and the habitus, summarised 

succinctly thus:  

[Habitus] mediates between objectivist accounts, such as from 
structuralism, and individualistic accounts, such as from phenomenology. 
The former would see individual practice as determined by social factors, 
while the latter would emphasize the individual's intention. In essence, then, 
it speaks to the oxymoronic nature of always improvised yet repetitively 
predictable practices of everyday life. 

(Crang, 2009:323, emphasis added) 

  

In many ways the experience of young people is one of an ostracised minority, one 

whose rights are not yet fully defined nor role in society fully understood but who 

are both feted as the saviours of the economy, industry, the environment, etc or 

demonised as irresponsible NEETs or even yobs, thugs and sick feral hoodies (Giner 

& Jones, 2011). It is as though 'people in their teens and twenties have become 

fetishized within the popular media as heroes and zeroes, innocent and guilty - the 

problem and the panacea' (Jeffrey, 2012:247-8 citing Alexander, 2009). 'They' have 

become 'spectacle' and serve a useful purpose: '[c]hildhood and youth have proven 

to be readily available for mobilization around moral panics and the definition of 

social ills' (Katz, 2008:7).  
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Engagement however does not necessarily equate to empowerment. Despite it 

being problematic for those below the voting age (Prout & James, 2001:29) it is 

evidenced in the approach taken towards wages even towards those who do have 

the vote. Wage inequality for young people is both culturally accepted and written 

into statute.18 Although it could be argued that wages inevitably rise with age due 

to greater experience and growing levels of responsibility (peaking for those 

between 40 and 49) (ONS, 2013:22) and this is generally reflected in salaries not 

minimum wage, in April 2012 there were 3 rates of minimum wage:  

16-17 years = £3.68 p/h 
18-20 years = £4.98 p/h 
21 and over = £6.08 p/h 

(ONS, 2013:22) 
 

A good example of the disparity between attitudes towards young people and 

'adults' by many in power is demonstrated in the former Tory Chancellor George 

Osborne's 2015 Budget where he introduced a compulsory living wage or £7.20 an 

hour, yet, for those between 21-25 years old the current minimum wage of £6.50 

was deemed enough (Independent, 2015ii). Obviously such rates are not linked 

with responsibility or role and contain certain assumptions that young people's 

living costs may be lower (presumably) because of their ability to rely on their 

parents or guardians to help cover the shortfall or provide accommodation and 

other assistance. When these figures are taken alongside the figures for those in 

jobs that pay below the national wage (non-compliance or in schemes exempt from 

the legislation such as apprenticeships or new trainees) a worrying trend of 

institutionalised exploitation would seem to appear. The 287,000 UK jobs paying 

below the minimum wage at the start of this research project (and the proportion 

within each age group) were divided thus: 

•18,000 jobs (6.5%) held by those aged 16 to 17 
•58,000 jobs (5.2%) held by those aged 18 to 20 
•211,000 jobs (0.9%) held by those aged 21 and over 

(ONS, 2013:24-5) 

 
18 Wages evidence both the frustration of the forgotten and the injustice of the 
oppressed with the difference between the sexes also still unequal. In 2012 
females in the UK on average earnt 9.6% less than their male counterparts18 (ONS, 
2013). This discrepancy is widely reported and generally criticised although 
endures for reasons such as culturally entrenched inequality based upon 
expectations of reduced progression of employee by employer (Acker, 2006). 
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An emerging theme in debates around citizenship has been what could be described 

as the time-space of citizenship. Bullen & Whitehead discuss the rupturing of the 

concept of citizenship as a historical process through the discipline of geography 

that forces us to: 

...look beyond the conventional historical narrative of citizenship (the 
transformation from anarchy to civility; from nature to civil society, from 
savage to "respectable" citizen) to uncover the multiple storylines which 
transverse this plot (tales of marginalization, social exclusion and alternate 
brands of citizenship) (Smith, 1989; Kearns, 1992; Painter & Philo, 1995; 
Brown, 1997).  

(Bullen & Whitehead, 2005:499)  
 

Focusing on sustainable citizenship they explore the possibilities around the 

past/present/future of citizenship both in terms of the ever-shifting and contested 

concept itself and the implications for individuals and society and make a plea to 

'stretch the spatio-temporal matrix [...] and the material focus of being [...] 

conventionally attributed to the modern citizen' (Bullen & Whitehead, 2005:500). 

As with Hägerstrand's recalibration of geographical models to incorporate and map 

the temporal past/present, so too do Bullen & Whitehead include 

past/present/future. It is this idea of discussing 'future' as not only a landscape in 

its own right but one in a constant dialectical relationship with the past/present 

that has relevance to this research topic around young people. Aspiration looks very 

directly into the future yet does so heavily influenced by the past/present and 

indeed notions of where this future may lie can impact decisions made in the 

present. 

 

This approach is also taken by Fincher et al who explore the need to consider the 

past and present when discussing futures in relation to residents making sense of 

their communities. Drawing on two of their four strands is particularly important 

and relevant in relation to disadvantaged and peripheral communities engaged 

with in this research, that of 'generational continuity [...] and the impermanence of 

infrastructure' (Fincher et al, 2014:201). Both of these have relevance given the 

now multi-generational blight of unemployment and also the linked collapse of 

traditional employment structures in certain geographical areas. I disagree with 

Thomson et al who see the:  
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[A]ge related markers and symbolic and institutional rites of passage born 
of an earlier age [...] appear[ing] meaningless to young people [...] as they 
forge their identities and their imagined adulthoods in the different social 
locations in which their lives are played out.  

(Thomson et al, 2004:220 citing Thomson, 2000;  
Gillies et al, 2001; Evans, 2002). 

 

On the contrary, such rites of passage are not made meaningless because of the 

'structured contradictions' (Thomson et al, 2004:219 citing Chisholm & Hurrelman, 

1996) inherent across the age-differences for such markers but more so. It is 

problematic that the contradiction exists and rights that demand similar levels of 

responsibility should be brought into line in age-terms but this doesn't undermine 

the importance of each individual waymarker. 

 

A prescient argument - and one that has seemingly moved surreptitiously ever 

more centre-stage over the last few years (Žižek, 2000) - is one that attempts to 

refocus arguments around 'rights', 'identity' and more fundamentally the 'subject' 

away from the ever-fragmenting multitude of groups within society and re-

establish the notion of individuals as having a basic (post-structural) subjectivity 

rather than only existing within a framework of (post-modern) inter-subjectivity. 

The so-called "spectre of the Cartesian subject" says Žižek (2000:1) which has 

haunted modern academic thought in its attempt to privilege inter-subjectivity - 

that is an 'affectual' relationship with others - rather than base thought upon the 

notion of a common, 'purely' subjective, existence is a valid question. Again, this 

links in with the questions raised about 'young people' being defined as a group, 

and being attributed certain characteristics, when in actual fact it is merely a lazy 

and relatively useless label that society places on them for its benefit.  

 

2.4.2 Structure 

As has been discussed raising aspiration especially in the context of poverty 

alleviation, social mobility and economic recovery has been used extensively in 

policy documents and statements of intent by politicians and commentators in the 

UK and Europe as a way to engage and 'activate' those seen as 'failing' economically 

(Spohrer, 2011). It is the 'buzzword' in a range of policies that underpin an 

education and training system. Mitchell describes the EU context as 'becoming more 
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orientated towards the formation of mobile, flexible and self-governing European 

labourers and less orientated towards an institutionalized affirmation of personal 

development and individual or group 'difference'' (Mitchell, 2006:389). 

 

As mentioned already aspiration has come to represent the main explanation for 

why an individual would succeed or not - a kind of postmodern litmus test for 

'success' - whilst making acceptable what I would argue is the fundamentally 

incorrect neoliberal argument that assumes that circumstance means nothing, and 

drive and willingness to succeed is everything. However, as is noted by Mendick, 

even aspiration now is subject to value judgements as: 

...aspiration doesn't just mean what your hopes are for the future anymore, 
like it might have done once, it's used to kind of judge people, we talk about 
high and low aspiration, we even talk about failures of aspiration - so some 
plans for the future don't even figure in aspirations'  

(BBC, 2015viii). 

 

Aspiration is used to distract from failing policies and fundamental structural 

problems. It has become appropriated by both ends of the political spectrum to 

reflect failure back upon individuals. In much the same vein as the politics of 

changing behaviour or 'Nudging' (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008) was central to New 

Labour's approach to governing the raising of 'aspiration' also taps into this sense 

of 'marketised choice with a sense of government-led, moralised personal 

responsibility' (Pykett, 2012:218). Indeed this - along with 'Education, Education, 

Education' - was a central tenet of New Labour's approach whilst in office. Their 

'third way' founded on 'rights and responsibilities' combined 'workfare-oriented 

economic policies and a social agenda focused on inclusion and a desire to reduce 

specific social inequalities' (Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson, 2011:81). Problematic 

when Blair 'regarded education as 'our best economic policy'' (Holloway & Pimlott-

Wilson, 2011:81 quoting Blair cited in Reay, 2008:644).  

 

It is a vital yet difficult to counter the wider current drive to create the employable 

citizens of the future and to shame those who do not achieve a socially acceptable 

employment and ultimately life outcome. As Brown suggests the politics and 

language of aspiration in particular 'positions the hopes and aspirations of working 
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class people as backward and problematic' (Brown, 2011:28 citing Haylett, 2003). 

As such on the one hand it tempers any thoughts of them raising themselves (or 

expecting anything) above their 'rightful station' and on the other encourages them 

to be employable and subservient to the neoliberal economic model. A model which 

leaves many feeling 'commodified, treated as objects to be coerced to labour, 

penalized for not labouring, [and] exhorted by politicians to do more' (Standing, 

2014:32).  

 

To critical sociologists such as Waiton it is more important to consider the 

'expanding nature of the state and professional intervention and colonisation of 

everyday life' than the 'structural questions such as poverty' (Waiton, 2010:37). 

However, whatever the benefits of discussing such an understanding, no matter 

how much import they have in relation to questions of state-sanctioned 

manipulation of the populace, they should never be undertaken at the expense of a 

serious consideration of structural issues and fundamental questions of power and 

inequality - especially in relation to 'state formation, economic organization and 

educational systems' (Mitchell, 2003:387). 

 

The repression of marginalised communities is both tragic and potentially 

emancipatory with the possibility of a response by those oppressed lying latent, 

perhaps never fulfilled, but present. However, one must be careful not to 'project' 

one's own desire for change onto individuals and communities. Rather, it must 

come from their desires, their needs. Much as in Plato's Cave, without being exposed 

to other experiences and ideas many would never recognise that their desires may 

differ nor that their needs could be realised. Paolo Freire sees education as the 

greatest emancipatory tool. A view Richard Shaull underlines in his forward to 

Freire's work: 

[t]hose who, in learning, to read and write, come to a new awareness of 
selfhood and begin to critically at the social situation in which they find 
themselves, often take the initiative in acting to transform the society that 
has denied them this opportunity of participation. Education is once again 
a subversive force.  

(Shaull, 1977:9 emphasis added) 
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Using a Lefebvrian approach to the research allowed for a nuanced discussion of 

structuralism and agency through a spatialised prism and one where the lived 

experience becomes a vital and vibrant part of the equation. With his trialectic 

socio-spatial model along with his investigation of time and rhythms in 

Rhythmanalysis (2004) and belief in the capacity for change Lefebvre is 'the 

incunabulum of post-modern critical human geography, the primary source for the 

assault against historicism and the reassertion of space in critical social theory' 

(Soja, 1996:41). His belief in creating, not just commenting on, change was also 

valuable theoretically to draw on. It is just such nuanced understandings of 

structural Marxist approaches that allow for agency, resistance and subsequent 

interactions with structure that have inspire this research. Giddens (1984), Harvey 

(1973), Lefebvre (2008; 2009), Massey (1995) and Soja (1996) have all to varying 

degrees brought such discussions into human geography as they spatialised what 

had in the 'post-classical' Marxism been ignored. The interaction of structure and 

agency is, despite the recent 'more-than-representational' or 'post-humanist' turn 

in human geography, still in this author's mind the most pressing debate. The 

development of Marxist thought, from Marx (himself drawing on Hegelian ideas) 

through to a post-classical Marxist theory based in France, Germany and Italy 

reversed the direction of travel of the raison d'etre of Marxism moving from 

economics, through politics towards philosophy and away from action instead 

focussing on a philosophical engagement with questions of method, of art, 

aesthetics and ideology (Corbett, 2007). 

 

In my mind society has always been the story if you will of the many trying to 

wrestle self-determination from the few and struggling to fight against the 

situations and structures that prevent so many individuals from leading a better 

life. Note that I do not deny the capacity for self-determination and every 

individual's ability to guide their path up to a point. However it seems that these 

paths are in the most part both demarcated by powerful societal drivers and often 

previously trod by family and fellow community members and as such not 

questioned as rigorously as they should be. Hannah speaks to the debate eloquently 

when he summarises his concerns thus:  
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The important thing about subjects striving to make lives and worlds is not 
the abstract philosophical principle according to which we are all competent 
actors always able to do otherwise, but the concrete, positioned and marked 
performances through which we (re)produce or transform specific social 
meanings. And the important thing about the structures that prevent 
differently positioned subjects from doing or being just anything we want is 
not their general presence and effectivity in every social formation but their 
specific characteristics as contested and contestable social constructions, 
often originating with dominant social groups.  

(Hannah, 2006:243) 
 

Much as Giddens and Lefebvre, Hannah notes the importance of the structural on 

influencing and directing an individual and community's life-course but refuses to 

accept that it is not in some way a result of society's actions, and those that hold the 

power, rather than an irrefutable fact as Marx saw - and subsequent Marxist 

geographers see - society.  

Marxist geographers, for example, define social structure in terms of how 
the production of goods and services is organized in particular class 
societies. Social divisions in control over the resources needed to produce 
food, shelter, and other commodities give rise to class differences in 
economic and political power (e.g., to the control of industrial resources and 
wealth by the capitalist-class and working-class dependence on industrial 
employment under capitalism). Human agency is seen as being shaped by 
both social structure and conditions of daily life. People’s capacities to act as 
agents of social change are limited in important ways by their position 
within the class structure.  

(Chouinard, 1997:364) 
 

In his structuration theory Giddens (1984) tries to capture individual experience in 

this contradictory, nebulous relationship between agency and structure in the idea 

of practice; that which is at once 'embodied and informed' (Gregory, 2009:727). 

Although seen by some to be highly abstract with little empirical value (Gregson, 

1989) it did however open up fresh debate (one started in the Francophone world 

by Lefebvre much earlier). That is that structures impact upon individuals and 

communities, regions and nations but are (as Hannah described) themselves 

completely dependent upon the whims or needs of those in power (be that 

economically, politically or socially framed). Structures impact upon experience but 

are themselves shaped by the priorities of the powerful, those groups in the 

ascendency.  
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A [...] satisfactory theoretical perspective would be one that could account 
for children as a structural feature of society in the moment of its impinging 
upon children's experiences in daily life and the reshaping of the institution 
of childhood by children through their day-to-day activities. In essence, it 
would address both structure and agency in the same movement.  

(James & Prout, 1995:81 emphasis added) 
 

This research attempts to bridge the ‘clear clash between two very different views 

of what is most important in producing “geography” – one stressing people and 

human agency, and the other emphasising the unseen structures that exert controls 

over human activities’ (Robinson, 1998:421). 

 

As outlined by James & Prout (1995) it is especially important to consider structural 

issues when discussing children and young people.  Their lives are so obviously 

'shaped by forces beyond the control of individual children' however this mustn't 

in any way 'result in a universalisation of the category 'child’' (Holloway & 

Valentine, 2000:5). 

 

Policy is often governed by and realised at scales that neither individuals nor 

communities would recognise in their daily lives yet often has serious implications 

for them. Dicken develops the argument for such a focus when exploring the 

ultimate manifestation of unfettered capitalism - and aforementioned proponent of 

the idea of an ontologically flat world - globalisation. The economy is not some kind 

of isolated entity, not only is it deeply embedded in social, cultural and political 

processes and institutions but also these are, themselves, often substantially 

imbued with economic value and experienced at a multitude of scales. However, I 

would argue, the greatest effect is felt at precisely the scale that most machinery of 

government and policy directions cannot consider because of the inherent conflict 

between county / borough and national level policy and the locally felt impacts and 

subsequent opportunities on offer for individuals: 

The real effects of globalizing processes are felt not at the global or the 
national level but at the local scale: the communities in which people 
struggle to meet the needs of their daily lives. It is at this scale that physical 
investments are actually put in place, restructured or closed down. It is at 
this scale that most people make their living and create their own family, 
household and social communities. Despite the undoubtedly large volumes 
of migration that have occurred throughout human history, most people live 
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out their lives within the country - often even the locality - of their birth. A 
person's place of birth or residence, therefore, is a key determinant of the 
range of 'life chances' that are available. These are unevenly distributed 
across the earth's surface at all geographical scales: between countries, 
within countries, even within individual cities.  

(Dicken, 2011:476, emphasis in original) 
 

The important interaction between individual skills development and workforce 

skills are well understood. As noted in the WG's (2014vi) Policy statement on skills: 

Skills have a major impact on both the economic and social well-being of 
Wales as a substantial policy area devolved to the Welsh Government. 
Together with policy action to support the employability of individuals, 
skills provide a strong lever for tackling poverty and strengthening the 
creation of jobs and growth. A key aim of this statement is to create the right 
conditions for employers in Wales to grow and flourish. 

(WG, 2014vi) 
 

Therefore one would expect governments to take a proactive role in the linking of 

skills development with opportunities for employment. However when discussing 

research undertaken on Nova Scotia Jensen found that most adult education in a de-

industrialising community 'has limited practical value in the context of the local 

economy' (Jensen, 2002, cited by Corbett, 2007:17). This disconnect is found to be 

the case in Wales and offers one such example of a structural issue that directly 

impacts upon not only young people's chances of getting work in their local area 

(based upon the skill-set they possess) but also of there being employers in the area 

in the first place. It would also seem that in Britain there exists across many sectors 

a perceived gap between what the education system - at both school, FE and HE 

levels - delivers and the needs of business.  

 

It is in the relationship between the individual and the structural where the 

experience is to be found and that the statistics can begin to be unpacked and 

unpicked. 'It is [...] clear that structural analysis needs to be combined with 

methodologies that focus on culture, local understandings and the lived experience 

of knowledgeable human agents' (Corbett, 2007:16 citing Giddens, 1976). This 

fusing of apparently mutually exclusive or diametrically opposed stances - that of 

the structural views of society as espoused by Marxism on the one hand and the 

centrality of the individual of post-modernism on the other - is an approach that 
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speaks far greater truth than any other in my humble opinion. From Lefebvre's 

Spaces of Representation to Giddens' Structuration and Bourdieu's Habitus to 

Foucault's Governmentality there are a swathe of useful conceptualisations to draw 

on when attempting to examine the structure / agency debate. 

 

2.4.3 Education 

Questions around education's suitability and relevance to those being educated 

have become ever more central in critical geographical thought as well as in policy 

with issues highlighted by the complex relationship between state and citizen 

through educational provision becoming ever more pressing:  

Questions of curriculum have been caught up in debates about citizenship 
and employment in globalizing and knowledge-based economies. Even the 
consumption of education is being transformed, with open enrollment 
schemes and entrepreneurial institutions providing 'choice' for students at 
a variety of scales. These substantive changes within education systems are 
being accompanied by a repositioning of the sector in broader social, 
political, and economic formations. In recent years, education has emerged 
as a policy priority for many states - tied to both the restructuring of welfare 
services and the pursuit of economic development. Education extends into 
new spaces and times of lifecourse as individuals seek social and economic 
advantage and face the discipline of flexible labor markets [...] education has 
become an economic frontier, as states develop new export strategies, and 
providers seek to capitalize on deregulation and increasing demand.   

(Thiem, 2009:155 emphasis in original)  
 

Education has been explored through emotional geographies (Kenway & Youdell, 

2011) and some with especial focus on citizenship and psychologically based 

'production of citizen subjectivities' (Gagen, 2013:4). Contrary to some suggestions 

that education for political engagement should be excluded from state education 

and is best left to civil society (West, 1994:53) I would suggest that these two 

spheres should work together to encourage engagement and understanding of the 

political, and, most importantly include young people in forms of democracy. In 

Wales school schemes such as schools councils, healthy schools and eco-clubs have 

encouraged many young people to engage and in turn engage their peers on issues 

around decision-making.  
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In Wales in 2013 there were 464,868 students in 20 nurseries, 1,374 primary 

schools, 4 middle schools, 216 comprehensive secondary schools, 42 special 

schools and 68 private schools. Wales therefore has a relatively small education 

system but one that presents many challenges in terms of geography, bilingualism 

- including the geographical aspect of bilingualism in Wales (Jones & Ghuman, 

1995:3) - and the socio-economic circumstances of many pupils. Since devolution 

Wales has pursued its own path in education with a number of distinctive policies 

including: 'a commitment to the comprehensive education system; the introduction 

of the Foundation Phase; Learning Pathways; the introduction of the Welsh 

baccalaureate, and; the abolition of school performance tables and compulsory 

testing at the end of Key Stages 1-3' (Hughes, no date). As previously described, 

education lies within the WG's remit although teachers' salaries yet another crucial 

'lever' in terms of maintaining the quality of the system is without its influence 

(OECD, 2014:16). 

 

The early and very bold education and training policies pursued in Wales such as 

the phasing out of SAT tests from 2002, the scrapping of Secondary School League 

Tables, and the introduction of both the Foundation Phase and the Welsh 

Baccalaureate all had ‘communitarianism’ (Evans, 2015:10) at their heart. 

However, as progressive and child and education professional-focussed as they 

were, it has subsequently been considered to have been a dangerous move that had 

far-reaching consequences as ‘Davidson had removed two important layers of 

accountability' (Evans, 2015:11). The poor Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) results in 2009 caused shock-waves in Wales and resulted in 

what I consider a retrograde step in terms of a return to measuring student success 

based upon testing. PISA has both strengths and weaknesses as a measure of 

educational attainment (Rees & Taylor, 2014:102) and many subsequent 

educational decisions in Wales must be understood in 2009's results' wake. There 

has been a series of extensive reviews into various elements of the education 

system in Wales under direction of the WG.  In January 2013 the WG appointed 

Robert Hill to:  

[U]ndertake the review on the future delivery of education services in Wales. 
It focused on looking at the effectiveness of the current education delivery 
at school and local authority level, and to consider what should be 
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undertaken at school, local authority, regional and national level with a focus 
on: 
• raising standards and improving learner outcomes at all ages 
• better support and challenge to schools to improve standards 
• developing and strengthening the leadership of schools and the quality 

of teaching and learning 
• ensuring value for money and effective use of resources 
• bringing about coherence and strong links between all areas of the 

education system, including post-16 provision and the wider children’s 
services agenda. 

(WG, no date.ii) 
 

A number of recommendations came out of the subsequent report The future 

delivery of education services in Wales (Hill, 2013) when published in April 2013 

including: Improving teaching and learning; Strengthening school leadership; 

Increasing school partnership within a context of greater autonomy; Improving 

accountability, and; Organising school improvement functions. A number of these 

have been implemented resulting in further reorganisation and prompted yet more 

detailed reviews of some key elements of educational provision in Wales. The 

Furlong report of 2015 entitled Teaching Tomorrow's Teachers that continues 

research originally presented in 2006 and builds upon an earlier report by 

Professor Tabberer in 2013 sought to address the perceived weakness in 

provisioning of teacher training in Wales. The findings of Tabberer (2013) as well 

as Donaldson (2015), Estyn (2013iv) and the OECD (2014) are drawn upon in 

Furlong's report and leads to the conclusion that teacher training provision in 

Wales has moved from one of a crisis of size and distribution of capacity to one of a 

crisis of quality. Furlong urges: 

If the teaching profession itself is to make its proper contribution to the 
raising of standards in our schools in the way that has been set out in the 
Donaldson Review (2015) then what is needed is a form of initial teacher 
education that is expansive rather than restricted, one that gives teachers 
themselves the skills, knowledge and dispositions to lead the changes that 
are needed. At present, that form of initial teacher education is not available 
in Wales. 

(Furlong, 2015:38) 
 

The raising of standards mentioned above and set out in the Donaldson review are 

concerned with the curriculum and assessment arrangements and has found that 

'despite successive modifications, the philosophy, form and content of the current 
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national curriculum require significant change' (Donaldson, 2015:35). However, 

Donaldson goes on to signal his support for an approach recently championed in 

Finland away from narrow subject areas and towards a more holistic, cross-cutting 

approach to learning that provide more opportunities to apply learning in 'real-

life'19 situations. This supports the evidence found during interviews with national 

level interviewees and practitioners that suggested learning should prepare young 

people for the real world not purely for examinations that ultimately service table 

positions not pupil success in any meaningful sense. As mentioned in discussions 

around policy perspectives and mechanisms that attempt to include the needs of 

children and young people in Wales as a primary concern Donaldson's review goes 

further and recommends that: 

The school curriculum should be designed to help all children and young 
people to develop in relation to clear and agreed purposes. The purposes should 
be constructed so that they can directly influence decisions about curriculum, 
pedagogy and assessment. 

(Donaldson, 2015:23) 
 

Whilst the OECD report Improving Schools in Wales: An OECD Perspective (2014) has 

laudable aims, to propose 'a comprehensive strategy tor [sic] Wales to support 

equity and quality in its school system' it does so through its preferred analysis, that 

of 'building on a comparative perspective' (OECD, 2014:6). It explicitly states that it 

draws lessons from PISA and as promoter of such a system of measuring success 

perhaps it is no surprise that the approach suggested to improve education actually 

aims to inculcate Wales further into the PISA system. Despite rhetoric from WG that 

suggests 'schools know best' (WG, 2014vii) the imposition of regional consortia 

from on-high has disgruntled and alienated many professionals whist not offering 

any noticeable improvement on the ground for young people (WISERD, no date.ii). 

Indeed: 

 

Over the last 15 years, the Welsh Government has developed an ambitious 
reform agenda that is placing learning at the centre of social and economic 
wellbeing.  However, while the reform agenda has been backed by 
substantial commitment from the education community, there is as yet little 

 
19 It is interesting to note that the OECD suggests that PISA measures just such an 
application of skills as well as 'being equipped for full participation in society' 
(OECD, 2014:19). 



 75 

evidence to suggest that this commitment has been translated into improved 
educational experiences and outcomes for learners in Wales. 

(WISERD, no date.ii) 
 

Attention has also turned recently towards those pupils in Wales that have the 

potential to gain a place to Oxbridge but are not managing to. In much the same way 

that 'life skills' are seen as an issue for many young people entering the jobs market 

so too is lack of 'additional' experience hindering Welsh students: 

Wales' strongest students, measured by exam results, are actually applying 
to Oxford and Cambridge, but are not getting through the universities' 
admissions processes. [...] This does not mean that attainment levels are 
irrelevant, but rather that high achievers must also be supported through 
programmes of super-curricular activity which develop the key skills 
necessary for progression to Oxford, Cambridge and other competitive 
universities. 

(Murphy, 2014:10)  
 

There is something deep-rooted and endemic in this failure and worryingly seem 

specific to Wales. The noted similarities between Wales and the North-East does 

not appear to extend to admissions to Oxbridge with students from the North-East 

admitted to Oxbridge at a rate much higher than the Welsh admission rate (Murphy, 

2014:10).  

 

Equity of provision is central to WG's approach although those financial 

arrangements that try to address disadvantage such as Free School Meals and the 

Pupil Deprivation Grant providing schools with resources to improve achievement 

for disadvantaged students have been found by Estyn to raise achievement of all 

pupils not just those that are disadvantaged (OECD, 2014:22 citing Estyn, 2013 and 

WG, 2013). Still, in this also Wales lags behind the North-East (explored further in 

Chapter 4). 

 

On the one hand governments simply 'cannot rely on ‘ever better’ delivery of 

curriculum [but] must address multiple aspects of disadvantaged childrens’ [sic] 

lives' (Whitfield, 2011) to combat disadvantage and inequality leading to poor 

results. Yet on the other hand WG ministers saw the problem of poor results as 

stemming from a systemic failure on the part of the education profession amongst 

others: 
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Where did it go wrong?  
The Minister [Leighton Andrews] for Children, Education and Lifelong 
Learning at the time [of the PISA results] said that the results could not be 
blamed on socio-economic or bilingual factors or on relative funding 
differences, in particular he highlighted the following issues: failure of 
leadership throughout the system; too much learner choice and a need to 
focus on strategic subjects and key skills; complacency; a search for alibis 
instead of learning from best practice; a lack of focus and weak policy 
implementation from the Department for Children, Education, Lifelong 
Learning and Skills (DCELLS); fragmentation of local education authorities; 
lack of robust teacher assessments; and lack of school governors’ 
accountability.  

(Hughes, no date:2) 
 

2.4.4 Engagement 

Engagement has been identified as important to the thesis as it intersects and works 

harmoniously with the issues of citizenship, structure and education explored 

above. The understanding of engagement with youth and community for me comes 

from my own practice as a community development and youth worker. It is a broad 

concept but one that should be understood to include empowerment and 

participation. An idea that has found its way into the realms of mainstream policy. 

As Taylor outlines the ‘idea of ‘community empowerment’ emerged as one of the 

central themes of policy in England and other parts of the UK’ in the early 2000s 

(Taylor, 2011:110). In Wales especially however the ‘evidence on participation in 

public and political life […] is extremely fragmented and uneven […with] little 

investigation into any aspect of engagement, whatever the equality strand. Given 

the emphasis in Welsh Assembly Government policy on inclusiveness, it is all the more 

surprising that its interventions are neither based upon sound evidence nor 

accompanied by monitoring and evaluation’ (Gale & Winckler, 2009:197). 

 

With the WG's drive to push the well-being and rights of children and young people 

to a central role in policy considerations with both the introduction of the Well-

being of Future Generations Bill (WG, 2014iv) and the Children's Rights Scheme (WG, 

2012i) it was important during the research to be mindful of the problems inherent 

with thinking about researching aspiration in direct relation to the economic. As 

such it was decided to research both education as the formal sphere that provides a 

clearer link with progression and outcomes for young people in terms of economic 
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aspirations and engagement. Engagement in this research refers to those informal 

or semi-formal spaces that young people inhabit and within which they interact 

with others and their community. A major element of this type of 'engagement' is 

covered by youth work interventions that provided a great deal in terms of the data 

collected.  These informal or semi-formal spaces allow young people to develop not 

only social and other skills, offering places to congregate and socialise and feel they 

have a reclaimed 'space' (a small part of their right to the city) but also to experience 

inter-generational relationships and new activities. The National Assembly Wales 

signed up to the Youth Engagement Charter in 2014 following results of the 

consultation Your Assembly – your say, your way that saw a commitment from the 

four leaders of each political party to ‘make sure they listen, respect and act on what 

young people from across Wales tell them’ (Your Assembly, no date). 

 

Picking up on the notion that young people’s engagement and indeed aspirations 

are often portrayed as key to economic survival is mirrored in the world of 

volunteering. GwirVol is a Wales-wide scheme with 22 volunteering advisors 

helping young people find volunteering placements and helping organisations to 

create opportunities. In a press release about some of these young people 

presenting the First Minister with the Charter for Volunteers it is interesting to note 

the language of the chair of GwirForce (the youth panel) Steve Sellers who said that: 

[Y]oung people have a lot of bad press, but young volunteers have the ability 
to create and develop the future of the economy in Wales with a reliable 
source of knowledge, understanding, skills and experience. Communities 
across Wales can realise immediate and longer term, sustainable benefits 
from the contributions and involvement from their young people. 

(WCVA, 2011:2) 

 

These spaces also allow for young people to grasp what Lefebvre (2008) called 

'Moments' in The Critique of Everyday Life also perceived as feelings of self-

fulfilment not tied to purely economic success. Such moments contain enjoyment 

and self-fulfilment and can never be appropriated by the state or anyone else and 

can lead to feelings of 'l'homme totale'. Indeed such moments speak also to the 

literal idea of ‘aspiration’ or moments grasped between periods of intense toil 

(Camus, 2005); an idea I return to at the end of the thesis. Such a call to try and 
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reclaim oneself through experience and existing outside of the capitalist system is 

also proffered by Paul Tillich, theologian, lest we face the ‘threat of being excluded 

from such a participation by unemployment or the loss of an economic basis 

[which] is what, above all, fate means today’ (Tillich, 2000:110). Tillich equates this 

anxiety of spiritual nonbeing in the post-modern context - an economically driven 

limbo with liberalism, democracy and technology as its bedrocks - with the threats 

of ontic nonbeing in ancient civilization and moral nonbeing in the Middle Ages.  

 

Whilst it is sweeping in the extreme – Tillich’s use of the meta-narrative to depict 

‘Western’ history as only three distinct periods is ambitious to say the least – his is 

a useful reminder not only that economics has become akin to a new religion with 

shopping centres the new cathedrals and shopping the new confessional but also 

that this perspective is only a temporal one. It is firmly rooted in the present day 

and based upon a carbon economy whose ‘religious text’ is the advertising that 

persuades the masses to ‘buy things they don’t need, with money they don’t have in 

order to impress others who don’t care’ (Papanek, 2004:ix).  

An important element of the groundswell mentioned earlier against this purely 

fiscal, economic understanding of how society works is offered through the concept 

of social capital that refocuses attention away from the abstractions of world 

markets and anonymous transactions to ‘[T]he idea that access to and participation 

in groups can benefit individuals and communities’ (Gidwani, 2009:689). Most 

effective at the local / platial level it involves the ‘intermediate institutions of civil 

society such as communities, neighbourhoods, voluntary associations and churches 

[that] teach the civic virtues of trust and cooperation (Etzioni, 1995; Fukuyama, 

1995; Putnam, 1993) which are the source of moral and social cohesion in the 

globalized market society’ (Betts, 2006:125). Of course this re-focusing from the 

spatial to platial, macro to the micro, does not obviate the problems caused by some 

of the more insidious globalised economic practices, but does help give weight to 

the arguments that counter the mantra of traditional economists that Growth is 

Good (see Beckerman, 1976 for a vitriolic defence of Economic Growth). These local 

networks would both strengthen and benefit from more localized exchanges of 

goods and services between individuals.  
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Bourdieu's (1977; 1984) work on cultural capital (along with the kinds of social 

capital discussed above) also attempts to reposition thinking away from purely 

economic analyses which he sees as being equally problematic. He discusses an 

individual's experience as being made up of many elements not all of which are 

economic but all of which impact upon one's standing in the world and potential to 

move (or not) within different societal circles and crucially that legitimate social 

difference. He also talks of the institutionalised state as being his third state within 

which cultural capital can exist - appearing in the form of educational qualifications 

for example (Gidwani, 2009:127 citing Bourdieu, 1985:243). Especially relevant for 

this research as the education system itself shifts inexorably towards a far more 

neoliberal model in the UK. Questions around both types of capital above and 

beyond the purely economic variety - of social and cultural capital - are central to 

the experience and life-chances of disadvantaged young people.  
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3 Methodologies 
 

At the time of the most interesting events I am so involved in what is going on, 
uncertain of it and myself, and tired - difficult then to write it all down. Also 

difficult to make it an academic exercise for analysis. Maybe it should be though. 
At present I feel sceptical about academic knowledge. There is a kind of optimism 

about ideas, a playfulness, a feeling of power as they are understood and 
manipulated. There is a pessimism and depression when confronted by angry and 
violent young people - a feeling of powerlessness, of feeling unable to cope, of not 
being able to take on all the implications. Ideas can give you the run of the world - 

action is limited. 
(Brent, 2009:3) 

3.1 Introduction 

A predominantly qualitative approach was taken to the research design and early 

notions of nationally distributed questionnaires and the creation of substantial 

primary quantitative statistical data-sets was reluctantly discounted. Whilst 

valuing mixed methods approaches in research design my strengths lie in meeting 

and connecting with individuals and groups so as to elicit their stories and thus 

hopefully reveal wider truths on the subject in hand. Also, given the potentially huge 

number of respondents needed to make a study on young people in Wales 

statistically significant it was felt more appropriate to focus on quantitative data 

already available and collecting qualitative primary data to both establish emerging 

themes and explore such themes throughout the process. This approach was taken 

as it allowed my analysis to both discover themes as respondents revealed them 

and also introduce themes I considered important (Gomm, 2004:189). It was 

decided quite early in the research design process to utilise interviews and focus 

groups as the primary data collection methods and support this with literature 

reviews, policy analysis and some existing statistical data. There were early 

discussions as to the possibility of an emergent methodological framework (Hesse-

Biber & Leavy, 2010) that would have embraced the possibility of more innovative 

methods. Discussions with the Knowledge Economy Skills Scholarship (KESS) 

industry partner Menter a Busnes and PhD supervisors led to the decision to rely 

on more ‘traditional’ methods. Embracing the emergent method however did allow 

for the development and honing of the emergent themes and of the research 

questions over the course of the data collection period. 
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A brief discussion of mixed methods will be undertaken first. The benefits and 

challenges surrounding such a methodological approach as well as the elements 

that were excluded and why will be covered later in this chapter following more 

detailed explanations of other theoretical considerations as well as the research 

rationale and the constituent parts of the data collection process. A conclusion will 

summarise the perceived successes and failures of the design, process and analysis 

whilst also allowing for some general thoughts on research to be shared.  

 

3.2 Mixed Methods and the Research Design 

The research drew upon and hopefully added to the growing belief amongst a broad 

church of academics that 'triangulation of research methods strengthens the 

findings and inferences made for understanding social phenomena in more depth' 

(Jogulu & Pansiri, 2011:687). Despite being under-theorised as a methodological 

framework until relatively recently (Brannen, 2005; Castro et al, 2010) a mixed 

methods approach harnesses the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative data 

collection when combined appropriately in well-planned research. A mixed method 

approach allows statistical data and modelling to be contextualised in its 'real-

world' crucible through intersubjectivity thus attempting to remove the somewhat 

misleading methodological division between subjectivity and objectivity as '[I]n 

both science and everyday life, the facts never speak for themselves' (Silverman, 

2002:23 emphasis added). 

 

Mixed methods can refer to a mixture of purely qualitative or purely quantitative 

methods but offers a sum greater than its parts when methods are combined across 

the 'schism [that] has existed for decades that separates the qualitative and 

quantitative research traditions' (Castro et al, 2010:342). It is especially valid to 

engage in intersubjective mixed methods approach when one considers not only 

the impact quantitative data can have on governments and policy direction for 

example (Silverman, 2002:26 citing Cicourel, 1964:36) but also the mistrust many 

have of statistics and their manipulation (Silverman, 2002:26). Used in combination 

then this approach allows a researcher to talk at once to both organisations and 

individuals with equal appeal and relevance.  
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Therefore I wanted to (and indeed needed to given the research topic) collect 

qualitative data but also allow for statistical data to help in both the research design 

(in terms of identifying areas etc.) and also the data analysis (Hill et al, 2003). It was 

vital to utilise the figures on youth unemployment and deprivation in Wales for 

example to help create a background to the research that the qualitative data would 

illuminate. 

 

3.3 Identifying the Research Parameters 

3.3.1 The Case-Study Areas 

The research needed to consider the Convergence areas of Wales (see Figure 3.1) 

in its focus due to the PhD funders KESS benefiting from European Social Funding 

(ESF). Convergence areas are those considered eligible for ESF and tend to include 

rural counties on the coast and post-industrial counties in the valleys region of 

Wales. At the time of writing Wales had received £4 billion of structural funds since 

2000 and this is set to continue until at least 2020 with an additional £2 billion 

(WEFO, no date).20 

 

The two case-study areas were chosen as reasonably good examples of areas that 

are what could be considered disadvantaged - albeit sometimes in different ways. 

As was explored in the Introduction the WIMD is the WG's primary measure of 

community need however many in rural areas feel that their needs are not 

considered as seriously (due in part to the lower population densities) as they are 

either excluded from the measure or weighted differently. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
20 With the caveat: Depending on the course Brexit will have taken following the 
referendum in 2016 
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Figure 3. 1: Map of Wales showing the Convergence Areas (in yellow) eligible 
for European Structural Funding (WAG, 2006). 

 

 

 

It was initially decided to focus on three county / borough council areas but this 

became two, Ceredigion and Merthyr Tydfil. The three initial areas of Denbighshire, 

Ceredigion and Merthyr Tydfil were chosen due to their geographical locations in 

Wales and their differing characteristics in terms of landscape, percentages of 

Welsh speakers, proximity to economic centres such as cities and employment 

rates. The difficult decision was made to concentrate on two areas after a relatively 

slow start in getting sufficient schools, youth clubs and practitioners interested in 
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being a part of the research in Denbighshire. However this decision was taken 

primarily by the supervising academics and the funder company early in the 

process and as researcher I would have liked to have continued to gather data in 

this area. However, it was felt by all that Denbighshire was similar enough in terms 

of geographical location to Merthyr in relation to much larger conurbations (Cardiff 

for Merthyr and Liverpool for Denbighshire) and also in terms of transport links 

(both being served by major A-roads and / or motorways) to be relatively painlessly 

dropped from the research. 

 

Despite the apparent differences between the rural and post-industrial case-study 

areas it should be noted that this belies similarities. When reviewing the 

Communities First programme Adamson & Bromley found that ‘[I]n general terms, 

there has been no great difference between the urban, valleys-urban, and rural 

communities studied. The majority of issues are shared and […for example…] case 

study E, although characterised as valleys-urban, also has a large rural hinterland 

and experiences many of the isolation and transport difficulties associated with 

rural communities in Wales’ (Adamson & Bromley, 2008:45). 

 

To engage with a wider geographical base of young people from across Wales it was 

also decided to include participants of a university-run widening access to higher 

education programme.21 They offered a view from across a range of Communities 

First areas in Wales and provided a chance to engage with disadvantaged young 

people who were also showing engagement with the raising aspiration agenda 

through their participation in a widening access programme. They also provided a 

different kind of focus group founded less on geography and more on this shared 

experience and aspiration. 

 

I also felt that it was important to engage young people actively engaged in a 

widening access programme given that ‘very little work has yet studied the 

spatialities of widening participation policies or the ways in which these are 

experienced by young people’ (Brown 2011:7 citing Hopkins, 2006). Whereas in no 

 
21 For brevity I refer to this as the (capitalized) Widening Access Programme 
(WAP) throughout the thesis.   
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way an appraisal of the scheme itself I felt strongly that the young people involved 

in this programme would shed light on a range of issues and challenges that 

disadvantaged young people face across Wales. 

 

Including pupils from the Widening Access Programme helped to draw data from 

similarly disadvantaged areas but without any comparative inference. Students 

came from a wide geographical spread in Wales from Anglesey to Pembrokeshire 

yet all face significant (and often multiple) barriers to HE and many are drawn from 

Communities First areas. They also become a part of a distinct group at the WAP 

and I found the fact that this was based upon an aspiration to attend university, 

rather than attending the same school, as being of interest. I must make clear that 

engaging with these students was in no way meant to act as a foundation for an 

analysis of the efficacy of such programmes but rather that I was more concerned 

with how and why they had got there. Discussion focused on their experiences at 

school and in their communities as well as their aspirations for the future rather 

than discussing the programme itself. It is also worth noting that for the purposes 

of recruitment to this programme former Communities First areas are still included. 

 

The areas chosen allowed for differential characteristics and during the decision-

making process I drew especially upon the work of academic research reports 

undertaken for the likes of the JRF (Kintrea et al, 2011i) and the Local Government 

Group (Spielhofer et al, 2011). A later report for Chwarae Teg (Hutchinson et al, 

2013) offered useful support for the justification of their inclusion. Although the JRF 

study focused on 'the influence on aspirations of living in disadvantaged places'  

their case-study areas all had a wide variety of 'markedly different social and 

economic contexts' (Kintrea et al, 2011i:6). The Local Government Group 

commissioned work on 'young people's aspirations in rural areas' and likewise 

chose three geographically separate, rural areas to research. Chwarae Teg's report 

on the other hand chose four areas from 'across the four quartiles of economic 

prosperity using the WIMD to ensure that the work was undertaken in areas that 

were both relatively affluent, relatively poor and places between them' (Hutchinson 

et al, 2013:6-7). In their work on youth citizenship Thomson et al (2004) chose 

young people 'located in five contrasting social locations in the UK' such as: 'a leafy 
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home-counties commuter belt town, an inner city site, a deprived estate in the 

North West, an isolated rural village, and a city in Northern Ireland' (Thomson et al, 

2004:222). I too considered such 'descriptive' differences when deciding on 

locations alongside more statistical measures such as WIMD. Therefore each 

contributed in the way in which they accepted the differences and difficulties 

inherent within such a study whilst using a rather broad conceptualisation of the 

case-study areas.  

 

3.3.1.1 Ceredigion 
Ceredigion is a predominantly rural county on the Western coast of Wales. With an 

estimated population of 75,425 in 2014 from the year ending 2011 to year ending 

2014 it saw net migration of -730 (Gov.uk, no date.ii). Its population density in the 

same year was 42.2 persons per square kilometre.  

 

The total ILO unemployment rate for Ceredigion for year ending March 31st 2015 

was 3.8%22 with ILO unemployment rates amongst 16-24 year olds being 12.4% 

(WG, 2015vii). The ILO (International Labour Organisation) is a UN agency and an 

internationally agreed definition allows for international comparison. The 

definition is as follows: 

•without a job, want a job, have actively sought work in the last 4 weeks 
and are available to start work in the next 2 weeks, or  
•out of work, have found a job and are waiting to start it in the next 2 
weeks.  

(Gov.uk, no date.i) 
 

The ILO measure however is not indicative of claimant count and this is lower than 

the ILO figure. Neither figure shows the economically inactive either (excluding 

students) which in Ceredigion is 22.2% - exactly the same as the Welsh average but 

higher than the UK as a whole at 18.6% (WG, 2015vii). 

 

The employment rate in 2012 was the second lowest among the 22 local authorities 

in Wales at 60.3% and earnings likewise were low standing at £494 per week - the 

 
22 The WG statistics website this was retrieved from has a disclaimer next to this 
stat explaining that due to the number of responses the figure is not as robust as it 
could be. 
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6th lowest in Wales It is also a county highly dependent upon public sector 

employment and also has over 20% of workers in wholesale, retail, transport, 

hotels and food (Estyn, 2014ii). 

 

Educationally the population is well-qualified, perhaps because of the well-

recognised appeal of the area to former students, and this is reflected in terms of 

qualifications of the populace:  

Ceredigion has one of the highest rates in Wales of working age adults 
qualified to level two, the equivalent of GCSE grades A*-C. The percentage of 
working age adults with qualifications at National Qualifications Framework 
(NQF) level 4+ has gradually risen since 2001, and the county is among the 
top five local authority areas in Wales for this indicator. The county has one 
of the lowest rates of adults with no qualifications. 

(Estyn, 2014ii:1) 
 

In terms of the Core Subject Indicator of an A*-C in English or Welsh first language 

and science and maths at KS4 (15 years old) the young people of Ceredigion came 

4th in Wales with 59.8% achieving this behind only Monmouthshire, Gwynedd and 

the Vale of Glamorgan at 60.9%, 60.5% and 60.1% respectively in 2013-14 (WG, no 

date.v). The difference between boys (57.8%) and girls (61.8%) is not as wide as 

Merthyr's difference but still note-worthy.  

 

3.3.1.2 Merthyr Tydfil 
Merthyr Tydfil is a land-locked post-industrial county that borders the Brecon 

Beacons National Park to the north in an area of Wales commonly referred to as 

'The Valleys'. Merthyr had an estimated population of 59,065 in 2014 and saw net 

migration of -150 over the period late 2011 to late 2014 - therefore its population 

stayed more stable than Ceredigion's during the same time period. Its population 

density for 2014 was 530 - significantly higher than Ceredigion yet still far less than 

a city such as Cardiff where the figure for the same year was 2,523.5.  

 

ILO unemployment rates in Merthyr for year ending March 31st 2015 are 6.8% for 

the population as a whole and 14.6% for those ages 16-24. Economic inactivity in 

the borough county is 23.1% - higher than Ceredigion's and both the Wales and UK 

averages. In terms of unemployment rates the Heads of the Valleys as a whole is an 
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area of concern. In the recent ACEVO (2012) commission into youth unemployment 

chaired by David Milliband the largest youth unemployment (16-24) 'hotspot' in 

the whole of the UK was identified as being along the Heads of the Valleys. 

 

Merthyr topped the WIMD in 2011 as a local authority with 25% of Merthyr's 

neighbourhoods in the 10% most deprived area in Wales and 44% in the top 20%. 

Employment rates in 2013 were 62.8% - higher than in Ceredigion - with no 

particular industry dominant: 29% manual such as machinery operatives; 20% 

personal services or sales, and; 25% employed in managerial or professional 

positions. Interestingly Merthyr has 'fewer people commuting out to other areas for 

employment than most other counties in Wales, with 65% of the working 

population working in Merthyr Tydfil itself' (Estyn, 2013i). 

 

Educationally whilst Merthyr (in December 2012) still had 13% of working age 

adults with no qualifications - 2% higher than the rest of Wales - this had improved 

from 21.4% in 2009 (Estyn, 2013i). Also of note is the fact that: 

The number of higher qualified adults in the county borough for 2012 was 
significantly lower than the Welsh average, with 26.5% qualified to level 4 
against the Welsh average of 31.5%. However, this is another consistently 
improving trend from 19.3% in 2009 to 22.2% in 2011. 

(Estyn, 2013i:1) 
 

In terms of young people's educational performance Merthyr did noticeably worse 

than Ceredigion in 2013-14 with just 46.7% of pupils at KS4 (15 years old) 

achieving the Core Subject Indicator of an A*-C grade in either English or Welsh first 

language and science and maths (WG, no date.v). Girls did significantly better than 

boys with 50.3% achieving the Core Subject Indicator as opposed to only 43.1% of 

boys (Estyn, 2013i). 

 

3.3.2 Summary 

For the purposes of this research study, by dint of the fact all areas are in 

Convergence Areas, economic difference was not used as the primary reason for 

choosing an area. It was assumed that all would have varying levels of deprivation 

and as discussed in the thesis Introduction WIMD is not necessarily the best 
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indicator of disadvantage when discussing rural areas such as Ceredigion. However, 

a good range (if using this measure) was found and some key points are discussed 

below.  

 

In terms of geographical reasoning I turned to both the ONS' definitions, my own 

knowledge, cultural considerations and the use of a map. An important point to note 

with regards to these studies and the geographical implications is taken from the 

JRF study: 

There is likely to be a wide variety of patterns of aspirational formation 
across the UK. Areas of greater and lesser deprivation, and with 
demographical and social factors from those studied, will potentially have 
other, and quite specific, outcomes in terms of aspirations. This study 
deliberately looked at distinctive areas in the expectation that they would have 
specific characteristics, but it is not exhaustive and suggests that other 
challenges could be found in places with different characteristics. 

(Kintrea et al, 2011i:7 emphasis added) 
 

With both areas I wanted to provide the opportunity for them to have a voice. To be 

engaged with, respected and heard. To be subjects not objects (Tisdall et al, 2009). 

I felt it was important to challenge such bigotry as Iain Duncan Smith displayed 

about the people of Merthyr (BBC, 2010) that unfortunately can also find its way 

into the national policy discourse under governments of any political hue. Kraftl et 

al for example warn of the UK coalition government’s ‘localism’ agenda that was 

already ‘at play’ under New Labour and that effectively laid blame for nationwide 

problems at the door of local places, especially disadvantaged communities (Kraftl 

et al, 2012:3). 

 

3.4 The Focus Group Participants 

Although participants chosen reflected a range of backgrounds they were from 

areas displaying socio-economic difficulties as not only is this where both 

'structural and geographical pressures' have most detrimental impacts but also 

because socio-economic background is widely cited as being a key variable 'in 

defining whether a young person is able to make good career decisions' 

(Hutchinson et al, 2013:12 citing Creed 2007). The socio-economic status (SES) of 
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a school’s catchment area is one of four key influences on post-16 choices with 

lower SES resulting in less academic choices (Foskett et al, 2008:37). The other 

three were ‘whether the school had a sixth form or not; the characteristics of school 

leadership, ethos and values […]; and the organisation and delivery of careers 

education and guidance at the school level’ (Foskett et al, 2008:37). All have 

implications for the case-study areas especially as Merthyr lost its school-based 

sixth forms during the research. 

 

Such pressures appeared amongst the 14-19 year age-range of the research where 

'perception of the relevance of the subjects they were learning, their attainment at 

GCSE, and their fear of failure at school' (Hutchinson et al, 2013:12 citing Benetto, 

2009) impacted heavily. However it is important to draw a distinction between 

‘good career decisions’ and ‘aspirations’ when discussing being impacted negatively 

by socio-economic circumstances. As is noted in the JRF study:  

Across all case study areas there was no statistically significant relationship 
between 13-year-olds’ aspirations and the socioeconomic status of their 
parents. Also, young people living in deprived neighbourhoods were just as 
likely to want to be footballers, vets, teachers, doctors or in computing as 
those from less deprived areas.  

(Kintrea et al, 2011i:32) 
 

Indeed, if anything, the socio-economic circumstances a young person finds 

themselves in a familial context is more likely to influence career because of the 

occupational ideas both passed on to them from parents / guardians and their first-

hand experience of ‘knowing’ what a role is (Kintrea et al, 2011i:32). 

 

Geographical concerns are often noted less than socio-economic pressures in 

discussions around aspiration and as such one of the research goals was to both 

explore the impact of spatial / platial pressures on young people's decision-making 

processes and also examine the privileging of socio-economic concerns in terms of 

influencing career choice influenced by parents and guardians, peers and their 

milltir sgwâr. Given the findings of the JRF study on individual socio-economic 

circumstances of the family having little impact upon the aspirations of the young 

people, this research project’s attention was focused on the ‘general’ socio-

economic environs of the young people as opposed to specific individual 
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circumstances. As such detail on the broad socio-economic, geographic and 

educational or engagement (where appropriate) contexts for the young people 

involved in the focus groups and wider characteristics on the schools and 

organisations that hosted them is provided below23: 

 

3.4.1 Ceredigion 

The Estyn Report from 2013-14 summarised the area thus: 
 

Ceredigion is located in west Wales. The total population is 76,046. In 
Ceredigion, 55.5% of people over the age of three say they can speak Welsh 
compared with the Wales average of 25.8%. The employment rate in 
Ceredigion was 60.3% compared with the Wales average of 67.3% (year 
ending 31 December 2012). There were 6.9% of children living in workless 
households. Of the working population in Ceredigion, 7.9% have no 
qualifications, which is lower than the Wales average of 10.6%. The 
percentage of pupils of compulsory school age eligible for free school meals 
is 12.1%, lower than 19.5% nationally. This level of eligibility is the second 
lowest in Wales (PLASC 2013). None of the 47 areas in Ceredigion are in 
the 10% most deprived areas in Wales (WIMD 2011). As of 31 March 2013, 
Ceredigion had 75 children being looked after by the authority. There were 
50 children on the Child Protection Register in 2012-2013. Ethnic minority 
citizens account for 2.4% of the population, lower than the Wales average 
of 4.2% (year ending 31 December 2012). 
 
Financial context 

The council has set its overall net revenue budget (excluding specific 
grants) for all services in 2013-2014 at £132.8 million, matching the level 
of the Welsh Government’s Standard Spending Assessment (SSA). Within 
the total budget, the council has set its net education budget at a level 
marginally above the notional education component of SSA. This provides a 
budget of £54.6 million, representing £5,815 per pupil compared with the 
all-Wales average of £4,992. The comparatively high level of funding within 
the notional educational element of SSA reflects mainly the sparsely 
distributed population within Ceredigion.  

 
23 It should be noted that in this section in order to retain the anonymity of the 
focus groups the references for any information gleaned from a host institution's 
website or publications have been held back. For this reason direct referencing 
from these sources has been kept to a minimum. Any Estyn reports cited of case-
study institutions appear in the Bibliography under 'Merthyr Educational 1' for 
example rather than using the actual name of the institution. This follows the 
practice in the JRF study (Kintrea et al, 2011i) that was the foundation for my 
research.   
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The total gross cost of primary school provision (including grants, and 
whether delegated to schools or not) is £5,146 per pupil, well above the all 
Wales average of £4,550 and the second highest in Wales. The equivalent 
figure for secondary schools is the highest in Wales at £5,823 per pupil 
compared with the Wales average of £5,120. Home-to-school transport 
costs form a high proportion of the education budget because of the rural 
nature of the county. As a result, delegation rates as calculated by the 
Welsh Government are comparatively low at 79.2%.  

As with all Welsh local authorities, Welsh Government funding will reduce 
significantly in the short to medium term. In Ceredigion, the revenue 
funding will fall by 4.6% or £5 million in cash terms in 2014-2015.  

(Estyn, 2014v:1) 
 

 

Ceredigion Educational 1: This offers work-based learning such as traineeships and 

apprenticeships across trades such as plumbing, welding, electrics, carpentry, 

hairdressing and childcare as well as engagement programmes helping 16-18 year 

olds prepare for employment and also works with schools to offer GCSE and A-level 

equivalent vocational courses and on the Alternative Curriculum. Students are 

drawn from across Ceredigion.  

 

 

Ceredigion Educational 2: At the time of the research the school had 499 pupils 

including 89 in sixth form. A designated bilingual school it also has a wide and 

predominantly rural catchment area. Only 9.7% of the pupils were entitled to free 

school meals compared to 17.4% nationally. Strikingly the Estyn report notes that 

‘[A]ll pupils belong to the white British ethnic group. […and also that] [E]ighty one 

per cent (81%) of pupils come from homes in which Welsh is spoken. Nearly all 

aspects of the curriculum are delivered through the medium of Welsh’ (Estyn 

2013ii:1 emphasis added). With a per pupil school budget of £4,468 Ceredigion 

Educational 2 was fourth out of seven secondary schools in Ceredigion. 

 

Despite a nearby housing estate attracting some support due to its deprivation the 

town's LSOA was ranked at 797th of 1909. The surrounding four LSOAs were 578th, 

847th, 806th and 766th. 

 



 93 

Ceredigion Educational 3: In 2014 this school had 1,280 pupils enrolled including 

324 in the sixth form. The school serves a large Ceredigion town and the 

surrounding rural communities. An English-medium school around 14% of the 

pupils speak Welsh as predominant language at home and 21% speak Welsh 

fluently with 28% of pupils taught Welsh as a first language. Most pupils were white 

British with Thirty-two speaking English as an additional language. Twelve per cent 

of pupils are entitled to free school meals which was lower than the average at the 

time of 17.4%. The per pupil school budget was £4,540 which made it sixth out of 

the seven secondary schools in Ceredigion (Estyn, 2014iii). 

 

Pupils are drawn from across the area with a large proportion coming from the 

town, satellite villages and nearby estate. In 2014 the LSOA rankings of the local 

estate were 536th and 591st across the river valley (and visible from) two 

neighbouring LSOAs that at the time were 1729th and 1776th (WG, 2014xi). 

 

 

Ceredigion Youth Club: This youth club serves a rural town in Ceredigion and the 

surrounding rural area. The LSOA of the town and the 5 LSOAs that encircle it are 

all within the 30-50% most deprived in the WIMD. The club provides: 

 
a broad range of services including an evening youth club, a daytime drop-
in facility and a NEET (not in education, employment or training) project for 
young people aged 14+ to encourage progression in to mainstream 
education, training or employment.  
Our work hinges around personal and social development in an informal 
setting, and we are guided by the Youth Work curriculum for Wales.  We 
work with the statutory Youth service and take part in activities with other 
Youth groups; local community, environmental and volunteering projects 
further a field [sic]. 

(Ceredigion Youth Club website) 
 

The youth club is located in a building in the centre of town. Attendees are drawn 

from the town including a large housing estate and the surrounding rural area. 
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3.4.2 Merthyr Tydfil 

The Estyn Report from 2012-13 summarised the area thus: 

Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council is located in central south Wales. It 
is bordered by the neighbouring authorities of Powys to the north, 
Caerphilly to the east and Rhondda Cynon Taf to the West. The total 
population is 58,851.  

In Merthyr Tydfil, 8.9% of people over the age of three say that they can 
speak Welsh compared to the Wales average of 19.0%. Ethnic minorities 
account for 2.3% of the population and this is lower than the Wales 
average of 3.6%.  

In 2011, the employment rate in Merthyr Tydfil was 58.9% compared to 
the Wales average of 66.7%. There were 29.2% of children living in 
workless households. Of the working population in Merthyr Tydfil, 18.4% 
have no qualifications, which is higher than the Wales average of 12.1%.  

The percentage of pupils of compulsory school age who are eligible for free 
school meals is 24.8% which is higher than the national figure of 19.3%. 
This level of eligibility is the third highest in Wales. Twenty-five percent of 
the areas in Merthyr Tydfil are in the 10% most deprived areas in Wales.  

As of 31 March 2012, Merthyr Tydfil had 193 children being looked after by 
the authority. There were 105 children on the Child Protection register.  

Financial context 

The Welsh Government’s Standard Spending Assessment (SSA) for Merthyr 
Tydfil County Borough Council for 2012-2013 was £1,752 per head of 
population. The council’s SSA per head of population has consistently been 
one of the highest in Wales in recent years, but was closer to the average in 
2012-2013. The council set its overall revenue budget for 2012-2013 at a 
level 3.7% above SSA, which was the third highest in Wales.  

In 2012-2013, the council set its education budget, net of grants, at £43.7 
million. As has been the case in recent years, this was slightly above the 
level of the notional education component within the SSA and represents 
£4,796 per pupil, which is slightly below the Welsh average of £4,813 per 
pupil. The council’s net education budget for 2012-2013 was marginally 
lower than for 2011-2012, which was not the case in many other councils.  

Total budgeted expenditure on schools, whether delegated or controlled 
centrally, represents £4,869 per pupil (including grants), a figure slightly 
below the Welsh average. Welsh Government figures show that the 
authority delegates 82.7% of the available education budget to schools, 
slightly more than the Welsh average of 81%. This produces average 
delegated budgets of £4,040 per pupil in primary schools and £4,631 per 
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pupil in secondary schools, compared with the Wales average of £4,114 
and £4,589 per pupil respectively.  

(Estyn, 2013iii:1) 

 

 

Merthyr Educational 1: The Estyn inspection report of 2014 highlighted that the 

school had 787 pupils with only 34 in the sixth form due to the changes to the sixth 

form system in Merthyr moving towards college only provision at the time of this 

research. Around 23% of the pupils are entitled to free school meals which is higher 

than the Welsh average of 17.7% for secondary schools. Nearly 40% of the pupils 

live in the 20% most deprived areas of Wales. A staggering 44% of pupils are on the 

special educational needs register that was more than double the Welsh average in 

2014 of 19.2%. The individual school budget per pupil was £3,866 which was the 

lowest of the four secondary schools in Merthyr Tydfil. An important point to note 

from the inspection is that: 

[O]ver the last three years, the gap between the performance of pupils who 
are entitled to free school meals and those who are not has generally 
reduced. However, the gap is greater than the average for similar schools in 
most indicators at both key stage 3 and key stage 4. Pupils with special 
educational needs make sound progress.  

(Estyn, 2014iv:5 emphasis added) 
 

The school is an 11-18 mixed school. It has a wide catchment and also sees a number 

of young people from the village attending other schools in the area. One teacher 

noted that the school also takes from Bedlinog which is close as the crow flies but 

‘over the top of the mountain, so they have got to go all the way down to Treharris 

to come all the way back up again’ (Teacher – Merthyr). 

 

Merthyr Educational 2: The most current Estyn inspection at the time of this 

research project was dated from 2009 with another produced subsequently in 

2016. At the time of the 2009 report it was an 11-18 school (but an 11-16 school in 

the 2016 report following the sixth form changes in Merthyr mentioned above) 
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with 1446 pupils 266 of these in sixth form. It was noted that the ‘school receives a 

significant proportion of pupils with high degrees of deprivation’ (Estyn, 2009:1).  

 

There were 18.6% of pupils in receipt of FSM and 21.4% on the SEN register, both 

above the national average for the time. By 2016 there were 1,158 pupils on the roll 

and it is noted that 63% of the pupils live in the 20% most deprived areas of Wales. 

Nearly all pupils were from homes where English is the predominant language 

(99%). The report praised the behaviour and results of the pupils and school. The 

work experience links into the community were also highly praised (Estyn, 2009; 

Estyn 2016iii). 

 

Merthyr Educational 2 is situated in an LSOA that was ranked 335th out of 1909 in 

WIMD in 2014 but bordering an LSOA that was ranked only 1283rd (WG, 2014xi). 

It’s first aim listed on its website is to ‘[T]o provide every pupil with the opportunity 

to develop academically, personally, socially, physically and intellectually to their 

full potential and according to their own abilities and aspirations’ (Merthyr 

Educational 2). 

 

 

Merthyr Educational 3: Merthyr Educational 3 is based across two town-centre 

campuses. The 2016 Estyn inspection outlines that there were 2,800 learners with 

2,000 full-time and that: 

[Merthyr Educational 3] is based in the smallest local authority in Wales 
with a total population of 55,530. This has declined by 4.5% since 1996, in 
contrast to a growth of 2.6% for Wales.  
 
[Merthyr Educational 3] serves an area with considerable challenges of 
deprivation. Local unemployment rates are high and incomes are low. 
Thirty-five per cent of the college’s learners come from the two most 
deprived deciles in Wales, based on data from the Welsh Index of Multiple 
deprivation. A further 33% come from the third and fourth most deprived 
deciles, making it the [...NAME...] with the highest profile of deprivation in 
Wales.  

(Estyn, 2016i:1) 
 

 

 



 97 

Merthyr Educational 4: The school’s 2014-15 Prospectus pronounced that it was on 

‘a journey to become an outstanding school. Our academic results over the last two 

years have been the best in the school’s history, and we continue to improve. Over 

96% of our Year 11 pupils in 2014 achieved 5 A*-G grades, with 78% achieving 5 

A*-C grades’ (Merthyr Educational 4). 

 

In 2009 the school had 33% of pupils entitled to free school meals (Estyn 2009:1) 

and by 2015 this had risen to 36% of children24 (Estyn 2016ii:3), above the national 

average of 17.4% at this time. In 2015 70% of pupils live in the 20% most deprived 

areas in Wales and is sited on one of the largest housing estates in Wales which saw 

three of its Lower Super Output Areas ranked as 32nd, 61st and 121st out of 1909 

areas in Wales (WG, no date.iii). ‘Nearly all pupils speak English as their first 

language and come from a white British background’ (Estyn, 2016ii:3). The per 

pupil school budget in 2015 at Merthyr Educational 4 was £5,365 which placed it 

as first out of the four secondaries in Merthyr. 

 

 

Merthyr Youth Club 1: The youth club services the young people of one of the largest 

housing estates in Wales and further afield in Merthyr. When threatened with 

closure in 2017 the petition to save it stated that ‘[W]ithout fail, [Merthyr Youth 

Club 1] has a minimum of 50 young people aged 11-20 from across Gurnos, Galon 

Uchaf, Pant, Dowlais and Penydarren, attending every night’ (Merthyr Youth Club 

1). It should be noted that of these 5 areas two are listed as being in the 10 most 

deprived areas in Wales in the WIMD 2011. 

 

 

Merthyr Youth Club 2: This youth club across four nights a week on a smaller 

housing estate for young people 8-10 and 11 plus. It is supported by housing 

association Merthyr Valleys Homes, Communities First and others (Merthyr Youth 

Club 2). The estate is situated in a Lower Super Output Area which was ranked 30th 

 
24 This could in part be due to the fact that the 6th form had been closed and 
studies have shown that young people proceeding to this level of education are 
more likely to come from better off families. 
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most deprived overall of 1909 in 2014 (WG, 2014xi). It was likewise placed within 

the most deprived 10% in Wales for education, employment, income and health 

(WG, 2014:xii).  

 

 

Merthyr Youth Club 3: Like Merthyr Youth Club 1 yet another youth centre in 

Merthyr County Borough (albeit at the southernmost tip) threatened with closure 

although this was during the data collection period. It survived and the centre 

continues to offer 4 nights provision a week of ‘universal open access social 

programme for Young People and additional sessions for accreditation and sports 

and physical activity’ (Merthyr Youth Club 3).  

 

The four LSOAs immediately surrounding it were ranked as being 1596th, 779th, 

448th and 452nd out of 1909 LSOAs in Wales in 2014 (WG, 2014xi). A number of 

participants attended schools in other towns such as Aberdare and Hirwaun. 

 

3.4.3 Other 

Widening Access Programme: In the 15-year review of the Widening Access 

Programme in 2016 it should be noted that the first year of the research project’s 

engagement with the WAP in 2012 was at a time of a rebrand and relaunch. Criteria 

to join the WAP remained focused on a number of indices and characteristics 

(outlined in more detail later in this chapter) that leads to cohorts that are 

representative of their communities and from across the breadth of Wales. 78 

individuals started in 2012 and 76 completed the 6-week residential course. In 

2013 81 started and 78 completed. The pass rates were 96.1% and 96.3% 

respectively.  

 

Students attending the Widening Access Programme must fulfil at least 2 criteria 

but many fulfil more. Data collected by the WAP show that between 2012-2015 the 

percentages of attendees that fulfilled a priority criteria of living in a Communities 

First area or a WIMD lower quintile area (lower than 20%) or Pathway school was 

62%. The other priority criteria of coming from a public care / care leaver 

background was 8%. 74% of attendees that had the next most important 
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application criteria of having no parental / older family experience of HE. Coming 

from a low-income family applied to 68% of all attendees.  

 

Although I have explicitly outlined that the Widening Access Programme’s inclusion 

in this research study was in no way to assess the efficacy of the programme itself 

it is worth noting the destination outcomes for the group I first met in 2012. Of the 

76 who completed the course 33 (43.4%) entered the host university and 40.7% 

entered other HEIs. Of the 33 who entered the host university two transferred to 

other HEIs and two withdrew (for employment and due to becoming a parent). Ten 

were in the last year of study at the time of this report and of the 19 who had 

graduated there were 4 first class honours, 7 upper second, 7 lower second and one 

third class (Widening Access Programme information). 

 

 

Denbighshire Educational25: This is an 11-18 bilingual school in Denbighshire. At the 

time of the Estyn inspection in 2012 only 13% of pupils are entitled to free school 

meals, lower than the national average of 17.4%. It had 984 pupils enrolled with 

210 in sixth form. Approximately 10% of pupils were taught the majority of subjects 

through the medium of Welsh and 11% spoke Welsh as a first language or as 

equivalent. 4.5% of pupils lived in areas that were amongst the 20% most deprived 

in Wales. The per pupil school budget was £4,425, second of eight secondaries in 

Denbighshire (Estyn, 2012). The three LSOAs that composed the town around the 

school during 2014 were ranked 862nd, 1071st and 1587th respectively.  

 

3.4.4 Socio-economic Positioning 

Due to the fact that ‘the socio-economic profile of a school is difficult to determine’ 

(Foskett et al, 2008:41) especially in terms of parents and pupils a decision was 

made to consider the areas characteristics rather than individual circumstances. I 

also took this decision because of my capacity and time as the evidence indicates 

that young people’s reporting of familial socio-economic circumstances can be 

 
25 Data included for context and interest even though obviously Denbighshire was 
discounted as a case-study area. 



 100 

extremely accurate (West et al, 2001). Upon reflection I would have collected far 

more detailed economic data on parents and guardians as well as undertaken 

follow-up interviews with parents. However given the scope of the study and time 

constraints I made a decision to rely upon overall economic data such as FSMs in 

schools and other geographical data such as the WIMD’s data on LSOAs to provide 

a context within which each individual’s experiences could be viewed. 

 

3.4.5 Defining the Range of Young People’s Ages 

The definition of the 'young people' described in the research proposal needed to 

be narrowed so a meaningful appraisal of experience could be gathered and 

analysed. The danger was always that by trying to cover all young people - the 

experiences would be diluted and less powerful leading to a less convincing 

narrative. As is explored in detail elsewhere in the thesis definitions of what it is to 

be a young person vary widely. It is often associated with certain rights and 

responsibilities and in its widest definition 26  spans the ages 10-25. Varying 

definitions were given by professionals depending on their area of work, examples 

include: 

In YOS [Youth Offending Service] the definition is by age of criminal 
responsibility, in our case this starts at age 10, and extends until the young 
person reaches 18 years, where they become Probation Service Clients 
(unless they are on an existing Order, which would be continued to be the 
responsibility of YOS). 

(Youth Worker - Ceredigion) 
 

Although organisations like Funky Dragon follow the Welsh Government’s 
age guidance, other schemes like Gwirvol follow a different age range (16-
25) because of funding restrictions placed upon that scheme by the Welsh 
Government due to their desire to target a more specific age range. 
Interestingly though when it comes to services provided by Social Services 
within the local authority, once they reach 18, young people are then labelled 
as ‘adults’.  

(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 

 

 
26 By widest definition it is meant including the youngest and oldest ages found 
within which one is classed as a young person.  
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Numerous studies, such as those undertaken for the JRF's work on educational 

aspiration in England and Scotland (Cummings et al, 2012; Gorard et al, 2012; 

Kintrea et al, 2011i), Chwarae Teg in Wales (Hutchinson et al, 2013) and ACEVO 

(2012) to name but three, see the critical age for young people as being in what 

Super (1957, 1990 cited by Hutchinson et al, 2013:9) terms the 'exploration' years 

for young people when thinking about jobs and career of between 14 and 24 years 

old. Deciding to concentrate on this stage but pre-Higher Education narrowed my 

focus further. The age-range 14-19 corresponds to the Learning Pathways (NAW, 

2001; WAG, 2002 & 2004) policy focus of the Welsh Government and as such 

provided the firm focus for the study. This stage of life also follows other theoretical 

work on aspirations such as Gottfredson's (2002, cited by Gutman & Akerman, 

2008:4-5) fourth stage in the 'Circumscription and Compromise' theory, which sees 

'the concept of aspirations (idealistic aspirations) [...] distinguished from 

expectations (realistic aspirations)' (Gutman & Akerman, 2008:5 emphasis added). 

As the research focused specifically on young people little consideration was given 

to adult career-changers who in the current economic and employment market are 

increasingly visible (yet suffering most in terms of funding cuts27). This may explain 

the comparative youth of the suggestions for ages of interventions from the 

interviewees with one summarising the rationale quite succinctly: 

By the time people get to university, it’s almost too late to be talking about 
aspiration.  So many of the choices have been made at that point so I feel it’s 
much lower down [the school years] that conversations about aspiration 
and initiatives around aspiration need to be done.   

(National Level Interviewee - Welsh Government) 

 

27 'There are now around 90,000 fewer adults in part-time learning than there were 
ten years ago in Wales’ colleges, with the number set to further reduce following a 
dramatic decrease in funding in the coming year. The budget for part-time adult 
education in colleges is set to be cut by 50% for the 2015/16.  Given that, between 
2004/05 and 2013/14, part-time adult learners reduced by a massive 46%, the long 
term impact of even bigger cuts on the health of individuals and the economy of the 
nation is unavoidable. Adults over the age of 25, and women in particular, have 
suffered the biggest impacts of the ongoing funding constraints in 
education.  Women make up 63% of the part-time learner population over the age 
of 25 in Wales’ colleges' (Colegau Cymru, 2015). 
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Also, extensive research has been undertaken on geographies of participation in HE 

in Wales (Rees et al, 2012), widening access to HE in Wales (Evans, 2014) and HE 

aspirations and student mobilities in Wales (Hinton, 2011) and it was felt that it 

would be useful to build on this work and meet young people at different stages 

before HE. This 'pre-HE' stage was further divided into ages where school is 

compulsory, 14-16 and post-compulsory 16-19 (although all young people are 

expected to be involved in some kind of learning, training or employment at this 

later stage it is harder to enforce or define and alternative routes such as 

apprenticeships and FE college become available to them). A small number of 13 

year olds were involved in some 14-16 year old sessions as were a couple over the 

age of 19 in the 16-19 year old sessions, however, as the 'formal' groups were 

identified using school year groups - or college cohorts - then these small number 

of 'outliers' were considered acceptable given their shared experience. The more 

'informal' groups consisted of youth clubs and here I have noted their ages as mixed 

as often a range of ages (between 14-19) were present. 

 

To access these ages schools were approached and focus groups held with a range 

of years 10, 11, 12 and 13 and colleges or training providers were also approached 

to give an FE / training perspective. Alongside these 'formal' learning environments 

some more 'informal' environments were also approached and youth clubs engaged 

with. The groups in youth clubs were often more diverse in terms of age although 

little reticence was noted in the younger participants' willingness to contribute. It 

is unfortunate to note that during the process youth club provision in Ceredigion 

was undergoing a seismic shift and so only one club was accessed. A Youth Forum 

was approached but access to the young people denied by an adult worker due to it 

being 'early days and I think too early to introduce questions and analysis. Perhaps 

when we established things it would be the right time to consider this, I will keep 

you posted.' He never got back in touch. 

 

The Widening Access Programme is a flagship residential widening participation 

programme run a Welsh university targeting young people who wish to access HE 

but face barriers. Young people are drawn predominantly from Communities First 

areas or WIMD lower quintile area (lower than 20%) or Pathway school (see Table 
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3.1 to see the geographical distribution of focus group participants). They also 

sometimes experience other educational challenges in addition to the more 

expected socio-economic challenges of individuals from a Communities First area. 

There is an application process and for all of those applying genuine aptitude and a 

willingness to succeed at university must be demonstrated to be successful. Further 

information and the application criteria are noted in Figure 3.2. The decision to 

include the Widening Access Programme was taken due to my desire to engage with 

a wide-range of disadvantaged young people from across Wales undertaking such 

a course of study. Understanding such widening access programmes is absolutely 

key when assessing the relationship between policy decisions, their enactment ‘on 

the ground’ and disadvantaged young people’s aspirations. As noted by Brown 

(2011:7) ‘[F]or the last decade, the aspirations of working class young people have 

been a significant policy concern in the UK, with a range of interventions being 

implemented to work on and ‘raise’ them (particularly through initiatives to widen 

participation in higher education).’  

 

Table 3. 1: Breakdown of areas of origin of the Widening Access Programme 
student focus group participants. 

County Number of students 
Anglesey 3 
Blaenau Gwent 1 
Caerphilly 1 
Carmarthenshire 3 
Ceredigion 2 
Merthyr Tydfil 3 
Monmouthshire 1 
Neath Port Talbot 1 
Newport 1 
Pembrokeshire 3 
Powys 2 

Total 21 
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Figure 3. 2: Information for Widening Access Programme applicants 
(Widening Access Programme information). 

 

 

 
 

 

WHY? 
This programme will not only prepare you for Higher Education but will also 
give you an opportunity to experience University life. All students who 
successfully complete the [Widening Access Programme] will be offered a 
guaranteed progression route to an appropriate scheme at [NAME] University 
on condition that 2 A-Levels (or equivalent) are passed and any specific 
requirements are met. 
 
You can apply for a place on the [Widening Access Programme] if: 
you are at least 16 (Year 12 or equivalent) and can demonstrate the 
commitment and motivation to successfully complete the programme (mature 
students are also welcome to apply), and 
you live or go to school / college in a Welsh communities first area, or are from 
a care / care leaver background, and 
you are nominated by your School / youth Agency  / College of Further 
Education, and 
you can demonstrate through your application form that you meet the criteria 
for the course shown below. 
 
CRITERIA 
Please note that places are limited and priority will be given to applications 
from students who satisfy the main Welsh Government priorities: those who 
live or go to school / college in a Welsh Communities First area and those from 
a care / care leaver background. Consideration will then also be given to those 
with / who :             
Live or go to School/College in a Welsh Communities First Area 
From a care/careleaver background 
No family experience of Higher Education 
Have a long term illness adversely affecting performance 
Have a specific personal/family event adversely affecting current performance 
(bereavement, divorce, etc.) 
Have a disability (Seen/Unseen) 
From an under-represented ethnic group 
Wish to study a subject at degree level where one gender is under-represented 
(For example, men wishing to study European Languages, Childcare; women 
wanting to study Computer Science, Physics, Mathematics) 
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3.5 Research Rationale 

In much the same way as Brent (2009) felt when bringing academic practice to his 

professional community development there is a certain disconnect between what 

can be thought or theorised and what can be achieved practicably in such situations. 

The split between practice and research as 'binary formula - 'applied versus 

theoretical' - is inherently problematic' (Kraftl et al, 2012:10) and my approach 

hopes to bridge this gap. Much as others (Horton & Kraftl, 2006; Kraftl et al, 2012) 

have argued, research on children and young people can be both useful and 

theoretical. 

 

Although the efficacy and indeed validity of such an approach as a research 

methodology has been questioned by some (Gomm, 2004; Hammersley, 2000) this 

is directed more at co-produced, or guided autobiographical, work, rather than data 

collected through focus groups and interviews. Drawing on the tradition of 

'standpoint epistemology' that grew from Marxist tradition to be a feature of 

feminism this posits that the best people to understand, comment on, and suggest 

ways to improve a group's situation are those 'occupying the epistemologically 

privileged position' (Hammersley, 2000:6 citing Hartstock, 1983; Harding, 1987). 

However, giving young people an outlet for their views does not necessarily ensure 

such views are forthcoming. It must also be noted that such frustrations are felt not 

necessarily because of the research, but in spite of it, yet researching leads the 

researcher by necessity to turn the mirror on themselves and consider their own 

place in the process:  

The subjectivity of the researcher and of those being studied becomes part 
of the research process. Researcher's reflections on their actions and 
observations in the field, their impressions, irritations, feelings, and so on, 
become data in their own right, forming part of the interpretation [...]. 

(Flick, 2009:16) 
 

Researchers have called for the wider use of 'student voice' in such research 

because, as elegantly summarised by Down et al (2014): 

Our purpose is to try and get inside the issue of the vocationalizing of young 
lives, how young people are thinking about the world of work, how their 
aspirations are being formed, the way they see themselves as making sense 
of the prospect of entering the world of work, and the obstacles and 
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impediments, how school is a part of this project, and how in the end, their 
stories enable the policy context to be radically informed in a different way. 

(Down et al, 2014:3 quoting Down & Smyth, 2011:211) 
 

I too wished to 'humanise[...] the social [young] actors at the centre of [...] policy 

problems by making sense of their choices' (Thomson et al, 2004:237). 

  

However, an inherent weakness in any such qualitative research and one grappled 

with frequently during the research process was just how can the experiences of 

one community be extrapolated out to others? Need it be? Indeed, can any 

experience given its unique set of variables be presented as 'truth'? It is widely 

accepted that when using qualitative research methods if enough individual 

experiences are gathered to reach saturation point (Flick, 2009) stories can begin 

to reveal common truths and can do so with much more humanity and subtlety than 

simple statistical analysis allows. However also that focus groups are imperfect 

with issues such as participant confidentiality and group mentality (Gomm, 

2004:170-4) potential issues. Capturing nearly 200 individual's stories was beyond 

the capacity of the research but engaging nearly 200 young people in focus groups 

to influence the narrative was considered beneficial despite the inherent 

weaknesses of the method (Flick, 2009:202). Allowing them time and space to begin 

to address elements of import in an often impersonal meta-narrative that is decided 

upon by those in positions of power, privilege, the media and government was 

foundational to the ethos of the research.  

 

As a fellow researcher said to me during the research process, my research project 

seeks to capture a moment in time, a set of experiences of a number of young people 

and practitioners in Wales and to present the data so as to give them a voice whilst 

contextualising their experience in the national narrative. The research is not, nor 

could it ever offer, a statistically significant review of what all young people across 

the many different situations they experience and the many different areas they 

inhabit experience. It is however an attempt at presenting their challenges and 

thoughts as clearly and strongly as possible to effect positive change. 
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3.6 Data Collection Process 

3.6.1 Structure of Data Collection 

Considering the subject of the thesis it was important to get a feel for the picture 

facing young people and communities at the national level and then see whether 

young people's experiences matched up with this at the local level. As such the first 

stage involved a short round of semi-structured interviews with national level 

stakeholders who could not only be questioned on policy direction but also gauge 

understanding at the 'elite' level around the topics of aspiration and young people. 

Alongside this a policy review of those areas considered either 'key' or 'influencing' 

was undertaken. 

 

The second stage consisted of concurrent interventions involving focus groups with 

young people on the one hand and interviews with practitioners working directly 

with young people on the other. Such a tack was taken to enable young people to 

feel empowered by their peers enough to talk although this was not always 

successful and is explored in greater depth later. Interviews were chosen with 

professionals and practitioners as it was felt they would be more willing to open up 

in a one-to-one interview. Considering their often relatively small (and as such 

'hyper-onymous' to use my own neologism - as opposed to anonymous) 

professional circles and attendant, generally public-serving responsibilities I felt 

more openness would be encouraged with such an approach. 

 

The different stages involved in as well as rather long process of data collection and 

analysis allowed for themes to emerge and influence the subsequent rounds of data 

collection. Whilst not allowing it to completely close down subjects with groups and 

individuals it did mean that already identified questions and ideas could be 

explored in more depth as the process developed. 

 

Although highlighted as a notable influence of young people's aspiration formation 

(Kintrea et al, 2011i; Spielhofer et al, 2011) it was decided not to engage with 

parents due mainly to practical considerations as the project progressed. I had 

included an option on the parental consent form to engage further with the research 
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and a number ticked the box but time didn't allow for a meaningful follow-up. This 

was unfortunate as Khattab notes that ‘the parent-child relation is highly sensitive 

to the social and economic status of the family’ (Khattab, 2015:732 citing Hill & 

Craft, 2003) and that as such expectations play a significant role in aspiration 

formation and fulfilment. 

 

It would appear generally however that for a majority of 14-16 year olds in Wales 

their parents would have liked them to continue in full-time education (see Table 

3.2). 

 

Table 3. 2: A table showing research undertaken by the WG showing 
parental aspirations for children when they leave school at 16. It should be 
noted that the figures coloured blue indicate that they consider the 
estimates not reliable due to a Coefficient of Variation of over 20% (WG, 
2012iii). 
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3.6.2 Further Ethical Considerations28 

I explore ethical considerations such as identifying groups, questions of anonymity 

and creating the research design throughout this chapter however there are further 

ethical considerations that should be noted.  

 

Given the age of a proportion of the participants of the focus groups a thorough 

ethical approach was needed. I presented the research design to the University 

Ethics Committee and it was passed. This was due in part to a thorough approach 

to participants under the age of 18 with collecting informed consent forms from the 

individuals themselves and their parents / guardians. Also because of the way in 

which I accessed the young people through a responsible 'gatekeeper' (Blaxter et 

al, 2003:155) such as a school or youth club. I produced relevant paperwork 

including explanatory statements, letters and informed consent forms. Slight 

variations of all documents were produced so that they could be pitched 

appropriately at young people and parents / guardians, institutions and 

interviewees. Initial letters were provided in Welsh as well as English with all 

documents likewise subsequently offered in both languages. 

 

During the process of interviews and focus groups I not only provided relevant 

paperwork ahead of the meetings but also allowed time before the sessions to talk 

through the process and the documents with the participants. This combination of 

advance information and dedicated discussion beforehand ensured that each 

participant was opting in to the research rather than feeling that they had to opt 

out. I also made it clear to teachers and youth workers etc. ahead of the visit that it 

was for the participants to decide whether they wished to be a part of the research 

and reiterated this with the young people before I started each session. 

 

As noted elsewhere in the thesis I felt it was important to note details about 

interviewees organisations, roles, sectors and / or areas to contextualise the 

research. As Dunn (2016:177) outlines that any use of interview data ‘some 

 
28 Examples of the documents discussed in this section can be found in the 
Appendices. 
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background on the informant. It is important that readers have some idea of where 

an informant is “coming from”; information about their role, occupation, or status 

is important in this regard’ (Dunn, 2016:177).   

 

3.6.3 Timetable of Data Collection 

The Policy and Literature Reviews started immediately in October 2011 and by 

Easter of 2012 there was a 'working' list of national level interviewees to approach 

in the first instance agreed between the company, the supervisors and the 

researcher. Of these a number of key interviewees accepted and these national level 

interviews started in earnest in July 2012 and continued throughout the Summer. 

The analysis of this data along with the Policy and Literature Reviews took up much 

of the Autumn of 2012.  

 

The organising of the focus groups and practitioner interviews started during the 

analysis of the policy, literature and national level data. This second round of the 

process was hampered in a number of minor ways but mainly when trying to 

establish and maintain contact with my institutional / organisational contact. In 

terms of the timetable this was problematic because of the limited availability of a 

key focus group enabler - the schools. The pressures on schools and their timetables 

is immense so even those willing to engage in the process often could only offer a 

single session with each group. A shame as I had wanted to revisit groups, 

something I was able to do in the youth clubs. However, such a barrier was an 

unavoidable drawback of accessing the children through gatekeepers which was 

something I had decided to do as good practice to avoid any safeguarding issues or 

problems with the Ethics Committee. In terms of the length of the sessions schools 

and youth clubs were as generous as they could be and it has to be noted that the 

young people engaged with in the focus groups were often glad to be doing 

something 'different'. They were generally generous with their time with some 

staying longer if they had a free session next or even for a few minutes in breaktime 

if in school for example. This stage ran from the start of 2013 to early 2014. 
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3.7 The Methods 

In terms of the methods used they are relatively 'safe' - interviews and focus groups 

that instil confidence in research are tried and tested but also present problems 

which will be explored in more depth later. A powerful influence on methods 

chosen was the funding structure for this research. Being KESS funded I not only 

had a department but also a company which had a lot of input in the development 

of the project. Due to the more traditional consultancy modus operandi of the 

company such 'safer' methods sat more comfortably within their scope of 

understanding. 

 

3.7.1 Policy & Literature Reviews 

An important part of the research was to assess how much national policy impacted 

upon young people's lived experiences and life choices. Therefore policy reviews of 

the main areas directly affecting youth were undertaken as well as those areas that 

impacted upon them in less direct but still important ways. The key policy areas 

reviewed were Education and Youth Engagement. 

 

It is important to note that Wales has had a devolved assembly since 1999 and most 

areas are fully devolved, however, some areas remain without the control of Cardiff 

and as such have also been discussed where relevant - mainly in Chapter 4. 

 

The Welsh Policy Documents and information analysed include: 

Donaldson (2015) Successful Futures 
Egan, D. (2012) Communities, Families and Schools Together: A Route to Reducing 
the Impact of Poverty on Educational Achievement in Schools Across Wales 
Egan (2013) Poverty and Low Educational Achievement in Wales: Student, Family 
and Community Interventions 
Estyn (multiple) Reports 
Furlong (2015) Teaching Tomorrow’s Teachers 
NAW (2001) The Learning Country: A Paving Document 
NAW (2011) Key Issues for the Fourth Assembly 
NAW (2015) Should the voting age be lowered to 16? Cardiff: Assembly 
Communications 
OECD (2014) Improving Schools in Wales 
Tabberer (2013) A Review of Initial Teacher Training in Wales 
WAG (2002) Learning Country: Learning Pathways. Consultation Document 
WAG (2006) Wales Convergence Map 
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WAG (2008) People, Places, Futures – The Wales Spatial Plan 2008 Update 
WAG (2013) Wales Spatial Plan 
WG (no date.i) Wales, ADEW Consortia map 
WG (no date.ii) Consultation: The future delivery of education services in Wales 
WG (2011) Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation 2011: Summary Report 
WG (2011) Programme for Government 
WG (2012i) Children's Rights Scheme 
WG (2012ii) Improving Schools 
WG (2012iii) National Survey for Wales - January to March 2012: Parental 
Aspiration Tables 
WG (2012iv) Tackling Poverty Action Plan 
WG (2012v) Review of Qualifications for 14 - 19-year-olds in Wales 
WG (2013) The future delivery of education services in Wales 
WG (2014i) UK Welfare Reform in Wales 
WG (2014ii) Financial reform and tax policy 
WG (2014iii) Towards Sustainable Growth; an action plan for the food and drink 
industry 2014-2020 
WG (2014iv) Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Bill 
WG (2014v) Communities First 
WG (2014vi) Policy statement on skills 
WG (2014vii) Qualified for life 
WG (2014viii) Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation 2014: Summary Report 
WG (2014ix) Evaluation of the Pupil Deprivation Grant (PDG) 
WG (2014x) Rewriting the future; raising ambition and attainment in Welsh 
schools 
WG (2015i) Report on the compliance with the duty under section 1 of the Rights 
of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 
WG (2015ii) Written Statement - The Future of Local Government in Wales 
WG (2015iii) My Travel Pass 
WG (2015iv) National school categorisation system 
WG (2015v) Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 
WG (2015vi) Interventions that really work: third sector and private sector 
resources for schools tackling deprivation 
WG (2018ii) Strengthening Local Government: Delivering for People 
 

The Literature review was explored of course in depth in the previous chapter 

however it is worth noting that during the life of the research that 'aspiration' 

became a relatively well discussed term both conceptually and semantically. It was 

especially visible in terms of both youth employment and more widely around what 

aspiration is and what (if any) real substance it brings to debate or indeed policy 

when used without focus. It raised its head during the riots across the UK in 2011 

and has been used by the Tories to suggest the main driver for a successful 

individual. In its most recent incarnation it has become central to the defeated 

Labour Party's leadership debate with all candidates talking of the 'aspirational 
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voters' as though aspiration itself were a character trait not shared by all rather 

than a concept open to all (even if most readily and easily grasped - and of course 

fulfilled - by the privileged). 

 

3.7.2 Interviews 

A wide range of individuals were interviewed in both areas giving a good cross 

section of experience around youth work, community development, teaching, 

careers advice and other roles in education and engagement having seen these 

themes emerge strongly in the national level interviews. A third theme, that of 

employment, was discussed with the practitioners, as well as the young people 

themselves, rather than through interviews with employers. Every sector will have 

its own requirements and expectations of their workforce and to try and capture 

this alongside the already broad yet inter-related issues of education and 

engagement was judged outside the scope of this study. However, some examples 

are given of the perceived disconnect between educational routes and specific 

industries. A good overview of the issues viewed as important by the private sector 

was provided by the national level interviewee who represented the views of their 

10,000 business members. The practitioner interviewees were mainly identified by 

the institution / organisation approached. They are best-placed to know who would 

be most suitable to discuss the issues related to the research within their team and 

often this would lead to interesting perspectives such as the teacher in Merthyr 

tasked with running the careers advice in school or the youth worker in Ceredigion 

who had once been a service user of the youth club. Identification of these 

interviewees and institutions / organisations to approach happened in much the 

same way as described later in this chapter for the national level interviews. Using 

a starting list informed by my own knowledge having worked in education and 

community development and then during practitioner interview process through 

the snowballing technique (Blaxter et al, 2003:164; Bryman, 2004:334). 

 

The theoretical starting point for this analysis questions the widely held 

assumption that the world is 'ontologically flat' and hopes to view a structurally 

constructed and therefore one could argue aspirationally constrictive society 

through the lens of place. It is necessary to question the motives of those working 
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at the policy level in terms of not only the understanding of aspiration but also its 

use in policy documents. This piece of research did not seek to pursue an in-depth 

study of the 'drivers' of elites in the same vein as work conducted by Eldersveld et 

al who suggested that 'elites presumably "drive" their local government in the 

directions they feel it should go. It is important then to ask what values "drive" these 

political elites’ (Eldersveld et al, 1995:179 emphasis added). However it was 

considered necessary to engage them on the topic of aspiration and try to establish 

their ontological stance on whether establishment and fulfilment (or not) of 

aspirations is attributable the individual or to societal structures more broadly. 

 

3.7.2.1 National Level Interviews 
An initial list of possible candidates for the national level interviews were drawn up 

between the researcher, the supervisors and the partner company. Of these a 

number were approached and a well-balanced, although relatively small sample, 

were both available and willing to be interviewed. However small, this provided a 

useful starting point for the national level interviews. Interviewees were chosen 

using two methods:  

•Firstly a list of suitable individuals was compiled using the knowledge of the 

researcher, the academic supervisors and the partner company. 

•Secondly, both purposive sampling using a combination of theoretical sampling 

that encompasses reflection upon possible direction of the research from what has 

been discussed already and the snowballing technique (Blaxter et al, 2003:164; 

Bryman, 2004:334) that uses the knowledge of the interviewees themselves to 

identify potentially useful interviewees were employed.  

 

Figures from WG involved in important areas to do with the research topic were 

interviewed as well as Chief Executives and / or Policy Officers from a range of 

organisations representing both the 3rd sector (and young people's voices therein) 

and the business sector. Given the economic slant of the research I felt it important 

to engage with representatives of the business world however fewer of those 

approached from this sector were willing to be interviewed (for whatever reason) 

than those representing both the public and 3rd sector. Initially I postulated that 

this could be attributable to a narrower view of what is worthwhile investing in (i.e. 
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time invested into a research project for a PhD is not likely to translate into 

measurable economic outcomes for those involved). However as I progressed in the 

research I got the feeling that many people in the private sector are greatly 

concerned about young people and their educational and training needs as this does 

directly affect the 'pool' of potential employees that any sector has and the skills 

available to business. Therefore perhaps it was more a mixture of a practical issue 

around time available to commit and a less accepted culture of involving themselves 

in projects such as this. Not-for-Profit or 3rd sector organisations and individuals 

such as community workers were very open and indeed used to approaches by 

external bodies or individuals with requests for their time with a less 'economically 

quantifiable' outcome. The national level interviewees were senior figures and 

represented the following: 

•Centre for Research in Futures, Innovation and Change  
•Welsh Local Govt. Association 
•Council for Wales Voluntary Youth Services 
•Schools and Young People Division, Welsh Govt. 
•Children's Commissioner for Wales 
•Youth Engagement and Employment Division, Welsh Govt. 
•GO Wales 
•Federation of Small Businesses 

 

A total of eight national level interviewees were engaged during the research able 

to represent education and engagement, careers and employers drawn from the 

public, voluntary and business sectors. 

 

3.7.2.2 Practitioner Interviews 
Whereas I found youth workers very willing in Merthyr to talk there was a definite 

lack of engagement with me, the researcher, from those providing employment 

training. Whereas I would not imply anything above and beyond the fact that all 

such professionals are very busy it does perhaps suggest a well-engaged and 

confident youth sector but perhaps reveals strains on those involved with training 

and employment. Conversations were started with numerous organisations 

involved in youth employment and skills such as Tydfil Training and Rathbone but 

with no success. It is unfortunate to note that Rathbone has had to close 5 of its 12 

offices across Wales in 2015 - one in Merthyr and one in Aberystwyth - due to 

'changes in funding from Welsh Government' (Wales Online, 2015). It is also 
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interesting to note that far from displaying 'consultation fatigue' as one might 

expect in communities within which 'are so many recent regeneration and inclusion 

initiatives that there is virtually one for every household' (Williamson, 2007:198-9 

relaying an 'apocryphal story' from youth workers in one such community) 

workers were well used to engaging with a range of stakeholders and others and 

thus an enquiry from a researcher such as myself was taken in their stride. In many 

ways teachers were harder to access for interviews. Even in schools where I was 

able to hold focus groups teachers were sometimes unavailable. I had relatively 

good success rates in Merthyr with teachers but would have liked to have had one 

more in Ceredigion. It should also be noted that I tried to secure a third school for 

interviews and focus groups in a more rural and isolated part of Ceredigion but that 

all approaches were frustrated by the reception staff – the undisputed gatekeepers 

in such an institution! The practitioner interviewees represented the following 

institutions / organisations: 

Ceredigion: 
• Arad Goch Theatre Company – ‘Somewhere To…’ project 
• Careers Wales 
• Ceredigion Association of Voluntary Organisations 
• Communities First Penparcau & Aberystwyth West 
• Go Wales 
• Ceredigion Educational 1 
• Widening Access Programme29 
• Ceredigion Youth Club x 2 
• Ceredigion Educational 3 

 
Merthyr Tydfil: 

• Merthyr Educational 1 
• Careers Wales 
• Merthyr Educational 2 
• Merthyr Youth Club 1 
• Merthyr Youth Club 2 x 2 
• Merthyr Valleys Homes x 2 
• Merthyr Educational 4 
• Safer Merthyr 

 

 
29 I have listed the interview with the Widening Access Programme practitioner 
under Ceredigion as that is where the interview took place however as noted it 
does have participants from across Wales. 
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A total of twenty interviews were carried out with practitioners and covered a wide 

range of different types of interventions with young people.  

 

In preparation for the interviews at both national and practitioner levels I prepared 

a list of themes and related questions that I wanted to cover with all respondents 

and also included specific questions for each individual’s specialism. I also kept to 

hand a list of the themes and questions I was anticipating asking of the young people 

in the focus groups as this developed. Although having a well-defined list of 

questions and themes I also allowed the conversation to be led by the interviewee 

where appropriate. Using the approach of such ‘[L]oosely structured interviews’ 

(Gomm, 2004:174) allowed a level of freedom in often quite wide-ranging 

discussions that aided me to elicit information that helped in my understanding of 

the landscape and contexts of the topics discussed. This approach was ‘after all, the 

obvious way of allowing people to speak for themselves about their own views and 

experiences of the world’ (Smith, 2001:29). It combined some set questions yet 

allowed for both interviewee specialisms to be interrogated in more depth and also 

for a conversational approach; also known as ‘[N]on-directed informal surveys’ 

(Robinson, 1998:413). An example of the type of prompt sheet I would use in the 

interviews is included in the appendices. As described previously these prompt 

sheets were used to ensure I had asked the questions I knew I wanted to, that I 

would have touched upon areas of the specific interviewee's specialism and also 

that general themes would be covered. The list of themes used in all data-collection 

can be seen below under ‘Focus Groups’. 

 

3.7.3 Focus Groups 

The numbers of participants for each focus group is listed in Table 3.3. 
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Table 3. 3: Showing the breakdown of the focus groups. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ceredigion 
Inst. / Org. Group Number/M/F Age Range 
Educational 1 Mixed 6 / 5 / 1 16-19 
Educational 2 yr 10 9 / 3 / 6 14-16 
 yr 12 6 / 2 / 4 16-19 
Educational 3 yr 10 10 / 1 / 9 14-16 
 yr 12 16 / 7 / 9 16-19 
Youth Club Club 6 / 1 / 5 mixed 
 
Totals 

 
6 

 
53 / 19 / 34 

 

    
Merthyr Tydfil 

Inst. / Org. Group Number/M/F Age Range  
Educational 1 yr 13(i) 14 / 5 / 9 16-19  
 yr 13(ii) 10 / 3 / 7 16-19  
Educational 2 yr 11 12 / 8 / 4 14-16  
 yr 13 6 / 2 / 4 16-19  
Educational 3 Student Body 14 / 6 / 8 16-19  
Educational 4 yr 10 14 / 8 / 6 14-16  
Youth Club 1 Club(i) 4 / 2 / 2 mixed  
 Club(ii) 13 / 8 / 5 mixed  
Youth Club 2 Club 5 / 2 / 3 mixed  
Youth Club 3 Club 12 / 6 / 6 mixed 
    
Totals 10 104 / 50 / 54  
    

Wales-wide / Other 
Inst. / Org. Group Number/M/F Age Range 
Widening Access Programme mixed  

(2 sessions) 
21 / 12 / 9 16+ 

Denbighshire Educational yr 10 19 / 9 / 10 14-16 
    
Totals 3 40 / 21 / 19  

 
 

Absolute Totals 19 197 / 90 / 107  
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As can be seen in Table 3.3 a total of 197 young people were engaged with during 

the research process. Due to timetabling difficulties in schools and more interest  

in the Ceredigion Youth Club shown by girls than boys in engaging with the research 

the groups in Ceredigion had more girls than boys present but taken as a whole the 

gender balance was fairly good. A couple of different schools’ year 13s can be seen 

in Merthyr despite the move to a purely college 6th form system during the 

research. No schools in Merthyr now have years 12 or 13. 

 

As I did with the interviews I also created a list of themes with questions to act as 

the starting point for a loosely structured discussion with the young people. This I 

felt was important as having worked in such settings for many years prior to 

undertaking the research I knew (once formal ethics introduction was out the way) 

that being too rigid or formal would not hold attention long – especially in the 

informal settings such as youth clubs. I was also keen to empower the young people 

to explore issues they felt were important whilst being able to redirect back to 

certain themes and questions I knew I would like to cover. This was my attempt to 

‘ease’ the communication and ‘reset’ the inherent status imbalance that young 

people often feel when talking with adults. Coleman et al warn that research ‘which 

looks at young people’s views on communication with adults makes it clear that, by 

and large, they have little confidence that they will be listened to or that their opinions 

will be respected’ (Coleman et al, 2004:229). Given the empowering approach I 

decided to take with the research I felt this was key to enabling the young people to 

speak as freely as possible. In keeping with a methodological shift across academia 

from the 20th century into the 21st I viewed the young people as subjects and co-

contributors rather than objects (Tisdall et al, 2009:1).  

 

I explore the dynamics of the focus group as method later under ‘Implications’. 

However it is important to note that I did aim to keep focus groups at around twelve 

participants where possible and suggested this to the schools and youth groups 

approached as an optimum number. Opinion on optimum numbers in focus groups 

is suggested as between 8-12 (Gomm, 2004:170) or around ten (Dunn, 2016:210) 

as ‘[I]f a group membership is above a dozen then some individuals may not 
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contribute to discussion or there will be fragmentation into mini-groups’ 

(Robinson, 1998:419). 

 

An example of the full list of themes and questions is available in the appendices but 

below I list the themes I used as a core prompt during the focus groups (each also 

had associated questions): 

• Aspirations 
• Identity 
• Place 
• Rights 
• Awareness 
• Mobility 
• Friends 
• Parents 
• Past / Present / Future. 
• Heritage 

 

Focus Groups offer the researcher not only the opportunity to ‘generate 

information on collective views […] yield[ing] data on the meanings that lie behind 

these group assessments […but also to…] throw light on the normative 

understandings that groups draw upon to reach their collective judgements’ (Bloor 

et al, 2002:4 emphasis in original). 

 

I chose to try to represent the voices of the young people in both an empowering 

and emancipatory way. Giving voice to those I feel are often society’s ‘Other’ or 

indeed parergon between childhood and adulthood was always a central plank of 

this research project. During the data collection I attempted to open the discussion 

with them about their aspirations in a way that treated them as the co-creators of 

knowledge (Freire, 1977). I hoped to provide a forum within which they felt 

comfortable enough to discuss their aspirations and then to utilise their words to 

tell their stories. Although the research was based upon such lofty ethnographic 

principles of course the time available with each group allowed for a far more 

defined snapshot of their lives and opinions to be captured. However, I hope that 

within the allotted time I facilitated full and frank discussions. 

 



 121 

3.7.4 Field Notes 

Extensive notes were taken during the process that were especially useful given the 

long periods spent in Merthyr Tydfil. When traveling and meeting with a range of 

groups across numerous locations it was important to note the experiences around 

the sessions - as well as of the sessions - so as to act as an aide de memoir of the 

interactions as well as allowing reflection upon the research process itself. 

 

Notes were normally taken in a small book when out in the field as often as possible 

and following focus groups in part because of the number of contributors notes 

were typed up to capture anything that may have been missed by the recording or 

indeed any non-verbal expressions that may have been made. Particularly useful 

when going back through the data as I also noted engagement with focus group for 

example by individuals so I could analyse their contributions in a more rounded 

way. 

 

3.7.5 Data Analysis 

The qualitative data was analysed with a thematic approach. In a similar vein to 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) where similarities of experience 

are found and noted, which, when emerging across multiple respondents begin to 

reveal prevalent themes. It has been compared to content analysis and allows 

analysts to look 'for themes which are present in the whole set of interviews and 

create[s] a framework for making comparisons and contrasts between different 

respondents’ (Gomm, 2004:189). Such themes were then examined in more depth 

alongside the policy and practice and the picture presented as to the potential 

impacts of discovered themes on young people's lives and choices as well as any 

disconnects found between the policy landscapes and the lived experiences. 

 

The themes were decided upon in two ways and using a similar approach, that of 

combining theoretical and snowballing (Blaxter et al, 2003:164; Bryman, 

2004:334), to that used to identify interviewees. Firstly, some broad themes were 

used to write questions and formed the basis of interviews and focus groups.30 

 
30 Examples of these can be found in the appendices. 
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Where these supplied sufficient data (through being engaged with sufficiently by 

the participants) they became also a part of the analysis. Themes such as 

citizenship, education and engagement are examples of broad themes used as 

starting points in the data collection that not only went on to form themes in their 

own right but also revealed sub-themes such as those outlined below during 

discussion (see Figure 3.3).  

 

Figure 3. 3: A chart showing the main themes of the research and examples 
of the sub-themes revealed subsequently through discussion with 
participants. 

 
 

Secondly themes arose during the data collection and were either noted during the 

process and explored with other groups or noted during the coding at the start of 

the data analysis. One good example of such a theme was transport. While expected 

to be mentioned and indeed noted by other studies as being of relevance especially 

to rural youth (Spielhofer et al, 2011) it came out very early as a strong, and 

recurring, theme in both case-study areas. Raised by both the national level and 

practitioner interviewees in relation to supporting industry and youth accessing 

education and employment and also the young people in relation to their struggles 

to access employment and pursue the education they wanted as well as what could 

be considered more 'basic' needs such as socialising with friends.  

 

Citizenship Rights & 
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Sense of Place Respect

Education National & Local 
Restructuring

Careers Advice
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Organisations 

Community

Aspiration Mobilities
Influencers / 
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Futures
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3.7.6 Assessment of the Research Design 

3.7.6.1 Benefits 
The benefits of such a research design were that it fitted with my strengths in 

engaging with people whilst allowing for a somewhat iterative development. I was 

very aware that despite having ideas of what may come out of the research themes 

were bound to emerge that needed to contribute to the process as it developed. As 

such each theme was built upon and developed as the research progressed. Given 

the extensive time-scale of the research I was able to form good relations with some 

of the organisations that got involved - especially so in the case of the Ceredigion 

Youth Club and Merthyr Youth Club 1 where contact was maintained and a number 

of visits made to each during the course of the data collection.  

 

One of the most difficult tasks, yet one I embraced and treated as a benefit, was to 

do with the group dynamics in a focus group. Not only is the moderator needing to 

manage with the multitudinous and fragmentary routes the conversation invariably 

tries to follow (Flick, 2009:201) but also the shifting relations within the group 

change the mood and investment of different individuals within the group and 

indeed the whole group seemingly in the blink of an eye. As outlined I wished the 

conversation to be relatively free-flowing and accepting of whatever the young 

people wished to contribute but as researcher and moderator I did bring the 

discussion back to the study in hand when needed. As such the knowledge was most 

certainly co-created. Focus group discussions were dynamic and revealed 

interesting moments of negotiation and debate amongst the young people revealing 

their often well-advanced social skills and empathy. As noted by Lunt & Livingstone 

(1996, cited by Flick 2009:204): 

First focus groups generate discussion, and so reveal both the meanings that 
people read into the discussion topic and how they negotiate those 
meanings. Second, focus groups generate diversity and difference, either 
within or between groups, and so reveal what Billig (1987) has called the 
dilemmatic nature of everyday arguments.                        

(Flick 2009:204 citing Lunt & Livingstone 1996:96) 
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3.7.6.2 Challenges 
There were a number of challenges faced during the process from research design, 

to the already noted difficulties with the case-study areas to implementation of the 

research.  

 

In terms of interviews the most challenging aspects were twofold: 

i. Establishing contact with national level interviewees was not so much of an issue 

however confirming (or persuading) and in some instances undertaking interviews 

with such busy and 'in-demand' individuals was difficult. Not only were the private 

sector reluctant to commit but even those sectors who saw the worth (such as the 

statutory sector) were often under tight time constraints. The worst example of this 

was when meeting the head of a WG department she was obviously keen to get on 

with the interview, get it over with and get off to her next appointment. I also had 

lined up a couple of high-profile academics who work on policy and youth but both 

(for differing reasons) had to pull out last minute and in the event one could not 

rearrange and the other did but was still not able to participate and cancelled again. 

 

ii. Despite very positive and helpful input from many at the practitioner level it was 

harder to get the engagement of those delivering work-based programmes for 

young people s (including NEETs). This has in part to do with hectic schedules and 

the subsequent closure of some offices (that may have been on their mind during 

the initial contact) but I also wonder whether they were a little worried that I may 

have been trying to assess their 'success' and as such were a little defensive at a 

difficult time for them. 

 

The challenging aspects of the research to do with the focus groups were fourfold: 

i. I had wanted to take a more creative approach to the research, utilising my many 

years in community work and youth engagement to create activities that allowed 

young people to talk more freely rather than feeling restrained by the method. I had 

envisioned using photography, art, cartography, poetry and music workshops as a 

starting point 31  to engage the groups and create pieces that represented their 

 
31 Not as I felt was feared by my partner company as the output of the research but 
more as an engaging process to build trust and investment in the research as well 
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feelings about aspiration and their 'milltir sgwâr' as an aide to help draw the young 

people out of their shells. I had hoped to draw upon participative qualitative 

research methods as described by Butler-Kisber & Poldma (2010) and practiced in 

Wales by researchers such as Holland et al (2010) and Mannay (2009, 2010). 

However I gathered early on in the process that the partner company Menter a 

Busnes felt more comfortable with traditional methods such as focus groups and 

interviews. I also feel that my supervisors were concerned around time-constraints 

more creative methods may create later in process as it would have added further 

stages of data-collection to the schedule.  

 

Relying purely on focus groups of the more traditional consultation vein I feel stifled 

my interaction with the young people and resulted in less engagement than I may 

have been able to elicit otherwise. This was especially so in the more 'formal' spaces 

such as schools where the process may have been seen as another lesson with accepted 

rules of behaviour and possibly even expected (read socially acceptable) responses. 

This leads on to the second problem. 

 

ii. Because of the obvious researcher / participant binary not only did some of the 

young people display a range of behaviours from showing off to disruption but as 

mentioned in point i, some were possibly giving the answer they felt I, as an adult 

there to research their aspirations, would want to hear. Such a phenomenon is not 

new to such research having been noted by Gomm where the interviewer 

unconsciously elicits different answers depending on the relative social 

relationship between interviewer and interviewee and also by dint of the fact the 

interviewee knows that they are being researched. This is known as showing 

Hawthorn effects (Gomm, 2004:166). 

 

iii. Gaining access to the groups in a quiet space was sometimes difficult despite 

intensive briefing of requirements prior to the visit. It often needed extra work 

upon arrival at the school or youth club. I managed to ensure all were undertaken 

in comfortable private rooms in the end although in one case the best option was 

 
as create a variety of different responses to the issue in various mediums. Many 
people find it easier to express themselves through creativity than words… 
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unfortunately a room that served as a thoroughfare. As it was during class time we 

were interrupted only twice, however it does highlight issues around the public / 

private. As Alderson & Morrow outline such interventions should be conducted in 

a 'quiet, comfortable, private space' and the aim should be to set up 'mutual respect, 

trust and rapport quickly, to [facilitate] obtain[ing] personal and sometimes 

intimate and distressing details' (Alderson & Morrow, 2004:52). Whilst not 

expecting details of such a nature when researching a topic such as this it is worth 

remembering that young people talking about 'place' and their local environment 

may well - and indeed did - bring such experiences into the discussion. The focus 

groups were kept as open as possible with a discursive feel. I had prompt questions 

on hand along with a list of themes to cover but due to the collaborative (and 

emancipatory) ethos of the research design I encouraged the participants to take 

the discussion where they felt was important. 

 

iv. As a Welsh speaker and undertaking research with groups where some 

participants would speak Welsh as a first language I was conscious to offer the 

opportunity for anyone who so desired to speak Welsh. However, although I offered 

every group the opportunity to contribute to the focus groups in either language all 

contributed mainly in English (presumably my accent contributed to this decision) 

and one girl seemed to use it initially to challenge the process (I got the impression 

they didn't think I could speak Welsh even though I'd offered for them to talk in 

either language) and after a couple of short sentences she reverted to English. 

Interestingly even though I am a learner I suspect from her use of Welsh that she 

was also not a first-language speaker.  

Female I don’t understand English. [Originally spoken in Welsh]. 
Interviewer You don’t understand English. Okay, Then you may speak in 

Welsh if you would like to. [Originally spoken in Welsh]. 
Female Okay. Thank you. [Originally spoken in Welsh]. [Cross talk 0:32]. 

(Focus Group - Merthyr) 
 

She did however use the language again later in a positive way once the 

conversation had settled and presumably she felt more comfortable. I discuss 

language in Chapter 6. 

 



 127 

3.7.6.3 Implications 
I have touched upon many issues that had implications on the research design for 

the nature of the data collected above. I have outlined in detail the socio-economic, 

geographic and educational (where appropriate) characteristics of each focus 

group in detail earlier in this chapter. In the thesis’ empirical chapters and 

Conclusion I will expand upon the intersectionality of these characteristics and how 

they interact with sense of place, community and aspiration. Below I expand in a 

little more detail on some issues pertaining to data collection experienced during 

both interviews and focus groups that have implications for the data collected. 

 

3.7.6.3.1 Interviews  
The implications for the interview data although less obvious than for the data 

collected from the focus groups should be noted.  

 

Whereas it was possible to revisit some of the youth work practitioner interviewees 

in their professional contexts it was not possible nor indeed easy for school-based 

nor national level interviewees. Whereas interviews are a ‘useful technique for 

collecting data which would probably not be accessible using [other] techniques’ 

(Blaxter et al, 2003:172) it had limitations which in turn have implications. As 

described earlier in this chapter with some interviewees there was very little 

opportunity to engage them in much discussion beyond the research. Although not 

key to a successful encounter having a little time to ‘ease into’ a more serious 

discussion can help to put the interviewee at ease. Therefore this can result in 

potential loss of insight through lack of engagement. 

 

Also, at both national and practitioner level there is likely to be a certain amount of 

guardedness from some interviewees. This was hopefully alleviated by the 

approach I took to anonymise all contributions however it is an implication that 

should be noted. Although in many cases there were valuable insights from national 

level interviewees they in particular would generally be given from an institutional 

perspective. Senior civil servants for example use the language of government and 

exist to support policy-implementation. As such they were obviously supportive of 

Ministers for example whereas another interviewee may have been more critical. I 
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sent all interviewees transcriptions of the interview for approval and / or redaction 

of certain sections but none felt the need to withdraw from the research or redact 

any sections. One civil servant did ask for a section to be deleted during the 

interview itself which I subsequently did.  

 

Despite my wish to represent the interviewee and focus group participant voices as 

completely as possible and without any kind of subjective filter it is of course 

important to note that as I was not only present during the data collection but 

leading interviews and focus groups then I had already become an ‘active influence 

throughout the research process’ (Cloke et al, 2004:151). 

 

3.7.6.3.2 Focus Groups  
The group dynamic was always interesting and sometimes a challenge. When in the 

presence of their peers people can sometimes feel pressured or encouraged to act 

in a certain way or say certain things. This allowed for a certain amount of the group 

dynamic to be observed. Although the group dynamic was not the reason behind the 

use of focus groups it did however allow for a certain amount of observation of 

‘group interactions [to] produce data and insights that would be less accessible 

without the interaction found in a group’ (Flick, 2009:203 citing Morgan, 1988). 

 

In the Denbighshire Educational for example following the inevitable comedian’s 

turn and a string of ‘don’t knows’ to the question of future career one young girl 

said without hesitation ‘physiotherapist’ to which came an immediate and 

somewhat jovial round of applause. Literally straight after her bravery the dynamic 

shifted and everyone was suddenly willing to share their aspirations. 

 

A fascinating example of the determination of some young people to assert 

themselves came later in the same group. Perhaps emboldened by the earlier girl’s 

assertiveness another girl who hadn’t spoken out much said quite forcefully (and 

from seemingly nowhere – perhaps she had been reflecting on her ‘don’t know’ 

answer earlier) “I don’t actually want to be on the dole […] I want an apprenticeship 

somewhere […] something like Scottish Power’ (Focus Group, Denbighshire). 
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I had originally hoped to return to the groups at least once by way of follow-up. This 

would have helped build rapport and develop a clearer understanding of what 

motivated each group as well as begin to understand the dynamic better too. 

Although not understood to be the most intense of methods with Hoggart et al 

(2002:202) listing once-only focus groups as medium on a scale of intensity it was 

still considered vital to speak directly with as many young people as possible.  

 

Also, in terms of the subsequent analysis of the data focus groups have implications. 

Gomm (2004:170-1) suggests that each focus group can only be thought of in terms 

of a unit as opposed to a group of individuals. He outlines other issues as being akin 

to the Hawthorn effects of interviewer-interviewee dynamic earlier but on a much 

larger scale. People are influenced by those around them and there was some 

evidence of this. Gomm goes on however to explain how this actually may be more 

representative of an individual’s actions in ‘real-life settings’ as people will always 

be influenced by the social situations they find themselves in (Gomm, 2004:172).   

 

This may indeed explain in some part the inevitable comedian in (nearly) every 

group. In my many years in community, education and youth work there would 

without fail always be someone chipping in with quips or jokes or just playing the 

fool. I am certain at times when younger I fulfilled this role myself (and still do on 

occasion). This research was no exception with a mixture of those who used 

humour in an attempt to undermine the process and those who used it to interact 

more with the process. Some I’m sure were also using it because that’s just what 

they do, probably in every social and educational setting.  

 

3.8 Conclusion 

In retrospect it is of course possible to see the faults as well as the positives of the 

research. However much better some of it could have been and however successful 

some other elements I feel as though undertaking the process has strengthened my 

capabilities as a researcher and given me the ability to assess such projects 

critically. I would go about some elements differently although would keep much of 

what was done as is. I would not for example have avoided focus groups but rather 
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would have utilised other skills to provide a focal point for the discussions in them. 

I would similarly have kept the interviews although would have been more 

tenacious in my attempts to access the private sector. I would definitely have liked 

to undertake the planned for reflexive interviews with older young people. I 

imagined the perspective of young people not much past 19 would be both still 

fresh yet with the added benefit of hindsight and could have provided much in the 

way of insightful analysis of life-choices during this uncertain time. However, no 

matter what I would have done differently, or how I would have done it, I feel given 

this research project with a number of the research parameters32  set in place I 

successfully navigated a course and engaged successfully with both the topic and 

the individuals involved. 

 

During the writing up of the empirical chapters I have used large excerpts of data 

to allow those engaged with during the research 'voice' (Down et al, 2014:3 quoting 

Down & Smyth, 2011:211). This was and had always been a primary concern for me 

as researcher and draws in part upon the idea of ‘thick description’ described by 

Daniels (1992 cited by Robinson, 1998:474) as attempting to ‘make sense of the 

complex layers or dimensions of meaning in cultural rituals by describing them in 

detail from many points of view’ (Robinson, 1998:474 citing Daniels 1992).  I did 

not want the filter of me as researcher to come between the actual words of the 

participants of the study and the reader. As is vital for a researcher I offer 

interpretation and draw conclusions (Dunn, 2016:177) but felt it was important for 

extended tracts of both focus group and interview data to be read as was. I did not 

want to risk presenting my interpretation of their meaning in place of their words. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32 I was informed by KESS (funders) that I needed to hit outputs outlined in 
original research proposal to fulfill my contractual obligation to them - this left me 
little room to manoeuvre.  
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4 The Organisational Structures of 
Education and Youth Engagement in 

Wales  
 

[t]oo much emphasis is focused on young people's apathy towards politics and 
political life and [...] more attention should on the role of politicians and teachers 

to engage and represent the benefits of young people. 
(Davies & Dunkerley, 2006:150) 

 
Wales is a very small policy country so if you’re not careful, you’re bumping into 
the same people, whether they be Civil Servants or third sector NGOs, voluntary 

sector groups on a regular basis. 
(National Level Interviewee - Private Sector)   

 

 
The characteristics of Wales - that of a relatively sparsely populated (around 3 

million inhabitants), small (just over 8,000 square miles) and semi-devolved polity 

within a larger political union (the United Kingdom) - means that an interestingly 

conflicted and conflicting structural situation exists. The importance of 

understanding the current situation in Wales as well as its development since 

devolution means that an analysis of the organisational structures of education and 

youth engagement33 in Wales form the starting point for both the research and this, 

the first empirical chapter. As outlined in the Methodologies chapter a number of 

national level interviewees were approached from the 3rd, public and private 

sectors as well as a policy review undertaken.  

 

The sections in this chapter covering the timelines of 'Education' and 'Engagement' 

policy in Wales offer a chance to provide an overview on the WG's approach to these 

vital spheres of influence on young people's lived experience. The section 

'Education' includes more detail on the crucial 14-19 year old route in Wales. An 

assessment of the implications for the research is explored by way of conclusion for 

the chapter. It was hoped that by interviewing a number of interviewees at the 

national scale a good over-arching sense of these two policy areas would be gained 

 
33 These are the 'key' areas of policy considered however others considered 
'secondary' are investigated as appropriate. 
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as well as a better understanding of how aspiration is viewed at the elite level. As a 

polity with a strong sense of national identity Wales it has been argued does things 

differently (Thomson et al, 2004) yet in many ways still suffers from comparisons 

with others. It is paradoxically both politically different from the majority of the UK 

yet seeking validation through comparisons with such nations in results-focused 

rather than learner-focused measures such as the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development’s (OECD) Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) survey (OECD, no date). 

 

The desire to be different and develop distinct policy direction was at the forefront 

of education and skills discussions following devolution. As Jane Davidson AM 

former Minister for Education and Lifelong learning outlined in her introduction to 

The Learning Country: A Paving Document (NAW, 2001:2):  

We share key strategic goals with our colleagues in England - but we often 
need to take a different route to achieve them. We shall take our own policy 
direction where necessary, to get the best for Wales. It’s right that we put 
local authorities, local communities and locally determined needs and 
priorities at the centre of the agenda for schools, for example. Our 
communities want excellent local comprehensive schools for all their 
children. Partnership on that front is at the heart of the way we do things in 
Wales.                                                                                                (NAW, 2001:2) 
              

This willingness to innovate and diverge from England has led commentators 

across the border to see Wales as an exemplar of good practice. Chitty (2009) for 

example wonders why England ‘failed to follow the example of Wales’ following the 

launch of the Welsh Baccalaureate (Chitty, 2009:195). Despite early innovation 

garnering support from both the National Union of Teachers Cymru and WLGA 

(Chitty, 2009:143) policies such as ‘the abolition of league tables in Wales 

“markedly reduced school effectiveness” and the effect was concentrated in the 

schools in the lower 75% of the distribution of ability and poverty’ (Evans, 2015:11 

quoting University of Bristol research). This resulted in a later turn under Leighton 

Andrews AM tenure as Minister towards a tightening up of reporting mechanisms 

and the introduction of the School Standards and Organisations (Wales) Act (NAW, 

2013) that provided for ministerial interjection where schools and local authorities 

were seen to be failing. 
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4.1 Education 

The policy area that is perhaps most traditionally associated with the fulfilment of 

the aspirations of youth is that of education (Schoon & Parsons, 2002). Despite the 

lack of evidence to support the idea that having higher educational aspirations leads 

necessarily to better educational outcomes (Kintrea et al, 2011i) this area, 

unsurprisingly perhaps, represented a key driver (perceived by national level and 

practitioner interviewees) for the potential fulfilment of young people's aspirations 

in the research. Many other factors were discussed with themes such as structural 

pressures (explored in greater detail in this chapter), local pressures on delivery 

(discussed in Chapter 5), lived experience (discussed in Chapter 6) and negative 

media portrayals of young people (discussed in Chapter 7) featuring strongly.  

 

However the perceived centrality of educational attainment for many national level 

interviewees in achieving 'successful' outcomes for young people and the assumed 

subsequent wider economic benefits for society cannot be stressed enough: 

[...] people have been concerned with aspiration for a long time.  People are 
concerned with young people meeting their potential.  Aspiration is very 
important.  There are concerns that certain aspirations don’t seem to go with 
certain groups of people.  There’s been a long standing drive to try and get 
that changed and take the blinkers off people.  Aspiration and understanding 
it is very important.  In terms of the economics, what we all want in 
government is a vibrant economy which we appear not to have at the 
moment.  As soon as you start thinking about that, you start thinking about 
things like skills and how people use them.  Those two things, aspirations 
and how people develop and use their skills, go together [...] 

(National Level Interviewee - Welsh Government) 
 

As outlined in the Literature Review there has been a swathe of policy documents 

and proclamations from both the UK and Welsh Governments that support the view 

that aspiration has become one of a number of key drivers for policy. This was 

borne out in the national level interviews with a range of foci being highlighted 

ranging from entrepreneurial aspirations of the young and economic aspirations of 

the nation (National Level Interviewee - Private Sector) to aspirations around 

developing and using skills (National Level Interviewee – Education). 
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Education as emancipatory tool has been argued for very forcefully and famously 

by Freire (1977) but has also provoked a certain backlash against formal 

education's perceived disconnection from communities and their needs. Corbett for 

example in his study of education in the fishing communities of Canada explains 

that:  

I came to understand that my students and their families had deep 
knowledge of this place and that this knowledge was threatened by the kinds 
of abstract and cultural assumptions we applied quite unwittingly in the 
everyday practices of our professional work as teachers. My pedagogy was, 
as one student put it, "White-man's stories".  

(Corbett, 2007:2)  
 

Although expressed in this example through the prism of race, the difference 

between teacher and taught and the cultural assumptions teachers and the 

education system bring to communities historically reliant on non-professional 

economies - industry in the case of Merthyr and farming, fishing and mining in 

Ceredigion - causes tensions. The long school Summer Holiday is a remnant and 

reminder of the negotiation of such tensions, introduced as it was at a time when 

the majority of children in rural areas would simply not attend school during the 

busy Summer months up to harvest time. In this case a compromise was reached 

but one that was a relatively simple matter of allowing time off for the young people 

to attend to the needs of the local community, not engagement with the needs of the 

local community directly, and as such didn't interfere with the wider project of state 

education.  

 

Even now education still can become a power-relationship played out daily 

between the professional class of educators and the most disengaged pupils for 

whom the education system offers little if nothing and who are trapped in an almost 

similar dependency on benefits that previous generations would have found with 

industry etc.  One interviewee summarised it thus: 

 

Respondent: [...] I think there is a disparity with regard to aspiration across 
different areas of Wales, having worked in different areas, and 
there are major generational issues within that as well, how you 
break that is the goal. 

Interviewer: When you say generation issues is that the passing on from one 
generation to the next of that low aspiration, or lack of? 
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Respondent: Absolutely yes. 
(National Level Interviewee - Local Government) 

 

This accepted (and the word is used here more as an indication of a submission to 

the circumstances and not to denote willing acceptance necessarily) and oft pre-

ordained route that many young people experience in disadvantaged communities, 

from school to welfare - whereas once it was more likely to have been school to the 

mine or fields - is common. This is due in part to decreased opportunities for work 

in their 'milltir sgwâr' and also in part to the normalisation or socialisation of such 

an existence in these most isolated and disadvantaged communities: 

I've had a number of posts in education spanning a 15 year career, and 
what I would say is that a number of young people that I've spoken to 
are very disengaged, it kind of almost means nothing to them because 
it’s a number of the things that many young people…again coming back 
to the education system, the square pegs in the square holes if you like 
with supported parents and supported communities aspire in a different 
way to John Jones whose attendance is around 10% and has become 
very disengaged from the system.  I always remember an example of a 
nine year old, I went to do a visit as an Education Welfare Office for his 
brother who was 15 at the time, and started questioning the nine year 
old, “Why aren’t you in school?”  And when I went through the process 
of aspiration then if you like i.e. you learn to get qualifications, you get 
qualifications you get a job, you get a job you get money, you get money 
you can buy your own house.  He didn’t want to know any of that because 
his aspiration was street and at the age of nine believe it or not [was] to 
get his girlfriend pregnant and get a house.  And that stuck with me so 
you can see quite different aspirations from the way he was raised, the 
environment he grew up in, again that all leads back then to the current 
debates we’re having around welfare reform etc. and the coalition 
government’s drive towards getting more people into work and not 
choosing that lifestyle.  I'm not saying I support that or not but the ethos 
of it nobody can particularly argue with, but how you go about doing that 
is another matter. 

(National Level Interviewee - Local Government) 
 

It must be stressed that cases such as the one given in the above interview extract 

are extreme and not representative of the vast majority of the young people 

engaged with during the research nor the kinds of aspirations discussed. However, 

it must also be noted that this phenomenon cannot simply be dismissed. It does 

exist, however to what extent it exists and how culpable structural problems are in 

its creation and continuation are open to debate. This kind of 'benefits career' was 

certainly raised by another professional but whether this is indicative of some 
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prejudice on their part or an unwillingness of others to discuss the problem openly 

remains unclear. Despite one teacher's claim that 'the kids, their aspiration is bas- 

is basically girls, some of the girls, some lesser able girls, is get pregnant, cos if they 

get, if they’ve got a baby, they get benefits' (Teacher - Merthyr) I would suggest it is 

less prevalent than many would have you believe. It is also necessary to encourage 

a critical analysis of why this story - the fiction of a whole 'underclass' fiddling the 

benefits system - is so well-covered in the media and so widely discussed. 

 

The kind of state education that Corbett questions is seen by some as necessary in 

the propagation and continued industrial success of the state (Gellner, 1983 cited 

by Jones et al, 2004:85) in its attempts to not only 'unify' citizens under a single 

nation's flag but also to ensure a consistent and literate and numerate supply of 

workers. This state-centric and industrial approach conflicts on many levels with 

the needs of peripheral populations and the myriad post-Fordist economies - or 

lack of economies - evident since de-industrialisation in the UK. As the OECD note 

in relation to Wales the changes to the economy away from heavy industry toward 

light and service industries, the public sector and tourism means a higher demand 

for 'highly-skilled and service-orientated workers' (OECD, 2014:14).34 

 

Formal education is therefore in flux, servicing a world far-removed from the one it 

was initially conceived to serve, as Egan noted when discussing the historical 

explanation for the 'long-tail' of underperformance in education in Wales in a study 

conducted for the JRF: '[I]n the past relatively low-skilled employment was plentiful 

in the coal, metal and manufacturing industries this might have been acceptable. In 

the current challenging economic environment this can no longer be the case' (Egan, 

2013:2 emphasis added). Indeed Professor Furlong suggests in his 2015 report to 

WG discussing teacher training that one major challenge facing teachers in Wales is 

that they will 'not only need to be experts in teaching something (history, chemistry 

 
34 This however hides to some extent the many low-skilled and low-waged jobs 
that still exist and the poor prospects for many. It also is indicative perhaps of the 
positive language around modern economies that hide the dislocation and 
exploitation that many feel. 
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or mathematics), they will also need to be experts in teaching their students to 

'learn how to learn'' (Furlong, 2015:5 emphasis in original). 

 

An issue that is discussed less in policy and mirrored by the national level 

interviewees is the notion that young people may want to stay in areas for reasons 

other than employment and it is structural economic pressures that cause this pull 

towards urban economic centres away from community. Social ties and networks 

were cited by those in Merthyr as being a reason they didn't want to leave and 

young people in Ceredigion were vociferous in proclaiming their love for the 

closeness of nature and often declared it was a good place to grow up even though 

they saw the only sensible economic decision for them being to move away.  

 

It is a powerful worldview however that is delivered by a professional class of 

educators generally drawn from outside of the community they serve who often 

equate qualifications and mobility with success. That formal education necessarily 

leads to greater migration has been questioned by some (Corbett, 2007:14 citing 

Leavitt, 1960; Stone, 1960) but the push to 'get out' to 'succeed' and inhabit or relive 

the allegorical tale of Dick Whittington and find your fortune becomes all the more 

powerful if the structures within which individuals are educated are inhabited by 

professionals who have experienced this lifecourse and have lived the dislocation 

of a post-modern career. Of course, upon closer inspection this particular allegorical 

tale is - apart from the obvious migratory aspects - different as it was not education 

that aided his good fortune but simply the migration. Indeed this notion of avoiding 

education and striking out to seek fame and fortune has become 'no longer the path 

to success, but risk[s] entrapment in "dead end" jobs' (Ruddick, 2003:336).  

 

Underpinning all of these policy areas are questions of (a lack of) social capital, 

(poor) engagement, (mis)information and (dis)empowerment. The negators have 

been placed at the start of each of these words because - much as with aspiration - 

they are regularly used in the positive sense by those in power or by the machinery 
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of government and thus, on semantic and discursive 35  levels, are imbued with 

positive connotations that are simply unrepresentative of their meanings (or 

perhaps more accurately what they represent) when talking with the 

disempowered or dispossessed. One national level interviewee - notably 

representing youth36 - however was explicit about the issue of the lack of aspiration 

for such young people: 

In terms of a sense of agency, vulnerable young people who’ve had chaotic 
family backgrounds or experience of being in care often have very little 
control in their lives and they can become quite fatalistic and reach a point 
where it feels as if there’s no point in making an effort with things because 
young people have described it to me as, 'things will go wrong anyway.'  

(National Level Interviewee - Policy) 

 

As has been explored in the Literature Review 'aspiration' is presented as almost 

universally positive. This was equally found amongst the national level 

interviewees: 

 It is what they want for themselves and crucially perhaps what they feel they 
can achieve. 

 Aspirations are framed by the family experience and by the community 
experience. 

 For me aspiration is about having something to look up to, to believe there’s 
something you can achieve but also having other people believe you can 
achieve that. 

 I think aspiration is linked to ambition and perhaps motivation.  I think in 
terms of young people, it’s where they would like, what sort of quality of life 
they would like, what sort of career, what sort of partnership and family they 
would have.  So basically it’s around health and well-being. 

 Somebody setting out to make their way in life and find their place it would 
be to find their way in life but to work towards a desired goal in effect. 

(National Level Interviewees - selection) 

 

However, as the JRF study (2011i) found there is no necessary link between high 

aspirations and improved educational outcomes and as such the concept of 

'aspiration' becomes little more than a political football, and one used to great effect 

 
35 Discourse Analysis of the interviews conducted was considered as this could 
provide a fascinating insight into the ways the different individuals view 
aspiration. As it stands a more thematic approach has been used. 
36 This particular interviewee also expressed an affinity with Marxism and thought 
comments that could appear controversial be seen as personal statements rather 
than representative of the organisation or 3rd sector as a whole. 
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by the neo-liberals. As academics such as Mooney (2008) have asserted the use of 

policy to try and change behaviours of the poor both alienate them and cast them 

as 'Other' whilst presenting their situation as being within their control:  

[T]he ability of powerful groups to generate and present particular 
representations of people experiencing poverty as, for example, an 
'underclass', or as in some way responsible for their own position, is a 
recurring feature in debates around poverty and its causes and accompanies 
the growth in poverty and inequality that have characterised the last few 
decades of the 20th century and the early years of the new millenium.  
              

(Mooney, 2008:62) 
 

A point a policy-worker on children's issues in Wales picked up:  

I feel that in a lot of UK policies, but also Welsh policies, lack of aspiration is 
being presented as a private trouble rather than a public issue. The lack of 
aspiration is being used as a negative connotation associated with those who 
aren't contributing to society. Whereas if we flip it over and ask ourselves 
why these young people haven't got any aspirations or why those 
communities haven't got aspirations or those families, we need to think 
about what structurally we need to do to change that around. 

 (National Level Interviewee - Policy) 
 

And a point seemingly supported by the language around education used by those 

with responsibility for delivering education. The site for the educational 

consortium Education through Regional Working (ERW) - 'an alliance of 6 local 

authorities (Carmarthenshire, Ceredigion, Neath Port-Talbot, Pembrokeshire, 

Powys and Swansea) governed by a legally constituted joint committee [to] work 

together to agree a regional strategy and business plan to deliver school 

improvement services' - states: 

The Welsh Government is committed to eradicating child poverty. The most 
effective way of ensuring that those born into poverty are not destined to 
remain poor is to equip them with an education that will improve their life 
chances. Schools have an important role to play in improving the outcomes 
for children from deprived backgrounds both independently of, and in 
partnership with other initiatives designed to tackle the root causes of 
deprivation. 

(ERW, 2015) 
 

However, even having higher educational aspirations backed up by ability does not 

ensure success. The disparity between having the aspiration and ability to attend 

HE and the mechanisms to enable it is perhaps evidenced most convincingly if we 
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turn for a moment to pupils in Wales who have the ability to gain a place at Oxbridge 

but do not necessarily possess the other 'facilitating' factors. Issues around 

choosing appropriate A-level subjects, not enough knowledge of the application 

process and a lack of belief they could be accepted disadvantage otherwise talented 

pupils. In a study conducted by Murphy (2014) it was found that only 33% of able 

but disadvantaged pupils in Wales took a 'facilitating' A-level compared to 58% of 

their wealthier counterparts (Murphy, 2014). Thus the educational structures and 

available advice (being cut all the time due to budget constraints) has a detrimental 

effect on the numbers of young people in Wales with the ability to attend Oxbridge 

even being set on the right path to achieve this outcome. Not only is the proportion 

of bright students applying to Oxbridge low but so too is the success rate for those 

that do apply being only 19.5% in 2011-12 as opposed to 25% for England and 

Northern Ireland (Murphy, 2014:2). Murphy attributes this discrepancy to both the 

relatively low attainment in post-GCSE assessments but also a probable lack of 

success in admission tests and at interview. Again, what would appear to be a 

combination of a failure of the structures supporting pupils in Wales (low grades) 

with the lack of extra support (extra training for entrance exams) and the possible 

lack of confidence at interview (resulting from a cultural schism perhaps of 

attending such universities being seen to be reserved for the relatively privileged) 

means that Wales' over-achievers don’t reach their potential. 

 

The structural issues in Wales mean that even proclamations for the need for a 

better educational basic level to be achieved by disadvantaged young people don’t 

lead to results. From 2009-13 basic level 2 attainment lagged well behind England 

and North East England (see Table 4.1); an area often compared with Wales.  
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Table 4. 1: Comparisons in attainment showing Wales significantly behind 
England and the North East region in terms of improving Level 2 educational 
outcomes for young people aged 15 eligible for Free School Meals (WG, 
2014x:12). 

 
 
 
 

4.1.1 The Welsh Education System 14-19 

This period of education - and the period focused on during the research - is covered 

by the Learning Pathway. Launched in 2001 Wales had decided that no longer 

should 16 be a natural break in the educational route of young people but rather 

that ’14 to 19 should be seen as one phase, with the development of academic and 

vocational courses with ‘parity of esteem’ between them’ (Chitty, 2009:143 

emphasis in original). See Table 4.2 for a table of key Education policy 

developments in Wales from devolution up to 2015. 

 

Building on the early developments and following Leighton Andrews AM’s 

appointment as Minister for Children, Education and Lifelong Learning in 2009 

there became a clear desire for a policy review as Welsh Government (WG, 2012v) 

concluded that: 

 
...the time has come to develop a high-quality, robust and distinctive national 
qualifications system for 14 to 19-year-olds in Wales, and to support 
divergence between Wales and other parts of the UK where this is in the 
interests of learners in Wales. 

(WG, 2012v:4) 

 
Citing the Welsh Baccalaureate as not only a key element in any successful overhaul 

of 14-19 education structuring but also as a 'basis for measuring the performance 
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of providers' (WG, 2012v:4) the direction was guaranteed but the success less so. 

Leighton Andrews had entered office and even though he saw the previous decade 

of work by predecessors under his new portfolio as being ‘creative and pioneering 

[…] particularly around curriculum development’ (Andrews, 2014:9) there were 

concerns around performance that came to a head with the PISA results of 2009 

(Bradshaw et al, 2010).  

 
 
Andrews was not concerned with criticising those who came before him and indeed 

given the uncertain beginnings of the devolved governance structure in Wales this 

should come as no surprise. The requisite powers to drive through change in Wales 

were gained slowly and he summarised the decade before his tenure thus: 

Consider this: In Rosemary Butler’s year as Minister for pre-16 education, 
the Assembly was a corporate body barely sure of its own powers. During 
Jane Davidson’s entire period as Education Minister, while education 
responsibilities in many areas were devolved, primary law-making powers 
of the kind we obtained in stages under the 2006 Government of Wales Act 
did not exist, and much of education was, for most of Jane’s period, under the 
direction of non-governmental public bodies or quangos, such as the 
curriculum and assessment quango ACCAC, and the education and training 
quango, ELWA – and she had to put up with the corporate body model of the 
Assembly throughout her entire time as Education Minister, as well as a 
coalition with the Lib-Dems from 2000-2003 and a minority Labour 
government after 2005. Her successor, Jane Hutt, and her deputy Minister 
John Griffiths, had to operate under the One Wales coalition government 
with the complicated model of obtaining authorization to legislate in new 
fields by first getting a Legislative Competence Order approved through the 
Assembly and through Parliament, and then passing a Measure through the 
Assembly. That was the model in operation when I became Education 
Minister, and we only gained the power to legislate in all areas of the 2006 
Act after the March 2011 referendum – in practice, after the May 2011 
Assembly election. The Education (Wales) Measure was the final Measure 
under the pre-referendum system. The School Standards and Organisation 
Act 2013 was Wales’s first Education Act. 

(Andrews, 2014:19) 
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Table 4. 2: Timeline of key Education policy developments in Wales from 
devolution up to 2015. 

 
 

Education. 
2001 – The Learning Country published by Minister for Education, Lifelong Learning & 
Skills Jane Davidson AM with many proposals including: 

- School league tables scrapped in Wales. 
- No more tests for 7 year olds. 
- ACCAC, Welsh Curriculum Authority, asked to develop Welsh Baccalaureate 

(Chitty, 2009:142). 
2004/05 - The Foundation Phase piloted in 22 schools and 22 non-maintained settings. 

It will become the statutory curriculum for all 3 to 7 year olds in Wales, in both 
maintained and funded non-maintained settings. 
- Decision taken to end all national testing before GCSE years in Wales. 

2005/06 - The Foundation Phase's 'Early Start' stage rolled out in a further 22 schools 
       and 22 funded non-maintained settings. 
2009 – The Learning Country: Vision in Action published by Minister for Education, 

Lifelong Learning & Skills Jane Davidson AM. 
2009/10 - The Foundation Phase's 'Final Roll-out' stage to all remaining schools and 

funded non-maintained settings. 
2010 – HE fees for Welsh students frozen at £3,290. 
2011 - 'Wales embarked on a large-scale school improvement reform and introduced a 

range of policies to improve the quality and equity of its school system' (OECD, 
2014:5).  
- Review of Qualifications of 14-19 year olds in Wales launched. 

2012 - WG publish the Improving Schools Plan (WG, 2012ii) setting out their vision of 
reforms up to 2015. 

       -      Leighton Andrews AM appointed Minister Education & Skills. 
       -      Review of Qualifications for 14 to 19-year-olds in Wales (WG, 2012v) published. 
       -     Pupil Deprivation Grant introduced to 'provide additional funding to schools 

based on the number of pupils on their roll eligible for Free School Meals or who 
are Looked after Children' (WG, 2014ix).  

2013 – WG introduces School Standards and Organisations (Wales) Act 2013 that 
introduces powers for Ministers to intervene in maintained schools and local 
authorities including the restructuring of sixth forms. 

2014 - WG launch Qualified for Life (WG, 2014vii) - an education improvement plan for 
3-19 year olds.  

      -     Qualifications (Wales) Bill enacted to drive through changes to 14-19 year olds 
education in Wales.  

      -     Qualifications Wales set up to help implement and monitor implementation of 
recommendations from Review of Qualifications report.  
2015 - A colour-coded National School Categorisation System replaces secondary school  

banding and includes WG commitment to 'introduce a primary school banding 
system' (WG, 2015iv). 

     -     Qualifications in Wales for 14-19 year olds (including Welsh Baccalaureate) to be 
strengthened. 
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Until January 2015 there was a banding system in place for secondary schools in 

Wales37 that was presented as helping 'challenge complacency' (Hill, 2013:11). It 

was claimed that through better performance data, needs can be addressed, but the 

fact it uses a range of different data-sets makes it confusing. This is also not aligned 

with measures for colleges and thus no comparability is available between 

secondary and further education (Hill, 2013:11). This remains the case in the new 

colour-coded rating introduced to replace the banding. The replacement however 

is described as being little better by Dr. Chris Howard the acting director of the 

National Association of Head Teachers Cymru who said it would anger many and 

'will do nothing to encourage schools and teachers working with the most 

challenging communities' (BBC, 2015ix).  

 

Further Education suffered too thanks to a 6% cut in overall budget in 2015/16 

with Greg Walker, Chief Executive of Colegau Cymru, commenting: 

Further education colleges have managed with reduced budgets for the last 
few years. The newest round of cuts, for the year 2015/16, makes the 
situation still worse.  With a 50% reduction in funding for part-time adult 
learning, Wales will have to brace itself for a workforce that has lower skills. 
Lower skills reap lower wages and affects health and wellbeing.  All factors 
combined, there will be a negative impact on the nation’s economy. The cuts 
are already biting hard. Hundreds of Wales’ highly skilled college lecturers 
will have to be let go. These are the very people we need to help build up the 
skills of the nation. We acknowledge that the Welsh Government has had its 
own overall budget significantly reduced in recent years. Colleges are 
working together to mitigate the effects of the cuts, and they are committed 
to work with the Welsh Government, too. But make no mistake, these cuts 
are deep. Wales will feel their effects for a long time to come.  

(Colegau Cymru, 2015) 
 

Thus the financial and geographical pressures persist for this vital stage of 

education in Wales and not only does policy and practice continue to change in 

Wales but also the landscapes within which these are both organised and realised. 

Traditionally the preserve of the local authority, educational organisation and 

delivery in Wales has moved - or rather been pushed by the WG - towards regional 

 
37 England uses league tables that can be seen at: 
http://www.education.gov.uk/schools/performance/    
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consortia that are geographical groupings of a number of local county and county 

borough authorities (see Figure 4.1). This was seen at the time of the change as a 

way to counter the sometimes poor and wasteful practices of the 22 local 

authorities across Wales highlighted in the Simpson Review (Simpson et al, no 

date), a report into education commissioned by Minister Leighton Andrews and an 

internal report from the WLGA entitled Excellence in Education (Andrews, 

2014:133-5). The members of the four regional consortia are listed below: 

• North Wales (Flintshire, Conwy, Wrexham, Gwynedd, Isle of Anglesey, 
Denbighshire) 

• South West and Mid Wales (Swansea, Neath Port Talbot, Carmarthenshire, 
Pembrokeshire, Powys, Ceredigion) 

• Central South Wales (Bridgend, Cardiff, Merthyr Tydfil, Rhondda Cynon Taff, 
Vale of Glamorgan) 

• South East Wales (Caerphilly, Monmouthshire, Newport, Blaenau Gwent, 
Torfaen)  

(Welsh Government, no date.iv) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 146 

Figure 4. 1: Map showing the four Regional Educational Consortia in Wales 
(WG, no date.i). 

 

 
 

As can be seen at the time of the research Ceredigion was a part of the South West 

& Mid Wales Consortium (SWAMWAC) and Merthyr Tydfil the Central South 

Consortium Joint Education Service (CSCJES). The consortiums were imposed by 

Minister Huw Lewis and the WG following an initial 'invitation' to the councils to 

pursue this consortium route and a response that was considered ineffectual: 'I am 

not prepared to wait any longer for local government to get their act together. 
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Decisive action needs to be taken now in order to support our schools and young 

people' (Wales Online, 2014i quoting Huw Lewis). Such decisive - and to all intents 

and purposes unilateral - action was bound to provoke response from those it is 

imposed upon.  

 

Recent analysis of the WG's approach to tackling educational under-achievement in 

Wales by David Egan (2012) lists some successes however does identify major 

factors at three spatial scales that have either hindered efforts to improve socio-

economically disadvantaged pupil performance up to now and are either in the 

process of being changed (local) or that still present a significant challenge and 

require re-evaluation (national and school):  

 

National: 'For too long in Wales, as elsewhere, attempts have been made to 
tackle the influence of poverty in education by grafting on new policies to 
existing ones and generally the success of this approach has been very 
limited. What is now needed is a much more innovative solution that 
develops a holistic and system-wide intervention which brings together 
schools, parents and communities in those areas where the greatest 
challenges are faced.'  

(Egan, 2012:27) 
 

Local: 'At local level integration of planning and policy delivery will be of 
even greater importance to ensure that service areas, particularly education, 
children’s services and social services work together to provide a seamless 
continuum of support between schools, local authorities, Flying Start, 
Families First and Communities First. The replacement of the current Children 
and young people’s partnership structure at local authority level provides an 
opportunity for this to be achieved and it is essential that new regional 
education Consortia play a full part in the new structure.'  

(Egan, 2012:27 emphasis added) 
 
School: 'Estyn and the independent evaluators of the RAISE programme have 
identified that generally schools do not have in place strategic plans which 
show how through their work with students, parents and communities they 
intend to improve the achievement of disadvantaged students, including 
how they will monitor, report and evaluate interventions and student 
outcomes.'  
 

(Egan, 2012:28 citing Estyn, 2010 and 2011; Holtom, 2011) 
 

The new regional educational consortia of which David Egan speaks are however 

as much as they are feted in terms of 'efficiency' in service delivery, by their very 
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nature concerned with a larger geographical area than the local authorities or 

borough councils. As such they are in danger of yet again distancing the decision-

making process (policy) from those who are affected by its diktats (citizens). During 

informal discussions with professionals in school the discontent was made clear 

regarding the consortia although it was expressed far more colourfully than when 

the microphone was on. 

 

4.2 Engagement 

Following the successful Yes campaign in the 1997 devolution referendum, the 

Government of Wales Act 1998 led to the National Assembly for Wales (NAW) being 

formed in 1999 and the transfer of all powers of the Secretary of State for Wales to 

said body being undertaken. As outlined previously, this marked a shift in the 

political landscape in the UK and was seen as an opportunity for a new Wales, one 

that promoted 'active citizenship, social inclusion and a general rejuvenation of 

democracy' (Barlow et al 2006:15 citing NAW, 2000, 2001). This explicit call for a 

re-engagement between the individual citizen and the machinery of democracy 

within a socially inclusive, democratic context not only informed the initial call for 

devolution but also set both the agenda in Wales’ approach to governance and also 

the tone with regards to the policy priorities of the administration (Chaney & Fevre, 

2001).  

 

Some commentators remain wary of such participation as promised by the elites. 

Jupp for example suggests the more 'traditional' avenues of participation such as 

attendance at a meeting in a local hall risk 'actually closing down, rather than 

opening up, new forms of interaction and collective action' (Jupp, 2008:332) and 

asks 'what might more productive forms of 'participation' feel like?' (Jupp, 

2008:331). For a time progress had been made in Wales in terms of opening up 

forums and lines of communication for citizens and especially the young to 

participate more fully. Schemes such as Schools Councils, Eco-clubs, Youth Forums 

and the Funky Dragon had ostensibly brought young people's voices 'to the table'. 

It is unfortunate to note that a number of respondents thought these voices may be 

unrepresentative of the less engaged:  
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Erm, with schools you find that schools would push, er, [chuckles] their 
preferred candidates forward, so you’d find that the, the head boys and head 
girls were invariably erm, the voice of the young people in the school. 

 (Community Worker - Merthyr). 
 

Despite one interviewee noting that participation was 'better than it ever has been' 

he went on to sound a note of caution citing the problem being that with:  

 
...public sector cuts, participation is one area that's taking a big hit at the 
moment, so a lot of the positive work in that respect has gone on is being 
undone because the funding isn't there to take it forward.  

(National Level Interviewee - Local Government)  
 

Indeed, towards the end of 2014 the comments from this interview proved to be 

very prescient as Funky Dragon - the National Youth Assembly - lost its funding. A 

decision that left Wales as 'the only country in Europe without a National Youth 

Assembly [...with the decision...] taken by government without any consultation 

with children and young people' (Funky Dragon, no date). Although alternative 

funding appeared to have been found and in spite of positive noises, it did close and 

lay off all staff in 2014. I discuss the recent establishment of a Youth Parliament in 

Wales later which must have gone some way to restore faith in the engagement 

mechanisms in Wales despite a nearly 4 year lull. 

 

Wales has pioneered the representation of the rights of children and young people 

with Children’s Commissioners. Peter Clarke was appointed ‘inaugural child tsar for 

Wales in 2001 and was the first to hold such a post in the UK’ (Guardian, 2007). 

Keith Towler took the role on in 2007 following Clarke’s untimely death with Dr. 

Sally Holland taking on the role in April 2015. The role: 

•Supports children and young people to find out about their rights under 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
•Listens to children and young people to find out what’s important to them 
•Advises children, young people and those who care for them if they think 
they’ve been treated unfairly 
•Influences government and other organisations who say they’re going to 
make a difference to children’s lives, making sure they keep their promises 
to children and young people 
•Speaks up for children and young people in Wales on important issues 

(Children’s Commissioner for Wales, no date) 
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Engaging young people in communities through youth work outreach has always 

been seen as key with a national level interviewee noting that helping young people 

is ‘a duty […] it’s more than just providing them with a school to go through a formal 

examination process. The government needs to consider how that should be done 

and youth work is a major driver’ (Civil Servant – National Level Interviewee 

emphasis added). Despite this plea however in the three years following this 

interview the numbers of full time equivalent (FTE) youth service management and 

delivery staff working across Wales fell from 836 in March 2013 (WG, 2013ii) to 

just 655 FTEs in March 2016 (WG, 2016) and shockingly the figure had fallen from 

803 in just the previous year, from March 2015. The necessity for an engaged and 

vibrant youth service in relation to young people’s aspirations was argued for 

forcefully by a 3rd sector interviewee who said young people could: 

…go into that situation with a certain aspiration or notion of what that might, 
what the outcome might be and I would suggest that the strength of youth 
work and youth workers if those young people are in contact with people as 
youth workers is that if that youth worker or youth workers are in 
possession of information that's usable and suitable for those young people 
their aspirations may be reaffirmed or they may be improved or it might be 
that it just gives them the opportunity or the resilience to have that 
conversation with somebody about you know where can they go from there 
so at that level I think it's really important at a younger age in terms of 
aspirations. 

(National Level Interviewee – 3rd Sector) 
 

 

It is useful when discussing policy in relation to youth in Wales to be aware of the 

crosscutting nature of many of the seemingly disparate portfolios. Not only do those 

at the national level see and experience it in a very real sense every time meetings 

are attended with the same people 'wearing different hats' but it is written in many 

ways into the policy landscape of Wales. The Children's Rights Scheme essentially 

requires all ministers of the WG (from 1st May 2012) to pay ‘due regard to the rights 

in the UNCRC when making decisions about proposed new policies or legislation, or 

about reviewing or changing existing policies’ and from 1st May 2014 to ‘have due 

regard to the rights of the UNCRC whenever they use any of their legal powers or 

duties’ (WG, 2012:2, emphasis added). Thus it could be said that the rights of 

children and / or youth are considered across all governmental departments and 

this accurately reflects the sheer breadth of areas that impact upon youth. See Table 
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4.3 for a timeline of key Youth Work and Engagement policy developments in Wales 

from devolution up to 2015. 

 

When discussing youth aspiration it is also necessary to discuss youth 

unemployment and welfare given the shocking figures as outlined earlier in the 

thesis. As discussed in the Literature Review Wales has no control over some of the 

most forceful levers around policy in areas that could be understood to be central 

to the formation of citizenship. To engage in society is to feel a part of society and 

often meaning is found through contributing to – and being valued by – community. 

Associated with this is also the support that you feel society offers you when you 

are in need. Welfare reforms that will disproportionately impact young people are 

controlled by Westminster and as such Wales loses an important ‘battleground’ 

when fighting for the hearts and minds of its citizens. As one national level 

interviewee summarised ‘the welfare reform agenda is having an impact already 

but the tidal wave is yet to hit um in relation to you know universal credit but also 

another example about housing benefit and now being extended to under 35 year 

olds 38  so that's a huge um issue potentially and is already having an impact’ 

(National Level Interviewee – 3rd Sector). 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
38 This refers to the maximum housing benefit rate that single under 35s are now 
entitled to claim that equates only to a single room in shared accommodation. 



 152 

Table 4. 3: Timeline of key Youth Work & Engagement policy developments 
in Wales from devolution up to 2015. 

 
 

 

 

Youth Work and Engagement. 
2000 - 'Political championing of the youth agenda [in NAW] produced a coherent policy 
vision for youth services, enshrined in 'Extending Entitlement' which, when published in 
2000, secured unanimous cross-party political support' (Williamson, 2007:198). 
- NAW starts 'delivering educational activities at the Assembly and in schools and 

colleges across Wales to help young people understand its purpose and how to get 
involved in its work' (NAW, 2015:10 emphasis added). 

 
2001 - Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) reviews its strategic plans 
- and service level agreement with Wales Youth Agency (WYA) who undertook the work - 
'in response to the changing policy landscape' (CWVYS, no date:i) following devolution. 
Core funding agreed for CWVYS by WG to employ Chief Executive to make more 
independent. WYA provided office space and administration. 
 
2002 - Funky Dragon the Youth Assembly for Wales is created. Funded by the Welsh 
Government it offered 'the only national democratic structure providing formal and 
transparent processes through which children and young people can express their views 
to the Welsh Government and Assembly at the national level' (Lansdown, 2014:3). 
 
2005 - WYA closes and CWVYS becomes totally independent again (as it was pre-1992). 
'CWVYS is the representative body for the voluntary youth sector in Wales. It is an 
independent charitable body that promotes quality youth work and represents the 
interests of its membership and the wider sector' (CWVYS, no date:ii). 
- School Councils in Wales set up by WG. I was involved in the development of a film (a 

part of the School Councils DVD Toolkit) to help spread information on what school 
councils were and how to develop them.  

 
2007 - WG release Young People, Youth Work, Youth Service: National Youth Strategy for 
Wales that seeks to secure opportunities, activities, experience and support for young 
people between 11 and 25 years all over Wales. Hope to grow numbers accessing Youth 
Service from 200,000 to 300,000 (Children in Wales, 2007). 
 
2013 - NAW review educational provision and engage on 'national consultation with 
young people to ask them what they would like their assembly to do for them' (NAW, 
2015:10). 
- Consultation on National Youth Work Strategy for Wales 2014-2018. 
 
2014 - Youth Engagement Charter signed with cross-party support that 'committed the 
National Assembly to reaching out by making sure that, no matter what their background, 
young people in Wales can discover information about the work the Assembly is doing' 
(NAW, 2015:6). 
- The National Youth Work Strategy for Wales 2014-18 (WG, 2014xii) launched. 
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4.3 Conclusion 

The geographical, as Kraftl et al (2012) describe, cannot easily be disassociated 

from policy and as such policy debates find a natural home in human geography. 

The added consideration for this research is that young people could be understood 

to be (at least partially) dependent upon others as well as geographically tied 

because of both this perceived dependency and policies that undermine their 

agency. The experiences of young people are explored more widely in Chapter 6 but 

hopefully this opening chapter has served to offer an overview of the organisational 

landscapes that both provide the structure for and contribute both positively and 

negatively towards such experiences. 

 

The impact of policy upon different scales as well as the equally pressing need to 

explore these different scales as outlined by Egan (2012, 2013) through a 

geographical lens is made explicit by Kraftl et al (2012) '[P]olicy discourse often - if 

not always - involve spatial discourses. Similarly, any change in youth policy has 

geographical implications. Those implications may be felt at various scales' (Kraftl 

et al, 2012:4). Indeed, not only do policy decisions have impacts upon different 

scales in different ways but also the way they are formulated must be as a result of 

which 'crucible' they are developed in. Policy therefore can be seen to both utilise 

different spatial scales, impact upon different spatial scales in a multitude of ways 

and cut across spatial scales. 

 

Evans & Honeyford (2012) note that 'children and young people's participation in 

policy is often little more than tokenistic' (2012:73, citing Mayall, 2006 discussing 

the English situation ).39 However, in Wales, with the adoption by the WG of the 

UNCRC as a central tenet in decision-making across all departments the 

mechanisms to consider, if not necessarily include, young people in decision-

making are amongst the most advanced of any democracy in the world. The 

Children's Rights Scheme essentially required all ministers of the WG (from 1st May 

 
39 Evans & Honeyford (2012:73) go on to note '[W]hat is evident is that when this 
is combined with a future-focused policy, children's participation as children is 
often overlooked not just in relation to the participation of current adults, but also 
in relation to the participation of future adults.'  
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2012) to pay 'due regard to the rights in the UNCRC [United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child] when making decisions about proposed new policies or 

legislation, or about reviewing or changing existing policies' and from 1st May 2014 

to 'have due regard to the rights of the UNCRC whenever they use any of their legal 

powers or duties' (WG, 2012:2, emphasis added).  

 

As described earlier a number of national level individuals were identified and 

approached as a starting point for the research project. Representatives of the 

statutory, third and business sectors were interviewed at this national level to 

determine the policy context as there are 'pressing challenges in further developing 

concepts and empirical research which specify the precise ways in which social 

structures shape human action, and how peoples' practices, in turn, help to 

perpetuate or challenge those structures' (Chouinard, 1997:364). 

 

Although I had hoped to interview a similar number of representatives of the three 

sectors it is unfortunate to note that the least willing to participate were those in 

the private sector - with a key national representative body for business turning 

down the offer to input into the research. It is interesting to note that one 

interviewee mentioned the difficulty in engaging the private sector in Communities 

First partnerships as well. However, another national level organisation 

representing a significant group of stakeholders in the private sector40 did agree 

and as such their members' views were presented in a wide-ranging interview 

along with a number of interviews with individuals including chief executives, 

policy officers and academics representing and / or expert in both the statutory 

sector (Welsh and local government) and 3rd sector.  

 

Given the already noted characteristics within Wales a number of these individuals 

- and without exception all involved specifically in the areas of youth work, 

engagement and employment - knew each other and had had dealings across a 

 
40 It is not possible to reveal the specific organisation as it would make obvious the 
individual involved in the research, however, it is important to note that this 
organisation represents the views of one of the largest elements - in terms of 
employment and turnover - of the private sector in Wales. 
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number of years. As is alluded to in the introductory quotes at the start of this 

chapter, this can be both a strength and a weakness with easier working 

relationships possible but some reticence in challenging the status quo evident. 

However, these strong working relationships across the sectors and the relatively 

good access to ministers in Wales means that innovation is possible. As a senior civil 

servant with extensive practitioner experience explained: 

...when I am suggesting a way forward with a strategy and when I talk to 
practitioners in Wales, if they say to me 'that won't work,' I'll say, 'yes it can 
and this is how you do it.' A civil servant who hasn't had experience in the 
field wouldn't be able to do that. What the Minister doesn’t want is a strategy 
that sits on the shelf.  He wants it implemented.  What you have in the Welsh 
Government is some very hardworking Ministers.  They’re very passionate 
and capable and they want to see the difference made.  I meet them and I 
know they are, they really want to see Wales improve as a result of their 
work.  That’s why they’re there.  

(National Level Interviewee - Welsh Government)  
 

However, some scepticism towards the hard-working ministers referred to above 

was evident with the most scathing comment being: 

My own analysis would be that politicians in Wales are often more attracted 
by the performative opportunities of unveiling [a plaque with their name on] 
than they are about embedding the discursive notions of entrepreneurship 
into real grassroots policy. 

(National Level Interviewee - Private Sector) 
 

Regardless of views held on the motivations of politicians and policy-makers the 

desire to work on behalf of young people and the associated responsibility to do so 

to their best ability was seen across all interviews at both national and local level. 

Whilst not wishing to deny the challenges and difficulties inherent in successfully 

working with young people nor the problems in either coordinating national or 

local strategies and implementing them on the ground, the number of driven, 

professional and committed individuals working across the many policy areas 

related to 'youth' cannot be denied.  

 

In meeting with policy-makers and those involved at a strategic national (Welsh) 

level in the government, 3rd and business sectors it was hoped that a strong sense 

of not only which policies affected young people and their aspirations but also how 

they did so would became apparent. General points of agreement in terms of policy 
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were found across the interviewees such as the need to strengthen the soft skills of 

young people and the value of better careers advice and linkages with industry. An 

over-riding sense endured from many interviewees that policies and external 

factors played an important role in the decisions of young people, with one 

summarizing neatly: 

There is much more that influences an individual’s aspiration than 
themselves.  It has to do with background, education, the kind of people they 
know, the friends they’ve got and people who can influence them, to what 
extent and how they influence them.  There are lots of things which impact 
on aspiration. 

(National Level Interviewee – Education) 
 

Occasionally however interviewees seemed to be both saying that external factors 

mattered yet also that the individual remained the final arbiter of their fate. A range 

of policy documents and declarations by those at the strategic level seem to see no 

contradiction in at once declaring those issues which affect young people's 

decisions as policy led (and as such structural) - such as education, growth, jobs etc. 

- yet whilst also laying the responsibility at the feet of the individuals concerned. As 

mentioned earlier one national level interviewee summarized succinctly when she 

said that a 'lack of aspiration [is] being presented as a private trouble rather than a 

public issue' (National Level Interviewee - Policy). It is a complex and difficult 

subject and the interviews at national level demonstrated this very well with good 

understanding of the topics and structural pressures yet some unfortunate tropes 

and ‘urban myths’ being rolled out as well. 

 

This matters as these are the people deciding upon and influencing policy. A small 

pool of individuals are involved across the policy areas in connection with youth in 

Wales at a national level, indeed one respondent described the situation in the area 

of youth policy thus: 

My favourite story is you’re sitting in a meeting today discussing the topic of 
entrepreneurship and young people and engagement and training, and the 
following day you’re sitting in a different meeting with the same people 
discussing the same thing under a different title.   

(National Level Interviewee - Private Sector) 
 

However, this needn't be indicative of a paucity of ideas: 
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There’s not a shortage of initiatives or ideas out there but the problem is 
connecting them all together and delivering some things specifically for 
young people.  

(National Level Interviewee - Private Sector) 
 

As such it would seem that connectivity, development and implementation presents 

more of a challenge than idea formulation to policy makers in Wales. This may seem 

contradictory - how can a limited pool of individuals involved meeting regularly 

lack coordination? Some light can perhaps be shed upon this relatively common 

phenomenon of what could be called implementational deficit / delay by 

considering briefly Foucault's notion of Governmentality.41 He espouses the idea 

that 'governing' is very different to ruling and as such 'sovereignty' as was became 

dispersed amongst many different groups and agencies each over-seeing disparate 

parts of the same system whilst not necessarily communicating. These Foucauldian 

ideas are sometimes thought of as being different to, or even in direct contradiction 

to structural understandings of the state and governance however, the idea of 

structures can still be said to exist alongside such fractured notions of governing 

albeit with both a more stratified and over-lapping (and thus confused) nature. 

Such an understanding allows for Freireian or Lefebvrian suggestions of 

emancipation and self-expression leading to eventual appropriation of spheres and 

spaces of influence through knowledge and practice without denying that the 

structures that exist are also a result of human action and therefore also in some 

ways 'created' and implicitly 'maintained' by those involved in them.   

 

It is worth noting here perhaps that the electoral cycle was another reason given by 

a number of the national level interviewees for, if not inaction, the reticence on the 

part of those in decision making positions to be braver with policies that looked 

further into the future - summarised thus:  

It can be a very difficult one for politicians especially for a number of 
reasons. One is the temporal perspective of anything beyond the political 
cycle of four to five years - and the same could be said of people who are not 
elected [...] but particularly for politicians. And the second I think is the, 
sometimes is the contestability of visions [...] particularly where control is 
seeded for let's say discussing a new vision, a new plan, for a particular area, 

 
41 A word he himself called 'ugly' in his lecture on 8th February 1978 (Foucault, 
2007:161). 
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a particular organisation where it can be very sensitive politically to engage 
in that discussion. 

(National Level Interviewee – Academic emphasis in original)   
 

In conclusion it is obvious that a certain amount of panic in education circles 

following the PISA results coupled with the economic downturn has made the 

situation across Wales ever more difficult. The Welsh Government took firm and 

decisive action that, although not supported by all, attempted to reinstate some 

modicum of accountability and ensure ‘[P]arents […] have clear access to 

performance information’ (Andrews, 2014:134). 

 

In engagement it is also obvious that whilst there have been false starts and some 

failings the general direction of travel at a national level is positive. It is noted by 

one interviewee form the 3rd sector that great strides have been made by the WG, 

led by one civil servant in particular, in terms of uniting the sector. One such 

example is the methodology handbooks that were developed in partnership 

between the 3rd sector and government and was: 

…a process that included not just […the 3rd sector…] but also um principle 
youth officers and their work within the local authority set-ups and they 
would, their aim was to set up a series of 20 best practice guides for youth 
workers which obviously couldn't be done in isolation so that was a great 
opportunity to come together and work on a joint project with common 
threads that were beneficial for everybody within the whole youth service.  

(National Level Interviewee – 3rd Sector). 
 

Devolved Wales has seen a quite fantastic level of innovation and experimentation 

in a relatively short period around education and engagement. Although it has 

struggled at times and been left wanting by certain measures it has held the ethos 

of supporting young people and representing their views close to its core. However, 

as is explored in the next chapter, sometimes lofty ideals and national level 

decisions can impact local situations and communities in quite unexpected and 

negative ways. 
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5 The Practice of Education and Youth 
Engagement in the Case-Study Areas 

 
Regional science is about people and not just locations. 

(Hägerstrand, 1970:7) 
 

Changes in educational systems [..] influence  
children's social and cultural landscapes. 

(Frønes, 1994:146). 
 

One of the primary aims of the research was to investigate how policy formulated 

at national and regional level impacts upon individuals, communities and practice 

at a local scale. This was assessed in part through qualitative primary data collected 

during interviews with practitioners and relating their experiences to examples of 

county / borough or local policy and projects. I wanted to get a sense of how 

practitioners interact with young people in both the formal educational and non-

formal engagement spaces explored in the preceding chapter. I also wanted to 

provide these practitioners a forum within which to express themselves and 

provide their understanding of aspirations and its importance. Focus groups with 

young people were also held and these are explored predominantly in the chapters 

following this one. This chapter deals with the experiences of the practitioners 

themselves who occupy a space somewhere between the policy concerns of 

national, regional and county level decision-makers and the young people. They 

offer a fascinating view as they both interpret and often have to bend rules to 

deliver services directly to / with young people whilst also inhabiting the places 

discussed alongside the young people. 

 

One issue that became clear during this stage of the research is that practitioners at 

the local scale such as teachers, community and youth workers, careers advisers 

and others often feel disempowered in terms of their delivering of services. Despite 

the claim by bodies such as ERW42 that more input is being sought from the teaching 

profession for example the view from the ground is less rosy. Cuts are being hidden 

 
42 Education through Regional Working - the regional education consortium for 
Mid and West Wales. 
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behind the language of 'targeting resources' or as was seen in the previous chapter 

of ‘better collaboration’. The reality I found on the ground was one of professionals 

dealing with young people day-to-day and face-to-face short-staffed and 

overstretched. Add to this the ever-increasing pressures around targets and a 

perfect storm appears to be engulfing many who should be considered the 

backbone of any successful and engaging education and youth work sector in Wales.  

 

This chapter is concerned with the more defined and local places within which both 

citizenship is practiced and education & engagement are realised. It provides not 

only the local / micro 'background' or context for the thesis but will also help in our 

understandings of the disconnect between 'policy' level and the lived experience of 

the young people. Practitioners, as important conduits for - and implementers of - 

policy provide a valuable outlook on many key considerations.  

 

Both informal and formal spaces of education and engagement and the ways in 

which these are practiced by practitioners in place have well-noted and profound 

effects on young people's aspiration formation (Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson, 2011). 

It should also be noted that as was found in the data (and explored in more depth 

in Chapter 6) place matters. It matters not only in terms of the kinds of careers 

young people see and therefore aspire to (Kintrea et al, 2011i) but also in the 

realisation of said aspirations without sacrificing neither social networks (Schoon, 

2001) nor 'comfort' (Wainwright & Marandet, 2011). 

 

As Hinton (2011) describes '[S]chool to work transitions have undergone 

significant changes in recent decades. Economic restructuring, greater job 

insecurity and the increasing focus on academic credentials have led to marked 

changes in the way young people prepare for and experience the employment 

market in the UK’ (Hinton, 2011:23 citing Furlong and Cartmel, 1997). As such 

young people are facing a shift in both what they can expect from society and also 

how to negotiate the changing face of 'citizenship' in settings of education and 

engagement - the two spaces in which they learn and practice citizenship. 
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The scales the practitioners work - meso and micro - play a vital role in the 

experience young people have of both education and engagement. Not only this but 

the meso scale plays a pivotal role in the interpretation and implementation of 

policies that, precisely because of its scale, has a great more 'real' or immediate 

impact upon people and places than more abstract national policy can. Indeed: 

At meso scales of analysis - communities, groups, networks, and local 
jurisdictions - coordination, cooperation and conflict are especially 
important determinants of asset accumulation, transformation of assets into 
goods and services, and distribution of those goods and services among units 
within the aggregate. Thus the institutional arrangements that shape 
interaction among units and between scales weigh especially heavily in 
establishing the equilibrium into which a regional or local economy settles. 

(Barrett & Swallow, 2006:8)   
 

Thus, I propose that the regional (meso) and local (micro) scales have impact in not 

only the lived experience of the young people and their involvement with 

citizenship but also in policy through negotiation with the national (macro).  

 

Following on from the national level analysis further work was undertaken in the 

two case-study areas, namely Ceredigion and Merthyr Tydfil. The rationale for 

choosing these areas is covered in detail in the Methodologies chapter and the 

purpose of this chapter is to outline the realities of the practice of education and 

youth engagement in each area in a little more detail. Practitioners from a number 

of settings were approached to help provide a picture of the approaches in each 

case-study area and similar to the chapter examining the national picture are used 

in conjunction with relevant literatures and policies to help create a picture within 

each county. Whilst not serving as a comparative study it is hoped that by exploring 

the structures and practices in place in two geographically, culturally, linguistically 

and historically distinct counties of Wales a more detailed picture of Wales as a 

whole could be inferred. 

 

This 'intermediary' level (between national policy and young people's lived 

experience) is vital as not only does it offer a view from those dealing with young 

people face-to-face but also it allows the realities encountered on the ground - as 

opposed to the policy view only - to be explored. This divergence between policies 

and implementation is a key element to be explored as often the implications of 
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national policies are not and indeed cannot be envisioned in each community and 

as such each community and ultimately each individual, experiences the effects of 

policy in very different ways. Dear & Wolch (1989:10) draw our attention to such 

differing manifestations of policy due to the 'localized interactions of structure, 

institution and human agency'. The main focus of these interviews was to glean the 

insights of those working 'on the ground' with young people in the 'milltir sgwâr' 

but a small number of these interviewees could be considered county and borough 

level because of their sometimes broader geographical foci. These interviewees 

were however all still involved in direct contact with young people (in various 

capacities) and as such were approached for their experiences - past and present - 

even if currently mainly fulfilling managerial duties. 

 

At the time of the research local government in Wales was facing massive change. 

With a WG consultation having run from 3rd February to 28th April 2015 on 

reforming local government the most recent proposals involve the merging of 

current the 22 local authorities into either eight or nine - see Figures 5.1 and 5.2.43 

 

Whilst no decision has yet been reached the implications are clear and support the 

earlier findings of the report Local, Regional, National: What services are best 

delivered where? (Simpson et al, no date) commissioned by Carl Sargeant AM, 

Minister for Social Justice and Local Government. The need to improve and 

streamline local government structure in Wales is presented as necessary to 

alleviate financial pressures and improve services.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
43 Little action was originally taken and during the rewrites of the thesis the Welsh 
Government resurrected these plans with a consultation on the Green paper 
Strengthening Local Government: Delivering for People (WG, 2018ii). 
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Figure 5. 1: Map showing the 8 Local Authority solution proposed by WG 
(WG, 2015ii). 
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Figure 5. 2: Map showing the 9 Local Authority solution as proposed by WG 
in June 2015 - note the differences between this table and Figure 5.1 in the 
north of the country concerning Conwy and Denbighshire (WG, 2015ii). 

 

 
 
 

Ceredigion along with many Councils has moved towards what is termed (in a 

lesson in effective 'doublespeak'44) an 'enabling' not a 'doing' model of provisioning. 

Although not as wholesale as in some authorities this model of 'outsourcing the 

 
44 Doublespeak has its roots in George Orwell's (2009) book Nineteen Eighty-Four 
where Doublethink - or ambiguous language used by those in power - was used to 
befuddle, manipulate and control the population. 
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cuts' became accepted practice across the UK (UNISON, 2014) during this research. 

Not only is this problematic in terms of delivery of services and questions around 

whether it is actually saving money or not45 but also in terms of the empowerment 

of stakeholders. The cuts have led to failures in provision that in turn have led to 

rationalisation of services and 'economies of scale' being brought in such as the 

regional educational consortia discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

However, these scales move the decision-making away from the practitioner to an 

ever more distant 'centre' elsewhere. For all the talk of 'local solutions' and 

empowerment I found practitioners who were confused by yet more reorganisation 

and frustrated at seeing their professional judgement bested by cost-cutting 

measures and simplistic stats based upon decontextualised results. 

 

Individual and community decisions and experiences are more likely driven and 

'lived' at the local ward level than at the county or national level but it is policies 

devised for exactly the macro and meso scales that they find themselves dealing 

with. Thus a conflict is born that decouples the lived and embodied experience 

played out in individual's and community's 'milltir sgŵar' from the decision making 

process.  

 

An example from Merthyr Tydfil demonstrates this conflict. As outlined in the 

previous chapter recent moves by the WG have created 4 Regional Consortia to 

deliver education services across Wales. This top-down implementation of 

partnership working to further explore both the rationalisation of services has in 

part led to the decision to close school-based 6th form provision servicing across 

the whole of Merthyr Tydfil Borough Council. However, transport links to the 

college replacing provision for the pupils are already poor and set to get worse with 

imminent transport cuts. One community worker outlined the problems thus: 

Respondent [...] I’ll give you an example now of a- a local authority here in 
Merthyr are facing fifteen million pounds-worth of cutbacks and 
obviously the, the money has got to be saved because of poor 
decisions of government. The, some of the options that are on the 

 
45 In 2013 for example Somerset council faced a bill for £5.9m to settle out of court 
in a contract dispute with an outsourcing partnership (BBC, 2013ii) 



 166 

table now are to totally cut post-sixteen transport to education. So, 
if you are going to make statements about aspiration, you have got 
to back it up. Now, if you live in Trelewis, which is just down the 
valley, and you want to come to Merthyr College which is part of 
University [of South Wales], you have got to pay…I don’t know…five 
pounds a day transport.  

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent And er, apparently you travel for free because it is post-sixteen er, 

post-sixteen transport. But it’s on the table to totally cut it, so you 
have got to pay to go to er, to your education post-sixteen. Now, if 
you’re making statements like, a- a- aspirations for young people, 
you have got to back it up.  

Interviewer Mmm. 
Respondent That is not backing up the aspirations for young people for education. 
Interviewer No. 
Respondent That is, is that going to prevent people from following education? 

Yes. Is it going to increase the number of NEETs? Yes. Is it going to 
increase the, the number of problems? Yes. 

(Community Worker - Merthyr) 
 

Thus, as outlined by this community worker in Merthyr, the danger presents itself 

of financial rationalisation and perceived improvement on one hand actually 

impacting negatively on remote or disenfranchised groups and individuals on the 

other.  

 

In another County-level decision impacting upon one of the remotest or peripheral 

communities engaged with during the research period saw their youth club under 

threat of closure due to financial cuts. Thus, a whole generation in an already 

excluded and geographically isolated area is potentially distanced even more and 

left feeling worthless, indeed the distress witnessed by both young people and 

professionals during this part of the research was genuinely affecting. A kind of 

acceptance though, malaise even, had set in with some of the young people who felt 

yet again that they had been abandoned by those purporting to represent them. 

This theme will be explored more fully in Chapter 6 however on initial inspection it 

would seem that their 'milltir sgwâr' was of less consequence than others' and that 

structural pressures threatened to dismantle an important part of their socio-

spatial world.  
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These different scales also account for some of the difference seen in the feeling of 

success or otherwise expressed in terms of the structural realignment undergone 

recently in education in Wales. As explored in the previous chapter the regional 

consortia are intended to improve delivery through rationalisation and partnership 

working, and purport to bring teachers and headteachers more directly into the 

process. However, in a discussion off the record with an educational professional in 

Ceredigion (one not an official part of the study), the reality is somewhat different. 

The consortium is known as ERW - Ein Rhanbarth ar Waith or Education through 

Regional Working - however, due to the autocratic style in which it's run it has 

become known as 'Eifion Rules the World'. Eifion Evans being the Strategic 

Director: Learning and Partnership for ERW at the time. 

 

One practitioner from Merthyr was equally unimpressed with the political class and 

questioned local AM Huw Lewis' acceptance of payment towards his bid for the 

Welsh Labour Leadership from someone involved in the unpopular Ffos-y-Fran 

mine46: 

Respondent [Inaudible] we have got er, an open cast site up here, a very large 
one. By the government’s figures they’re supposed to be five 
hundred meters away from the houses. 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent But they only three hundred meters away from the houses.  
Interviewer No, but they just- 
Respondent Interestingly, Huw Lewis was funded twelve thousand pounds [it 

was actually £10,000 (BBC, 2011ii)] in his campaign by the owner 
of the site.  

Interviewer Ah. 
Respondent It came out after the elections. 
Interviewer Right, so, a little bit of er, corruption as well. Miles… 
Respondent My, rig- 
Interviewer Miles…back… 
Respondent It was all above board- 
Interviewer Yeah, except- 
Respondent It just wasn’t announced until after the…er… [election]. 

(Community Worker - Merthyr) 
 

Such views could be said to be indicative perhaps of a certain level of cynicism 

towards the motivations of the political actors involved in creating the structural 

 
46 See also BBC (2011ii) in Bibliography. 
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landscapes. During the research the WG was often cast in a poor light by 

practitioners who were resentful of either financial constraints or policy 

interference and again demonstrated the disconnect between national and local 

priorities. With further levels of complication being added to the discourse through 

the county level having to negotiate both ‘up’ to WG and consortia and ‘downwards’ 

towards schools etc. and local provision. As explained earlier in terms of national / 

county level interviewees having some crossover this is also seen between local / 

county level practitioners. It is important to note at this stage that although crudely 

divided into 2 'types' of respondent the interviewees do speak from the experience 

of 3 to 4 different scales: National (Wales) or macro; Regional or meso; County / 

Borough, another meso, and; Local or micro. It is also important to note that Wales 

is always inferred when talking of the 'national'. UK policy and administrations are 

discussed in the Introduction and Literature Review but they serve to contextualise 

the Welsh situation and as such are referred to simply as 'UK' not 'national' to 

reduce confusion. 

5.1 The Educational Landscapes of the Case-Study Areas 

The new educational landscapes in Wales outlined in the previous chapter are 

causing rationalisation on the ground across broader geographical areas and in turn 

impacting very directly upon communities with for example school closures (BBC, 

2011i). These are having some noticeable effects upon both service delivery and 

access. The case-study areas continue to have mixed and fluctuating fortunes with 

some success even in the face of such financial constraints and some challenges. 

Estyn for example rating Ceredigion's quality of education as Excellent in 11 and 

Good in the 4 remaining criteria (CCC, 2014) whilst in Merthyr the council was put 

in special measures in 2013, 'a status applied by Estyn when it considers that 

schools fail to supply an acceptable level of education and appear to lack the 

leadership capacity to improve' (BBC, 2013i). The then WG Education Minister 

Leighton Andrews removed Merthyr Tydfil council’s responsibility for education 

following the damning report by Estyn and noted that ‘Merthyr council was 

criticized for not challenging poor educational outcomes and had failed to respond 

to past recommendations for action. It was one of the worst Estyn reports we had 

seen’ (Andrews, 2014:139 emphasis added).  
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Both case-study areas were undergoing continued and rapid change in terms of 

both education policy and educational landscapes during the research. These two 

often contradictory sites across which educational life is played out each help to 

highlight in different ways the challenges faced by both the providers and 

beneficiaries of education. Educational policy represents the abstract and 

educational landscapes include both those delineated spaces defined on a map for 

the purposes of policy but also those spaces created - or removed such as with 

school closure - at a physical level within communities. 

 

5.1.1 Ceredigion 

The cuts in educational budgets has had not just an effect on post-compulsory 

education provision across Wales47 but also in compulsory age school provision as 

well in both case-study areas. One school approached to be a part of the study in 

Ceredigion, Tregaron High School, turned down the opportunity due possibly being 

distracted by the substantial re-configuring they have undergone over the last 

couple of years. As education budgets suffer cuts smaller rural schools have been 

feeling the brunt. Tregaron has metamorphosised from a straight secondary school 

to providing for all 3-16 year olds in the area because of the closure of local primary 

schools. The number of pupils perhaps reveals the major problem in rural 

education especially with the changing demographic as the school provides for only 

325 pupils despite the massive age-range and large catchment area. A national level 

interviewee had some surprising news about how rural schools are kept open. 

When discussing percentage of budget allocated for youth work that is spent on 

youth work it was revealed that only 39% of the allocated budget is spent on this: 

I think in some local authorities and voluntary sector organisations, it’s 
excellent but there are some that are very good, some good, some poor.  The 
principal youth officer in Ceredigion is very passionate, [NAME], she’s a 
lovely person, very committed but if she hasn’t got her budget, she’s 
disempowered to do her job properly.  It’s a false economy because Estyn 
have been in and looked at Ceredigion and said, “What are you using your 
budget for?”  If the Youth Service is only having 39 percent, what are you 
using the rest of that budget for?” and they said, “Smaller rural schools.”  So 
they’re keeping the smaller rural schools open for longer but it’s going to 
close eventually because they’re not viable.  You can’t sustain that.  From 

 
47 FE provision as discussed in the previous chapter has suffered 6% in cuts to 
overall budget in 2015/16. 
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what I understand, Carmarthen have been shutting some of their schools, 
very unpopular, but they’ve been then selling the land off and putting money 
back into the Education Department to build new schools.  Instead of being 
an ostrich and putting your head in the sand, they’re doing something that’s 
really productive.  And those schools are fit for the future. 

(National Level Interviewee - Welsh Government) 
 

Part of this rationalisation is about management costs and in Ysgol Henry Richard, 

Tregaron's case they have kept the small rural primary school of Llanddewi Brefi as 

a 'campus' and have kept the 'senior' and 'junior' campuses separate. 

 

So called 'superschools' that cater for 3-16 year olds, and sometimes beyond have 

been favoured by Ceredigion Council especially as a response to the diminishing 

budgets with a similar approach being taken in Lampeter where, unlike Tregaron, 

a special campus was built with provision for all ages catered for on-site. 

Surrounding Lampeter are also a small number of feeder primary schools such as 

Ysgol-y-Dderi in Llangybi, itself a 'rationalised' primary. Ysgol-y-Dderi took on a 

number of pupils from yet smaller primaries that were closed in the area previously 

and 'it serves a wide rural area that includes the villages of Silian, Betws Bledrws, 

Cellan, Llanfair Clydogau, Llangybi and Llwynygroes' (Estyn, 2014i). An interesting 

link is made between education provision and transport in rural areas by Ward 

(1988) as he suggests that due to cost implications councils usually choose 'not to 

decentralize transport but to centralize education' (Ward, 1988:82 emphasis 

added). 

 

In a similar move the secondary school in Llandysul, Ysgol Dyffryn Teifi has been 

merged with the primary into Wales’ first purpose built Welsh-medium community 

school Ysgol Bro Teifi and moved to the northern outskirts of Llandysul town. 

Opened in September 2016 the school serves South Ceredigion and West 

Carmarthenshire and amongst the ethos and values it lists on the website the first 

that appears is: ‘[E]nsure excellent standards of teaching and learning in order to 

develop the full potential of each pupil and prepare them to become lifelong learners’ 

(Bro Teifi, no date emphasis added). 
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Another impact felt in both case-study areas related to the decreasing real terms 

education budgets is felt in both pastoral support and the specialist ‘training’ 

required for entrance exams to elite universities. The following discussion 

highlighted the unfair impacts of these two areas perfectly as well as offering some 

useful insights into the Learning pathways and Welsh Bacc from Ceredigion: 

Teacher: There’s lots of different elements to Learning Pathways and the 
Learning Pathways document when it was produced a number of 
years ago outlined that we should have a Learning Core, we should 
have advice and guidance. So we covered the Learning Core by 
implementing the Welsh Baccalaureate and everything within that, 
key and essential skills, work based learning, PHSE, all those 
elements are now in our Key Stage 5 curriculum. We did have that 
in Key Stage 4 curriculum but didn’t have the time to carry on so 
we’ve taken it out of the Key Stage 4 curriculum as the Welsh Bacc 
but we deliver the other elements, we have to. I can see long term 
that’s going to come back with the recommendations that have just 
been made by the government. Jeff Cuthbert has just announced 
they will take on the recommendations for the report and one of the 
recommendations of the report was extending the role of the Welsh 
Bacc so I can see it coming full circle to us and probably having to 
return because they’re going to hang other qualifications on the 
Welsh Bacc I should imagine. 

 
 Advice, guidance and support, in the 6th Form now, we don’t have 

form tutors any more.  Traditionally you’d have a form group and 
you’d go there every morning and get registered, we got rid of that. 
Now we’ve got tutors in the 6th Form and every single pupil is seen 
at least once every half term on a one to one 15-minute basis.  If 
they need mentoring, it’ll be more than that.  If they need extra 
support and guidance, it’ll be more than that.  Those tutors are ex 
teachers.  We’ve also got admin staff helping out with that who’ve 
all had training, as well as the traditional Head of Year role. 

 
 Lower down the school in Year 10 & 11, the support and guidance 

comes from the Head of Year and a full time Year Manager who’s a 
full time admin post and also our form tutors have reviews on a one 
to one basis with every pupil twice a year. 

 
Interviewer: Do you think that’s sufficient to keep tabs on all the pupils? 
 
Teacher: We’d love to do it more but finance and staffing … I think it’s a good 

program. The 6th Form works very well but you can always do more 
mentoring. 

 
Interviewer: It’s ex teachers and admin staff, so you’re trying to get tutors that 

aren’t necessarily teaching staff? 
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Teacher: They don’t have to be but those two just happened to be retiring 
and they happened to be working with 6th Form for a long time 
before they retired so they were ideal candidates. Now our kids 
need a lot of support with UCAS references, UCAS applications. 
Oxford and Cambridge are now introducing their own entrance 
exams rather than grade requirements so those tutors are really 
important.  All of those tutors are also trained in the Welsh Bacc so 
they can support Welsh Bacc studies and division investigations, 
that sort of thing. 

 
Interviewer: So Oxford and Cambridge having their own entrance exams will 

mean having to train specifically to pass those exams. 
 
Teacher: So it’s not enough anymore just to get them through their A level 

Physics.  Now we’ve got to get them trained to pass the Oxbridge 
entrance. 

 
Interviewer: Do you think that’ll be another barrier or do you think that’ll make 

it fairer? 
 
Teacher: Another barrier.  We haven’t got the time here to do it, private 

schools will have.  Private schools will have their staff around till 
half past five, six o’clock every night.  We haven’t got that luxury so 
that’ll be a problem. 

 
Interviewer: So it’s just elitist really, isn’t it?  
 
Teacher: Completely! 

(Teacher – Ceredigion) 

 

Thus as is outlined elsewhere in the thesis aspirations to go to elite universities can 

be impacted very directly by where you happen to be enrolled at school rather than 

what abilities you may have. It also transpired that careers advice at school was 

offered only as a matter of course to those pupils who were on the Special 

Educational Needs (SEN) register with others needing to register themselves with 

Careers Wales. This again undermines the requisite knowledge young people need 

to make informed decisions. However the practitioner did go on to outline how the 

school were attempting to make up for this shortfall in knowledge through starting 

to ‘plug in university and college and further and higher education when they’re in 

year 8’ (Teacher – Ceredigion). Despite the initial positive spin, this also appears to 

have been introduced in an attempt to channel students down particular pathways 

earlier as she goes on ‘[W]e’ve just put triple science into our Year 8 to 9 options so 
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our current Year 8s have just made a decision whether they want to carry on with 

triple science next year.  If they don’t do that, they can never do triple science again 

so really, we are cutting off the pathway’ (Teacher – Ceredigion emphasis added).  

 

However, careers advice was being focused away from the general population in 

school. 

 Interviewer: [...] Just to try and understand the school’s approach to aspiration, 
the aspiration is linked to careers advice so as a starting point, could 
you talk me through the careers advice process in the school? 

 
Respondent: The pupils on the Special Education Needs register at Statement 

and SAP have a meeting with the Careers Adviser about November 
in Year 9.  If any other pupil wants a careers appointment, they 
make it themselves and there’s a specialist SEN careers adviser in 
[NAME] who then will attend any meetings we have with those 
pupils and parents. We also have a Careers Wales person based in 
our 6th Form centre over the road and she is there most of her 
working week.  She offers advice to whichever pupil wants to make 
an appointment with her. […] We also offer careers in the world of 
work through PHSE, Personal Health & Social Education, so we 
cover lots of different elements of applying for jobs and careers 
advice and guidance through lessons.  There’s a statutory 
framework for all pupils for PHSE and work-related education and 
we have to deliver all of that, it’s our responsibility to all pupils so 
we cover all of that in lesson time. 

 
Interviewer: Is that linked very closely to the Learning Pathways? 
 
Respondent: The Learning Pathways document did state that the PHSE 

framework and work-related education frameworks had to be 
covered so it’s all in there. 

 
Interviewer: You mentioned other pupils not on the SEN register have to 

approach the careers people themselves? 
 
Respondent: Careers Wales, yes, they have to make that appointment to be seen. 
 
Interviewer: Out of interest, is there any follow-up from the school’s 

perspective?  Do they have to complete a portfolio or are there any 
kind of checks to make sure they have gone to visit careers? 

 
Respondent: Not externally but obviously our Heads of Year keep a close eye on 

it and check who’s been and hasn’t been and who might need to go.  
If we’re in a PSP which is Pastoral Support Plan meeting, it might be 
suggested in one of those if a pupil is badly behaved or they need 
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some guidance on why they’re coming to school, then we might 
send them for an appointment with the Careers Adviser. 

 
(Teacher - Ceredigion) 

 

As such budgetary pressures along with Wales-wide restructuring are having an 

impact on the ground in Ceredigion and impacting upon access to schools, the type 

of school that can be accessed, subject choice and careers advice. 

 

5.1.2 Merthyr Tydfil 

Merthyr had had a tumultuous couple of years by the time this research was 

underway. Despite a positive local response to the WG's requirement for all schools 

to offer 30+ subjects at A-level this was quickly made obsolete by even more 

substantial change. The initial locally-developed response from Merthyr schools 

and a borough-wide consortium of schools (not to be confused with the larger 

Central South consortium seen on the ERW map) working in partnership to offer 

choice to 6th formers across all campuses through a federal approach answered an 

initial challenge from WG. However as is explored elsewhere in the thesis what 

happened shortly afterwards saw wholesale 6th form closures and a new college 

being imposed on a central site. Not only did this further jeopardise access for many 

of the already isolated and at-risk pupils but it further undermined teacher 

confidence and their belief in the system listening to them. 

 

This series of events disempowered those who are not only at the heart of 

delivering education but also could be said to have the best interests of the pupils 

at heart. Teachers get to know pupils and also the difficulties pupils face both 

geographically and culturally. The importance of such relationships are appreciated 

by staff and valued by young people and there was a fear that a certain continuity 

would be lost with all 6th form pupils having to go to a large central college. Work 

by Sweeney (2013) investigated how the teaching profession in Canada tried to 

engage with the machineries of power by rescaling their engagement to the 

provincial from the local level however he questions whether or not 'Ontario’s 

teachers were able to increase their aggregate bargaining power through 

centralization or merely transferred agency and authority from one scale to 
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another' (Sweeney, 2013:120). Although Sweeney discusses employment issues the 

problem experienced in Merthyr has echoes of this difficult negotiation, albeit with 

a service delivery focus - the schools had come up with a solution to a problem 

posed by national government (to deliver a set amount of subjects with limited 

resources) using a borough-wide approach whereupon a body covering a larger 

geographical area again superceded this and imposed a college for the entire 

borough.  

 

This was a seismic shift that was happening during the research period affecting 

6th form provision across the borough. It had been decided to build a college to 

service all 6th form needs and during the research I met some of the final year 13's 

to attend school in Merthyr. Indeed, unusually there was no year 12 as they had 

progressed straight to college but the year 13's were finishing off the A-levels they 

had started before the change. When discussing the recent developments around 

provision one teacher let slip through her choice of words the feelings towards the 

college: 

[t]here has been more of a mix over the last four or five years because we 
have run this collegiate system at in sixth form, where erm, again, because 
of financial, erm, restraints, certain subjects were only offered in certain 
places. Government decided we had to offer I think it was thirty or thirty five 
subjects, erm, but of course every individual school couldn’t do that, so we 
had to amalgamate, so our kids travelled to Cyfarthfa and Pen y Dre and 
Bishop Hedley and for certain subjects and vice versa they travelled here, 
but of course that’s now, you know, the consortium is dying because of the 
college. 

(Teacher - Merthyr) 
 

Indeed the general feeling towards the college was negative from pupils and 

practitioners alike. Not only does this rationalisation and centralisation of provision 

cause issues in terms of access for many pupils but also in terms of continuity, many 

of whom felt (as did the teachers) that they would be losing out on the close 

relationships they'd developed with teachers over a number of years.  

 

Much like the problems faced in Ceredigion, Merthyr too has issues with careers 

advice in schools. A teacher explained how they were coping with the roll-back of 

careers provision: 
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Interviewer Okay, right. Erm, so Careers and Work Experience Co-
ordinators. Er, how- erm, just jump straight in. I know the 
Careers Service are getting cutbacks at the moment? 

Respondent Yeah. They've lost about a quarter of their workforce. 
Interviewer Yeah. How- how is that impacting on delivery and how are you coping 

with it? 
Respondent Erm, massively because, er, we now have to sort out the work 

experience for the school, erm, using the Careers Wales database 
which, erm, is a nightmare. 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent It's an absolute nightmare. Erm, but the other side of the Careers, 

again, er, a lot of our pupils won't have a one-to-one interview with a 
careers advisor so we've had somebody else in place for that. 

Interviewer Okay. 
Respondent So what we've done is, we've just registered the whole of Year Nine 

with the Careers Wales, erm, website and shown them where they 
can find out information about careers. 

Interviewer Okay. So you've actively, sort of, taken a different approach? 
Respondent Yeah. 
Interviewer And, er - d-do - so do you give them training and - or do you take - you 

literally take them all to the website to sign them up and- and- and 
get …? 

Respondent Yeah. Yeah. We've done it so far with one ICT lesson and the plan is 
that in a twenty-minute tutor period, they will return to it throughout 
the year. 

Interviewer Okay. 
Respondent Their form teachers. And their form teachers can actually track to see 

where they are. 
Interviewer Oh okay, so the- the - I suppose because there'd be a record of what 

they've done in the website. 
Respondent Yeah. Yeah. 
Interviewer So it's like a pragmatic, new approach basically? 
Respondent Yeah. 
Interviewer Okay. Erm, do you think they'll still - will- will they - so they used to 

get one-to-one sessions with Careers [inaudible, 2:00]? 
Respondent Erm, wherever possible. 
Interviewer Yeah, sure. 
Respondent As many- as many as they could see. But then I, erm - Welsh 

Government is direct them to concentrate on the NEETs. 
Interviewer Yeah, okay. 
Respondent So they will, erm [name] will be working a lot with prevent. Erm, but 

they won't all - but they can be referred. I can give them a referral. I 
don't know where we are with that now. At one point I couldn't refer 
anyone but I think I'm still able to refer them. 

Interviewer Mmm hmm. Oh I see. So- so if you think they- they could do with some 
- an extra - some extra help? 

Respondent Yeah, yeah. 
Interviewer Okay. Erm, the work experience. How does that work? I mean, is - 

that- that can be quite problematic for schools sometimes, can't it? 
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Respondent Yeah. Because we've now gone into the database, we've - I've done it 
three times so, erm, our launch is sort of April time, April/May time. 

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent And then they use the Careers Wales website to go onto the work 

experience database. They've got three wishes and they- they 
basically say which three they're interested in, three placements in 
Merthyr or they can go outside of Merthyr, erm, and then they, erm, 
they just wait then and we've got to phone up to see if they'll take 
people. 

Interviewer Okay. 
Respondent So and when you've got about two-hundred-and-thirty, two-

hundred-and-forty and you could be phoning three places and all 
three might say no. 

Interviewer Yeah. So it's extra workload, stress. 
Respondent Yeah, yeah. 

(Teacher - Merthyr) 
 

The pressures are obvious on both the schools and the careers advisors, however, 

noting this does not help the young people dealing with ever decreasing services - 

and one could say, ever narrowing horizons because of it. Traditionally such lack of 

provision may have been picked up in the 3rd sector along youth work or 

community work lines. However as will be explored these practitioners are as 

under as much pressure as the educationalists. 

5.2 Youth Engagement in the Case-Study Areas 

As explored at a national scale in the previous chapter, the youth of Wales find its 

voice contracting despite the best efforts of the Children and Young People's 

Commissioners for Wales. Keith Towler fulfilled the role up until 2015 when Sally 

Holland took it on.  The message from some locally focused groups would seem to 

be that of dissent being reigned in and institutionalisation, as one community 

worker put it: 

Respondent Authorities will interfere. What I mean by that is er, for example, 
I’ll use our organisation. Outside, we were funded externally, and 
the young people started to develop a voice, and I knew it was only 
a matter of time before the local authority would want to er, hijack 
the er…er forum. 

Interviewer Right. 
Respondent In order to qui- quieten it down a bit. 
Interviewer [Laughs]. 
Respondent And that- that, when I left, that’s what happened, they got erm, 

another organisation took over, and then soon after the local 
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authority took over the running of decision making by young 
people, and it become – it went from a challenging organisation to 
a rubber stamp. 

(Community Worker - Merthyr) 
 

The control of forums such as this is not reserved for youth as can be seen from 

Communities First in Ceredigion: 

Interviewer Okay. What do you think, I mean, sort of, in a broad Communities 
First level, what are the successes and failures, do you think, of 
Communities First? 

Respondent Well, I think, you know, from what I hear it started off much more 
of a, kind of, you know, parties in the park type of stuff. Erm, I’ve 
been to many other places, you know, in Communities First and 
seen some fantastic work being done. When I started about three 
years ago, I think they used to have sub-groups, they used to have 
all kinds of things, you know, and it was more about really you 
need to think about how you engage with the community and 
what can you put in place that does make a difference. Now, for 
me the biggest difference now, to then, is this is so exciting now, 
because you’ve got- you’ve got, you know, a community 
committing, or individuals in a community willing and committed 
to make a difference, and there’s something more exciting about 
the engagement now than to what it was. I definitely think that.  

Interviewer Was it sort of, maybe- do you feel it was taken for granted before 
or not appreciated? 

Respondent Well, I think we were too shackled by the local authority.  
Interviewer As the grant recipient body? 
Respondent Yeah. You see, they were the GRB, the grant recipient body, they, 

kind of, funded us to be where we were, and okay, you know, 
you’re not going to have shackles, but you did feel as if you were, 
kind of, being controlled.  

Interviewer They were there at every meeting? 
Respondent Yeah, you know, and you have to check things out. With this, [THE 

NEW INDEPENDENT COMMUNITY ORGANISATION] this is the 
community working for the community, you know. It’s just 
absolutely brilliant.  

(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 
 

As such community forums and organisations which should be there to support and 

empower young people and their communities can be curtailed as the examples 

above demonstrate. There is a suspicion from the first example that it was in some 

way a malign attempt to control the young people’s voice and in the second as 

though too much overt influence by the local authority may have had an impact 

upon community involvement. 



 179 

It is not only the ways in which different mechanisms involved in young people’s 

and their community’s lives enact control or facilitate empowerment that can be 

frustrating. The structural can also be seen to be impacting upon young people 

through the way in which '[R]ights [and responsibilities] are allocated to them in 

confusing chronological juxtaposition - criminal responsibility at 8, cigarettes, 

leaving school, sex and marriage at 16, alcohol, social security, and the vote at 18, 

minimum wage at 22' (Thomson et al, 2004:219).  

 

Funding was raised as an issue time and time again across both educational and 

engagement practitioners. Youth work is a key part of society’s offer to young 

people engaging as it does both those young people who are very well-engaged in 

school and ‘succeeding’ academically and also those for whom school and structure 

is not suitable Unfortunately in Ceredigion one example of just such work with 

NEETs had been impacted upon during the data-collection period following years 

of delivery: 

Respondent Yeah, we do, um, basic accredited, we do First Aid, um, Food Hygiene, 
stuff like that, stuff that can help build young people’s sort of 
employability and experience. 

Interviewer Sure. How do you find the take up for that, are they quite enthusiastic 
or...? 

Respondent Um, some of them are really keen actually, particularly, we’ve done a 
lot of work with NEET groups, we actually ran a specific NEET Project 
which, which unfortunately funding’s kind of short this year... 

Interviewer Right. 

Respondent ...but it’s something we have managed to maintain for nearly nine 
years, um, during which time we’ve supported a lot of fourteen to 
nineteen year olds mainly, um, some older and some slightly younger. 
Some referred from schools between fourteen and sixteen, um, 
others who just maybe, you know, failed formal education for some 
reason or another and have left school with no qualifications, so, 
some of those I think have been keener to actually build later on, 
maybe at seventeen eighteen....  

Interviewer Sure. 

Respondent ... start reflecting and think, ‘I would like to have something.’ 
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Interviewer Okay, that’s interesting, so they dropped out of, of formal education 
and... 

Respondent Yeah, yeah, for whatever reasons, formal education’s failed them, or 
just not met their needs in, um, yeah, sadly, I think, you know, we’ve 
found, particularly with a lot of young males I’ve worked with, um, 
you know, they haven’t had their practical needs met, you know, 
schools tend to be very academically focussed and a lot of these 
young lads just really need to get out and use tools, and getting into 
the woods, ties in with their college work… 

(Youth Worker – Ceredigion) 
 

Project workers in both Ceredigion and Merthyr discussed the kind of positive 

experience you can give young people through youth work environments that 

precisely answer that understandable shortfall in school provision outlined above. 

The ability to take ownership of a project and get involved in the ’real world’, 

although offered at a formal level through the Welsh Bacc in schools, really seems 

to come alive in youth work structures. Whether it be taking over and running an 

empty shop as creative space in Ceredigion to media projects and cookery in 

Merthyr there are a host of examples of young people being engaged and taught 

skills informally that may well lead to work and will certainly improve life and soft 

skills as well as CVs.  

5.3 Reflections on Economic Opportunity  

In structural terms education and engagement have a role to play in terms of 

supporting industry and business through nurturing and training the workforce. 

Government has the task of ensuring the skills and opportunities are sufficiently 

matched to allow for individuals and communities to benefit. When challenged as 

to the efficacy - or indeed existence - of a 'joined-up' approach to this in Wales a 

senior level civil servant working on youth engagement and employment said that: 

  [T]here is a good link between departments.  The issue with the 
situation [...] is always about timing because what people tend to 
forget is that to set up and drive skills at the right level for 
employers takes time.  If you look at an FE college, we are talking to 
FE colleges in September and October about provision for next 
September to start thinking about planning for future years.  They 
have to make sure they’ve got lecturers with the right skills, any 
course that needs developing is done, all of that takes time.  And if 
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you’re looking to put somebody through a program of training to 
give them the skills, that takes time to get through. 

  (National Level Interviewee - Welsh Government) 
 
The problems outlined by this senior Welsh civil servant of education not always 

necessarily being in the right place, nor of the right time to aide industry and 

business have been echoed across a number of sectors recently and include wider 

concerns around readiness for labour market of college and university leavers. 

Another issue that is explored later in Chapter 7 is that there is also a disconnect 

between what young people aspire to do and opportunities in the jobs market. As 

one careers advisor stated: 

I would never say to somebody ‘I don’t think you can do that’ however I 
might say, say if somebody was aiming at medicine and in my head I can see 
that I don’t think they are ever gonna get there, perhaps you know they could 
be C in Science and struggling to achieve that, I might tell them about 
medicine , show the information where it might say you know you need 
normally A* A grades and a lot of your your gcse’s grades, particularly 
science, or we might talk about that and I might say ‘ do you think there will 
be any issues with you getting into medicine’ so it’s more getting people to 
perhaps realise for themselves , but it’s a very fine line because you don’t want 
people to go away with unrealistic aspirations because this is what some of the 
major businesses are saying that’s wrong with the economy that people aren’t 
being realistic. 

(Careers Advisor – Ceredigion emphasis added) 

 

As I intimated in the Introduction however it is never for anyone but the individual 

to decide what they are able to aspire to. However, such aspirations do need 

tempering in reality and someone to act as critical yet supportive friend. One youth 

worker described the conflict inherent in working in Ceredigion and trying to 

encourage the next generation without appearing cynical quite neatly: 

 

Respondent Aspiration? I mean, it’s sort of the, I’m in danger of sounding quite 
cynical now. 

Interviewer [Laughs]. I know. 

Respondent Erm. 

Interviewer Say what you like. 
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Respondent It's sort of , sort of those , those, those ideas that you get before 
[laughs] reality kicks in. 

Interviewer [Laughs]. I know before reality kicks in. [Laughter]. 

Respondent No [laughter] it's those aspirations, in in terms of young people erm 
it's it's their hopes it’s their dreams, it’s what they are aiming for, it’s 
their …. 

Interviewer So do you think they are often unrealistic then with that cynical side 
of you? 

Respondent I was [laughter] erm being born and bred around here it’s I know I 
can see where I went wrong though and seeing and you know being 
able to deliver to people you know who have the same sort of 
aspirations, not going in with the same cynicism [laughs] but to help 
them see err, you know, realism in in where they can take things 
with their work.  

Interviewer Yeah. 

Respondent Even if they want to stay around here then there is certain things 
that they might have to erm they might have to bend their ideal 
slightly if they want to go to the city they have to be prepared to 
work you know for a hard slog, and for, just erm just gives a certain 
sort of realism but to give them that drive to be like, ‘ok, well I know 
I can do that because you’ve given me the tools or you know, you’ve 
at least pointed me in the right direction to, to get to those’. 

(Youth Worker – Ceredigion) 
 

As he suggests there is a guiding role that practitioners must undertake in 

community to not only assist the young people but also to aide their communities. 

Much like a microcosm of the macrocosm of aspirations being seen to aid the 

national economy, on a local level there is the actual reality of people moving away 

or living unfulfilled lives to contend with. This has little to do with economic values 

but does have economic and societal costs.  

 

To take just two broader examples briefly. Recent reports into both architecture 

and agriculture for example have outlined a lack of joined up thinking, a situation 

that rightly concerns many. In a report conducted for RIBA (Royal Institute of 

British Architects) Appointments, four out of five employers believed that 

'architecture schools are failing to provide students with the practical skills needed 

to practice' (Marrs, 2015) and that 'architectural education puts theoretical 
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knowledge above practical ability, while more than half [of employers] say courses 

do not reflect architecture in the real world' (Marrs, 2015). Although discussing HE 

level this should ring alarm bells for the whole system. In a review commissioned 

by the WG into agricultural further education Professor E. Wynne Jones outlined 15 

suggestions that would help 'professionalise' Welsh farming, all of which have been 

accepted by Deputy Farming Minister Rebecca Evans. She said that 'they will assist 

with the development and retention of skills within the sector, which is vital for the 

future success of the agriculture industry in Wales': 

Aspirations and ambitions for career direction and achievement in 
education are often established in the late primary and early secondary 
school stages. This is particularly so for the sons and daughters of farmers 
or those people associated with rurally based family businesses. It is 
important that this is nurtured and encouraged in schools and the careers 
advisory service, every opportunity needs to be taken to endorse and 
reinforce this ambition. Outside of the school system, rural events, 
agricultural shows and, in particular, the Royal Welsh Show and the Young 
Farmers Clubs (YFC), can assist in reinforcing the excitement and diversity 
of skills, activities and career choices in the rural scene. 

(Daily Post, 2015:41) 
 
 

These wider concerns around specific industry skills are given as just two examples 

of the multitudinous pressures on education and engagement at all levels from a 

large number of different interests be they government, industry or society. 

Therefore it is not surprising that sometimes the systems appear to fail. Reports by 

individual sectors into needs and also measures such as PISA lead to reduced 

confidence in the structures with often disastrous results for pupils as they become 

a part of yet another educational experiment and teaching staff who cannot cope 

with unfair pressures and overbearing workloads. Youth workers likewise struggle 

to fund meaningful activity with young people in informal spaces so opportunities 

to develop skills outside of school become less available. There is always a very real 

danger of talking just such situations into existence, as a national level interviewee 

pointed out: 

[P]eople need to have faith in the education and skills system … we’re very 
good at undermining the performance of Wales and Wales’ young people 
when it comes to basic literacy and numeracy.  We’re very good at saying 
we’re the world’s worst, we’re worse than developing nations of Europe.  If 
we’re not careful we will devalue the very things we’re trying to offer young 
people to go into the workplace. 
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(National Level Interviewee - Private Sector) 
 

He went on however to qualify this with a statement that was widely shared by 

others at both national and local level - and expressed recently by young people 

themselves in IWA research (2015) - that there are some basic and 'life skills' that 

young people are lacking that they should be exposed to: 

 
Having said that, there’s clearly more than a grain of truth in the concerns 
that perhaps we’re not delivering the specific knowledge and skills for the 
workplace but the soft skills as well for young people.  A lot of our members 
tell us time and again that the problem is not just the skills and knowledge, 
it’s employability.  Making the link between the skills you learn on site in 
placement, in FE college or HE college or school and making a connection 
between that and what you can deliver on the ground. 

(National Level Interviewee - Private Sector) 
 

Indeed, appropriate skills are not only an aide to industry but often can be the draw 

for industry in communities if creative approaches are supported. Modern 

economic geographical thought has developed somewhat from Alfred Weber's 

industry location model (Aoyama et al, 2012:77) however '[L]abour is viewed to be 

vitally important, not just in terms of wages and quantity, but in terms of skills and 

quality. Some argue that today, businesses increasingly follow workers, and 

particularly so in those industries seeking high-skilled workers of the industrialized 

world' (Aoyama et al, 2012:82 emphasis added). An example in Ceredigion was that 

the successful clothing firm Huit drew on Cardigan's pool of unemployed denim 

workers when it established a factory making high-end jeans in the town (Wales 

Online, 2014ii). This not only demonstrates the necessity for skills to attract 

investment but also for the need for imaginative solutions to tackle unemployment, 

geographical isolation and economic hardship. This example is of a skilled 

workforce and of course not all industries demand such specialism. However, skills 

are an important asset when encouraging investment in an area although of course 

skills can be lumped into 'skilled' and 'semi/un-skilled' categories. This Massey 

concludes, in her analysis of the electronics industry in Britain (which South Wales 

played a major role), creates problematic rigidly structured hierarchical social 

systems of production (Massey, 1995:135). 
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Many practitioners saw at first hand also the destructiveness of a certain mode of 

economic development that seems to appear ever more outdated yet is a model oft-

seen. That of out of town industrial parks being established and multinational 

stores being encouraged into an area. The local or micro scale bears the brunt for 

that which the macro and meso scales see as development or investment. Whilst 

bringing jobs to a town large out of town industrial sites or multinationals often 

create an illusion of generating wealth and bringing investment when the realty is 

less low-paid unskilled work than an equivalent independent shop would generate 

and local wealth being syphoned out of the area (Simms, 2007): 

Interviewer Do you think, I- I mean I know some, a lot of young people I’ve talked 
to have mentioned the development out, just slightly out of town… 

Respondent Yeah. 

Interviewer I mean, do you think that helps? Because obviously on paper it 
means big investment in the town, but do you think it’s…t- 

Respondent D- it doesn’t help, whatsoever, because if those big investors outside 
the town are multinationals- 

Interviewer Mmm. 

Respondent The money is…s…the money, if you look at the money that has been 
created in the town, it’s been spent in the out of town place- 

Interviewer Yeah. 

Respondent Which is going straight out of town. Um, I- it frustrates me when the 
council’s, when the, all these plans are going through the council, 
they are saying it’s going to create two hundred jobs. It’s going to 
pay, it’s going to create two hundred very low paid jobs. 

Interviewer Mmm hmm. 

Respondent Erm, you know, barely able to live on the wages, erm, sort of jobs. I 
would much rather see an investment in the town centre for 
entrepreneurs where money remains in the town, or, you know, 
people are able to earn money and employ er, locally and spend 
locally. 

Interviewer Mmm. 

Respondent Whereas that money is getting spent and is- 

Interviewer Straight off. 
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Respondent …exported out of the community, which I think it’s a very queer 
business plan er, for the town and I'd encourage you to er walk 
around town. 

 (Community Worker - Merthyr) 
 

Despite the many barriers uncovered and negatives explored in the research the 

possibilities for what can be achieved in terms of helping young people to at least 

access employment opportunities were outlined in an example given by a national 

level interviewee: 

To give an example of numerous factors having to work together to produce 
a positive result the Amazon Warehouse in Swansea when it’s opened there 
is a community clause within the contract for Welsh government trying to 
attract business to the area that they would employ X percentage of their 
staff from a certain age group which would be what we class as young 
people, 16 to 24 or 19 to 24 I don’t know.  And part of that agreement was 
that Amazon would provide transport, so young people were coming in from 
fairly wide afield of Swansea to work in Amazon.  Now when that clause 
expired and transport was pulled you then had dozens of unemployed young 
people who couldn’t get to their place of work so therefore became 
unemployed.  So as I say it’s not as straightforward as business coming into 
the area, it’s not as straightforward as education making the offer more 
attractive, there are lots of other things that have to come into play.  And 
frequently in my work in local government you speak to other directorates, 
like the environmental, like transport, they might say well children and 
young people isn’t within my remit, well it very much is.  The example I've 
just given is a classic example there, if the transport sector in the public 
sector for example stepped in in some way then those young people might 
still be employed.  

(National Level Interviewee - Local Government) 
 

 

As is outlined by the interviewee above, often it is problems of accessing 

opportunities that are the problem for young people. Even where schemes do exist 

to support such costs they are often a short-term fix like above or fraught with other 

difficulties as another interviewee explained: 

The Prince’s Trust and Fairbridge do a lot of work which is really realistic in 
terms of getting young people to achieve things.  Sometimes the programs 
we have or put in place in order for young people to achieve are full of 
barriers for them.  For example, youth apprenticeships where first of all you 
have to find your own work placement to take you on to the apprenticeship 
because it seems impossible unless you can locate your own, which means 
you need to know somebody who knows somebody.  Then you get paid in 
arrears so you have to be able to get to a training centre for about two weeks 
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before they let you out into the world, so there’s the expense related to that.  
You can claim your travel expenses but retrogressively, so if you haven’t got 
somebody who can give you your bus money every day and wait to claim it 
back afterwards, that’s a barrier as well. And ridiculous things like you have 
to fax your travel expenses by a particular time on a particular day in order 
to get them, all of which is framed around things that would be reasonable 
for somebody with financial support and a parent who could run them 
around in a car.  But they’re not reasonable for children and young people 
coming from low income households. 

(National Level Interviewee - Policy) 
 

In 2014 the WG (2014iii) highlighted the food industry as one field of targeted 

economic growth and cites education and training as key to its proposal to increase 

a 30% growth in sales in the food and farming sector. It suggested a lack of 

understanding of the possible career routes in this field hamper recruitment and 

result in 45% of businesses in the food sector reporting a skills gap in science, 

technology and engineering when recruiting (WG, 2014iii:13 citing the Welsh Food 

and Drink Skills Project website). This situation is compounded by a lack of training 

in post - especially at the SME end of the spectrum - with only one quarter having a 

personal development programme in place for employees as opposed to companies 

with larger workforces (50 employees or more) where a majority of companies 

have a programme (WG, 2014iii:14 citing the Welsh Food and Drink Producer 

Survey 2013).  

 

The challenges for smaller companies in any sector are clear with a lack of 

resources, both financial and capacity, impacting upon the ability to guide 

employees through such schemes. However, interesting grass-roots projects can be 

found to be addressing such concerns around the question of careers whilst also 

adding community benefits, nurturing links between schools and potential 

employers and allowing schools to fulfil curriculum requirements in imaginative 

and engaging ways. Primary schools especially seem to be great exponents of such 

working. Two such examples are offered here:  

i. Ysgol San Sior in Llandudno produce free range eggs and have turned 
down approaches by both Tesco and Londis to continue to successfully 
market and sell their own produce and where 'Head teacher Ian Keith 
Jones said pupils will get a great insight into how a successful business 
operates' (BBC, 2014i).  
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ii. Ysgol-y-Dderi in Llangybi have a community organic garden on site and 
integrated into the daily life of the school. One interesting recent 
development is where herbs grown are used to produce items for sale in 
the local health food shop, again this allows primary age pupils to get 
involved in growing and production as well as marketing and selling.  

 

Both of these examples though - as with any across Wales - rely upon motivated 

individuals with the time above and beyond their already pressing duties to commit 

to such schemes. However they are offering exactly the kind of soft skills and 

entrepreneurial education and engagement for their pupils so needed. They also 

are playing a small but vital role in those local networks that help a community 

thrive. 

5.4 Conclusion 

The importance of acknowledging the characteristics of each place is critical and 

indeed 'one size does not fit everywhere' (Whitfield, 2011). The data collected 

suggested to me that this was felt very strongly at practitioner level with 

disappointment at repeated interference from the national scale combined with 

relatively little financial assistance or indeed praise. There was frustration around 

the reclassification of Communities First in Ceredigion and a real sense that the 

national measures used to determine 'need' were heavily weighted in favour of 

urban areas. Whilst no-one expressed a desire to remain in need of assistance it was 

felt that it wasn't an improvement in situation that had led to the loss of 

Communities First status but rather an arbitrary shift in classification. 

 

As the example of secondary provision in Ceredigion and both 6th form provision 

in Merthyr and then Merthyr College shows policy decisions taken at both national 

and regional levels often have their harshest effects at the local or micro scale. With 

the closure of many sixth forms in Merthyr and their ‘rationalisation’ into Merthyr 

College the likelihood that young people will be less-inclined or empowered to 

choose academic pathways increase. Foskett et al’s research on the influence of 

school in post-16 decision-making found that an academic route was less likely if a 

school didn’t have a sixth form (Foskett et al, 2008:37). The flip side of this is that 

schools with no sixth form also had what pupils thought of as the most impartial 
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careers advice and also pupils with better understanding of other routes such as 

apprenticeships (Foskett et al, 2008:45). 

 

For many teenagers let alone disengaged young people the increased travel would 

be difficult or considered a barrier to access. When combined with transport cuts 

as seen across Wales then pupils and students living in both rural and post-

industrial communities suffer disadvantage. As Schoon (2001) concluded following 

her 17-year longitudinal study of teenagers aspiring to become scientists, health 

professionals and engineers:  

...the question why so few individuals realise their occupational aspirations 
cannot be answered by looking at personal traits only, but depends as much 
on the social realities that constrain fields of accomplishment at different 
stages of the life course. If there are not enough jobs, or opportunities, or 
social recognition to develop a domain related role, potential interest will be 
insufficient to create viable careers.  

(Schoon, 2001:131 emphasis added) 
 

This, unfortunately for many of the young people in what I have termed 'peripheral' 

communities48 is the reality they contend with every day. 'Education' is promoted 

as the route out of poverty, but: i. Many young people cannot access relevant 

education to match their own aspirations readily (sometimes accessing any 

education at all is an ordeal), and; ii. These educational routes offer in many cases 

merely an enforced 'way out' (Corbett, 2007) of their communities thus not only 

detaching the young person from their friends, family and home but also stripping 

the community of a proportion of their academically gifted young people. 

   

As well as practical delivery on the ground sometimes policy decisions can set back 

good work that has been done to achieve significant, wider cultural shifts. The 

cultural isolation of some communities and young people in Merthyr is explored 

further in the next two chapters however the barriers it can cause need to be 

mentioned in relation to national policy impacting upon the decisions of individuals 

facing particular cultural barriers: 

When I first came here twenty years ago, I think it was very much to do with 
the culture because I picked up an A-level class which only had three girls in 

 
48 Those who for economic, geographic, social, cultural and even historic reasons 
are disadvantaged and marginalised. 
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it, and when I asked them about UCAS and whether they were going to go to 
university and they had filled the UCAS forms in – can’t go outside the valley. 
I am quite proud of the fact that in the last twenty years that ethos has 
changed, and they do go outside of the valley and in fact I encourage them to 
go as far away as they possibly can. Come back by all means. But I think in 
the last few years that has been erm stopped by the government because of 
the fees. So now, they are encouraged to stay in Wales, because they don’t 
have to pay the nine grand that they have to pay when they go outside into 
England, so it is only the more, erm, well, i- it- it’s on- only the more affluent 
or those parents who realise that it’s really important for them to go beyond 
Wales. 

(Teacher - Merthyr) 
 

To summarise; whether we consider the education or the engagement that young 

people of this age range have access to in their communities it is obvious that both 

have a significant influence on aspirations and options. At one end of the spectrum 

we have examples of young people from state schools aspiring to an elite university 

being hampered by the lack of resource to provide training to even submit an 

application. At the other end we have the lack of funding to engage with NEETs in 

meaningful interventions to help them to fulfil their potential and integrate into 

society. Thus it is fair to say that across Wales young people from a range of 

backgrounds and in a variety of settings experience obstacles in their lives as a 

direct result of policy decisions that practitioners at the local scale are engaged in a 

daily struggle to try to minimise.  
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6 The Lived Experience of Young People 
in Wales 

or 
The ‘Milltir Sgwâr' 

 

What the map cuts up, the story cuts across...  
(de Certeau quoted by Reynolds, 2007:78) 

 
Kids are like mercury, they need to like flow and go off and do their own thing. 

(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 
 

I’m a part of Merthyr. Well I’m not a part of Merthyr,  
Merthyr’s a part of me. I’m a Merthyr boy. 

(Focus Group – Merthyr) 

 

As mentioned previously in the thesis the driving force behind the research was to 

engage with young people and let their voice be heard. I also wanted to allow 

practitioners a forum within which to discuss their experiences. As such this section 

contains long excerpts of data. By doing this but also linking their concerns to wider 

policy debates and deeper societal and philosophical concerns it is hoped to achieve 

that which Kraftl et al (2012) champion; useful and theoretical research. 

 

As explored in depth in the Methodologies chapter the focus groups were held in 

two case-study areas each offering different characteristics and consisting of what 

could be considered 'central' and 'peripheral' communities within that space. I also 

engaged with an additional 'non-geographically' founded groups as well with the 

Widening Access Programme.49 As has already been explored, the difficulties in 

differentiating between 'urban' and 'rural' in Wales is well-known and such 

compromises often result in anomalies. However, it is possible to make judgements 

 
49 The 'non-geographically founded groups' refer to focus groups conducted with 
Widening Access Programme attendees. Data had also started to be collected from 
a third case-study area (see Methodologies chapter) and so will be used where 
appropriate to explore points of interest but will offer no more than a different 
perspective on the issues from a different geographical area rather than forming 
the core of a wider exploration of that area itself.  
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on population size and / or density, access to services and economic opportunities 

and transport links when drawing these distinctions and giving some opportunities 

for differing experiences within the same county. ONS classifications for the 

purposes of this study in relation especially to Ceredigion but also in part to 

Merthyr are fluid in many respects. The catchment area for educational institutions 

engaged with in Ceredigion for example cover wide rural areas despite some of the 

institutions themselves being based in relatively large conurbations for 'rural' mid-

Wales and Merthyr's 'central' community is actually closer to the Brecon Beacons 

National Park and further from Cardiff than those sites in the south of the county 

borough seen as 'peripheral'. 

 

In Ceredigion a large busy town was used as the 'central' conurbation - it has a 

University and a relatively large population for mid-Wales and is home to a 

significant housing estate in mid-Wales that along with a neighbouring ward in the 

town suffered from the worst housing in the whole of Wales in the WIMD (despite 

being a measure that discounts student accommodation) in 2011. Up until 2013 

these wards constituted a single Communities First area. 

 

In terms of a 'peripheral' community a smaller rural town was chosen. A second had 

been approached as a more isolated rural market town but the school had been 

unwilling or unable to get involved. The chosen town lies right on Ceredigion's 

border with Carmarthenshire and although 'peripheral' in some senses the fact it 

lies only 18 miles from Carmarthen this is a well-serviced town that also sits at the 

end of the A48 and M4 thus offering relatively easy access to Cardiff. As such as with 

all talk of rural / urban and peripheral / central the issues are more complex than 

may at first appear to be.  

 

Merthyr offered an equally interesting case study and similar challenges. One of the 

most 'peripheral' communities is actually geographically very close to the centre of 

the town yet it is a pariah in both social and cultural terms. Sitting on the top of a hill 

– similar to socio-economically deprived estates across Ceredigion and indeed 

Wales - the Gurnos in Merthyr has a sensitive relationship to the rest of Merthyr 
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compounded by the media and visible in the views of some others in the area 

involved in the research: 

Female They should stop just letting anyone, like, go up to, like, the Gurnos 
and stuff. Like, not just - like, it's only people like, want to live places 
and, like, most of them are just chucked up the Gurnos. Just, like, 
stop doing that. Like, with people who are on, like, drugs and stuff. 

Interviewer Right. So, what, the Gurnos is a bit of a dumping ground for people,  
is it? 

Female Yeah. Some parts of it, yeah. Some parts are just, like, full of drug use. 
(Focus Group - Merthyr) 

 

 

Merthyr, as a post-industrial community, was more noticeably urban than 

Ceredigion as a whole although as previously mentioned, Merthyr sits on the 

doorstep of a national park and Ceredigion has large urban pockets. Thus 

contradictions and complexities abound in the compartmentalisation of the case-

study areas. The lived experiences of the young people are equally complex and so 

I approach this overarching theme via the sub-themes of: careers; the milltir sgwâr 

(encompassing place); mobilities; language and identity, and; citizenship. Under the 

sub-theme of careers I investigate the intersectionality of a lot of the issues in direct 

relation to the career choices as outlined by the young people during the research. 

Intersectionality is 'an approach to research that focuses upon mutually 

constitutive forms of social oppression rather than on single axes of difference. 

Intersectionality is not only about multiple identities but is about relationality, social 

context, power relations, complexity, social justice and inequalities' (Hopkins, 

2017:937 emphasis added). A conclusion draws this main empirical chapter in the 

thesis to a close. 

6.1 Careers 

Before I set about addressing the young people’s lived experiences I will 

contextualise them by outlining their career aspirations. Table 6.1 sets out the 

different groups’ responses. The P / S / O definitions are based upon the JRF study’s 

use of three broad categories grouped together from the SOC Major Groups (ONS, 

2010) with N added for the purposes of this research:  
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P = Managers, professionals and associated professionals  
S = Administrative, skilled trades and personal services 
O = Sales, plant and machinery operatives and elementary occupations 
N = Not known / unsure / undefined / inaudible answer 
 

A similar split from overall respondents between professional and skilled routes, 

59 and 64 respectively, with a similar amount at 61 falling into the ‘none’ category 

is found. Only 13 pictured themselves entering other or non-skilled occupations. As 

is noted in the JRF study where a similar leaning towards professional careers is 

found there are not the proportions of roles available in the economy to allow for 

each individual to achieve their aspirations (Kintrea et al, 2011ii).  

 

A recent study undertaken by the ONS maps the changing aspirations that young 

people 16-21 have across the UK and compares them to types of employment 

undertaken by 22-29 year olds (ONS, 2018).  Aspects of future occupation’s 

importance to 16-21 year olds is also shown (see Figure 6.1). It is noted that not 

only are the aspirations of young people taking time to catch up with the kinds of 

jobs available, with few aspiring to jobs in digital technology for example, but also 

that:  

In 2015 to 2016 the top five jobs that 16 to 21-year-olds wanted to do when 
they were older was unchanged from the top five jobs being sought by the 
same age group in 2010 to 2011. 

However, the actual proportions of 22 to 29-year-olds working in those 
roles in 2017 is much lower. 

(ONS, 2018) 

These unchanged top five jobs are:  

i. Artistic, literary & media (e.g. writer, actor, producer) 
ii. Teaching and Educational 
iii. Health Professionals 9e.g. pharmacist, dentist, vet) 
iv. Protective Services (e.g. police officer and firefighter 
v. Nursing and Midwifery 

(ONS, 2018) 
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Figure 6.1: Percentages of young people who found certain aspects 
important when thinking about future careers (ONS, 2018). 

 

 

6.1.1 Intersectionality 

It would be useful here to spend some time assessing the intersectionality of certain 

factors in relation to the young people’s career aspirations as demonstrated in the 

above table. The factors that will be useful to take into account are: socio-economic 

circumstances of the focus group; formal vs. non-formal setting; age of respondents; 

gender; geographic location of focus group; language, and; national identity. 

Drawing upon the pupil parent questionnaires provided in Estyn reports alongside 

the socio-economic data, geographical context and qualitative data will allow for an 

appraisal of these intersecting elements in relation to their career aspirations.  

 

Before moving on to the ‘positive’ data that shows known destinations it must be 

noted that the sixth form in Ceredigion Educational 3 present something of an 

anomaly having as it does a high number of young people falling into the ‘none’ 

category yet who display quite high educational aspirations. This is because in part 

many chose to answer the question of aspiration in terms of their next step.  A 

number, although categorised as ‘none’, actually had very clear ideas of what (and 

sometimes where) they were going on to study next at university. In other sixth 

form groups there was either a lack of any known direction such as in Ceredigion 

Educational 2 or very low levels of respondents who could be categorised as ‘none’. 

Where an associated career was also discussed (medicine = doctor for example) I 
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would mark them down as having a ‘type’ of career aspiration (professional in this 

case) but where none was expressed then it would be marked as ‘none’. It is 

important to note therefore that amongst the Ceredigion Educational 3 group only 

a couple of respondents genuinely didn’t know; the rest were aiming for degrees 

although their career path was as yet undefined. In stark contrast to the Merthyr 

schools Ceredigion also saw a high proportion of ‘none’ in Ceredigion Educational 

2 with 7 out of 9 and 4 out of 6 in years 10 and 12 respectively falling into the 

category of ‘none’. 

 

The role gender plays in decision-making processes around careers has been 

explored earlier in the thesis. In the data collected a trend would also seem to exist 

of young women being either unsure or unwilling to declare a career aspiration in 

the focus group sessions. Making up over two-thirds of the total respondents who 

were categorised in the ‘none’ column this is a significant majority, especially 

considering both the similar overall numbers yet far closer splits in both 

professional and skilled routes with 24 male to 35 female listing professional 

careers and 37 male to 27 female listing skilled routes. One reason is likely to be 

that which was mentioned previously of far less effective or more ‘gendered’ 

careers advice for young females (Hutchinson et al, 2013). However, another 

possible explanation could be an imbalance within such social situations between 

boys and girls. Given the example in the Methodologies chapter of the young girl in 

Denbighshire Educational who inspired classmates (many female) to ‘come out of 

their shells’ and declare career aspirations following a slow start it could be the case 

that some felt some disempowerment in mixed groups.  

 

Interestingly despite pockets of disadvantage and isolation in the Ceredigion study 

not one young person when discussing career options chose an occupation that 

would have placed them in the ‘other’ category. Merthyr however saw 11 young 

people express an interest in employment areas such as construction, the army or 

retail. Perhaps even more revealing is that of the 11 young people in Merthyr 

expressing a desire to move into unskilled roles all were made during focus groups 

in the youth club settings. Also, that socio-economic circumstances within Merthyr 

seemed to have little effect on this split. I say this as the youth club situated in the 
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least socio-economically deprived area saw 3 of the 12 overall focus group 

participants in that setting say they would like to move into ‘other’ roles. This area, 

(where Merthyr Youth Club 3 is sited) whilst having relatively disadvantaged areas 

when compared to the rest of Wales in the WIMD, still sits a few hundred places 

above most areas serviced by Merthyr Youth Club 1 and Merthyr Youth Club 2. The 

community surrounding Merthyr Youth Club 3 was seen as being isolated by the 

focus group and practitioner participants which in terms of the already relatively 

isolated communities of the Valleys is worthy of note and may be a factor in such 

aspirations of the young people. Geographically it was the most peripheral focus 

group visited in relation to Merthyr town. The lack of ‘other’ roles being mentioned 

in Ceredigion may be related to the much higher levels of educational attainment 

across the county. The presence of two universities in Ceredigion may also 

influence the outlook on what is achievable as opposed to Merthyr which has the 

FE college only. Merthyr College does however run foundation degrees offered in 

partnership with the University Heads of the Valleys Institute (UHOVI) as a part of 

the University of South Wales. The UHOVI’s offices are based in Merthyr and they’re 

backed by WAG. 

 

Aspiration remains high in Merthyr Youth Club 1 and Merthyr Educational 4 despite 

them both largely servicing a large estate with high levels of deprivation; 36% of 

children were entitled to FSM in 2016 and in the 2014 WIMD LSOA areas of the 

estate were ranked 32nd, 61st and 121st of 1909. Of the combined 31 young people 

from the two groups met with at Merthyr Youth Club 1 and the year 10 at Merthyr 

Educational 4, 9 aspired to professional roles and 6 to skilled roles. Of the 21 young 

people engaged with in Ceredigion through the Ceredigion Youth Club and years 10 

and 12 at Ceredigion Educational 2 only 4 aspired to professional careers and 4 to 

skilled routes despite this area being significantly less socio-economically deprived 

than Merthyr. Therefore, aspirations in Merthyr appear to be higher than in the 

peripheral town in Ceredigion despite more deprivation. That this town in 

Ceredigion is geographically more isolated and rural however may have played a 

part. Certainly, the view of many of the young people from more rural areas was to 

move away unless they saw possible routes within familial occupations and in 

trades etc. A good example of this is found in the Widening Access Programme. They 
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were a group made up from young people from across Wales’ rural, post-industrial 

and city communities they had well-advanced aspirations in terms of careers; 10 of 

the 21 respondents aspired to professional routes, 7 to skilled routes and 4 were 

categorised as ‘none’. Those from rural areas especially talked of the need to move 

and the lack of opportunity: 

Female I think society now, like you have to work step by step to get to 
where, you have to get qualifications to get where you need to get, 
to be the finer job, sort of thing. Like even this job that I do now, 
it's [40:35]. I’m at University [siren in background 40:41] so it is 
getting to each step to get to, and I don’t know, I think there’s some 
flaws in that cos some people left behind along the way. 

Interviewer Yeah. Okay. 

Female I mean there are loads of shops around me. I have literally asked 
in every single one of them and the only one that would take me, 
need someone who was 18, I have literally just turned 17. 

Interviewer Right, do you urm, does it affect, sorry? 

Female You need to know people now like [cross talk 41:10]. 

Interviewer Connections help. Okay, okay. 

Female Yeah. 

[Cross talk 41.20] 

Interviewer Okay. Okay., So does that mean, you, you, you assume you will have 
to move away from where you live now to get work in the future? 

Multiple Yeah. 

Interviewer Hands up who thinks they have got to move away to get work, in 
the future?  

Female I don’t want to stay where I am. 

Interviewer Oh, my god, 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14 out of us, do you think I mean I did 
it, I moved away for a bit went to Uni didn't like it, did something 
else, moved back, erm, to where I sort of grew up. I moved here 
since I was about 5 or 6. Erm do you think you might go back to 
where you have come from, yes, so you would return? 

Male Not where I grew up, but like, maybe to England. 

Interviewer Yeah, okay. 
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Female I think a lot of people see like education and qualification as a way 
get out of where they live. 

(Focus Group – Widening Access Programme) 
 

 

Of the sixth forms it should be noted that Merthyr Educational 1’s year 13 had 12 of 

14 pupils wishing to move into professional careers. This is very high and given the 

often academic basis for a professional career is as Foskett et al (2008) suggest 

should be in part in thanks to both there being a sixth form and also strong 

leadership in the school. Much as Hill (2013) recommended that strong leadership 

needs to be nurtured so too do we see it having an impact upon decisions made by 

young people. However, Merthyr Educational 1 in 2014 (Estyn, 2014iv) only 

achieved an adequate status for leadership. The report praised the clear strategies 

and improvements made by the leadership and to all intents and purposes read 

much like a ‘good’ report may in other schools. Parents would seem to agree that 

the school is run well also with 40% strongly agreeing and 49% agreeing to this 

statement. Only 5% disagreed and 2% strongly disagreed. It is a shame that the 

report seemed to undermine or misrepresent the obvious good strides made by the 

school and also the high aspirations amongst the pupils. Over three-quarters of 

pupils in sixth form when responding to the statement ‘I was given good advice 

when choosing my courses in sixth form’ either strongly agreed or agreed. 

 

Pupils in this school, and across Merthyr, started to feel the effects of the imposition 

of the college during the research with sixth forms closing. However, despite the 

many fears it caused amongst the young people and practitioners of Merthyr the 

Estyn report in 2016 despite an overall grade of only adequate did have a couple of 

noteworthy points. Not only was the leadership classed as good and partnership 

working excellent in the main findings but learner satisfaction (for all students 

including part-time) was shown to be high; 45% strongly agreed and 52% agreed 

with the statement ‘I would recommend the learning provider to other people’ 

(Estyn, 2016i).  
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As discussed earlier Ceredigion had 55.5% of population over the age of three 

saying they could speak Welsh in 2013 and Merthyr had just 8.9% in 2012. The 

national averages at these times according to the Estyn reports were 25.8% and 

19% respectively. The WG estimates show different figures for those who can speak 

Welsh over the age of three to those used in the Estyn reports. These are 26.2% 

(year ending) 2012 and 27% (year ending) 2013. The WG figures or Merthyr in 

2012 and 2013 were 20.2% and 22.4% respectively. For Ceredigion they were 52% 

and 53.7% respectively. Despite the large inconsistency in the official figures it is 

clear according to the WG that around a quarter of all people in Wales speak Welsh, 

a fifth in Merthyr speak Welsh and over a half speak Welsh in Ceredigion (WG, 

2019). 

  

Of those young people who discussed Welsh as being important the vast majority 

in Merthyr understood its career value only in certain roles in local government, the 

WG and education. Most felt pride in it or at least saw its cultural value despite 

issues around possible employment barriers for those who could not speak it. This 

is explained perhaps by a much lower percentage of young people speaking Welsh 

or having access to it at home in this area. Interestingly this was also the area where 

I experienced most young people using it in short blasts during the data collection. 

In Ceredigion it was seen, especially in the predominantly Welsh-speaking rural 

case-study town, as far more central to everyday life and to the opportunities for 

employment. In one discussion the participants even referenced the valleys as 

having a different experience. This excerpt also highlights a feeling that whilst 

beneficial for jobs in Wales it’s perceived to impact negatively upon applications for 

university: 

Female I think it’s better in like this area, like you get more jobs...  

Female Yeah. 

Female ...and opportunities if you can speak Welsh [cough 16:49] than there is 
like in the valleys or something like that; it’s not very beneficial. 

Interviewer Yeah. Well flip it on its head, I suppose, in an area like this where you 
have [cough] so many Welsh speakers, is speaking English beneficial? 
To flip it on its head, because you always think of Welsh as uh... 
because everyone speaks a bit of English.  
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Female Yeah. 

Interviewer But not everyone speaks a bit of Welsh, so... 

Female I think doing exams and that in Welsh and learning everything in Welsh, 
when you go on to do proper work and everything’s in English [cross 
talk 17:18].  

Female Yeah, yeah. 

Interviewer Right. Okay. So how many? Do you all do all your exams in Welsh? 

Multiple Yeah. 

Interviewer Yeah? 

Male Like not all of them. 

Female [17:25]. 

Male  Every... 

Female But for like people who want to go and do medicine, they have, if they 
do the A-levels in Welsh, it’s, the unis don’t really like that because they 
study medicine in English. 

Interviewer Oh, right. 

Female So they, they’d rather you did it in, in English, so... 

(Focus Group – Ceredigion) 

 

Likewise the younger school group in Ceredigion's rural town saw Welsh as being 

a strong identity and also useful if staying in the area – although they defined this 

very much as their immediate surroundings: 

Interviewer […] Welsh is very strong in rural Wales... Do you think that, that matters 
when it comes to work as well? Do you think it has an impact on getting 
jobs? 

Male Depends where you work. 

Interviewer Yeah. Do you... 

Male If you work in Carmarthen, more people, there’s more English there, but 
if you work around here there’s more Welsh. 

Interviewer So it helps to have Welsh when... 

Male Yeah. 

Interviewer ...you’re working here. Okay. Do you all speak Welsh fluently, or. 
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Multiple  Yeah, yeah. 

Interviewer And do you all feel confident when using it. 

Female Yeah. 

Male Yeah. 

Interviewer And do you, would you all say you feel like Welsh identity as well, or a 
bit more British, or bit mixed, or...? 

Multiple  Welsh, Welsh. 

Interviewer Welsh. You’re allowed to say you’re not, if some of you...no, so very 
strongly Welsh, you all speak Welsh language. Does that make you feel 
quite at home here, and relaxed...? 

Female Yeah. 

Male Yeah I am. 

(Focus Group – Ceredigion) 
 

 

The sentiment expressed in the above focus groups was seen across the board. 

Welsh was seen by different groups as useful for certain routes and or careers but 

either a hindrance or at least not necessary for some. Perhaps the benefits of 

bilingualism weren’t well-enough expressed in school and community settings. 

However, the general attitude towards being a somewhat (and improving) bilingual 

nation was positive. 

 

Associated with the language was that identities revolved around Wales generally 

in a positive way yet many saw the need to travel for work. Whereas a couple 

expressed the desire to move away for good the general sense was of wanting to be 

in Wales in the future even if study and or work meant a move initially. 

6.2 The Milltir Sgwâr 

The 'milltir sgwâr' of the young people in the research was one viewed with both 

love and contempt. It encompasses both their sense of place as well as their lived 

experience. I have framed milltir sgwâr in this thesis as being a patchwork of the 

physical places the young people inhabit yet that are imbued with meaning; 

culturally, socially, historically, linguistically. The milltir sgwâr is an embodied 



 204 

experience that speaks to the people of Wales yet that nevertheless does not seek 

to undermine the importance of digital spaces in the range of the young people’s 

experiences. 

 

The young people generally appreciated the sense of community spirit (noted 

especially strongly in Merthyr) and many commented on feelings of safety; 

everyone knows everyone was the general message and this was described as both 

comforting, and stifling. Estyn reports from across the two case-study areas mirror 

this general feeling of safety with none reporting higher than a combined total of 

5% of pupils responding to statement ‘I feel safe in my school’ with either disagree 

or disagree strongly.  

 

Some real tensions with community were revealed however in both counties as 

young people are by their nature experimental, like to push boundaries and are 

sociable. It was often left to youth workers to mediate this tension, thus in many 

ways it is therefore seen as a problem of youth. From experience I would say that 

in many cases (certainly ones I have been involved in over the years as a community 

worker) you often find that it is a tension borne of badly designed community 

spaces or lack of access to ‘things to do’ that can lead to this. The Ceredigion Youth 

Club being situated on a residential street in the centre of town caused issues for 

all, residents and young people alike.  

 

Schools too came under fire with the following conversation happening in the stuffy 

confines of an outside mobile classroom in the Summer relating to issues with the 

physical infrastructure of the school that grew out of a conversation on uniform: 

Moderator […] So uniform is, you think, does it affect you in school then like? 

Female Yeah. 

Moderator Yeah. 

Female It really irritates me sometimes cos like in school uniform you get stupid 
hot and can’t concentrate because you can’t wear... [cross talk 30:53]. 

Female They should just let us like wear what we want, or like give us a choice 
of uniform, or not uniform. 
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Moderator And you talk about super-hot, that room, rooms like that [cross talk 
31:04]. 

Female Some of them you can’t actually breathe in. [Cross talk 31:09]. 

Female My Welsh class... 

Female The Welsh one yesterday... 

Female It was awful. 

Female It was awful. 

Female Welsh is hard. 

Moderato So learning... [cross talk 31:15]. 

Female They’ve got air con. 

Moderator Right, so learning environment, where you actually are...? 

Female Yeah. 

Moderator ....is pretty important. Is, is it a nice, is it a nice school to be in, in and 
around? 

Female No it’s awful. [Laughter and cross talk 31:30]. 

Female If I had a choice I wouldn’t be here... 

Moderator What bugs you, what bugs you so much? 

Female I don’t know, just everything. [Cross talk 31:39]. 

Female It’s like being in prison [cross talk 31:41]. 

Female I used to go to a different school but I moved here. 

Female [Unclear 31:37] about other schools, it’s still terrible. 

(Focus Group – Ceredigion) 
 

A theme that came up regularly in focus groups and interviews and touched upon 

already were the destructive and to some extents inescapable cycles a lot of the 

young people experienced as a matter of course in their lived experience. Just as 

Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson (2011) found of especial note were alcohol and drugs. 

Whilst never engaged with deliberately these themes came out of the young people 

trying to explain the lives they, their friends and relatives live. One discussion in 

particular summarised the quite casual way they are a part of their lives without 

necessarily being engaged in particularly by they, themselves: 
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Female I used to go out with my mates, but now I, I don’t know. 
I chill out more than anything. I still go out sometimes 
but it is just down to the flat [inaudible]. 

Female Do we spend much time outside? 

Female Boys are always drinking and I don’t drink. 

Interviewer What, so some of your mates are drinking all the time. 

Female Most of my mates [inaudible]. 

Interviewer Yeah, and is this drinking? 

Female Yeah, they’re just drinking all day every day. 

Interviewer Yeah. 

Female Because there’s nothing to do.  

Interviewer Yeah. 

Female [inaudible]. 

Female Yeah, like there’s nothing to do, so they’re like, ‘We’ll just drink or 
we’ll do some drugs. 

Female [inaudible], yeah, taking drugs and that. 

(Focus Group - Widening Access Programme) 

 

Low-level drug and alcohol abuse seemed quite widespread in the young people's 

lived experience from the data collected however, it must be remembered that this 

was never broached in schools settings by young people but in youth clubs and 

further education / widening participation settings where they may have felt freer 

to speak. It was also addressed by interviewees: 

[S]ome years back I was running an alternative curricula programme in 
Caerphilly which had some very challenging socioeconomic estates and at 
night then I was working in what would be termed a leafy suburban village 
in the Vale of Glamorgan.  And some of the needs of the young people, to 
phrase that differently then, some of the statements they were trying to 
make, and shout loudly about, i.e. there’d be many substance misuse issues 
going on in both areas because of the nature of the client group I was 
working with…generalising again but because some of the young people in 
Caerphilly couldn’t afford to buy what they wanted they would more often 
than not take, and sometimes take with menace the funding to be able to feed 
their habit.  Whereas in the Vale of Glamorgan the parents of the young 
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people would give them a blue note and say “There you go, off you go” and 
they would use that to purchase what they wanted.  I suppose in both 
respects there’s a message to society in there that again young people are 
there, we should be valuing them, we should be engendering the aspiration 
within them but again at their levels and the pathways that they wish to 
choose, and I think we’re missing a trick with that. 
 

(National Level Interviewee - Local Government) 
 

Far from being immature on such issues the young people encountered in the 

research actually have a strangely nihilistic and open attitude towards addiction.  

Many talked of their experience of drugs and alcohol in familial and community 

settings and saw this as almost inevitable or at least a well-travelled route for many 

they knew. The conversations on this area happened predominantly in less formal 

focus group settings (youth clubs and widening access courses as opposed to 

schools) presumably because the subject matter was considered too 'risky' and 

illegal to broach in the more formal setting of a school.  

 
It became clear during the research process having spent time with a wide range of 

young people in various settings that the vast majority wanted to 'do well'. Many 

framed this however in terms of financial security rather than wealth and most 

talked with more passion about firm social networks being most important 

consideration. Nearly all wanted a job of some description and although many were 

uncertain about why they had chosen their particular career the vast majority had 

family connections to their chosen path. This was important as not only did they 

receive key advice from family members but also it allowed them an easy route to 

work experience. The reverse of this kind of nepotism is that it rubs both ways. It is 

exactly this kind of privileging of family members and friends that often keeps even 

the most gifted young people in Wales from entering 'elite' level universities and 

firms (Gallagher & Padley, 2014; Murphy, 2014). 

 

Two very different encounters during the data-collection highlight good examples 

of the prejudices some young people experience. Echoing Skelton's (2008) 

assumptions around teenage behaviours I too was guilty of this during the research. 
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Talking with one group in Merthyr Tydfil two older boys both said they wanted to 

be footballers - the ensuing conversation is shown below: 

Male I want to be a professional football player. 
Moderator Professional football player. Oh that’s right, yeah, I remember you 

from the first one, [earlier focus group] okay. Because this confused 
me last time, because I asked you whether you had done it before, 
or whether you had trained much, so do you or don’t you. 

Male Yeah, but no. 
Moderator Yeah, but no, so, okay, so we’ll come back to this. I’m just intrigued 

as to how, how this is going to pan out. Okay, so [says name]. 
Male [Says name] I want to be a professional footballer too. 
Moderator Professional footballer as well. [Pause]. Okay, okay. And do you play 

football? 
Male Now and then. 
Moderator Sorry? 
Male Now and then, but I don’t play for a club. 
Moderator Now and then. You don’t play for a club. Okay. Right. 

[Focus Group - Merthyr Tydfil] 
 

The earlier conversation referred to involved the respondent saying that he didn't 

play much football and didn't play for a team, which, at the age of seventeen would 

make it difficult to progress into professional football. It would seem either that: i. 

They have no intention of being footballers but thought it would be amusing to 

challenge the session with an obvious impossibility and see how the conversation 

progressed, or: ii. Genuinely wanted to become footballers but had little notion as 

to what that actually involved. Their tone during the exchange suggests the former. 

In a following focus group 'becoming a footballer' was suggested by a younger girl 

in Ceredigion and a certain apprehension was felt as it was feared this too would 

represent either a challenge to the process - an attempt to disrupt the focus group - 

or as a fantasy.  

 

The ensuing conversation below however demonstrates that this 'aspiration' was 

in fact well in train: 

Female [Says name] and I want to be a footballer. 
Moderator [Repeats name], footballer. Okay that’s fine, I’ve heard that a couple 

of times. Do you play much football at the moment? 
Female Yeah. 
Moderator Yeah. Who do you play for? 
Female Swansea Academy and Wales. 
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Moderator Swansea Academy and Wales? Wow. You’ve got a lot more hope that 
a lot of people I’ve heard saying they want to be footballers. What 
position do you play? 

Female Uh, defender and striker. 
Moderator Defender and a striker, so you’re multi-talented. [Laughter]. Okay, 

fab. 
[Focus Group - Ceredigion] 

 

The discussions around 'being a footballer' highlighted a key problem faced by 

many young people in more remote or disconnected areas such as Ceredigion and 

Merthyr Tydfil, that of 'visibility'. In a revealing conversation about rugby in a 

Merthyr youth club with a young male who claimed to have potential to take his 

rugby skills to a more professional level he said simply that 'you can't get the scouts 

up here' and his tone was resigned to this, as if he had no hope. It transpired his 

team was outside of the recognised networks for this that work on both social 

connections and spatial proximity and / or accepted 'routes' of the feeder clubs. 

Both the girl who played for Swansea and Wales and the boy who declared little 

hope of ever even being scouted to play rugby were met in the 'peripheral' 

communities.  

 

However, the stark difference was that the girl had opportunities to play elsewhere. 

Although living in a small village a few miles from the smaller rural town in the 

study her team had had the opportunity to play in Swansea where a scout had seen 

her. Again, this geographic isolation from opportunity leads to some sense of 

isolation from society - even at a local level. One girl from the same group as the 

footballer explained why she wanted to live somewhere even more remote:  

 

Oh, this is a little town, and with no offence to the elderly, but the people 
around here have put me off being around a lot of people really, because 
there’s talking... You do one wrong thing and the whole town knows about 
it, and you’ve got a bad name then for the rest of your life, if you stay. 

(Focus Group - Ceredigion) 
 

One youth worker in Ceredigion could be said to inhabit the liminal space of youth 

but with one foot firmly in the adult world as a volunteer at a youth club. He had 

attended the youth club as a teen yet his professional role now meant he assessed 

the young as sometimes problematic because of the latent frictions with some older 
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residents. He still however had an affinity with the young people that despite his 

age (late twenties) was strong: 

Respondent There is quite a bit of friction between the young people and the old 
people, um, obviously the young people smoke, and smoking outside 
the Youth Club, and them smoking out there is not on. So it’s trying to 
keep the children in line, to respect the elder generation, because 
you’ve got to earn respect to give respect, and, that was something that 
my Dad always put into my head, ‘you’ve got to earn your respect’, and 
as a youngster, ‘don’t need to do that, I do whatever I want’, ‘you don’t 
know anything like’, and then you grow up, and actually, ‘I need a bit 
of respect to get respect’, so it’s something you’ve got to try, um, not 
teach them, but show them, I can’t think of the word, erm... 

Interviewer Demonstrate it. 
Respondent Yeah, demonstrate to them, because you being kind to them, they’re 

kind back. 
[Youth Worker - Ceredigion] 

 

The young people though are confused by this friction. They attend the youth club 

as '[T]here’s nothing to do, there’s no transport to take you anywhere, the only place 

we’ve got is here, which is only on a Wednesday and Thursday, there’s nothing else 

for our age at all' (Focus Group - Ceredigion). Thus they see the youth club as a hub, 

a positive space to inhabit. Naturally, much as they occupy a social liminal space so 

too does the surrounding space around the youth club become a liminal space or 

parergon between the socially sanctioned activity of the club and its associated 

occupation of place - within the walls of the club - and their other sanctioned places 

- namely home and school. Indeed young people are 'crafting their everyday 

political subjectivities within the liminal status and liminal spaces they occupy in 

society' (Wood, 2012:337). Such conflict raises the spectre of the public / private 

binary mirroring the adult / child binary - and how youth occupy ambiguous 

positions within both (Skelton, 2000:80).  

 

A widely noted issue was both that of the potentially inhibitory influence of friends 

and peers along with a lack of knowledge of different career routes from parents 

and guardians. As has been noted already frequent reasons given for 'ways in' to 

careers were the ability to access said careers through family members or family 

friends. Aside from their clearly defined route (with expertise on hand to advise 

and opportunities to gain experience) a lack of experience from parents and 

guardians around a variety of routes inevitably impacts aspirations. As such it is 
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not surprising that schools are struggling with the task in hand of widening 

horizons. As one teacher explained when discussing a young man who wanted to 

apply to university: 

Respondent Yes, I think it’s a lack of knowledge, you know, I mean, the parents can’t 
help them, that’s the thing. 

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent Erm, we’ve got a erm, er, young lad in year thirteen who has got 

Asperger, and he wants to go away, he wants to go to university, and 
he is struggling and he’s, he’s, you know, he’s got the sense to actually 
come in and ask someone to go through the UCAS form with him, 
because he actually said “My mum and dad didn’t go to university, they 
don’t, they can’t help me”, you know, and I think there’s a lot of that 
out there. 

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent You know, the parents are, they want them to go, you know, they are 

not, they don’t put barriers on them, other than financial barriers, I 
don’t think that’s the that’s the issue, erm, but they just can’t help 
them, they don’t know where to go to look for help or anything like 
that either, so they are very much left to their own devices or what 
school supports, you know, what the school, erm, what school can 
provide for them. 

(Teacher - Merthyr) 
 

A recurring point made by practitioners and confirmed in the many discussions 

with young people was that parents and guardians were felt to be offering either no 

vision and advice - either through lack of engagement in this area or lack of 

knowledge on desired career routes - or limited guidance based upon their own 

experience. Thus young people who wished to pursue a career that was already 

understood and practiced within their close family often found placements and 

opportunities of work as well as had not only a good sense of what these careers 

entailed but also felt confident in pursuing them. Also, culturally the expectation 

may not be anything other than to follow in the family business. This is not an issue 

for young people who want to pursue these paths but it shouldn't be acceptable that 

most are offered nothing else because of the failures of the careers service, the 

limited scope for widening horizons and the realities of the local employment 

market: 

And as I say I generalise but I think there are too many round pegs in square 
holes at the moment, who also perhaps come from backgrounds of 
generations who haven’t worked, or generations who have worked at the 
manufacturing roles which aren’t there any more, particularly in The 
Valleys.  If dad was a plumber and granddad was an electrician well that’s 
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the aspiration that they’re often pushed into that area by their family, if it’s 
good enough for them it’s good enough for you and then again it comes back 
to young people’s choice.  What I'm hearing quite a lot lately again is that 
young people are choosing a learning pathway because their friends have 
gone in that route, without considering perhaps that the local labour market 
won’t suit them when they come out at the end of that pathway because 
there aren’t any jobs available. 

(National Level Interviewee - Local Government) 
 

Such social networks can however assist immensely. One pupil in a year 13 focus 

group had decided to go on to art college following a visit and tour of the facility 

thanks to his parents' friend, an art tutor. Stories such as this were common not 

only in the choices but also the opportunities to pursue them in terms of 

formulating plans and discussing with knowledgeable people. The importance of 

dedicated and knowledgeable individuals can be seen in the following 

conversation: 

Interviewer One of the reasons I wanted to talk to you especially, erm, is, err, 
your history in Penparcau. It would be interesting to go into, sort 
of, err, a socioeconomic situation faced here, but, erm, your 
interest around training and education, especially with young 
people, because over the years, I mean, a couple of projects spring 
to mind that you were very heavily involved with. Do you mind 
just going into a bit of detail about you- 

Respondent No, because I think that’s really important to your- it’s- it’s- in 
terms of regeneration, in terms of making, you know, lives better, 
in terms of raising the quality of life or standard of living, you 
know, education and training is huge, and that’s born out of, also, 
out of the Welsh government. The Welsh government now, their 
priorities are, kind of, housing and training and jobs, you know, 
and no matter what field you’re in, these are the kind of priorities. 
And, you know, that’s the way out of poverty, you know, it’s got to 
be. Erm, you know, one of the projects I was, I was involved with, 
Ceredigion Training, erm, where, you know, Communities First 
time, we were looking at things. And I was, I was sceptical of, erm- 
they had- what were they called? Jobs growth, or something.  

Interviewer The jobs growth programme, yeah.  
Respondent And, erm, we were thinking, ‘Right, we can get young people in 

with Ceredigion Training, they can get the placements,’ and I was 
dubious, ‘Well hang on a minute. You’re talking about 25 
companies, firms, jobs, what, in Ceredigion? [Laughs]. But they 
had the people on the books, the firms, the companies and they 
were confident and they did- they did place people. Erm, which 
made a difference, you know? So whereas maybe we think we’re, 
kind of, rural and nobody does anything out here, there are ways 



 213 

of getting young people into training and into jobs, into tasters 
and, you know, so forth.  

Interviewer How do you think that partnership- because obviously that was, 
like, a partnership between third sector, sort of, statutory body 
and HCT. So how did you think it went in terms of delivery? 

Respondent Well, I think it worked well. Again, right, one of the key things was 
a key person, erm, and, [NAME] was the key here, because he- he- 
he was appointed as the, kind of, coordinator. You had the 
commitment from, as you say, the third sector, voluntary sector, 
statutory, and we identified the NEETS, as they call them, the not 
in education, employment or training. And, erm, you know, you 
needed this, kind of, lynchpin now to work with these young 
people, and follow them up in their placements. It’s no good 
whatsoever just dumping somebody in a company and saying, 
‘Right, we’ll be back in eight weeks,’ and hope everything goes 
okay. You know, and [NAME] was like a mentor, err, really, for 
those young people. And, you know, he did an enormous amount 
of work. I think that’s why it worked, basically, you know, [NAME], 
you know.  

Interviewer So important people at the right- 
Respondent Yeah, it does show the importance of, kind of, key people 

committed. 
(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 

 

A number of young people made career choices based upon the experience of 

parents / guardians and family. Exchanges such as the below were common across 

a range of professions and trades: 

Female Um, after I finish next year I want to go and do Accounting. 

Moderator Accounting, alright, okay. 

Female Yeah, but I don’t know where yet. 

Moderator Okay, but are you good with numbers? 

Female Sort of. [Laughter]. 

Moderator Well that’s a good start, excellent. Do you know much, I’m sort of interested 
in where, where you get the ideas for what you’d like to do from? Have you 
any experience of anyone in your family accountants, or...? 

Female Well, most of my family are accountants like, so… 

Moderator …so, you understand from them what it’s about? 

Female Yeah, what to do, yeah. 

(Focus Group – Merthyr) 
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Aspiration, as mentioned earlier in the thesis, has a semantic beauty as it also means 

to breathe. I found during the process that young people were in many ways not 

able to 'breathe'. They were hounded from their social sites in their community, 

pushed to achieve ever better results in school, restricted in how and when they 

travelled, made to wear uniform, expected to be responsible citizens yet given few 

of the attendant rights, needing to take on work to support their study, and 

generally treated as inferior in many regards, as 'denizens' (Standing, 2014) or 

indeed subservient to 'adult' identities (Holloway & Valentine, 2000:5). Their place 

as society's 'Other' - or indeed generational parergon - appears to be cemented. 

However, the conclusion I must draw from the discussions with practitioners (and 

even policy-makers, even if their actions have unintended consequences that are 

little thought through) was that - to paraphrase Holloway & Valentine (2000) - 

young people are loved. The practitioners talked of their kindness, their 

enthusiasm, their spirit. Even when meeting young people in the most deprived 

area of Merthyr, and even with their tales of familial drug abuse and unemployment, 

they had a certain joie de vivre that was positively life-affirming.  

 

That the 'lived experience' of young people is important in their aspiration 

formation is without doubt, what is more questionable is how effective measures 

that seek to raise attainment can be in an ever-increasingly un-level playing field. I 

suggest that policy that seeks to address poverty and inequality must consider the 

economic well-being of communities in addition to the educational attainment of 

individuals. Stronger links need to be made at a local level between educational 

institutions and the industries and employers that offer young people who wish to 

the opportunity to stay in the area.  measures such as WIMD will remain relatively 

unchanging - even if attainment levels in an area improve - because the ultimate 

result for an individual of improved grades is often to access HE and leave their 

community (Corbett, 2007).  

6.3 Mobilities 

The everyday mobilities experienced by the young people as they try to access 

education, social space, services and opportunities (Jones et al, 2012) are key in 

discussions around aspiration. A noticeable issue for young people from across 
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Wales was the patchiness of public transport. One participant from the Widening 

Access Programme explained in more detail his experience: 

Male Where I’m from, like when I was a kid, I, I used to spend all of my 
time on the X-Box or the PlayStation or something like, that there 
was nothing to do, none of my friends lived near me and the 
nearest sort of place to where my friends lived now was still five 
minutes away driving, which would be like… 

Interviewer Yeah, but if you haven't got a car, you're always… where are you 
from sorry? 

Male [PLACE-NAME] it's like just on border between Carmarthenshire 
and Pembrokeshire. 

Interviewer Okay. 
Male But it's on like one main road. I think the nearest sort of town is 

Narberth which is quarter of an hour drive away [inaudible 
31:20]. 

Interviewer Sure. 
Male It's not a town. 

(Focus Group - Widening Access Programme) 
 

This difficulty around everyday mobilities is expressed bluntly by a Community 

Worker from Ceredigion who also used it to explain the oft-seen life mobilities that 

see young people move away from areas in search of access to higher education, 

opportunities and work: 

Interviewer Do you – I mean you mentioned rurality earlier, does that impact 
on life choices do you think for young people? 

Respondent Absolutely, I mean again, speaking as a person that has worked in 
youth services for a long time, both as a volunteer and as a paid 
person, but also as a father, erm I I I’ve seen a lot of young people 
erm, grow up, get to a certain age and get away from the area. 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent I also see them returning as well. 
Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent So er, erm, er, you know, i- i- i- ah…you can be three miles inland 

here and if you haven’t got transport your stuffed basically. Er, it’s 
difficult for young people to erm, get the varied opportunities that 
they need. 

(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 
 

As discussed in Chapter 4 accessing provision can be awkward for young people in 

both rural and urban settings. Those young people in Merthyr dealing with the 

restructuring expressed many concerns about access - the following conversation 

is quite representative of the kinds of exchanges on this subject: 
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Moderator [...] There’s a Merthyr college isn’t there – you mentioned it earlier. 
How many of you think you will go there? 

Male Yeah, we have to. 
Moderator Oh, you have to? Oh, I see. So this school goes until year five? So 

explain why you have to? 
Male It’s compulsory. 
Female So after you leave you usually have sixth form. 
Female You can either like get an apprenticeship or go to college. 
Male Go to sixth form college. 
Moderator Okay, right. So you’ll all be going there? Where is the college? 
Male Next to the Fire Station. 
Moderator Next to the Fire Station. So will that be easier or harder to get to than 

school? 
Male Harder. 

(Focus Group - Merthyr) 
 

Even before the college was opened some communities in Merthyr faced difficulties 

because of their geographic position. Merthyr Educational 1 for example has an 

awkward catchment area that means pupils form Bedlinog are approximately 9 

miles away by road even though they are only a couple of miles distant in a 

Euclidean sense: 

Respondent Yeah, we are awkward in the sense that w—w- we take from you 
know, from here from the Hoover roundabout basically, all the way 
down to Quaker’s Yard to the Abercynon roundabout, so they are, and 
you know, if you travel the old road down then there are spots of 
communities, you have got them bits in between, you know, off them, 
of nothing, and then another community, and then, and then we have 
got Bedlinog which is over the top of the hill, over the top of the 
mountain, so they have got to go all the way down to Treharris to 
come all the way back up again. 

Interviewer Oh right yes. 
Respondent Because they can’t go over the mountain, yet they are in our 

catchment area, so they are completely isolated. Erm, so yes I think 
there are pockets, just pockets of you know, and even, erm, even I 
think our children, even if they live in Troedyrhiw they see 
themselves as different from the Merthyr kids.  

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent Merthyr children are different. 
Interviewer I picked up- 
Respondent They are not Merthyr children, they are Troedyrhiw children 

or they are whatever, they don’t consider themselves to be the 
same as Cyfarthfa pupils, and then Pen y Dre again is on the 
Gurnos where they have got a community in itself, because 
no-one, unless you live on the Gurnos you don’t go to Pen y 
Dre. 

(Teacher - Merthyr) 



 217 

A much vaunted 'solution' to issues associated with mobilities has been the internet, 

presented as a panacea for isolated individuals and communities it actually in many 

ways exaggerates socio-economic divisions as the internet is an expense many 

families cannot justify at home and so access becomes problematic and reliant upon 

institutions such as schools. Thus an already underprivileged section of society 

become even more disadvantaged by that thing that was supposed to offer them a 

level playing field - an ontologically flat world.  

 

However, it became apparent during the research that young people across Wales 

are hugely reliant on public transport and / or relatives to access educational and 

employment opportunities. At the time of the research in Wales 'a third of councils 

are charging students over the age of 16 for transport [with] another eight [...] 

considering charging' (BBC, 2014iii). 

 

In an attempt to address this pressing issue the WG were set to launch a scheme in 

September 2015 that offered a third off travel for eligible 16-18 year olds under the 

'My Travel Pass' scheme (WG, 2015iii). However, this still stopped well short of the 

approach in London where free travel has been available for young people in full-

time education or a work-based learning scheme up to the age of 19 since 2010 (the 

scheme started in 2005 for under 16's). Jones et al (2012) studied the effects of such 

a policy and whilst they found some concern as to the effect on health (due to the 

overuse of free bus transport in place of walking for a couple of stops) they also 

found that it facilitated young people's engagement in society and socially, with one 

young person saying: 'I take the bus every day ... {for} going to school, going to 

dancing, going to see my friends, maybe going to church... because it's free ... I can 

go different places, so anywhere I want to go' (Jones et al, 2012:609).  

 

Fascinatingly in 2017 Wales initiated free weekend travel on the long-distance bus 

routes (TrawsCymru, no date). Although this should be considered a positive move 

I am concerned that the far more pressing issue of transport for young people to 

education and / or work is yet to be tackled at a national level. Place and mobility 

have real-world impacts upon subjects and choices. One girl wanted to study 
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psychology but wasn’t able to in school so took science as the best next option to 

help towards her goal: 

Female Erm, Psychologist. 

Moderator Psychologist, okay. Same questions as everyone else’s. Is that something 
that is in the family or you’re interested in or...? 

Female Just interested in. 

Moderator Do you get a chance to study Psychology in school?  

Female I think there’s a course in college but not here. 

Moderator Okay, so not yet but you will go to …later on? 

Female Yeah. 

Moderator Are you studying Erm…what sort of subjects have you chosen? 

Female Science. 

(Focus Group – Merthyr) 
 

Many young people talked of their desire to work to support themselves even if 

living at home. In direct contrast to the views of some towards the population of 

Merthyr one teacher explained that: 

Y- y- you…it goes back to what we said before, you know. Perhaps you have 
to go into one particular job to end up where you want to get to the other 
side, you know erm, but there is one thing I wo- would say, is e- even though 
i- i- if you look at our Sixth Form I would say ninety-five percent of our 
youngsters in the Sixth Form have a part-time job, so they are not afraid to 
work. I know, and if you look at the bad publicity that Merthyr has had, that 
is er, benefits society, I would say yes, there is a part of benefit society here, 
and that’s…and it’s like a family sort of disease really. It’s a generation 
disease w- within some families. But I think in the main youngsters want to 
work, and its whether local businesses are prepared to engage in the schools, 
b- because I find that local businesses, trying to get local businesses involved 
in in in schools is very difficult. Whereas if I go to BT, British Gas, they can’t 
do enough for us. 

(Teacher - Merthyr) 

 

Young people in Merthyr Educational 3 were well aware of the difficulties in getting 

work - and some even supported the notion of travelling to get work - however the 

stark realities of such pressures were quickly revealed: 



 219 

Female Yeah, a job doesn’t work around you, you’ve got to go out there and 
get it, so if you have to travel to Cardiff, then you have to travel to 
Cardiff. 

Female Right. I think the problem is on a bigger whole, it’s not just oh you 
have to go out your CV, you’ve got to have something to put on your 
CV, this is where education comes into it. So you can’t just say, ‘well 
you’re on the dole, right go and get your CV out’, it’s not, nobody’s 
going to look at your twice. I’ve got a lot of qualifications and it’s taken 
me three years to get a part-time job. You know, and I’m not the 
typical, sort of, I was on, I was on the dole because I was really ill, so, 
it just goes to show that just because you’ve been on the dole, or just 
because you haven’t been in work for a long time, doesn’t mean to say 
that you are that stereotype. You know, like I said, I’ve got a lot of 
qualifications, but I can’t get, [quiet agreement] I can’t get work. 
What’s to say, you know, you can go and hand it out, you know. 

Moderator What’s everyone else’s experience of trying to find work? I mean… 
Male It’s alright. 
Male It’s a bit hard to find a job here it is. 
Male Very hard. 
Male There’s hardly any jobs here in Merthyr, just the, you know. 
Female No. 
Moderator Okay. Anyone else, I mean, some of you studying, are you all studying 

full-time? Full-time? Part-time? 
Male Full-time. 
Male Full-time yeah. 
Moderator Okay. 
Female I couldn’t find a job in Merthyr, so I work in Ystrad, and that’s quite a 

trek just for a Saturday job. 
Moderator Alright, how long does it take to get there? 
Female Um, I’ve got to leave half an hour before, but that’s only if, otherwise 

the public transport you’ve got to swap trains, swap buses... 
Moderator Right. 
Female It takes an hour and half to get there. 
Moderator So you travel to Ystrad 
Female Ystrad Mynach, yeah. 

(Focus Group - Merthyr) 
 

Whilst economic development in both areas offer jobs these tend to be of the low 

skilled, poorly waged, zero contract hour variety, especially for young people with 

limited experience and / or qualifications. Either way the profits are realised and 

used without the area in both senses of the word. What one is left with is an often 

limited number of employers that effectively control the local employment market 

and utilise tools such as zero contract hours to maximise profits. An example of this 

kind of practice is to be found in Merthyr: The employment agency and local meat 

factory were described as being exploitative because of the way they employed 
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young people in ways reminiscent of the worst days of employment practice during 

the Great Depression50 in America: 

Respondent [...] You hear stories where, oh, they don't want to work. Young 
people don't want to work. Believe you me, they definitely want to 
work. When you're up against the meat factory where we've got 
young people signing off the dole, right? 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent They got two kids, they're signing off the dole to go with, erm - wh-

what do you call them? An agency. 
Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent It’s the agency. The only way you get into the meat factory to work 

is through an agency. 
Interviewer Oh is it? Yeah. So you've got no work rights. 
Respondent So you sign up with the agency. You've got to sign off the dole if 

you're on the dole. 
Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent So you go up there. The first week you might have a full week's 

work. 
Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent The next week, they call you in one day. 
Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent They call you in another day. So there's no regular money coming 

in. 
Interviewer No. 

[...] 
Respondent He said 'they don't go in there and they're not flat out. It's because' 

he said 'when the agencies phone up', so say they've got fifty - 
they've got to get loads of meat out so they got - they know they 
need fifty workers. They'll phone up eighty workers and it's the 
first fifty to the gate that they'll employ. 

Interviewer Oh right. 
Respondent So thirty of them are sent back home. So can you imagine being 

phoned up, say, three times a week. You haven't got a car, right? 
Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent So you've got to walk up here, right up to Dowlais stop. By the time 

you get- got up there, you might be- might be fifty-one. 
Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent You're not going to do that all the time because you're going to get 

fed-up of getting up at five o'clock in the morning to walk up there 
to be told 'go back home'. 

(Youth Worker - Merthyr) 
 

As can be seen from the young people’s experiences above mobilities matter. They 

matter because being mobile connects young people with opportunities to study, 

 
50 A wider economic comparison to the Depression was drawn by Paul Krugman 
(2008) in his book The Return of Depression Economics and the Crisis of 2008. 
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work, gain experiences, socialise and contribute to society. Mobilities as a topic is 

so key to young people because they are often reliant upon public transport and 

parents / guardians and as they get older often friends. It matters as a topic when 

discussing young people’s lived experience and aspirations because often it is out 

of their control. Policy decisions around such areas as transport routes or school 

provision impact their lives massively. As was seen in Merthyr this issue does not 

only impact rural communities. Valleys act as an almost impenetrable barrier 

between communities that force long journeys at first down and then back up 

parallel valleys to get from home to a school that is only a couple of miles away as 

the crow flies. 

6.4 Language and Identity 

I combine these two elements as they were throughout the study intertwined in 

young people’s conceptions of themselves and of Wales itself. The Welsh language 

held a contradictory position in the young people’s minds as being both something 

that they were generally proud of yet also being the thing for non-speakers that they 

considered a real barrier in terms of getting certain types of jobs. Many individuals 

in focus groups used snippets of Welsh even though the majority of the 

conversations were held in English. 

Interviewer So you said… thank you.. you said Welsh is useful? Would you sorry. 
Would you two say that Welsh is useful? 

Female  I do, because I will get a job easily. [Originally spoken in Welsh]. 

Interviewer Easily? Where? Where do you think you will get a post? [Originally spoken 
in Welsh]. 

Female Like a school, or a College. [Originally spoken in Welsh]. 

Interviewer Teaching in a school is it? [Originally spoken in Welsh]. 

Female Yes. [Originally spoken in Welsh]. 

Interviewer Teaching in a College as well? [Originally spoken in Welsh]. 

Female And like.... [Originally spoken in Welsh]. 

Female Welsh Assembly. 

Female Like… [Originally spoken in Welsh]. 
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Interviewer You’d like to work in the Welsh Assembly, wouldn’t you? [Originally 
spoken in Welsh]. 

Female Yes. [Originally spoken in Welsh]. 

(Focus Group – Merthyr) 

Despite Merthyr having only 8.9% of people over the age of three say that they can 

speak Welsh as opposed to the national figure in 2012 of 19% (Estyn, 2013iii:1)51 

there was a general consensus that it was a good thing for Wales. Some did also note 

that it was useful in terms of employment and that certain jobs required it. 

Respondents in Ceredigion likewise generally characterised Welsh as a positive and 

given that 55.5% of the population over the age of three reported that they could 

speak Welsh in 2013 compared to 25.8% nationally (Estyn, 2014v:1) it would 

appear to be a central part of the identity in that county. 

 
A much less positive view of Welsh and the complexities it causes was found 

amongst a group of apprentices. It was characterised as both dying and useful in the 

same conversation: 

Moderator Do you feel very, if I said about nationality, what do you feel…? 

Multiple  Welsh. 

Moderator Do you speak Welsh? 

Male Yeah, we all do.  

[Cross talk 29:22]. 

Moderator Do you think it’s useful? What’s your view of the Welsh language? 

Male I think it’s dying I do.  

Moderator It’s what? 

Male I think it’s dying, I think.  

Male Do you? 

 
51 As discussed earlier in the thesis the WG estimates show different figures for 
those who can speak Welsh over the age of three to those used in the Estyn reports. 
These are 26.2% (year ending) 2012 and 27% (year ending) 2013. The WG figures 
or Merthyr in 2012 and 2013 were 20.2% and 22.4% respectively. For Ceredigion 
they were 52% and 53.7% respectively (WG, 2019). 
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Male Yeah. Some people don’t. I don’t mind English but there’s too many of 
them coming in, and the Welsh language is dying, [laughter] yeah. I 
do think it’s [inaudible 29:43] as well. 

Moderator You say you like it...? 

Male [Inaudible 29:49] having a choice whether you want classes in 
English or Welsh [cross talk 29:53] you’d think your average, would 
want to do it, try doing it in Aberystwyth Uni, trying to do in Welsh, 
but they’re not doing it, so the Irish are doing it instead. 

Male I find that you need it in Mechanics because you get a lot of people 
from all round the place... 

Male Japanese as well. [Laughter]. 

Male A lot of people who don’t speak a lot of English coming in. 

Moderator Right. 

Male You need to know a bit, so I call him, and he can talk to them for me 
then. 

Moderator Okay. 

Male [Inaudible 30:21]. 

Male You were talking about Japanese.  

[Cross talk 30:26]. 

Male I think you need it if you’re working around here, like in Wales, it’s 
handy. 

Male Some people try to like it, start talking to you in Welsh, ‘I don’t 
understand Welsh’. Oh okay.  

Male I get that as well, I say ‘tipyn bach’ [a little]. I can understand, I sort of 
froze cos you try to speak it back as much as you can, but they sort of 
turn round and walk off, they sort of lose interest. Hello with clients 
like ‘siarad Cymraeg’? [do you speak Welsh?]. I speak back to them a 
bit, like they’ll say something back to me, then I froze, and then I had 
one customer, she just walked off from me you know. 

Moderator Really. 

Male She just lost interest because I couldn’t speak Welsh. I apologised, but 
straight to my boss then and speak to my boss, she wouldn’t speak to 
me then. 

(Focus Group – Ceredigion) 
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As can be seen above there was a shared sense of Welsh identity in this group but 

quite mixed experiences around how they experience Welsh. Perhaps working in 

trades whilst training in apprenticeships already has exposed them to more 

negative experiences than some of the school pupils and youth club attendees have 

experienced. 

 

One young person, who was actually included in the round of practitioner 

interviews as he was working in Ceredigion with other younger people explained 

the likelihood that he’d stay in Wales. He had earlier described himself as 

unpatriotic and relaxed about nationality but that he had a strong connection with 

Wales. A theme that I heard a lot during the research. 

Interviewer Okay, and er, is the, your decision to go to Cardiff Uni and hopefully 
stay on here afterwards, is that, is that sort of informed by a feeling 
of Welshness, or just practicalities do you feel? 

Respondent Um…I don’t know. I…probably sort…maybe subconsciously in my 
thinking I want to move there because I don’t want to leave Wales, 
because it has been my home for seventeen years I think I’d just feel 
too weird moving to another country. 

Interviewer Right, okay.  

Respondent Like, I me- I mean obviously it would be worth moving to another- 
another town or another city, but because it’s only you know, 
literally just down the road from Aber… 

Interviewer Yeah. 

Respondent …so it wouldn’t be that difficult to get used to. But moving far away 
to a completely different country I think would just be a bit too 
strange for me. 

Interviewer Hmm. Yeah. Okay. Have you travelled much over the years? 

Respondent Erm…yeah, I’ve been to a few places, I went to the USA in summer 
for three weeks. 

(Youth Worker – Ceredigion) 

 
As can be seen by his last word on this subject his decision isn’t based in a fear of 

travel or lack of horizons. He had travelled widely, far more so than many of the 

young people I met, yet like them shared a desire to stay in Wales or at the very 

least return to Wales after study or a period of working away. 
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6.5 Citizenship 

Central to any notion of citizenship is that of agency. The social contract exists to 

create a space within which individual citizens can exist. 

In terms of a sense of agency, vulnerable young people who’ve had chaotic 
family backgrounds or experience of being in care often have very little 
control in their lives and they can become quite fatalistic and reach a point 
where it feels as if there’s no point in making an effort with things because 
young people have described it to me as, 'things will go wrong anyway.'  

(National Level Interviewee - 3rd Sector) 
 

As explored in the previous chapters it’s unfortunate to note that young people are 

seen as both the future saviours of the economy or the current ill of society - both 

these stances present the young person as agent. Agents however are affected by 

their surroundings. Young people especially are tied to their 'milltir sgwâr' or locale 

because of such issues as disposable income, transport, access to benefits, parental 

/ guardian pressure, etc. This closeness appeared to give them both an especial 

appreciation of the spaces they occupy as well as a certain disliking sometimes for 

that place because of the perceived barriers that they present. Many of the young 

people - those who are past childhood and being prevented from utilising local 

places because of its threat to them in various forms (gangs, adults and traffic to 

name but three) - become viewed as the problem, they are the 'polluting presence, 

because by congregating together they are seen to be challenging the hegemony of 

adult ownership of public space' (Matthews et al, 2000:63 citing Breitbart 1998; 

Katz 1998; Matthews, Limb and Taylor 1999; Sibley 1995). One such example from 

2012 in Wales saw young people under the age of 16 no longer allowed to occupy 

public spaces in Bangor between the times of 9pm and 6am (unless accompanied 

by an adult). Those caught in breach of the order could face a fine of £2,500 or a 

custodial sentence and it was roundly condemned by Keith Towler the then 

Children's Commissioner for Wales (quoted by O'Hagan, 2012): 'It demonises under 

16's, isolates them from their communities, alienates them from police and spreads 

the misconception all young people are troublemakers.' 

 

This became a widely discussed and interesting focal-point for the thesis; what 

could be seen as the territoriality or otherwise of citizenship. Often local spatial 
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practices will undermine or ignore this rights-based approach anyway and Painter 

& Philo elucidate the problem of disenfranchisement 'if people cannot be present in 

public spaces [...] without feeling uncomfortable, victimized and basically 'out of 

place', then it must be questionable whether or not these people can be regarded as 

citizens at all' (1995:115). Just such a curfew had also been experienced in 

Penparcau where it was youth and community working that helped overcome the 

issues: 

Respondent I’m not too sure, really. I know that, you know, historically there’s 
been a problem with the image of Penparcau and in the press you 
get things, but to be fair, I suppose you, you know, you get [45:55] 
man or Penparcau man. You always get it, don’t you? But, erm, I, I, 
I don’t know. There’s, there’s a lot more people erm enjoying being 
here, and I think things are changing, you know, when you hear 
about, say, five or six years ago, there were things like curfews 
around here. You know, it was crazy around here. You don’t hear 
anything like that now. Either the young people are getting much 
nicer [laughs], or not as wild, or whatever, but there is a change, 
yeah. Whether that’s, whether that's down to people like what 
we’ve been talking about, I don’t know, but there is definitely a 
change in, in, in, in this community. So we’ve got to keep- we’ve 
got to help to promote and keep that going, you know, through 
whatever means.  

Interviewer Yeah. Yeah. Well, a lot of Lotto work was done around play, as well, 
wasn’t it, which was quite positive? 

Respondent Yeah, you had Ray Ceredigion.  
Interviewer And [NAME], yeah.  
Respondent Yeah. Yeah. 
Interviewer Did you hear about [NAME]? 
Respondent Ah, I know. Sad, isn’t it? Absolutely saddened me. I couldn’t believe 

it. Top, top guy.  
Interviewer Yeah, he’s, he’s, he was the, sort of, person exactly, enthusiastic, 

partnership working, great with young people.  
Respondent Yeah. Oh, I know, I know. Nick’s a lovely, lovely guy. But there are 

lots of them out there. You know, the other guy who works with 
[NAMES], erm [NAME].  

Interviewer Oh yeah, yeah, yeah.  
Respondent Oh, really nice guy.  
Interviewer Yeah, patience of a saint as well.  
Respondent Yeah, exactly. You know, and that’s what you need. Innit? You 

know. Erm, yeah.  
(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 

 

Considering that research on teens and their 'places' (Matthews & Tucker, 2006 on 

Rural psychogeographies of teens; Skelton, 2000 female teen spaces in valleys) has 
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found a dislocation (self-inflicted in part but also forced as well) between 'teen' and 

'community' is it any wonder that any notion of 'responsible citizenship' carries 

little meaning for a proportion of young people? Especially so in the context of the 

constructed Adult / Child binary so central to modern understandings of democracy 

where power rests with over-18s and as such denies teens the expectation of 

agency.  

 

The other danger of this generalised punitive action is that it again alienates and 

disempowers all young people - many of whom are responsible and aware of the 

damage done by a few thoughtless individuals, as this excerpt from a focus group 

shows: 

 
Female [...] we did this like walk around Carmarthenshire for the Welsh 

Bacc and we had, we had this project, we had the budget and we 
had to find things to you know, spend it on, and one of them was 
erm finding things for kids to do, erm like parks and things like 
that, but the thing is if you put these up and other kids vandalise 
them so it's just going round in a circle. 

Interviewer Round in a circle, yeah. Okay, do you think there is anything you 
can do to stop or to help young people who are like vandalising, 
basically facilities for all of you, is there any way to sort of, 
counteract it? 

Female I think Youth Clubs are quite good. 
Interviewer Youth clubs, so having, having youth workers around, sort of 

engaging them? 
Female Yeah. Yeah. 
Female I think that policing… 
Interviewer Better policing. 
Female If people see police around they are not going to vandalise 

something because they are are, ‘oh, there’s a police officer over 
there’.  

(Focus Group - Widening Access Programme) 
 

A key theme that came out of the interviews and focus groups was that of youth 

work as mentioned in the extract above. These semi-formal spaces facilitate young 

people to learn new skills, 'perform' citizenship and ultimately practice socialising. 

A number of youth workers engaged with during the research talked themselves of 

the importance that such engagement played in shaping their lives and it was 

notable just how many youth workers had themselves come through the same club 

and been inspired on their career. Often passionate advocates of engaging with 
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youth the workers at a community level see the benefits for the community - not 

just the young people - although are pragmatic about both the difficulties in keeping 

such forums running and also the short-termism of the membership because of the 

temporality of youth: 

Respondent Yeah, I mean, we- we’ve, you know, at those two or three or four 
public meetings we had in the beginning, a few things were 
identified that need to be looked at in the community. So in a sense 
that gave me the mandate to go forward. Umm, and this- this 
forum quickly said, ‘Right, we’ve established there’s a forum, and 
one of the priorities we want to do is set up a youth forum.’ Now, 
you know, it’s looking like we’re getting funding now to make 
some of these happen, but even if we didn’t get the funding, this is 
something this forum wants to set up.  

Interviewer Youth forum? 
Respondent Is a new youth forum, yeah, in Penparcau.  
Interviewer Because, I mean, there was something that was, like, a channel for 

young people’s voices in the area, wasn’t there, I believe? 
Respondent Yeah, there used to be, yeah.  
Interviewer What happened there? 
Respondent Well, it, kind of, you know, went dormant a bit, you know. It’s a bit 

like the Penparcau forum itself. There was a Penparcau forum 
years ago, but it, kind of, went dormant and, erm, you know, it was 
about, kind of, resurrecting these things, you know. So, umm, and 
young people move on, don’t they? They go off to college, move on 
or whatever, so, umm.  

(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 
 

However, despite their value, services such as forums and youth clubs are often the 

first to feel cuts. At the busiest period of the research in Merthyr I had picked up on 

one club's staff being particularly distracted during conversations trying to 

organise a visit and they were open in telling me they were facing some problems. 

Strangely enough the night of my second visit to talk with the young people it 

transpired that at the very time the focus group with the young people was 

happening the manager was in a room nearby being told the place was definitely 

closing due to funding cuts. The young people had obviously heard the rumours of 

the closing down of the youth club and this came out in the discussion (before I was 

made aware by the staff that this was happening): 

Male This is the most positive place. 
Moderator The most positive place, in this room, the Club? 
Male Yes, but it’s going to close down soon.  
Female Yeah, but they're closing it. 
Moderator No, is it? 
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Female Yeah.  
Moderator No way.  
Female This is the only thing we’ve got or else we’re out on the streets.  
Female We’re all gonna end up flipping dead off drugs if they close the place. 
Moderator When, when, when did that come through, when did that…?  
[Cross talk 17:04]. 
Male Why are they closing this down though?  
Female There’s not enough people coming. 
Male But there’s loads of us. 
Moderator So, you.... shocking news, so for you guys, this is the main thing for 

you to do, in your eyes? 
Female Yes. 
Male  [inaudible 17:25]. 
Moderator Yeah. So like, if this didn’t exist what would you be doing now? 
Female Out on the streets. 
Male Out on the streets. 
Moderator Right. 
Female Like, getting into trouble all the time. 
Female Go for a drink... [inaudible 17:34]. 

(Focus Group - Merthyr) 

 

Thus the young people in this club - in the most 'peripheral' community in Merthyr 

I met (geographically speaking) - were obviously very fearful of what may happen 

if the proposed closure came about. The sense was of an almost inevitable descent 

into drink and drugs without the support of the club. Whilst not wishing to further 

fetishize such responses - they have been a staple of social science research since 

the 80's (Evans, 2008 citing James, 1986; Skelton, 2000) - they persist.  

 

From the previous conversation - and many other conversations with young people 

- it also became clear that young people's experiences are often heavily tied up with 

alcohol and drugs but not necessarily as users themselves but rather as witnesses 

to addiction and often carers and / or inadvertent 'assistants'. However some 

evidence was found of alcohol use even amongst relatively young respondents 

although he did get the name wrong which either might reveal he was exaggerating 

his usage or because of his age he literally didn’t know what it was called: 

Male He drinks, he smokes. 

Male I drink, I smoke. 

Interviewer How old are you? 
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Male Fourteen. 

Interviewer And you drink? 

Male He smokes. 

Male I don’t smoke. 

Male [20:44] bullshit because I’ll have a joint, I’ll have a walk out and 
he asks for two drags of it. 

Male Lies. He’s lying to you. 

[Cross talk, 20:53]. 

Interviewer So you drink, how often do you drink? 

Male On special occasions. 

Female Special occasions! [Laughter]. 

Female I don’t drink unless it’s a wedding, party or something, I might 
have a little bit but I don’t take the mick [21:08]. 

Male I like drinking Forty something or whatever it’s called. 

Interviewer Do you mind stop, not, not doing that, just to, I think it's…. what’s 
your name again sorry. 

Male [NAME] 

Male I like WK40, at like Christmas or something. 

Interviewer WKD? Right. 

Male No WK40. 

Interviewer What’s that then? 

Male It’s not WK40 it’s WKD. 

(Focus Group – Merthyr) 
 

Also, that such substances fill any voids in both their and their parents' lives. One 

youth worker described the case of a young girl who was unusual in that she 

travelled regularly out of Merthyr (to London) but that this was purely to help her 

father score drugs to sell in Merthyr.  
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Talking of a trip organised to visit Jamie Oliver's Fifteen Apprentice Programme in 

order to help the young people experience something outside of Merthyr, engage 

with those pursuing careers in catering and see how you can turn your life around 

it transpired the young girl had been to London regularly but had never really ever 

been around London. Contrary to the oft-peddled version of such young people not 

being able to take on responsibility or seize opportunities when they arise, when 

discussing the London trip with another community worker it became clear that the 

young people (including this girl) took on a great deal of responsibility within the 

project itself: 

Respondent Yeah, it was a project that came about because.... well Merthyr is 
at the lower end of every table. So erm, we devised a project about 
health and nutrition and cooking, and... but it...from the young 
people it developed into something so much more than just a 
cookery project. So erm, we had eight...well we started off with 
eight young people involved and it was an eight week project. And 
it was said at the beginning you have to come to every single 
session and if you don't come to every single one then sorry, but 
you're out because there's a big trip at the end and you can only 
come if you're dedicated. And so they were like 'yeah, yeah we'll 
sign up, don't worry, we're going to come' and then....so I said 
'right I've organised a... a trip to Jamie Oliver's Fifteen....you know 
with all the apprentices.  

Interviewer Hmm, hmm. 
Respondent ...for them to meet them who come from similar backgrounds and face 

the same challenges, but they have achieved something. So... oh, they 
were all like 'you know, we're going to London and will meet Jamie 
Oliver' and so I was like 'well you're only coming if you come to every 
single session and behave and take part'. So yeah, they were there 
before me [laugh] every week. And then erm, one week a girl didn't 
turn up. So then the next week she came and I was like 'well it's up to 
you what..what..' because it was entirely led by the young people. So 
I said...I said 'do you...what do you...what do you want to do, do you 
want to let her back in or do you want to ask her to leave?'. So err they 
were like 'oh do you mind if we err chat about it?'. I was like no I'll 
leave the room and you decide kind of thing and then we'd ask.... like 
to ask her a few questions. 

Interviewer Oh right [laugh]. 
Respondent So she gave in and they said what were your reasons, why didn't you 

come, ahh, doesn't cut it, you're out. So they kicked her out. No hard 
feelings or anything, it was just they were the rules. And then one 
week I was ill. 

Interviewer [Laughs]. 
Respondent And they interviewed me. 
Interviewer [Laughs]. 
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Respondent Even though I was teaching them how to cook. So err the point of the 
project really was for them to learn how to cook, because we've got 
young people at sixteen starting tenancies with us, so it's just giving 
them those skills really to be able to fend for themselves and look 
after themselves. So we looked at budgeting, nutrition, erm the actual 
cooking, erm physical activity and then they'd go shopping the day 
before with a menu and then they'd work out oh you know what can 
we get for this and how many would that feed and stuff like that. So it 
was a lot more than just the cookery project. And then so we did erm, 
we cooked all their favourite takeaways. So we did like, yeah, special 
pizzas from scratch and burgers and chicken nuggets and all that kind 
of stuff. And then we linked in with the South Wales Fire Brigade as 
well about erm kitchen safety and all that kind of stuff. And then at 
the end of it, we all went to London for the day and we were lucky to 
have tickets to the London Eye donated to us. 

(Community Worker - Merthyr) 
 

Another youth worker also recounted the tale of a young man who was very 

thankful for the youth club she worked at and the worker's attention as he said 

'[I]t's because of you I'm not in prison' (Youth Worker – Merthyr). Both his father 

and grandfather were regularly in and out of prison and he saw the structure and 

support provided by the youth club and more specifically by this youth worker as 

key to him not following in their footsteps. Expanding on the discussion the 

closeness of their relationship is revealed: 'I said [NAME], it's not because of me 

you're not in prison. It's because of you you're not in prison. And he said no, you [...] 

supported me and believed in me. I said [NAME], I hated you half the time (Youth 

Worker - Merthyr, emphasis added). Although aware of the positive effect of youth 

work, when asked whether they thought they had personally made a difference the 

youth workers were far more circumspect - preferring to suggest that it was more 

about the service than the individuals who delivered that service - yet the 

experiences of this researcher point towards a service driven by committed and 

often undervalued individuals. However, despite the good work done, many also 

see the need for the way youth work is delivered to move with the times: 

 

Respondent Well, it’s getting really hard now. We had a meeting with [NAME] 
the other day, who’s the head of the local authority service. Erm, 
who basically run youth clubs across the county. We’ve talked long 
and hard, you know, before that meeting about that kind of 
provision and how appropriate is that to the 21st century? You 
know, 50 years ago youth club, 30 years ago maybe, but now, you 
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know. And what [NAME] was saying was just- just, err, agreeing 
with what we’d heard, is that numbers in youth clubs across the 
whole county are dropping, erm, in general. Here, you know, we’ve 
got two evenings a week here in Penparcau and the numbers are 
right down. People aren’t going to them. So you’ve got to start 
asking, reviewing, ‘What do we do? How do we do it and with 
who?’ Is it right? Is it appropriate? Fit for purpose? Whatever? 
Something she did say is that the two youth clubs in Ceredigion, 
umm, that are [...] still maintaining the levels are, umm, in two 
areas where they’ve got a purpose-built building. So it’s 
interesting that they’ve got some, kind of, centre that they put in 
place.  

Interviewer Do you remember where they are? 
Respondent Probably somewhere like- was it Aberporth? No 
Interviewer Right, because I know Llandysul own their building.  
Respondent Maybe it’s Llandysul. Maybe it is Llandysul.  
Interviewer I’ve been down there. They’ve got quite good numbers there.  
Respondent Yeah. You see, so they’re maintaining their numbers. So, you know, 

when I’m in dialogue, and especially with this local conversations 
funding, to start engaging with young people and seeing what they 
want, and hopefully we’ll involve [NAME] and other teams to help 
with that process. Erm, you know, because- and to be fair to 
[NAME], you know, this local authority youth service is known to 
be the least-funded youth service in Wales, you know, so they’re 
up against it, aren’t they? 

(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 
 

The physical surroundings of young people and communities affects many factors 

from health and well-being to engagement with society and happiness. It was 

recognised by all those working with communities and young people as a very 

important part of the overall 'package' in terms of enhancing experience and by 

association 'aspiration'. In much the same way as 'physical aspects of the [learning] 

environment can either enhance or impede learning' (Martin, 2006:102) so to can 

the 'perceived' concrete spaces have an impact upon the lived experience of young 

people. Even if occasionally these 'idealised' spaces of, and for, childhood are a 

product of the adult nostalgia for a childhood that has never truly existed (Kraftl & 

Adey, 2008:221): 

Interviewer How important do you think that people’s environment is around, 
sort of, aspiration and raising horizons, if you like? Because going 
to the flats, the flats are refurbed, aren’t they? 

Respondent Yeah, yeah. You see the difference that made? You think of what 
was there before, and words like Colditz and, you know, and you 
look at it now.  
[...] 
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Interviewer Yeah, so the flats, they have made a difference? 
Respondent Oh hell yeah. That’s- one of the things we’re talking about here is 

about the environment. My background’s in the arts. I’m a massive 
believer in the power of the arts, in terms of regeneration and, 
erm, you just look at Hay Festival, you look at Brecon Jazz, you look 
at the Angel of the North, you know, the arts is a huge regenerator 
for anywhere. And, erm, the environment is part of that, public art, 
or just making the environment a nicer place lifts people. Even, 
you know, as you say just doing those flats has made it look much, 
much better. And the bungalows at the bottom of second avenue, 
at the bottom there, you know, there was- what was there? The 
royal garage, derelict garages. Look at it now. It makes a huge 
difference. I believe in that. You see, what I think happened was 
that you had a council stock run housing run by local authority 
who couldn’t get extra funding, who couldn’t invest that much and 
that transferred over to a housing social issue, who are able to go 
and double up their money or borrow money to invest. So okay 
you have got WHQS, is it Welsh Housing Quality Standards? So 
they’ve got to bring them up to a certain standard. So, erm, you 
know, but they are delivering. It makes a difference, doesn’t it? It’s 
a nicer place to live.  

Interviewer Yeah, definitely.  
Respondent I hope to God we can do a hell of a lot more on that side of things, 

you know? Aberystwyth is the same. It needs it.  
Interviewer It does need something, doesn’t it?  
Respondent You know? You look at the roundabout where they’ve built round 

the station, it’s absolutely ridiculous. They’ve just put posts with 
arrows going round. It’s kind of insulting, really. You know you go 
round. You go to Europe and there’s a piece of sculpture in the 
middle, isn’t it? That’s the difference. 

Interviewer Do you think that’s partly a reflection of the council and the way 
it’s been run? 

Respondent Yeah. Absolutely. It’s about people- 
Interviewer A lack of vision? 
Respondent Exactly. It’s about a lack of vision. It’s about understanding what 

makes a difference. Okay, you have to be practical and functional, 
but for God sake, you know, you don’t need six arrows going round 
a roundabout telling you which way to go round.  

Interviewer [Laughs].  
Respondent And yeah, you know, it’s about being a bit more visionary, really.  

(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 
 

An organisation in Merthyr also talked of their work in improving the 

environmental efficiency and look of buildings on the Gurnos Estate as well as their 

plans for improving green spaces and building new 1 and 2 bedroom flats. Such 

improvement of communities lived environment was seen as vital at local level in 
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the drive to improve not only standards of living but also pride in the area and to a 

certain extent aspiration of residents. 

 

During the research a number of intertwined issues came to the fore that could be 

said to be the main conscious driver (or not) of a young person's school career. The 

notion of what is it they wanted to be in the future and how they both formulated 

this view as well as enacted the steps towards fulfilling this aspiration was a hotly 

contested and emotive space for many in both the formal and informal education 

systems. Horizons - and the need for young people to be engaged with and shown 

horizons in order to make informed choices about their lives - was summed up well 

by a community worker:  

Well, I think it’s hellish important, you know, because, like I said earlier, you 
know, I brought up two kids, and, err, I took them to this, I took them to that, 
I was always there, you know. A lot of young people we’re talking about 
here, after school there is nobody in the house, there’s nobody investing in 
them, and from four o’clock until whatever time [NAMES of TWO YOUTH 
WORKERS] finish, they’re engaged, they’re learning skills, they’re going 
places. You know, they’re going places that people might not be able to 
afford to go to. It just makes a huge difference, doesn’t it? 

(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 
 

It was noted by a number of young people that political engagement was poor in 

their communities with one participant in the Widening Access Programme saying 

that because of the ‘very few access points for young people in particular to get 

involved’ (Focus Group – Widening Access Programme) his local area had seen a 

rise in support for the British National Party. Whilst concerning he also suggested 

in a well-made satirical point that the root cause of this may be a lack of education 

as the graffiti wasn’t even spelt correctly, saying ‘BMP’ instead. 

 

A discussion about pay received and other experiences during apprenticeships 

revealed some of the discontent expressed during the research and may offer 

another explanation for the type of political disengagement outlined above: 

Moderator [...] Do you think it’s important to, for employers to have apprentices 
as part of their business. 

Male For some people, I think my boss is one of them, I think he finds it as 
cheap labour. 

Moderator Yeah. 
Male So I think he is more than happy to have apprentices, because... 
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Male [Inaudible 42:58]. 
Female The same in hairdressing, they just employ people, like the first year 

they’ll get paid by the college, so it’s free labour. And then the second 
year they only have to pay so much, about six pound an hour, so they 
keep you on until you qualify... 

Male And then they’ll get rid 
Female Get rid. Like I’ve got to search for another job in the next couple of 

month because she won’t keep me. 
Moderator Right, it’s interesting, because I’ve heard from the other side, and 

some are saying, the employers support apprentice, and as soon as 
their trained they jump ship. Employers feel like... 

Male Yeah 
Moderator ...Or get poached by someone else. 
Male [Cross talk 43:40]. They seem to think they pay you a good wage. 
Male If the employers treated you well during your apprenticeship, then 

you are going to want to stay  
Moderator Yeah. 
Male That is if they treat you well...  
Male But if they don’t treat you well, and you’re not getting the money you 

deserve you will start to look elsewhere.  
Moderator Sorry. 
Male Like, the site I was working on last year, um, I was having a bit of a 

bad day there, and he came in, and I says sorry ‘I’m having a bit of a 
bad day’. He says ‘I’m paying you fifteen pound an hour’. I’m not 
getting paid near fifteen pound an hour, and my boss was charging 
fifteen pound an hour for me.  

Moderator No. 
Male It’s ridiculous, too, he’s getting mega bucks out of it... 
Male He says for example, he says, he getting charged fifteen pound an 

hour, but he’s only getting five. 
Moderator Boss is skimming a tenner off. 
Male To them it’s cheap labour. I think every boss does something like that, 

a couple of quid here and there, but that amount, I was thinking 
‘bloody hell’, but they don’t know, the college... 

Female Mine claims money for me and more, and then she complains that 
she’s not going to keep me on. 

Male Same with my boss, like, for example I broke a pane of glass, I’m an 
apprentice. so I am going to make mistakes, but I didn’t mean for it to 
happen, and it’s the only mistake I’ve done, major mistake, and. he’s 
charging me for it, so I’m getting deducted fifty pound a week, which 
puts me under the minimum wage, which he can’t do. And, uh, at the 
moment I’m on three pound an hour.  

Male He’s got liability insurance for that three pound an hour. 
Male He’s got insurances to cover that. 
Moderator Yeah, but he’s still charging you for it? 
Male Yeah, well... [mumbling 45:20]. 
Male Well, it’s like, you know, they train you up, and after three years just 

‘tara now’, you obviously won’t be getting a pay rise, and you’ll be on 
full whack... 
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Moderator [Inaudible 45:30]. 
Male Sort of like squeeze you out sort of thing. 
Female It’s like in hairdressing they’ll employ you, but if you don’t start 

bringing money, that’s it, they’ll tell you to go, so you’ve got all the 
time thinking, yeah, I’ve got a job for another year, but [cross talk 
45:49]. 

Male You have to pay. Yeah, either that or make yourself self-employed. 
Male More hassle self-employed. 
Male Yeah. 
Moderator So, so how does that make you feel, those Year threes apprentices, 

that feel, you’re basically being charged for... 
Male I think that is the way it is, I think every boss does it, with an 

apprentice. 
(Focus Group - Ceredigion) 

 

Not only is this conversation revealing in terms of the set-up - or at least the 

perception by the apprentices of the set-up - of an apprenticeship and such factors 

as the pay but it also reveals quite a lot of discontent and to some extents 

exploitation of the apprentices. Whilst not verifiable, if true, the apprentice being 

docked £50 per week from his already low wage to replace a broken window pane 

would be rightly annoyed at his boss. It would be difficult to verify the exploitation 

of the system as mentioned by the young people but it is significant that this is a 

prevailing view held by apprentices involved across different sectors. 

6.6 Conclusion 

I would argue strongly that the kinds of exploitation and disregard of young people 

demonstrated throughout this chapter is both culturally endemic and 

institutionalised in ways that would be unacceptable for other identity groups. The 

largely unrecognised minority within our midst is the demographic of young people 

or youth. A group often seen as 'becomings' not 'beings' (Holloway & Valentine, 

2000:5) they occupy a space in society that is both ill-defined and yet seen as crucial 

in the development of the 'citizenry'. Despite this - or perhaps even because of this 

- young people in the UK occupy an apparent political limbo and ultimately 

represent a generational parergon in the Derridean sense. Whereas childhood and 

adulthood are fixed in terms of at least one of their embarkation (birth) or 

debarkation (death) points, youth sits uncomfortably between, shifting at both ends 

of the spectrum and in constant flux. Youth are both representative of the end of 
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childhood and the beginning of adulthood yet are rarely considered to be a part of 

either.  
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7 The Imagined Geographies of Youth and 
Community in Wales 

Or, 
Present Others & Future Selves 

 
[I]maginative geographies help to shape our sense not only of the  

reality of places, but our most intimate sense of our selves.  
(Driver, 2009:145 citing Valentine, 1999) 

 
For me as a Merthyr boy, Cardiff, I could see it over the hill but for others  

it was off the planet. 
(National Level Interviewee - Private Sector) 

 

 

As outlined earlier in the thesis the notion of the ‘imagined’ plays a key role in the 

envisioning and pursuit of young people’s aspirations. They not only need to have 

an idea of the career in their minds’ eye but they must also picture themselves in 

the role. This must be achieved for some with little or indeed no community or 

familial context. Also, as has been evidenced earlier, often must be realised in spite 

of the falling support in terms of advice and experiential learning within both formal 

and non-formal settings. They also need to see themselves undertaking each step 

towards fulfilling the goal. Much like you might imagine a journey ahead of setting 

off so too do careers require a certain amount of forethought and planning if the 

final destination is clear. At every stage the pursuit of a career requires imagination. 

This doesn’t mean to say that individuals don’t often fall into certain pathways 

through luck or happenstance. However, to be in pursuit of something outside of 

your everyday life, ordinary experiences and specific circumstances requires the 

imagined. 

 

The imagined is also fundamental to those community and familial views that 

colour the lived experience of young people and inevitably influence their 

aspirations. Both of what is possible but also more damagingly what may not appear 

likely. A shared sense of history and place and an identity that comes with 

prejudices either inbuilt or forced onto a community from the outside can influence 
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the lived experience. Perceptions of self in the present and in the future draws upon 

all of these elements and more. 

 

As described earlier in the thesis one of the driving forces behind my passionate 

approach to the research were the lazy and bigoted pronouncements from 

politicians and the media who little understand the social context for communities 

such as Merthyr Tydfil and Ceredigion. Another came from my many years working 

as a youth and community worker and seeing not only the unbelievable hardships 

many young people face but also the resilience and good humour that many exhibit 

when dealing with them. 

 

In this chapter I take the opportunity to explore some of these issues through the 

prism of imagined geographies and explore how they may be impacting the young 

people’s lived experience. 

7.1 Community and Memory 

Often residents will only have an imagined sense of what came before and they may 

or may not have much objectively in common with the previous inhabitants (be 

they forebears or not). This imagined connection can be felt strongly historically 

even though 'there is little use pretending that all we know about time and space, 

or rather history and geography, is more than anything else imaginative' (Said, 

2003:55). This theme of the past came up very strongly across Wales in quite 

contradictory terms of both the perceived disconnect between former career routes 

(and implied certainty of employment) and the current insecurity facing job-

seekers. This was also compounded by the continued exploitation of a certain level 

of un-skilled worker alongside economic and political circumstances that merely 

exploited the most deprived and disenfranchised in society. During the research 

this feeling of connection to the past through shared exploitation and abandonment 

was revealed to be especially strong in Merthyr Tydfil perhaps in part because of 

Merthyr's obvious ties with industry, uprisings and the Labour movement. 

Evidence of the kinds of practices that generated these feelings exist just as much 

in Ceredigion as they do across Wales. 
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In Merthyr this sense of being linked to the past through recurring exploitative 

suffering came out in relation to the Ffos-y-Fran open cast mine, a topic that came 

up repeatedly in discussions in Merthyr. It is (allegedly) part-owned by a 

descendent of the Crawshays who owned Cyfarthfa and Hirwaun steel-works 

(Biography-wales, no date) that pursued exploitative employment practices that 

led to the Merthyr Rising in the 19th Century. As such is imbued with both a sense 

of current injustice as well as the shadow of previous injustice.  

Respondent And it is horrendous, right? And you see the lights on the mountain 
where they're working day and night. There was a big outcry about that. 
And apparently, now Ffos-y-Fran is- it's, erm, Miller Argents was two big 
firms that come together. 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent Right? So they'll extract all the coal and it's a twenty year project so 

they're earning millions from the coal and after about eighteen years, I 
think they're supposed to re-develop the area and it's going to be hotels 
and that. But apparently after so many years, you know, when they come 
to the end of the [UNCLEAR], like, they'll go bankrupt or dissolve. 

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent But I heard that the money from the coal which is quite ironic, is 

someone who- who Miller Argent is one of the big noises there is related 
to the Crawshays? Now the Crawshays were the iron masters that … 

(Youth Worker - Merthyr) 
 

However, the significance of the history seemed to be far more in the older 

generation’s consciousness. Pupils from one of the schools in Merthyr revealed they 

weren’t taught much in school about the history of Merthyr, with one respondent 

revealing a perception that economically things had got better however that 

‘they’re not balancing it very well’ (Focus Group – Merthyr). When pushed on what 

this meant she expanded that the town was dead as developments had been 

encouraged away from the centre and was ‘taking the business out of town’ (Focus 

Group – Merthyr). It transpired she worked in a shop which had seen a massive 

reduction in footfall since the expanded developments out of town. 

 

In The Destruction of Memory (Bevan, 2007) the notion of deliberate destruction of 

architecture is understood as a means of erasing memory, reclaiming the past and 

owning the present. Just such a battle could be said to be underway today, except 

the battleground is the high street and out of town shopping centres and the dogma 

is capitalism and neo-liberalism. These powerful forces have come together to 

present their own vision for communities' towns and places that has no room for 
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historically important sites or any form of economic development that doesn't 

involve stacking them high, selling them cheap. 

 

During the research there was the pulling down (ironically) of the Memorial Hall in 

Aberystwyth and a battle to save the Day Centre (now lost) in order to build a Tesco. 

Likewise across the South Wales valleys some notable and important relics and 

commemorative works in the history and memory of the Industrial Revolution and 

associated working people's struggles and popular movements that they started 

have been destroyed. In Newport for example a mural commemorating the 

Chartists was bulldozed to make way for a shopping centre sparking a furious open-

letter by actor and political activist Michael Sheen. Such wanton destruction of the 

memorials that celebrate community and communitarianism, democracy and 

protest seem especially vivid as in the Aberystwyth and the Newport cases they 

were destroyed to make way for a supermarket and shopping centre respectively: 

After the events surrounding the destruction of the mural celebrating the 
Chartists in John Frost Square recently, I feel compelled to write an open 
letter to the people of Newport. Firstly, the vicious irony of something that 
was created to celebrate those who risked much for the good of all, being 
wiped out without consulting the people themselves, and under the auspices 
of a Labour led City Council serving the needs of profit above all else, is both 
absurd as well as tragic.  

(Sheen, 2013) 
 

In Merthyr this denial of history and destruction of memory is seen by many at the 

local level as not only disrespectful to the town and area's heritage but also short-

sighted in terms of the future. The disgust felt at the loss of an important 

archaeological site, the way it was handled, what is there now and what could have 

been was still very strong in those who discussed it: 

Interviewer Amazing history, some fantastic sights here, erm, but very 
little push around tourism.  

Respondent Oh, well, I totally agree. We had a point last, in the last few 
years, er, the blast, the Cyfarthfa blast furnace, er, the council 
put in a bid to make it a…erm, a UNESCO world heritage site. 
They…so good of them to do that. But in the same…in the 
same breath they are unable to pick up the bloomin’ 
McDonalds wrappers and crap that’s all down there, you 
know? So you know, they re- recognise that we have this, we 
have some amazing things, but we are not looking after 
them. 
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Interviewer Yep. It’s, ju- I mean I think the guy I was talking to said that 
erm, they found something when they were digging the 
foundations of the college or something, was it the college?  

Respondent Yes, yes, er the college here, and they got the archaeologists 
in and they took records and then they carried on building. 

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent They did exactly the same thing on this site, you probably 

passed it by the McDonalds? 
Interviewer Right. 
Respondent A470? 
Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent They are just putting the frame up now? 
Interviewer Right. 
Respondent Of the new B&Qs - They were digging that and they found 

the old canals, some of the oldest blast furnaces in the world, 
and they dug around them, and then they built on top of 
them. 

Interviewer Do you…that… 
Respondent That, to me, and that’s part of the site that the local authority 

were looking for in a UNESCO world heritage…cos literally, 
here’s a blast furnace, behind it here is the, the foothills of 
the old Kings Canal, several blast furnaces and who knows 
what else, 

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent We had one open day where you could go and have a look, 

take pictures, ask the archaeologists on the dig, it was closed 
and [crgghh destruction noise]. 

Interviewer No… 
Respondent And they have built on top of it, bloomin’ B&Q. Of course, it’s 

what you need, innit? 
Interviewer It’s it’s it’s…. 
Respondent It is a joke. 

(Community Worker - Merthyr) 
 

Thus unfortunately communities are being dislocated from their areas’ histories 

and the physical reminders of such struggles that enable them to in a sense lay claim 

to their milltir sgwâr are being lost every day.  

7.2 The Media 

The complicating role media plays in presenting unrepresentative parts of society 

in specific areas and / or demographics as to being representative of the whole is 

not only misleading for the wider populace but can also be damaging for those it 

purports to present. As Sibley explains when discussing the portrayal of urban 

society in particular: 
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Media representations are mostly fictional, imaginary constructions, but 
they draw on the same stereotyped images of people and places which 
surface in social conflicts involving mainstream communities and 'deviant' 
minorities. The media, particularly television, are also important because they 
comprise a major source of images for the representation of others, remotely 
consumed and requiring no engagement with the people they characterize as 
different. They are thus more likely to be received uncritically. 

(Sibley, 1997:60 emphasis added) 
 

Whereas the message expressed here is relevant to all communities there is such a 

good range of data on Merthyr that this section does utilise the experience of that 

case-study area primarily. The most recent in a slew of reality programmes on TV, 

Skint purports to chart the lives of some Merthyr residents. The tagline that Channel 

4 has chosen to appear under the Google search result reads: ' Intimate stories of 

how people live with the devastating effects of long-term unemployment' (Google, 

2015). Many were quick to criticise the production company's obvious bias in 

recruiting its participants so as to tell the story it wanted to tell and not the story 

that Merthyr deserves (see Figure 7.1). 

 

Figure 7.1: Local AM and Education and Skills Minister Huw Lewis jumped to 
Merthyr's defence following a distorted characterisation in Channel 4's 
programme 'Skint' (taken from Twitter). 

 
 
 
 
In a piece on Merthyr Tydfil's voter loyalty on Radio 4 (BBC, 2015ii) the reporter Beth 

McCloud talks with two young unemployed voters who express their concern about the 

lack of jobs and difficulty in travelling to work, her response: 'Could you get a bus [to 

Cardiff]?' Thus not only is the fiction of Merthyr as a perpetually unemployed and lazy 

town reinforced through the reporter's choice of interviewee but also the timbre of 

questioning positions the responsibility for the interviewees unemployment directly 

with them. Their experience was one expressed repeatedly from those in Merthyr 

during the research and more widely from respondents from across Wales and denies 
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the complicated cultural and economic reasons that young people from Merthyr often 

don't travel to Cardiff - especially not for work - but also that there are examples of 

those that do - yet these are never sought out by the media: 

Respondent Right, okay, yeah, erm, there are quite a few actually, young people 
that I’ve worked with that um, let me think, there was one young 
person I ended up, er, decided that she knew wanted to do, and she 
started volunteering, and she travelled to Cardiff every day to er, see 
the children. They made an agreement that they would pay for her 
transport there and for her food and things like that, but there was no 
salary, so she did that every day for over eighteen months, every 
working day, cos she was passionate about er, rights for young people, 
she goes on marches and things like this now and it was great to see 
that from the age of fourteen she is now, oh gosh, she is probably gone 
twenty-five now, er and she’s at university, but um, could see that 
aspiration, she cared about her interpretation of justice- 

Interviewer Mmm. 
Respondent All injustice, and she wanted to do something about it, so she wasn’t 

motivated by money, she was motivated by er, a sense of injustice 
poured upon other people, and she wanted er, to change that, so her 
aspirations were driven by everybody having equal rights, 

(Community Worker - Merthyr) 
 

The journalist McCloud echoes Iain Duncan Smith's comment that the unemployed 

from Merthyr should simply get on a bus (BBC, 2010) - itself a recycling of Norman 

Tebbit's insistence for people to get on their bikes to find work - yet the facts 

challenge the notion that the people of Merthyr are somehow lazier than others. 

Duncan Smith's comment can be understood as being even more ludicrous and 

based upon prejudice and misunderstanding when research released by the Public 

and Commercial Services union is considered 'there were 15,000 people in Cardiff 

chasing 1,700 jobs, while in Merthyr there were 1,670 unemployed people and 39 

job vacancies, all temporary and part-time' (Guardian, 2010i). Therefore at a simple 

statistical level, there's a nearly 1 in 10 chance of the unemployed in Cardiff getting 

a job in Cardiff and only a 1 in 40 chance of the unemployed in Merthyr getting a job 

in Merthyr. Unemployment rates are undeniably high in Merthyr but this lack of 

jobs and opportunities through the failings of the structural underpinnings of 

society in Merthyr are at fault. When considering the question of why the 

unemployed of Merthyr don't travel to Cardiff for work one community worker 

from Merthyr who had managed to achieve an education and forge a career gave an 
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astute assessment of why some young people may not be willing to travel to Cardiff 

to work even if able to overcome the cultural barriers: 

Ah, I- I- I would be two hours, two hours and fifteen minutes travelling to 
college, and you know, because I had to transfer on different buses, and wait 
and all that nonsense, and then two hours to two hours and fifteen minutes 
back. So you are looking at four to four and a half hours travel to Cardiff 
erm…would I have preferred it to have been quicker? Yeah, I would have, but 
I did - it wasn’t a barrier for myself. When I got a car, I was able to do that 
same journey in twenty five minutes. Erm…erm…I think what you’ll find 
is…it’s not so much the geography of travelling back and forth to Cardiff, it’s 
the sort of salary that you can acquire by travelling back and forth to Cardiff. 
Because they generally, the sorts of jobs the vast majority of people I know 
have when they go into Cardiff are call centre jobs, erm, you know, Legal and 
General and that sort of thing, you know? So, if that’s the sort of…a- and they 
command a salary like in the fourteen to eighteen thousand pounds…if you 
are looking at that sort of money, and you are going to be on a train, you are 
going to be getting up at, you know, six o’clock every day, er, to you know, 
get ready, catch a train, and you’re not going to be getting in your house until 
six thirty, seven because you know you caught the five o’clock back, and you 
have got to catch a bus then from town, I don’t think it’s so much the 
geography, but it’s the recompense- 

(Community Worker - Merthyr) 
 

This individual above was pleased to be able to continue to work in Merthyr due to 

his close emotional and social attachment to the place. The above view was also 

found amongst the young people in Merthyr Educational 3 and provided an 

excellent example of the kinds of negotiations and group compromise that was 

found in such sessions (and that appropriately enough came after a mention of Iain 

Duncan Smith): 

Moderator […] Okay. The Cardiff thing, I’m interested in, just pursuing it a little 
bit further, because, I, it would be interesting to get your opinion as 
young people living in Cardiff, in Merthyr sorry. Um, Iain Duncan 
Smith recently... 

Male Oh yeah, Iain Duncan Smith. 

Moderator Yeah, yeah, I bet he’s popular here. He uh, he said, he said about, if 
you’re unemployed in Merthyr you should just get on a bus and go 
to Cardiff. How did that make you feel as people living in Merthyr? 

Male Awkward. 

Moderator Awkward. 
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Male Yeah. 

Female No. 

Male Not really. [Cross talk 20:30] full time education, it’s like, really, what 
am I going to do? 

Male It’s not much for a train, it’s only seven quid. 

Female Yeah exactly. 

Male You get paid that. 

Female But then if you take into consideration a train ticket is seven pound, 
and, what’s the minimum wage, six pound something, so you’ve got 
work... 

Male ...work two hours and you’ve paid off your train fare... 

Female Yeah. 

Female Well it depends really, if those jobs aren’t there, sort of you know, 
it’s all very well him saying ‘oh get on a train’, but if you get on a train 
to work in a Call Centre and you don’t want to work in a Call Centre 
then you should, and you have aspirations to do something else, then 
you should do something else. I don’t think anybody should be 
forced to sort of, you know... 

Male [Cross talk 21:24] ...let’s get a job and just stay on the dole. 

Female Yeah, yeah, there is but obviously there have to be those job 
opportunities for people coming off Benefits, and off..., and whatever 
benefits they are, there has to be that constitution there, because 
otherwise nothing is ever moving up and ever evolving and go stale. 
And that’s what’s happened now, is that we have an air of staleness 
about our economy and our jobs market. It’s all very well saying ‘oh 
I’m going to get on the bus for seven pounds’, but, well that’s fine, 
but where’s that job that’s going to pay me seven pound an hour. 

Male Yeah. 

(Focus Group – Merthyr) 

 

A quite advanced view of the economics of their situation were displayed by many 

in both areas and far from being the lazy stereotype many worked long hours in 

addition to their study. A typical example of this is shown below: 

Female I am just working or I’m just, you know… 
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Interviewer Are working all the time? 

Multiple 
females 

Yeah. 

Interviewer Okay, is that like paid work or school work. 

Female Yeah, both. We both work in KFC. 

Interviewer Oh do you? No way. So every spare minute you are working in KFC 
is it? 

Female Yeah, I’m working at four o’clock tonight till about midnight. 

Interviewer No, really does, does it that impact on your work, on your school 
work? 

Female Yeah, cos when we’ve got like English, the last two lessons, we finish 
school at five to three and then we have to go home and then straight 
to work for four so we are not going to be out until half eleven. 

Female Like I have a lot of free lessons in school so I can get all my school 
work then. [Inaudible 18.34]. 

(Focus Group – Merthyr) 
 

A pattern mirrored elsewhere with unfortunately sometimes school work suffering. 

Later in this chapter the example of a young person in Ceredigion helping on the 

family farm is given where he admits to missing lots of school. A necessity as he saw 

it and one he accepted quite stoically.  

 

The insidious view held that the unemployed need only search out work and that it 

is in some way purely their own laziness that prevents them was highlighted yet 

again in an impassioned programme by the actor Michael Sheen called Michael 

Sheen's Valleys Rebellion. The programme investigated political disconnect in the 

valleys - a somewhat surprising state of affairs given the active history including the 

Chartists and Merthyr Rising - albeit unusually in a sympathetic way. During the 

programme the Conservative MP David Davies revealed his attitude:  

I spoke to somebody up in the valleys, a 17 year old, [...] he said to me 'there 
are no jobs here, what can I do?' and my response was, look, you're 17, you're 
fit and able, you have to go and find work, if you can't find it outside your 
own front door go look elsewhere for it, I mean this is what people have done 
over the generations.  

(BBC, 2015iii) 
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This deliberate contortion of what Merthyr is like to support a particular narrative 

is revealed in a conversation with a community worker's experience of working 

with the BBC: 

Respondent It was like a series of five programmes on BBC Wales looking at erm, 
the nation's health and the obesity problems, because I think the 
week before they contacted me was when they came out with the one 
in five children are obese or something and the obese capital of Wales 
is Merthyr and it was on the front page of the Western Mail and all 
that. And then erm, so they came in the BBC and it was 'living...living 
longer Wales', something like that... 

Interviewer Right, okay. 
Respondent ...it was called. And then so they were doing one erm programme 

looking at different areas of Wales and seeing how people live really 
and their eating habits. So it started...the programme started off in 
America and then looking at the culture there and then kind of seeing 
if that was reflected in-in Welsh culture as well. So erm, they-they 
followed me for about three days and I introduced them to err a lot 
of the projects that we're doing down here. So last year we started off 
a campaign called 'dig for dinner'. So where I work with community 
groups in erm, [tut], do you know community gardens and allotments 
and things like that. So people can grow their own fruit and veg, 
because it's cheaper and it's all the social aspects and things like that. 
So it's been a really, really good project and we've got three erm, sites 
across Merthyr now that are part of this and we've got more coming 
next year. So I thought that's a really good project, they'll be 
interested in that because it's how...it's how people live kind of thing. 

Interviewer Hmm, yep. 
Respondent And then erm, introducing them to other projects up in Gellideg - 

where we're going to go later on and different projects around 
Merthyr, but erm, when it came to it they didn't want to know about 
any of those positive projects, it was all about show us the fat people. 
[Laughs]. 

Interviewer [Laughs]. 
Respondent And then erm they were like 'oh look there's a fat person there, run 

after then and film them'. I was like 'you can't do that, because 
that's...that's just what you want it to be, you're skewing the real 
Merthyr for TV purposes. And I had a bit of a hissy fit up in the Gurnos 
where I refused to say that everyone in Merthyr was fat and lazy, 
because I don't believe that and they completely cut me out of the 
programme. [Laughs]. 

(Community Worker - Merthyr) 
 

Communities inevitably start to mirror such messages and to try and counter 

prejudices. One youth worker in Merthyr told of how as a youngster she would say 

she were from the Gurnos rather than Galan Uchaf as at that time the Gurnos was 

considered relatively ‘posh’. Young people too noted situations they found 
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themselves in, odd negative comments from others because of where they were 

from, and feelings of defensiveness around this. 

Male I don’t know because it’s got a bad name. 

Moderator How do you know how that affects…..affects the way you feel about 
the place? 

Female Well people say –when they’re talking about our school- they say 
Druggie Dre but they’ll ask people who have never been in our 
school before – so they can’t say that. 

Moderator So they’re assuming things?  

Female Yeah. 

Moderator Which you feel is unfair? So how would you counter that – what 
would you say to them? 

Female Well our school gets the best qualifications in Merthyr. 

(Focus Group – Merthyr) 
 

Youth it would appear is another easy target for such media mis-portrayals. In a 

piece written as a submission to the Leveson Enquiry to highlight the derogatory 

representation of young people in the media following the infamous riots of August 

2011 Giner & Jones (2011 citing Children and Young people Now 2009) remind us 

that 76% of press coverage of young people is negative. This would appear to be the 

case in Merthyr - with even local media seen as culpable in this through both 

negative reporting and under-reporting of positive news stories. When discussing 

how Sky utilised similar tactics to the BBC and Channel 4 and how young people 

actually won a prestigious national award shortly after the damaging reports, one 

youth worker in Merthyr expressed disgust in the lack of interest shown by the local 

paper: 

Respondent Jeff Randall did a report for Sky One about three- half hour, three-
quarters of an hour all on the Gurnos. They deliberately targeted 
vulnerable, extremely vulnerable people, er, drug users, er, young 
person, young gypsy traveller who'd come out of prison who just 
wouldn't have understood the questions that were given to him. Erm, 
and vulnerable people on the street. 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent Everyone that they targeted was vulnerable. Slagged the Gurnos off 

completely. 
Interviewer Hmm. 
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Respondent That was September 2010. December 2010, the young people from the 
Forsythia Youth Project won a Philip Lawrence award. UK wide award. 
We were up in London with Theresa May, Michael Gove the education 
minister, Baroness Newlove, Sir Trevor McDonald. 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent What did the papers put in? Two lines. Two lines. 
Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent I sent them a write-up, I give them - young people give them, erm, 

verbal feedback. We had photos. Two lines. 
Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent You know what I mean? It was - it was disgusting I thought. 

(Youth Worker - Merthyr) 
 

Even when the presenting positive news stories it is noted by Brent when 

discussing Southmead - the community he worked in for decades - that the media 

does so but 'on its terms, which trivialise the lives of people who live in the area. 

The local media have a clutch of clichés they continually apply to the area' (Brent, 

2009:91 emphasis in original).  

 

The unfair representations of youth was put to a Community Worker to glean his 

thoughts and an insightful and frank exchange was offered: 

Interviewer Now I mean, tha- tha- that’s come out quite a lot in sort of 
interviews and focus groups that I’ve done, if there is a bad story 
about some young person it will definitely make the paper, and if 
there is a good story about erm, volunteering or awards or you 
know, stepping up and helping the community then all of a sudden 
the paper doesn’t seem to wanna know. 

Respondent Yeah, yeah. 
Interviewer You know, it might be two lines on page five or something. 
Respondent Well yes again, it’s like our community representatives, you know, 

our councillors and that, how quick they are to attack young people 
and how slow they are to defend them. You know, and I can say that 
as a former councillor. 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent Er…yeah, I I I I think quite often they are too easy a victim for us as 

a society to have a go at. 
Interviewer Hmm. Yeah. Er…I mean, that’s the other interesting thing, because 

it’s a temporal identity isn’t it, being a young person, so we have all 
been there…do you think people forget when they come out of 
being- 

Respondent Short term memory, and this is the point where I was having a 
conversation with [NAME] the other day where I said I got quite 
angry. 

Interviewer Yeah, let’s go into that. [laughter]. Let go into that. 
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Respondent I think that those people that that do point the finger and and 
society groups and organisations that do do that want grabbing by 
the lapel and having a damn good slapping, because an and I mean 
that because…they can’t have been all innocent, you know, they 
must have done the things, because it’s natural for people to do 
that. A young person is is pressing buttons and having a go at 
boundaries because they are trying to find out. 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent That’s how we learn. You know, and how we can have such a short 

term memory that we get to a certain age and suddenly, well, we 
were never like that. 

Interviewer [Laughs]. 
Respondent We were like that! Of course we were! If not we were worse! You 

know, I know damn well I was! You know, and and and along with 
twenty or thirty of my mates as well, we would be the same. 

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent But I haven’t forgotten, you know? Er, I’m not saying it’s right, I’m 

not saying it’s wrong, I I I’m just saying that people have to learn 
different things in life and if if the system turns round and wag- 
waggles the finger at that person and says you’re doing wrong and 
I never did it, then that system is lying, they have to be lying, there 
is no question about it, an an and they have got a short term 
memory an an and if a young person skates on a bench and it’s in 
use then there is something wrong with that reporter because okay 
if the bench is damaged, surely the person that put the bench there 
in the first place goes ‘ooh my bench is damaged, I’d better build a 
bench that can be skateboarded on because I think we should have 
an inclusive society, not an exclusive society’. 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent What we have got is we have got different tiers if you like, and 

instead of us learning from each other and trying to make an 
inclusive society, we still maintain this kind of right and wrong. 

(Community Worker - Ceredigion) 
 

Young people are in a sense what Said termed 'undocumented people' who are 'not 

only, and most obviously, dislocated physically and materially but also excluded 

economically, politically and culturally from the agenda that dictates global 

development and progress' (Chambers, 2002:25). Ironic considering for some 

(Ruddick, 2003) globalisation uses the norms of Western understandings of youth 

to push its neoliberal agenda across the globe. 
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7.3 Careers Advice 

The act for the young people of projecting into the future was considered key by 

educational and training providers (see Figure 7.2) yet was one that was hampered 

on many levels. In terms of the professional advice they are receiving in careers the 

financial cuts mean that the service is reducing at a time when it could be argued it 

is needed most. The uncertainties around the jobs market and the demise of 

industries that offered un / semi-skilled jobs for life leaves a gap in the 

understandings of what is available for them locally. Indeed many admitted being 

unsure as to what steps were needed to achieve the goal even when they had an 

identified career aspiration. 

 

Figure 7. 1: Picture in computer room at training college in Ceredigion 
(Author's own photo). 

 

 
 
Schoon & Parsons (2002:263 citing Cook et al, 1996; Nurmi, 1991; Vondracek, 

1999) claim that 'adolescents, even before reaching high school level, have detailed 

knowledge about jobs and the social context in which these jobs are embedded'. 

However, the research found very little knowledge around this in relation to the 

young people who had chosen a career path yet hadn't engaged meaningfully in the 

practice of it. One good example of this kind of knowledge / practice of roles aiding 

in the career aspiration was the young man who grew up helping on his family's 
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farm. He knew this trade well and given his extensive experience already at dealing 

with engines and vehicles had decided to move into mechanical engineering. A 

second example is that of the many young people who had decided to move into the 

caring professions due to personal experience of caring for relatives. An example of 

a much forgotten about barrier to many young people in their lived experience that 

in some cases at least leads to positive career aspirations. However, many young 

people with a 'career goal' had little idea as to what such roles actually entailed or 

how to achieve them. The following conversation was typical of many of the young 

people: 

Male I want to be a Civil Engineer. 
Interviewer Civil Engineer? Have you got any engineers in the family or..? 
Male No. 
Interviewer Have you done any work experience in, in engineering?  
Male No. 
Interviewer So what’s inspired you to be - want to be a civil engineer? 
Male I don’t know really. 
Male He’s doing it in school. 
Male Money. 
Interviewer Money, okay, so you are inspired by money. 
Male Yeah. 
Interviewer And they earn a lot of money. 
Male Yeah. 
Interviewer Okay. Have you looked into, have you looked into the erm, have you 

looked into the erm route you need to take? 
Male No. 
Interviewer Have you talked to anyone about it? 
Male Yeah. 
Interviewer Who have you talked to? 
Male Careers Adviser. 
Interviewer Careers Adviser. Oka.. Try not to talk too much across. [Tapping on 

microphone]. 
Male [04:15] 
Interviewer Okay. So what did the Careers Adviser tell you? 
Male He told me what qualifications I needed and that erm it’s best off me 

getting an apprenticeship first and that if that doesn’t go very well 
[laughs] go to college or university. [Laughter]. 

Interviewer So Apprenticeship. So have you identified someone to talk to about 
an apprenticeship, like a firm yet?  

Male No. 
(Focus Group - Merthyr) 

 
Coupled with a paucity of information on careers above and beyond their own lack 

of experience it left the impression of a rather badly informed group being pushed 

to make critical decisions as to their future. Many cited family members as offering 
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the only experience in work, one that inevitably led to a feeling that this could be a 

realistic route for them. One positive to be taken from the above conversation is the 

attention of the careers adviser which is, as has been noted, a sadly ever rarer 

occurrence. The reliance on parental input due to an under pressure careers service 

was summarised well in one group in Ceredigion: 

Interviewer Yeah. Well that’s the interesting thing is that there’s hundreds of 
jobs that could potentially be so... With your careers advisers do you 
talk very deeply about...? 

Female No. 
Female Not really. 
Interviewer No? So pretty much a ‘no’ right around the room.  Do you feel that 

they support you enough at all. Do you get enough...? [Cross talk 
01:29] Hardly ever seen them. How many of you feel, um, how many 
of you have seen them even, like this year say?  

Female Only once... 
Male No. 
Interviewer Once, okay, so do you feel like that they give you enough of their 

time, or...? 
Female No. 
Male Not really. 
Interviewer What do you feel like you need them to do? 
Female Explain. 
Male How we can get... 
Female Yeah. 
Male ...to where we want to get to. 
Female And what grades and... 
Interviewer Right, okay. So, so [NAME] you’re saying it’s about how you get 

somewhere. 
Male Yeah. 
Interviewer What you need to get somewhere. And you’re saying, what grades 

you need... 
Female Yeah. 
Interviewer To get to university, to the right course, that kind of thing? 
Female Yeah. We want to know what way, like what path we take to get 

there. 
Interviewer Sure. 
Female But they don’t really explain that. 
Interviewer Okay. Do you think then that meeting them would help you feel a bit 

more certain about what you’d like to do in the future, cos... 
Female Yeah. 
Female Yeah. 
Interviewer Okay. Do you talk with anyone else outside school about, about um, 

sort of careers or, ever? Maybe the odd chat with your parents? 
Multiple Yeah. 
Interviewer Parents yeah. So what sort of things do you, I mean, are they 

supportive of you and your teacher? 
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Male Yeah. They, my Mum looks up things, how I can get to teach like, 
what I need, what’s what, what university I should go to. 

Interviewer Ah, so that’s interesting. So she’s actually doing the careers advice 
job almost... 

Male Yeah. 
Interviewer ...for you... And what about you...? 
Male Um... 
Interviewer Do you talk...? 
Male My Mum sort of goes on the internet and finds out what college to 

go to and things. 
Interviewer Okay. Is that the same with everyone, sort of?  
Female Yeah. 

(Focus Group - Ceredigion) 
 

As can be seen, the Careers Service is simply not able to do what pupils think it 

should be doing. As such, others, such as parents often have to fill the gap. As in the 

case above this is a suitable solution if they have knowledge of the career (in this 

case teaching) and are willing or able to do the research. Many parents however 

have little or no real idea of the realities of the careers young people aspire to and 

some do not engage on this topic. Indeed, in some cases I found it was desirable for 

parents to limit career aspirations due to their own business needs - there were 

many instances of young people earning and learning with family but for some this 

came with an educational cost. One young man had told me he worked a lot on his 

family farm: 

 

Moderator Is that quite normal on a farm?  

[Cross talk 06:00]. 
 
Male It might be yours one day. [Laughter]. 

Moderator [Inaudible 06:10]. Did you have to miss a lot of school? 

Male Yeah. 

Moderator How much, roughly, did you say you missed? 

Male He didn’t go to school 

Male I didn’t go to school really. 

Moderator You didn’t? 
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Male No, I didn’t like school, um, missed a couple of weeks here and there 
to do silage and shearing and stuff so... 

(Focus Group - Ceredigion) 

Another problem, that of the lack of local examples of certain job types and careers, 

was highlighted by a Community Worker in Merthyr: 'Seeing people who are 

barristers and doctors are alien concepts because of any of those, if any people from 

within our community get to those levels, it’s unlikely that they are going to be 

remaining in the community, because the work will take them out of the 

community' (Community Worker - Merthyr). 

 

Thus a serious and inherent problem around the often competing needs of 

individual achievement and community development are revealed. Many jobs 

where the brightest academically would succeed (and ones that are likely to 

demand the better salaries) are only possible certainly at the start of a career near 

larger conurbations, away from the young people’s family, friends and 

communities. Few young people wishing to pursue a career in law for example – 

and there were a number in both case-study areas – would be likely to be able to 

practice in either a post-industrial nor rural context, especially as we find that in 

Wales these areas also tend to be economically weak and rather isolated. There is 

of course a need for solicitors in these areas but larger law firms are often located 

near cities. Thus an area such as Penparcau for example remains permanently 

'deprived' despite the good work of Communities First because once people 

'achieve' a certain career they either have to live elsewhere for the work or 

culturally no longer feel a part of the community. When teaching Creative Writing 

in Penparcau I heard of a good example of this - a woman who had attended the 

sessions and then applied to university and been accepted was suddenly ostracised 

by some of her former friends as they felt she no longer belonged in their world. A 

personal experience also highlights this: I was working as a labourer following my 

A-levels and got on well with the others. On the day of my results - I achieved 2 A's 

in 1 year - I was on site and mentioned it as the phone call from my girlfriend to tell 

me my results had notified everyone something was happening. It was as though 

suddenly I was viewed with suspicion by my work colleagues - it was one of the 

oddest days of my life.  
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This 'block' on young people from disadvantaged backgrounds breaking into 

education and what could be considered 'elite' careers is not only as a result of 

geography, nor cultural misconceptions held by - or lack of information of - such 

careers from the communities they grew up in but also in the attitudes and cultures 

of the employers they aspire to work for. A study for the UK government's Social 

Mobility & Child Poverty Commission found that elite level law and accountancy 

firms in London and Scotland continued: 

[t]o be heavily dominated at entry level by people from more privileged 
socioeconomic backgrounds. This can be attributed primarily to a tendency 
to recruit the majority of new entrants from a narrow group of elite 
universities, where students are more likely to have attended selective or 
fee-paying schools, and/or come from relatively affluent backgrounds. In 
addition, elite firms define ‘talent’ according to a number of factors such as 
drive, resilience, strong communication skills and above all confidence and 
‘polish’, which participants in the research acknowledged can be mapped on 
to middle-class status and socialisation. 

(Ashley et al, 2015:6) 
 

Thus a cycle of privilege and elitism continues that is - despite the claims of 

widening access and attempts to improve social inclusion - still directly impacting 

employment prospects for the brightest young people from disadvantaged socio-

economic backgrounds.  

 

Careers advisers themselves are well aware of the impact of the cuts and ever more 

'focused' service and have taken to developing strategies of their own to try and 

counter any negative impacts. The following discussion highlights one such 

approach developed at a local level in Merthyr: 

Respondent Erm, plus we also get, erm, our own paperwork. We- we get some- 
some paperwork filled in within Merthyr which we get each of the 
young people to fill in. Erm, and we use that information ourselves. 

Interviewer Mmm hmm. 
Respondent To- to- to go through their ideas, their aspirations. 
Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent To see if there's a bit of a mismatch. 
Interviewer Yeah, sure. 
Respondent On what they maybe they want to do as opposed to how they 

currently do it. 
Interviewer Yeah. Sure. 
Respondent So- so that might not be something that the school would be aware 

of so they may not refer somebody to us but as a- as an advisor 
myself. 
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Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent I may say, 'well actually, I'm going to see that person'. 
Interviewer Sure, okay. 
Respondent 'Because they [UNCLEAR]'. 
Interviewer And that - did you find that mismatch ha- happens much? So a 

young person's idea of what they'd like to do and- and what they're 
actually doing to get there? 

Respondent Erm, quite often yes. Er, I mean on-once again, if I base on this- this 
current year because this is our new, erm - the- the new model that 
Careers Wales' working under is really rolling out from- from this 
year. Erm, so whereas school referrals as to people who I would 
see this year. 

Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent We're- we're maybe running at around about fifty people for- for 

this particular school. 
Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent Erm, but in total I've targeted that I'm going to see a hundred-and-

thirty people. 
Interviewer Right. 
Respondent So that would suggest possibly eighty of those are people who I've 

pinpointed. 
Interviewer Hmm. 
Respondent Based on some paperwork which they have filled in for me. If I can 

maybe get- give you a copy of some of the paperwork that I … 
Interviewer Sure. 
Respondent So it's- it's not- it's not rocket science but it just basically asks 

them, erm, about maybe what they've done to pay for next steps. 
Interviewer Sure. 
Respondent So to ask- ask some questions around their decision making 

processes. 
Interviewer Oh yeah. 
Respondent Erm, asking questions around, you know, 'what are you studying?' 

but then 'what do you see yourself doing in the future?'. 
Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent And- and from that form I've kind of like identified maybe another 

eighty people out of, er, two-hundred-and-twenty year group who, 
in my opinion, I feel could maybe benefit from a- a little bit of 
guidance. 

Interviewer Direction. 
Respondent Yeah. 
Interviewer Yeah. Sure, okay. That's interesting. So i-i-is this data, sort of - do- 

do you store this data somewhere or do you just have this on 
paper…? 

Respondent Yeah, erm, this- this is something we do within Merthyr. 
Interviewer Right. 
Respondent Erm, it is not something which is run…. 
Interviewer Not nationwide? 
Respondent Not nationally, no. 
Interviewer Is this quite, erm - it seems like quite a good idea though. [Laughs]. 
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Respondent Yeah. Well, yeah. I mean, at- at- at the end of the day, you know, it 
- you- no- no matter how big your net is, if it does- it's - if it's got 
too big holes in it, you're going to have some things go through. 

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent So the way we look at it, the more data we can collect. 
Interviewer Yeah, sure. 
Respondent The less that- that are going to fall through, hopefully. 

(Careers Adviser - Merthyr) 
 

Thus, it is often not individual inadequacies in careers advice but pressures 

creeping in that further undermine their ability to engage the right pupils. This 

innovative - if painfully obvious in many ways - response allows the careers adviser 

to meet with those identified that need his advice under the new targeted system 

as well as identifying 80 further students that would really benefit from 

engagement and advice. Most importantly it means he actively encourages pupils 

to consider what careers they may aspire to and supports them to understand the 

practical steps to help achieve them. Despite such good practice the careers' service 

is in meltdown in Wales following deep cuts and this is evident also when talking 

with young people. One focus group in Merthyr had pupils surprised to hear that 

the school even had a career's advisor - with one girl saying 'I didn't even know we 

still had them' (Focus Group - Merthyr).  

 

To summarise, to aspire to a career young people need to be able to imagine 

themselves in the role and this remains either impossible or a fiction if the problems 

outlined above and earlier in the thesis around careers advice and opportunities to 

experience different roles persist. 

7.4 Future Selves 

The ideas explored above to do with careers advice also have a direct and pressing 

influence on the notions and understanding of ‘future selves’. 

 

The notion of 'futures' is a developing theme in human geography with writers such 

as Anderson challenging the 'taken for granted category of 'the future''. He 

continues, '[C]ommon to all forms of anticipatory action is a seemingly paradoxical 

process whereby a future becomes cause and justification for some form of action 
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in the here and now' (Anderson, 2010:778). Despite his highlighting of this 

apparent paradox, futures have been engaged with extensively within sustainability 

/ environmental terms (Bullen & Whitehead, 2005) where the imaginative leap 

between actions now and results and consequences in the future are perhaps most 

obviously drawn. 

 

It was evident from the visits undertaken to a number of schools and youth clubs 

that there was a pattern to likely routes into the different professions engaged with 

in the interviews with teachers for example often being from outside the area they 

served. In Merthyr this trend seemed especially strong with a number living in 

Cardiff, although one school actively recruited locally: '[w]e have got five 

students…we have five [tuts] teachers in school who are ex-pupils' (Teacher - 

Merthyr) (out of 59 total staff) - and youth workers were often from within - having 

come up through the system locally and been inspired by what they had seen: 

Respondent [...] I've been here, probably, about thirteen years. I started as a 
volunteer and I've sort of come up through doing all that really and 
that's how I got involved. Just volunteering. 

Interviewer Okay, great. Erm, good. Because you used to use this as a young 
person, did you? 

Respondent Yeah, I used to access the service, erm, a couple of nights of the week 
and then sort of thought about how could I help a little bit more. 

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent And just asked the youth worker could I get involved somehow and 

just popped along then on a Sunday afternoon when it used to be 
open and just popped along and started helping with the tuck shop, 
doing some arts and crafts and painting and took it from there. And 
sort of developed into training. 

Interviewer Yeah. 
Respondent And then was employed as a trainee and sort of carried on and start 

- well, this year, er, just the first year of a degree level, so … 
(Youth Worker - Merthyr) 

 

This not only strengthened concerns explored in Chapters 4 and 5 about the 

detached nature of education from the locality it serves but also highlights another 

phenomenon, that of the importance of both experience and horizons. A noticeably 

high number of pupils involved in the research had aspirations to enter the caring 

professions and of these many had personal experience of caring for relatives, 

parents, grandparents or younger siblings in some capacity. As one community 
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worker put it when discussing young people from the area who were drawn to the 

care professions:  

I- I think it’s a positive outcome of a very narrow perceptive, because 
they er, they want to, they want to achieve in what they’ve experienced, 
I- I think erm, young people have aspirations based on what they 
understand and what they have experienced themselves, um, and I think 
that would be a pointer to the things that they’d experienced and the 
things that they’ve witnessed.  

(Community Worker - Merthyr) 
 

It mustn't be assumed however that it is purely narrow horizons or lack of 

experience that pushes young people towards selfless choices. As already discussed 

in the thesis some young people choose actions that are outside of a simple financial 

judgement in their aspirations and thus help to dispel the fiction portrayed by the 

media of them as being inconsiderate and selfish with no regard for society. 

Interviewer Sure, sure. So I mean you’re off to [place] Uni. 
Male Yeah. 
Interviewer To study economics. Do you feel you will come back to Wales, 

[place]?  
Male Wales maybe but not where I'm from. 
Interviewer Yeah, yeah. 
Male ...not work. 
Interviewer No, no, no. Well if there’s not the opportunities to pursue that 

kind of career. 
Male No, I mean I was talking to my economics teacher about this and 

she said to me, ‘You have to create the opportunities’. 
Interviewer Hmm. 
Male It’s just I found that completely [snorts]. I don’t really want to do 

that right now [laughter]. Maybe when I’m forty, but [laughter]. 
Interviewer Yeah, okay. Uh and um do you know where, because economics 

is quite a broad field, do you know...  
Male Yeah. 
Interviewer Have you got a particular... I mean do you want to go into sort of 

public, be a public servant or... 
Male Yeah, probably be in public service although I see it as far more 

cushy than going into the private financial sector... 
Interviewer Yeah [laughter].  
Male No, but probably public service or [laughter]. 
Interviewer No.  
Male It's kind of a duty... [laughter]. 
Interviewer No, no, seriously, do you, I mean do you feel like that’s a, that, that 

is another element of your outlook.  
Male Yeah. 
Interviewer Because it would, you’re right. It would be easy to go off to 

London and, you know.  
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Male Yeah. 
Interviewer With a ec- a good economics degree and probably make a killing.  
Male Yeah. 
Interviewer But you feel a duty to... 
Male I feel bad because, you know, some people are really passionate 

and I'm like 'I have a duty..' [laughter] 
Interviewer Well no, but you need people who feel that passion, don’t you, to 

get involved.  
Male Yeah, well I do so... 

(Focus Group - Widening Access Programme) 
 

The young people engaged with in this study demonstrated a good range of career 

aspirations but they were all too often impacted upon through lack of opportunity 

or narrow horizons. For a young person to imagine their future self they must not 

only have a sense of their worth through the engagement that citizenship enables 

but also through a clear vision of what role they might undertake in society. Careers 

are one solid part of how many people define themselves and also how individuals 

understand their interaction in community. Having the ability to imagine what a 

career they may wish to pursue might mean, or even entail in its practicalities, is 

central to assist young people envision their future selves. 

7.5 Conclusion 

The imagined influences many aspects of young people's lives and 'lived 

experience'. From the past (and ongoing) social struggles being reproduced in 

communities, to the present mis-portrayal and 'Othering' of youth and lack of clear 

careers advice that obfuscates and obscures potential routes to careers to their 

future selves. 

 

In relation to the past I found communities fiercely proud of their heritage 

tempered with a genuine concern both that young people were losing touch with it 

and also that it was being eradicated from wider memory through physical acts. 

Physical reminders of shared histories of struggle, resistance, communitarianism 

and exploitation were being torn down to make way for supermarkets and 

shopping centres; the 'Cathedrals' of neoliberalisation and unfettered capitalism. It 

was as though the Destruction of Memory (Bevan, 2007) was being taken from 

military conflicts to civilian ones. 
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I have found in the present a disturbing trend by some in positions of responsibility 

around the use of language and the perpetuation of ideas that demonises young 

people and disadvantaged communities. Much as Brent (2009) described, and how 

I have been arguing during the course of this thesis, such misinformation is not only 

damaging to individual's and communities' sense of worth and what they might 

achieve but also perpetuates social inequalities and the effective 'ghetto-isation' of 

already peripheral and marginalised people.   

 

In relation to the future I will summarise with the genuine feeling that if only society 

would trust the young a little more and engage them as full citizens from as early as 

possible, then they would lay the foundations for a much brighter society. It is also 

important for society to invest in the mechanisms such as careers advice, youth 

centres and engagement structures that support and develop them to ensure this 

happens. 
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8 Conclusion 
 

[I]f a man will begin with certainties, he shall end in doubts; but if he will be 
content to begin with doubts, he shall end in certainties.  

(Bacon, 2001:35) 
 

'Aspirations of Young People?’ - Have they got any? 
(Most Common Response to my Research Topic) 

 

 

I am not completely convinced of Bacon’s assertion above that beginning with 

either certainties or doubts will inevitably lead to ending with the opposite. 

However, for me it captures both the danger of assumptions and also the obvious 

possibilities if approaching a topic with an open mind. I hope that during the 

research I reflected some – if not all – of the open-mindedness and plasticity 

demonstrated by most young people involved in the study. Meeting nearly two 

hundred young people from across mid and south Wales to discuss their lived 

experiences, milltir sgwâr and aspirations for the future proved to be a quite 

extraordinary and sometimes exhausting experience. It was sad and funny, boring 

and exciting, frustrating and fruitful all at once and represents in microcosm I feel 

a good summation of life; especially perhaps the lives of the young.  

 

That so many practitioners too were able and willing to get involved in the project 

shows just how much they care for the young people. Despite already hectic 

professional lives, ever-increasing pressures and diminishing resources they felt it 

was important to meet with me and discuss the young people that they work so 

closely with and so hard for. I was also pleasantly surprised with the national level 

engagement given to the project and feel this demonstrated that the will certainly 

appears to be present in Wales at all scales to improve the lives of the young.  

8.1 The Research Questions 

Throughout the thesis the discussion and analysis has addressed the research 

questions both directly and indirectly. I will now revisit each in turn briefly and 

offer a final summary of the findings and additional comments by way of conclusion. 
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8.1.1 How does the policy and practice of education and 

engagement at different scales impact on the lived 

experience of young people? 

 
As was explored during the thesis these two areas have massive impacts on the 

lived experiences of young people. From the national implications of education and 

youth work policy to more localised debates around issues such as access to sixth 

form and youth clubs there doesn’t seem to be a single scale that does not have an 

influence. Issues caused as a result of mishandling of these issues at the national 

scale are felt especially keenly by both the young people and practitioners in their 

Milltir Sgwâr.  

 

The education system in Wales is under immense pressures financially as well as 

structurally. The innovative approach in the early days of the WG should be praised 

but the subsequent retreat towards testing along with the wholesale restructuring 

are of concern and have implications at both local and regional levels. Of course 

basic skills are vital but this mustn't come at the cost of having engaged pupils nor 

of alienating teachers. As has been seen in the thesis there are good examples of 

schools being active parts of their community and local economy and this must be 

encouraged. Working in partnership with local industry schools and other 

educational institutions would create exciting opportunities for young people 

looking at post-school careers and considering alternative routes to HE. It could 

also encourage local entrepreneurship that in turn would help to develop the local 

economy. Young people feel safe in their schools generally but sometimes feel un-

listened to and unprovided for. Questions around the sometimes degraded physical 

environs of the schools, access in terms of travel and a perceived privileging of 

issues such as uniform by the institution were raised. Young people thought far 

more focus should be paid to providing a broad range of subjects, access to different 

experiences of different roles through industry placements and connections with 

different sectors and much better careers advice.  

 

The problems facing young people are also key in the area of engagement. Numbers 

of people being engaged had fallen despite WG commitments to increase it. The 
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problems of representation caused by losing Funky Dragon appear to have been 

solved through the establishment of the Youth Assembly in 2018. However this is 

in its very early stages as this thesis is completed and its efficacy and longevity are 

yet to be understood. Engagement, the most obvious route through which young 

people practice and develop their citizenship, is sadly diminished in many 

communities with lack of funding and evidence that young people feel neither as 

equal nor valued as other citizens. Also a better sense of young people as citizens of 

or in ‘place’ has got to be nurtured in Wales. Too often I heard the conflicting tales 

of young people being considered a problem in place yet also having no-where to 

go. Suitable provision of youth clubs and centres are a part of the solution but I 

would also argue that breaking down perceived barriers between what constitutes 

'appropriate' places for young, adult and old people would be beneficial. A scheme 

not mentioned in the thesis but worthy of note here (there are hundreds of such 

examples) is of a primary school in one case-study area that set up a weekly knitting 

club with pupils and retired local residents. Skills were passed on, stories of the 

milltir sgwâr were shared and very importantly the false barriers between 

generations that exist were dismantled. 

 

Devolution has offered Wales the opportunity to pursue a different direction in 

policy terms to the rest of the UK (Goodwin et al, 2005) but further powers are 

needed to be devolved to ensure all policy levers are in place to continue along a 

progressive path. Wales must also resist lazy explanations and solutions; the 

assumption that 'the best route out of poverty is through employment' (WG, 

2012iv:3) misses the key structural issues young people in the transition from 

education to work and more broadly that their communities face at a very 

fundamental level. 

 

8.1.2 How do ‘lived experience’ and ‘aspiration’ co-exist and 

inter-relate? 

Many young people place happiness above wealth (Social Exclusion Task Force, 

2008) and as I found genuinely value their communities - even though they may 

appear to be geographically and economically peripheral. Society's challenge is to 

support such communities to retain their young people whilst not stifling young 
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people with aspirations outside of their communities' norms and experiences.  

 

It is also clear that we need to accept and celebrate difference between and within 

regions and towns and try to accept that place matters (De Blij, 2010). Place is 

instrumental in both how young people formulate aspiration and fulfil it and also in 

how cohesive and 'happy' communities can be. It is vital to rethink 'economics' and 

contradict the theoretically flawed assertion of an ontologically flat world in which 

opportunity is equal and place is passé. '[T]he reality of paid work, even in our 

shrinking globe, is one of different groups of workers living and labouring in 'local 

worlds' [...] that are distant and distinct from each other' (Castree et al, 2004:8 citing 

Meegan, 1995). Just as with the example earlier of the development of the Huit 

Denim Company in Cardigan place can provide the skills for companies to thrive in 

unexpected places and in turn develop local economies that young people feel 

excited about and may aspire to join and / or contribute to. It is also important to 

re-evaluate what constitutes 'success' and make this a part of the wider 

conversation in Wales. 

 

There should be an acceptance that young people are a vital and vibrant part of any 

community and they must be integrated into it to fully feel invested in the future. 

We must be supporting and growing industries at a local and regional level that 

offer employment, a better standard of living and a sense of self-respect to them 

and to their oft-abandoned communities. Geography should not be a barrier but will 

remain so as long as a 'one size fits all' model is adopted in educational, economic 

and societal terms. Of course society needs to do more to support those who are 

academically gifted from any background to explore and fulfil their potential but 

should also do the same with non-academic youngsters through expanding 

apprenticeships, supporting industry and improving routes to employment. 

 

Communities must come together to support the careers advice and experiential 

opportunities for young people. Schools are struggling to offer the support and 

parents often don’t have the resources to guide a young person who wants to move 

into something outside of their knowledge, experience or understanding. The lived 

experience was found to profoundly impact upon young people’s sense of 
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themselves and also their community’s worth. As was explored in the thesis from 

the young woman working in a failing high street shop to the many who noted 

empty commercial premises in their towns and ‘nothing to do’ to the young man 

who suggested that the small amount of investment in his home-town was literally 

‘a façade’ that did nothing to benefit anyone; these are the views of young people in 

– and of – their milltir sgwâr. Society does itself a disservice if it underestimates the 

perceptiveness of the young people in these places. They are presented as the future 

of said community but on the one hand they notice the lack of investment and failing 

structures whilst also on the other being given little opportunity to get involved 

meaningfully as citizens nor inhabit the places physically. It is little wonder so many 

see moving away or a bleak future in their current community as the only options. 

 

8.1.3 How do the rights, responsibilities and practices of 

citizenship impact upon both a young person’s lived 

experience and aspirations in the present and their 

conceptions of their future selves? 

 

Young people are resilient yet being cast as the ‘Other’ does take its toll on many. 

This was seen in an understanding by some young people that they were looked 

down upon, or that they were not listened to by adults in their communities. There 

was a strong sense that adults would often ‘get away’ with actions that they as 

young people would be pilloried for.   

 

Where young people had the opportunity to engage with their community they 

often did so positively and contributed to improving said community. However, 

again it was felt that any such responsible actions that could have been highlighted 

by the media were often lost with more negative stories often taking precedence. 

Indeed little mention is made in mainstream media of the countless examples I saw 

of young people as advocates for issues of import to society as a whole, as carers for 

family members, as volunteers, as charity and community workers, as paid 

employees and learners as the narrative remains one of 'problem youth' and 

'hoodies' (Giner & Jones, 2011). 
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It was unfortunate to note that young people, when talking of youth clubs faced with 

closure, pictured a future of drug and alcohol abuse. Having something to do and a 

safe place to gather with friends, have fun and learn skills was foundational to a lot 

of their senses of self and certainly one of the most positive influences on them in 

their lived experience. Without having access to this they were genuinely concerned 

that the most likely route would be that which they had seen others go through in 

their family and community.  The creation of spaces that allow them to be included 

rather than excluded and be forced to seek out their own spaces (Matthews et al, 

2006, Skelton, 2000) is vital. Being hounded from place to place - as was seen in the 

rural town in Ceredigion with the liminal spaces outside the Ceredigion Youth Club 

causing conflict with other residents - devalues the young people and makes them 

question their worth. Such doubt can readily lead to disengagement and can have 

implications for their outlook on deeper issues around their willingness to engage 

with society. 

 

Much as Jones & Wallace (1992) question the validity of ascribing citizenship to 

young people and their rights by proxy - that is to say through the 'adult' head of 

the household for example - so too do I call for a greater understanding of the 

agency of young people and their ability to be included in society as an equal rather 

than as an 'Other'. It is by continually questioning their agency and potential 

contribution as citizens that society devalues youth and in turn creates a problem 

(Hacking, 2004i).  

 

8.1.4 What conclusions can be drawn from an analysis of the 

intersectionality of the various factors impacting upon a 

young person’s aspirations? 

 
 
Talking to the intersectionality of the issues outlined throughout the thesis a quote 

from Graham Whitfield of the JRF summarises succinctly, one '[C]annot rely on 'ever 

better' delivery of curriculum [but rather] must address multiple aspects of 

disadvantaged children's lives' (Whitfield, 2011). Multiple issues impact upon the 

formation of aspiration in young people. Many of these have been covered in this 
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thesis yet as many again (and maybe many more) were outside of the scope of this 

study. Every individual will have their own unique set of variables but as a society 

we can look at and try to manage the parameters of said variables.  

 

An analysis of the intersectionality of the factors impacting upon young people was 

undertaken in Chapter 6 so rather than revisit these I will simply refer the reader 

there. To recap this study was especially concerned with: the socio-economic 

circumstances of the focus group; formal vs. non-formal setting; age of respondents; 

gender; geographic location of focus group; language, and; national identity. 

 

To build upon the earlier section however it should be noted that a key area of 

intersectionality in terms of lived experience is seen in the young people’s often 

disjointed platial existences’ inter-relation with time-pressures. Returning to 

Hägerstrand's (1970) space-time theory is useful here. It has recently come to be 

seen as a rather mechanistic formula involving bodies in space-time. However it 

does help elucidate one irrefutable influence on young people’s lives. If a student 

has to travel for an hour in both directions to access their education then they are 

physically tied to that space (the bus) for 2 hours every day. Thus they are not able 

to do anything else and may find extra study difficult or indeed impossible in such 

a setting.52 Extending this thought it is possible to extrapolate that those young 

people I met who are in education yet working and who are likely to be doing so 

because of economic disadvantage are further disadvantaged by their ties to this 

activity. Having a full CV and experience of the work place is undoubtedly valuable, 

but, for those who are capable of attending university such activities would seem to 

make their chances of success less likely due to the application process’ 

concentration on grades rather than ‘real-world’ experience.  

8.2 Summary 

Choosing these two case-study areas, as well as a national programme aimed at 

widening participation, has provided me with a slew of data and insights from a 

fantastic variety of people. Although chosen as they represented communities with 

 
52 Contrary to Edensor's (2011) romantic vision of commuting 
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quite different characteristics what I found were young people and practitioners in 

both that had very similar hopes and dreams, concerns and fears and of course 

aspirations. There were differences of opinion around some topics such as the 

Welsh language coloured by the local lens through which it was viewed. It would 

not be belittling their stories to say that the pressures facing the youth workers, 

teachers and careers advisors were to all intents and purposes identical in each 

area. Likewise, the young people of each area – and from across Wales in the 

Widening Access Programme – communicated the same issues time and time again. 

 

Differences did exist although I don’t think there were any great divergences of 

thought between the two areas. All sets of sixth formers had quite well-advanced 

next steps in mind academically speaking and many had professional careers they 

were aspiring to pursue. Many of the young people encountered in the informal 

youth club settings spoke of their aspirations just as eloquently as those in school 

however were perhaps more open about the issues they faced culturally and 

socially around them on an everyday level. The Widening Access Programme and 

Ceredigion Educational 1 were both older groups from outside a school setting yet 

in education or training and their responses provided some of the most candid and 

perceptive insights into the transitional period between school and next steps. All 

young people spoke of problems with lack of careers advice and a perception of a 

lack of opportunity locally for work of the kind the majority aspired to. This is borne 

out in the figures as percentages aspiring to professional and skilled routes in each 

area were higher than the national figures show for such jobs being available. 

Despite this very few I spoke to displayed ‘unrealistic aspirations’ with a majority 

having a good sense of what they would like to do – in either career or university 

terms – even if sometimes the requisite understanding of the actions it would 

require was missing. The problems seem to exist in the local realisation of the young 

people’s potential which is a structural issue. Opportunities such as more 

integrated local food supply chains in Ceredigion or utilisation of heritage sites to 

drive up tourism in Merthyr were discussed by respondents as responses that could 

be, indeed should be, implemented to assist local economies and offer opportunity 

and hope to young people and the community.  
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More broadly many mentioned unfair representations of themselves as teenagers 

and a sense that they were disrespected by some in their community and this had 

implications in terms of negative feelings around the kinds of pillars that we 

understand citizenship to be based upon. A feeling that they weren’t welcome in 

certain places, that good deeds were never recognised, that the resources they 

relied upon (youth centres etc.) were often under threat and that the kinds of 

services they needed (transport, sixth forms) were changed with no consultation 

also played heavily on their minds. 

 

They also however valued their communities and also the practitioners who had 

engaged with them positively. I hardly heard a bad word said about any of these 

people upon whom the young people, and by implication the community, rely upon 

at such a crucial time in their lives. One focus group were quite disparaging about 

teachers but this came hot on the heels of a discussion that equated the school with 

‘prison’ in a rather hot mobile classroom so may have been driven by extenuating 

factors. As I say this was an exception and these professional and volunteer 

practitioners undertake genuinely exhausting roles full of quite thankless tasks 

often for years or even decades. The fact that so many of the young people I talked 

to would hope to move into such work not only speaks to the fact that you aspire to 

what you see and experience in your milltir sgwâr but also I think more powerfully 

to the amazing and inspirational work being undertaken by these individuals. Every 

youth club I visited had at least one worker or volunteer that had at one time been 

a service user and many will again in the future see those who I met as service users 

return to volunteer or work with their communities. 

 

Also very noticeable and extremely touching was the fact that so many talked of 

careers in the caring or medical professions, youth work or teaching professions 

often based upon an understanding of these routes gleaned through personal 

experience. These are not the young people of media reports or crime waves or 

disrespect. The young people I met were the nurses, doctors, youth workers, 

teachers, bin men (their phrase), soldiers, scientists, shop workers, chefs and 

citizens of the future. Many led quite difficult lives with caring responsibilities for 

example to contend with alongside the more obvious pressures explored in the 
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research. To treat them as any less does them a disservice and effectively 

hamstrings our communities. Imagine how much more gladly and enthusiastically 

all such roles in the future would be undertaken if we made children and young 

people feel a part of their society, as full citizens, from birth. Of course there were 

pressures and not all enjoyed school and some even rebelled against the youth 

centres but fascinatingly they were still seen as an exceedingly important part of 

their milltir sgwâr and lived experience. A fantastic example of this is of the young 

man in Merthyr who relied upon Merthyr Youth Club 1 and who credited them with 

him not being in prison like many of his male relatives. Despite this he still caused 

them issues. In spite of his understanding of the consequences such behaviour could 

lead to he was sometimes so awkward that the youth worker joked that she 'hated 

him'. But this is the point, he felt loved and a part of that community. It is little 

wonder he responds to authority in such a way given his upbringing. It would be a 

struggle for him to engage but the fact that the youth worker gave him space to 

explore these feelings and engage meaningfully meant that they built a bond - one 

which may lead over time to his further integration into community and society. 

Better inclusion and engagement lead to better outcomes for society across the 

board let alone just young people and their educational results.  

 

Finally, aspiration has been used generally in a narrow neoliberal sense and needs 

to be either relinquished by those in power or its definition widened to include well-

being more explicitly in the policy discourse. There is a tendency from both ends of 

the political spectrum to put the onus on the individual in terms of 'success' or 

'failure' but this denies the structural pressures. There needs to be a fundamental 

re-evaluation of 'success' that tries to decouple it from the economic and that values 

other expressions and manifestations. 

8.3 In Conclusion… 

I end with a call that it is both vital and pressing to once again argue as social 

scientists and especially on behalf of the young and disenfranchised that 'it is the 

complex interrelationship between these social contexts and structures and 

individual agency that shape the lifecourse and the opportunities that may come 

our way' (Mooney, 2008:63 emphasis added).  
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Whereas fantastic work is being done at the local level the research has revealed a 

system failing the young people across education, careers and engagement. 

Practitioners at the local scale often have little to work with and feel pressure from 

all sides. Reduced budgets, increased expectations and an ever-growing 

performance assessment culture all undermine their autonomy whilst doing little 

to support their work with young people. 

 

A more positive and balanced approach must be taken around careers advice to not 

only look at local opportunities but also for all routes to be discussed more openly 

with more credence given to the idea that each individual should be supported to 

find the route most suitable for them. From the academically gifted young people 

who are disadvantaged before they even consider applying to Oxbridge because of 

the lack of specialist preparatory sessions to a lack of knowledge around 

apprenticeships; the careers advice and support mechanisms in Wales were found 

to be failing the young people involved in the research. Schemes such as WG's Seren 

Network 'supporting Wales' brightest' (Seren Network, no date) are welcome but 

more must be done. 

 

They represent two sides of the same coin. Whether eager to move away or keen to 

stay local the advice and guidance available is not capable of aiding informed 

decisions nor facilitating proactive actions. Apprenticeships especially offer 

opportunities for young people and local industry to be linked in meaningful ways 

yet have been found to be little discussed as an option in Wales with only 9% of 

pupils (as opposed to 20% in England) saying they would consider a work-based 

training route (Hutchinson et al, 2013:14). Also, given the negative comments from 

young people involved in this research who are employed via this route it is 

necessary to look from a national perspective at how they could be made more 

attractive. 

 

In terms of citizenship the young people often expressed frustration with not being 

listened to yet also felt great conflict in both their personal experiences of their 

communities and more broadly in the media representations of youth. Their milltir 

sgwâr was a place they were in constant negotiations around and that often felt 
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beyond their control. Everything from being hounded from public spaces they 

socialised in outside youth clubs to having 6th form options dictated to them. There 

is a decided lack of meaningful involvement of young people at a local level. 

Hopefully with the establishment of the Youth Assembly there will be better levels 

of representation.  

 

The lack of willingness on the part of the media to publicise the good, community-

minded actions being undertaken by young people also frustrated those working 

directly with them. As a society we must counter the negativity and share the good 

stories that exist all over Wales that praise young people’s community spirit, 

entrepreneurship and achievements. 

 

Wales has proven itself to be innovative and experimental in its approaches and 

forward-thinking in many of its policies around young people. However to continue 

to nurture this both practitioners and the young people themselves must be 

considered even more in policy decisions. Climate change and economic 

uncertainty should be driving a new approach to how we ‘do society’ in Wales. 

Communities must be supported economically and facilitated to survive and thrive 

and this may take an even greater leap of faith by the WG to think afresh in economic 

and development terms.  

 

The recent climate protests have seen a very necessary voice emerge. Sixteen year 

old Gretha Thunberg has become the face of a new movement that is challenging 

the out of date and damaging approaches society has become used to. Although 

focussed on the climate the message she is spearheading is one that applies across 

the board; listen to the young as we’ll be living with the consequences. As Caroline 

Lucas MP summarised ‘[Y]oung people like Greta represent hope in the face of 

political inaction’ (Guardian, 2019). As if to demonstrate the out of touch 

irrelevance and pig-headedness of those that don’t value young people’s opinion, 

Boris Johnson entered the fray saying he was ‘utterly fed up with being told by nice 

young people that their opinions are more important than my own’ (Telegraph, 

2019).  
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Finally, we must ensure that every young person feels empowered to pursue their 

passions and that every passion has a place. By this I mean that we must not as a 

society continue to rate different careers according to status or salary. We should 

provide the advice and structures to enable young people to explore and discover 

their interests sufficiently that they may find their purpose in life, whatever and 

wherever that may be.  

 

8.4 Epilogue 

 
In Albert Camus' (2005) short essay The Myth of Sisyphus the protagonist Sisyphus 

was condemned by the gods for eternity to push a rock to the top of a hill only to 

see it rush down again towards the plain so he would have to repeat the exercise. A 

retelling of an ancient Greek myth; in allegorical terms this is also the story of 

labour. The story of ceaseless, repetitive toil that is in a capitalist existence often 

removed from the everyday necessities of living and seems to all the world 

meaningless. Every day we rise and push our rock to the top of our slope only to see 

it return to the bottom again in need of attention. Sisyphus endured such a hellish 

existence that, by implication, we all experience in the post-modern dislocated 

world of work. However, Camus pondered, what if we had been focusing on the 

wrong part of this experience. What if we saw the toil for what is was, merely a part 

of the whole. He suggested that we must appreciate the breathing-space - the literal 

aspiration - as much as we accept the labour... and by doing so we overcome 

drudgery and more importantly transcend circumstance: 

 
It is during that return, that pause, that Sisyphus interests me. A face that 
toils so close to stones is already stone itself! I see that man going back down 
with a heavy yet measured step toward the torment of which he will never 
know the end. That hour like a breathing-space which returns as surely as 
his suffering, that is the hour of consciousness. At each of those moments 
when he leaves the heights and gradually sinks toward the lairs of the gods, 
he is superior to his fate. He is stronger than his rock. 

(Camus, 2005:117 emphasis added)
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Informed Consent – Focus Group – Participant 

 

Informed	Consent	-	Focus	Group	-	Participant.	
	
The	Economic	Aspirations	of	Young	People	in	Wales:	a	social	and	
spatial	evaluation.	-	Oliver	Morris	

•Please	read	each	statement	below	carefully	and	tick	the	relevant	box	to	show	that	
you	understand	and	agree	to	what	is	being	said.	Please	then	sign	the	bottom	of	the	
consent	form	to	verify	this.		

	

	

	

	

I	 understand	 that	 my	 participation	 is	 voluntary,	 that	 I	 can	
choose	not	to	participate	in	part	or	all	of	the	project,	and	that	I	
can	 withdraw	 at	 any	 stage	 of	 the	 project	 without	 being	
penalised	or	disadvantaged	in	any	way.	

I	 agree	 to	 take	 part	 in	 the	 above	 Aberystwyth	 University	
research	project.		

I	 have	 had	 the	 project	 explained	 to	 me,	 and	 I	 have	 read	 and	
understood	the	Explanatory	Statement,	which	I	may	keep	for	
my	records.	

I	agree	to	the	use	of	anonymised	quotes	from	the	focus	group	
being	used	by	the	researcher	for	the	uses	outlined	in	the	
Explanatory	Statement.	

I	agree	to	storage	of	my	contact	details	by	the	researcher.	

I	understand	that	I	can	request	a	copy	of	the	thesis	upon	
completion.	

	
Name___________________________________________________________________________(Please	Print)	
	
Signature____________________________________________________________	Date_____________________	
	
School	/	College	/	Organisation	______________________________________________________________	
	
Contact	e-mail/phone_________________________________________________________________________	
	
Age________	

I	agree	to	the	appropriate	storage	of	the	fully	anonymised	
interview	data	after	the	above	named	research	project	has	
finished	for	use	in	further	research.	
	



 312 

Informed Consent – Focus Group – Parent / Guardian 
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Data Collection Notes – Focus Groups 

July 2013 - Oliver Morris 
 
Data Collection Update and Plan: 
 
Ceredigion: 
[NAME] and [NAME] schools have both given me access to one year 10 and one 
year 12 group. (4 groups in total) [NAME] is due to take place week commencing 
8th July and [NAME] on the 16th July. 
 
[NAME] have not responded yet. I have been in touch with 2 members of staff - 
one of whom is responsible for coordinating the student forum - and I have also 
sent in information and a request to be raised at the student forum to no avail as 
yet. 
 
Given the state of play with [NAME] I have approached [NAME] and the manager 
there [NAME] is happy to discuss how his trainees can get involved. This should 
provide a more directly vocational counterpoint to the school focus groups. 
 
I have also approached Rathbone who work on training and work placements for 
unemployed 16-18 year olds. No response as yet. 
 
I'm waiting for a response from [NAME] for access to his Theatre Group. I would 
like to keep these as a possible for during / after the Summer. As a group they 
comprise some of the most disadvantaged young people in Ceredigion and I 
wanted to see whether my research was heading towards an investigation of such 
a specific group. 
 
Totals: 
Done: 4 
Planned / Possible: 2  
Awaiting Response: 2 

 
 

Denbighshire: 
I have undertaken one focus group with a year 10 Welsh Bacc group in [NAME]. 
 
After e-mailing and phoning repeatedly since March I finally today (July 1st) got 
response (after encouragement) from Rhyl High School that they don't want to 
partake. Up until today I have always been told that 'it's being looked at' and to 
expect a response soon. At least I now know! 
 
Coleg Llandrillo likewise have been lax at getting back to me. I would hope to sort 
a session in the new academic year with ah group somewhere (they have 
campuses and courses across Denbighshire and the north). 
Totals: 
Done: 1 
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Planned / Possible: 0 
Awaiting Response: 1 

 
 
 
Merthyr: 
Undertaken year 10 focus group in [NAME] School. 
 
Undertaken student committee focus group in [NAME]. 
 
[NAME] are happy to have me meet YP. Just need to rearrange  
 
Totals: 
Done: 2 
Planned / Possible: 2 
Awaiting Response: 0 

 
 
 
[NAME - WIDENING ACCESS PROGRAMME]: 
Met the YP today and will be planning a couple of focus groups soon with them. 
They are here over the next four weeks and so I would hope to hold a couple of 
decent sessions with differently formed groups. 
 
 

 
 
Plan: 
 
To return and do follow-up sessions with those groups I've already met = 7 
To ensure more groups in Denbighshire. 
To follow-up on leads with training providers and more informal providers. 
 
With the return visits I will have a definite 14 done, and so need 6 more over the 
Widening Access Programme and elsewhere (Denbighshire is a priority) to have a 
good geographical spread and will look to include some more vocational and/or 
excluded groups. 
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Questions – Focus Group 

Focus Group: 
Underline that this is voluntary and if anyone feels uncomfortable or uncertain 
they can leave at any time 
Thank everyone for being there. Explain this is a chance to discuss where they see 
themselves doing - and what they'd like to do - in the future as well as think about 
what they are doing now to achieve that and reflect upon their experiences so far. 
It's an open discussion so everyone is free to contribute and if you'd like to say 
something just wait for person before to finish - no matter how important it is - 
and that way they will (hopefully) respect you and give you a chance to finish your 
point!  
 
***ENSURE EVERYONE HAS READ AND UNDERSTOOD EX.STATEMENT AND 
COMPLETED CONSENT FORM*** 
 

i. Aspirations 
Do you all know what you'd like to do when you leave school? Describe please... 

ii. Identity 
•Do you feel Welsh/British/European/any of these? 
•Does this affect where you'd like to live / work when older? 
•How many of you speak Welsh? Is this important for work / the future? 

iii. Place 
•What are the plusses and minuses of living ................(where focus group is) 
•What opportunities for work / study are here? 
•Are you proud of your area or not? 

iv. Rights 
•Are you listened to enough by people making decisions? 

v. Awareness 
• Have many people who work talked to you about what they do? Who? 
•How does careers advice work? Is it useful? 
•Do your parents / friends / family talk to you about careers? 

vi. Mobility 
•Do you think you'll need to move away one day? 
•Would you (like to) move away - or commute to work? 
•Where's the furthest you've been and what's the furthest you'd go for work / 
education? 

vii. Friends 
• Does what your friends think matter? 
• Do you discuss the future with your friends? 

viii. Parents 
• What do your parents want you to do? 
•Do they talk to you about their work / education? 

ix. Past / Present / Future 
•Do you think what you do now will affect what you do in the future or is it luck or 
other factors? 

x. Heritage 
•Are you aware of your area’s history and heritage?  
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Example of Notes from Focus Groups 

 
[NAME] 1 - 08/05/13 
 
[NAME] - BTEC level 3 ext dip media prod - engaged and articulate although laid 
back. He seemed to know what he wanted to do but mentioned connections made 
all the difference in finding work in BBC. 
 
[NAME] - Found deg sports science - very engaged - obviously proxy 'leader' of 
group (student committee) - as I was packing up equipment she was taking charge 
of meeting and I noticed as I got them to fill out consent she was helping Carwyn. 
Engaged and most willing to offer opinion. Thought life had an element of 'go with 
flow' and talked of even though she has lots of quals struggling for 3 years to get 
even part-time work in Merthyr. Talked of getting over an illness and seemed 
quite wired at start of meeting - was concerned to find out exactly what was going 
on. 
 
[NAME] - art - didn't talk at all really 
 
[NAME] - IT 
 
[NAME] - business administration level 3 
 
[NAME] - 37 - Friends with [name]. Life skills. Ditto. 
 
[NAME] - 40 - Not a YP but part of the Student Committee so wanted to stay 
despite being told research was about YP. Life skills. Didn't know what he wanted 
to be in future. 
 
[NAME] - Business  
 
[NAME] - 19 - BTEC film tv - has to travel to Ystrad Mynach on Sats to work. At 
least half hour bus ride and a change to train.  
 
[NAME] - business - giggled throughout with her friend [NAME]. Didn't really 
engage until end. Quite off-putting. Works in kitchen (2 years) and cafe before this. 
Would like to do something with business and catering in future. 
 
[NAME] - business 
 
[NAME]- btec media - Agreed with [NAME] re: travel to Cardiff to find work. Her 
and [NAME] were excited by prospect of opps in Cardiff due to relocation although 
[NAME] was aware not many new jobs had been created - more relocated. 
 
[NAME] - business - came from Cardiff - traveled up with his dad to study. had 
place at Edinburgh uni. Couldn't understand why people in Merthyr didn't get the 
bus to Cardiff to work. Studying to be chartered surveyor (check) - family history 
in this line of work. had wanted to study law but too expensive. 
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[NAME] - 21 - arrived late and was eager to join in then fidgeted throughout. 
Wanted to be a gardener although studying IT (check) 
 
 
 
[NAME] Focus group session 1: 
 
[NAME] - architect - talked about going away but returning - friends and family 
important 
 
[NAME] - teacher - work experience in a school - liked thought of going to 
Australia for a year but coming back, or maybe not! 
 
[NAME] - not sure but when pushed said she liked sport and had work experience 
ion school - teacher maybe. parents support important and her and friend [NAME] 
both hang out and talk about it - probably encourages her  
 
[NAME] - PE teacher - talks with friend [NAME] a lot. Very talkative and 
responsive in session 
 
[NAME] - fireman - not so talkative 
 
[NAME] - carpenter - work experience in school cleaning cupboards - his first 
choice didn't work out. Quiet 
 
[NAME] - Dr (medical) - very responsive and thought high unemployment could 
help if starting own business in area - best candidates to choose from. Work exp. 
in local sandwich shop. 
 
[NAME] - forensic scientist - didn't want to explain what this was to everyone - did 
she know? 
 
[NAME] - psychologist - family of teachers 
 
[NAME] - not sure but likes school and PE - spent work experience here 
 
[NAME] - policeman - very unresponsive - likes UFC - work experience with a 
builder - no opp. to go to police. 
  
 
[NAME] Yr 12 focus group 1 - 10/07/13 (* by name denotes whether they talked 
after giving name!) 
 
[NAME]* - Law - Talked a bit about his uncle in Singapore and hopes to move 
there 
 
[NAME] - Geochemistry -  
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[NAME]* - physical ed. - Has come down to [NAME] from Bangor (I should check 
whether he commutes or has moved to live. Has 2 year plan including study at 
UWIC and Summers in Canada to enable hIm to work in either country.  
 
[NAME]* - Just recounted story about his Mum in relation to Welsh. She had 
interview with them where info was only in Welsh and they terminated interview 
when she said she didn't speak it.  
 
[NAME]* - Motor engineering - works on trucks here and when holidaying / 
visiting family in Turkey he does as well. Said he 'was pushed' to do it but when 
explored he said he thought that this was because his family do it not because of 
coersion. 
 
[NAME] - Product Design -  
 
[NAME]* - Medicine - Wants to train to be a doctor and knows exactly what it 
entails. has her next 8 years mapped out. Her dad is a doctor. She has spent time in 
Bronglais - school organises work experience here (one of few places they do 
apparently). Would like to see more school organised open day trips to uni's. 
 
[NAME]* - Geology - Wants to make lots of money destroying the world and then 
become wealthy environmentalist once she's rich. Wants to work for company her 
dad works for although he teaches English to workers. 
 
[NAME] - not sure 
 
[NAME]* - phys geographer - Loves finding out how world works - wants to travel. 
Her parents want her to go to uni in Aber because of costs. 
 
[NAME]* - product design - Would like to move to America and is prob going to 
UWIC to study. 
 
[NAME]* - philosophy and anthropology - Doesn't think friends influence your 
decisions as it is such important next stage of life "new beginning". 
 
[NAME]* - Art or Lit -  
 
[NAME] - not sure 
 
[NAME] - media(?)  
 
[NAME] - Drama School / Acting - Worried about costs of living in London but 
wants to study there. 
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Example of Transcript – Focus Group 

[NAME] 2 

Interviewer Okay. Have, have you seen much chance for local people to, and 

it might be difficult because for you, especially being at school 

and stuff, but for local people to input? Have they had any sort 

of like, con- consultancy? 

Male Yeah. When the project first started they had sessions in the 

town where you could come in and give your ideas.  

Interviewer Okay. 

Male And they tell you about the project and stuff. And um I volunteer 

for the Town Council.  

Interviewer Oh. 

Male And we have done projects with them and stuff to help give 

them ideas and things like that. 

Interviewer Oh brilliant, okay. So do, do you feel that’s quite empowering 

then, that’s quite...? 

Male Yeah, definitely. 

Interviewer And, and was that something you proactively did, you went and 

said, ‘I would like to volunteer’ or was it a scheme where they 

approached schools or...? 

Male Um, well I, I had been on the scheme for about eight years. 

Interviewer Oh wow. 

Male And um, yeah, they just did it through that. 

Interviewer Okay, great. How, how many other people are on that sort of 

scheme? 
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Male Uh there’s about fourteen, fifteen of us.  

Interviewer Okay. 

Male Most of them are younger children though because it’s a group 

for younger children, but since I’ve been there from the start, 

they just kept me on. 

Interviewer Sure. So, what’s, what’s it called, if you don’t mind me asking? 

Male Tripping Out Minis. 

Interviewer Say it again? 

Male Tripping Out Minis.ll 

Interviewer Tripping Out Minis. 

Male Yeah.  

Interviewer Okay. 

Male It was for [28:54] Partnership, but now it’s with Communities 

First. 

Interviewer Oh, okay, so it’s a Communities First scheme and it’s just to... it’s 

to give what? Young people a voice um, yeah. 

Male Yeah, basically, yeah. 

Interviewer Okay. Fantastic. Are you involved in anything like that?  

Female No. 

Interviewer No. Any, anyone else here involved in sort of volunteering roles 

or...  

Male Used to. 
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Interviewer Used to be. 

Male Yeah, before it used to be quite a large um [29:16]. 

Interviewer Right, yeah. 

Male [29:20] actually develop, but it’s something like [29:26]. I was 

in it for a couple of years actually. [29:31]. 

Interviewer Oh right. 

Male Yeah, and then it just [29:35]. I think a lot of people became 

disenfranchised and [29:40]. 

Interviewer Yeah. 

Male You could both branch off them to um [29:44]. 

Interviewer Yeah, yeah. 

Male Um. 

Interviewer Did you get involved with that then? 

Male Yes [29:50] represented the other schools [29:56]. 

Interviewer Okay, great. Was, was that um, well there were two... both the 

schemes from the Funky Dragon, were they, were they useful? 

Did you feel, did you feel like you were impacting on... 

Male Yeah, with Funky Dragon I did. [30:15] we used to [30:18] the 

actual local council of the borough, but um consistently I think 

we all felt as though we were being [30:27] because they felt 

obliged to be there rather than they actually... 

Interviewer Right. 

Male ...had any interest in what we were doing. 
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Interviewer So they were, they were ticking a box. 

Male Yes [laugh]. 

Interviewer Oh no. And you really felt that, did you? 

Male Yeah, I mean the way that some city councillors spoke to us as 

well because they obviously have wards and stuff that there’s 

issues through with youth crime and I think that they felt that 

we were actually representing the people who were involved in 

that crime. 

Interviewer Right, right.  

Male [30:58]. 

Interviewer Okay, that’s a pain.  

Male Yeah [laugh]. 
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Explanatory Statement – Interview Stage 

 

 

 

 

          

      

 

 

                   

                                                                                       

 

  

 www.aber.ac.uk/iges 

 

 

        

Sefydliad Daearyddiaeth a  

Gwyddorau Daear 
Cyfarwyddwr: Yr Athro Michael Woods 

 

Prifysgol Aberystwyth 

Ceredigion, DU SY23 3DB 

 

Ffon: (44) 01970 622606 

Ffacs: (44) 01970 622659 

E-bost:          @aber.ac.uk 

 

Institute of Geography and  

Earth Sciences 
Director: Professor Michael Woods 

 

Aberystwyth University 

Ceredigion, UK SY23 3DB 

 

Tel: (44) 01970 622606 

Fax: (44) 01970 622659 

E-mail:          @aber.ac.uk 

 

 

Explanatory Statement - Interview Stage: 

 

 

The Economic Aspirations of Young People in Wales: A social and spatial evaluation. 

 

 

The research intends to identify and investigate social and spatial influences on aspiration formation in young 

people in Wales.  

 

 

Background: 

In this initial round of interviews I am engaging with policy-makers, practitioners and stakeholders in Wales to 

garner the thoughts of representatives from the 3rd, private and government sectors on this subject. For this 

initial stage I am seeking individuals who work or volunteer within fields that have, or could have, connections 

with the topic (broadly conceived) of the study. 

 

Interviewees: 

Interviewees are chosen using two methods:  

•Firstly a list of suitable individuals was compiled using the knowledge of the researcher, the academic 

supervisors and the partner company (detailed in next section). 

•Secondly, purposive sampling using a combination of theoretical sampling - reflection upon possible direction 

of the research from what has been discussed already - and snowballing technique - using the knowledge of the 

interviewees themselves to identify potentially useful interviewees - will be employed.  

 

Researcher: Oliver Morris - I have worked in community development, education and the creative industries 

for many years and have spent over 10 years working with children and young people in these contexts. I'd be 

happy to provide further details if requested.  

Currently based in the Institute of Geography and Earth Sciences at Aberystwyth University I am a full-time 

PhD candidate and was also a trustee on Ceredigion Association of Voluntary Organisation 's (CAVO) board 

until October 2012 - http://www.cavo.org.uk/ - as well as a partnership board member for Penparcau & 

Aberystwyth West Communities First until September 2012 - http://www.aberystwythpenparcau-

communitiesfirst.org.uk/index.php   
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Letter – Interview Stage 
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Dear [NAME],           [DATE] 

 

Re: Doctoral research 'Economic Aspirations of Young People in Wales: A social and spatial evaluation.' 

 

I would like to thank you for agreeing to be a part of the above study. This letter is to confirm the time, date and 

place agreed upon for the interview and the accompanying document gives a little more background on 

researcher and research and outlines both your rights as an interviewee and my responsibilities as the 

researcher. These are outlined in full under the headings 'Background' and 'Agreement' with a signature 

required if you agree to the terms of the interview. I will bring a hard copy with me to the interview so please 

don't feel you need to print this off. A quick read to check that you're familiar - and happy - with it before I 

arrive will be fine. 

 

Time & Date: [DELETED] 

Place: [DELETED] 

 

Please don't hesitate to contact me on 07795197513 or olm6@aber.ac.uk if you have any urgent concerns or 

questions regarding either the research or the interview. The interview will be semi-structured with some core 

questions but plenty of scope for development and discussion. It should take no longer than one hour. I will 

assume all is well if I don't hear from you and look forward to meeting you at the above time and place. 

 

With many thanks, 

 

Yours, 

 

Oliver Morris 
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Informed Consent – Interview Stage 
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Post-Interview Letter 
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Example of Interview Notes for National Level Interviewees. 

Larger spaces were left on hard printed copies so notes could be taken. I 

included notes on each question as points that may be useful to raise and 

or follow-up. 

------------ 

[NAME HERE] - Interview Questions.  

Biography, intro, general q.s, specific interviewee specialism, 

broad conclusions & notes (*after Q.s and at end) 

 

[EXTENSIVE NOTES ON THE ORGANIZATION WERE PROVIDED 

HERE AS AN AIDE-DE-MEMOIRE. DELETED FOR THE PURPOSES OF 

INTERVIEWEE ANONYMITY NOW] 

 

Could I ask [NAME] that you outline briefly your role and specialisms 

please in your own words?  

 

Intro - thank you ever so much for agreeing to be a part of this study. You 

were suggested [SNOWBALL TECHNIQUE] as someone who could help me to 

get a sense of the current situation in Wales from an elite level - giving a 

strategic view of the kinds of issues that could impact upon young people 

and their aspirations. Of course implicit in talking about the aspirations of 

young people is a view to the future - a question around the kind of country 

and society we all envisage Wales being by the time these young people take 

on employment and roles in society themselves - I hope to touch upon this 

later. It raises questions as well of course around the kind of society we 

currently inhabit and the pressing demands on society we all face both in 

economic and social terms and the impact this is having upon young 

people's aspirations and their ability to fulfil them. 
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This discussion will I hope help me to get a snapshot of how the elite level of 

Welsh society see the issues surrounding aspiration and how they feel we 

should engage with it as a topic. 

General: 

The hardest question to start - what were your aspirations when in your teens? 

*Lest we forget we were all young once! I raise this as it's amazing how much 

pressure is put upon young people to decide when very young and ill-informed 

and then choose appropriate subjects to lead them towards their 'goal' (which of 

course never shifts!) 

 

How would you define 'aspiration'? 

*Most dictionaries present it in terms of a goal, something one strives for. 

 

The current research question links aspiration with education and the economic – 

educational and economic aspirations - is this useful or not? 

* I am mindful that the topic 'aspiration' could and indeed should encompass more 

than just finances / the fiscal, I suppose I'd justify the use of economic if I had to by 

broadening the sense of what 'economic' entails. Definition in dictionaries holds 

that it is perhaps more to do with underlying structures, such as in the specific 

Oxford Economics Dic - 'the study of how scarce resources are or should be 

allocated' (this obviously takes a simple definition into the realms of the 

normative and the focus of any discussion will be influenced by the ontological 

standpoint of the discussant) rather than the narrower definition in Main Oxford 

Dic  - 'of economics; connected with trade and industry; profitable' or and the 

online Cambridge dic - 'relating to trade industry and money'. 

 

Do you think 'aspiration' is important to an individual, or indeed a community's 

wellbeing? 

*Aspiration could - even when coupled with 'economic' - be thought of in terms of 

a fairer distribution of resources, a more equal society. I've been reading 'The 

Spirit Level' by Wilkinson and Pickett and they are trying to prove using empirical 

data that inequality in society is the greatest cause of unhappiness and in fact we 
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shouldn't measure 'success' simply between states but rather look at the 

differences inherent within each state individually.  

What factors impact upon aspiration and which in your mind are most important? 

 

Is there a specific Welsh dimension to this topic? Language? 

 

How do you think notions and enactment of citizenship play a role in aspiration 

formation? Othering? 

 

Given the use of the concept/language of 'aspiration' as a tool in recent policy-

makers and politicians' attempts (from Gordon Brown to George Osborne in 

Westminster to Leighton Andrews in WG) to combat inequality and poverty as 

well as increase future economic success - and given the esoteric nature of 

'aspiration' - how much is this effective policy and how much is convenient 

distraction? I wonder sometimes whether the centralising of an individual's 

'aspiration' when linked with low educational and economic outputs, is a useful 

smokescreen (no matter how well intentioned) cloaking government and society's 

culpability and placing the individual at the heart of their own 'failure'.   

*Examples include the i.The Children’s Plan (DCSF, 2007) 

ii. Aiming High for Young People (HM Treasury & DCSF, 2007) 

iii. New Opportunities: Fair chances for the future (white paper, Cabinet Office, 

2009) iv. Inspiring Communities (CLG programme in England, 2009) 

v. Schools White Paper (DfE, 2010) - DCSF is Dept. of Children, School and 

Families; CLG is Communities and Local Govt.; DfE Dept for Education. 

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation's study on the educational aspirations of young 

people (based on English and Scottish case studies) drew the clear conclusion that 

place matters, that: 'Policies need to recognise that aspirations may be influenced 

by social class, culture, and history or young people's direct experince of the place 

they live in.' As such they recommend that 'policies to address aspirations must be 

local' - is this realistic? Especially given the outright deprivation and isolation that 

so many communities in Wales face? 

*The Heads of the Valleys is a prime example. In the recent report on ACEVO's 

(Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Orgs.) commission into youth 



 330 

unemployment chaired by David Milliband the largest youth unemployment (16-

24) 'hotspot' (because there are so many linked together) in the whole of the UK is 

along the heads of the valleys. 

 

In your view can this recommendation translate to the Welsh experience - indeed, 

is there a homogeneous 'Welsh' experience? Or is Wales destined to have 23% of 

population living in poverty, (currently inc. 200,000 children - Parekh and 

Kenway, JRF Report, Monitoring poverty and social exclusion in Wales 2011) for 

forseeable future? 

 

Wales has the largest proportion of NEET's in Britain, the proportion of YP on job 

seeker's allowance has increased from 4% to 7%, number claiming JSA for a year 

or more is more than 6 times higher than Jan 2008 (ACEVO Commission), youth 

unemployment in Europe up 50% since 2008, 3 out of 10 people losing their jobs 

at the moment are under 24 although they represent only tenth of workforce, in 

period dec-Feb 2012 1.03 million YP were out of work (16-24) - what hope does 

raising aspiration bring to this desolate situation? 

*If there aren't the jobs shouldn't government be concentrating on establishing or 

supporting industries that will strengthen local jobs markets and support local 

economies? 

 

Interviewee’s Specialism: 

What initiatives are you aware of that aim to raise the aspirations of young people 

specifically in your field of work and how effective have they been? 

 

How effective has the 'Learning Pathways' initiative been and how integrated is its 

delivery in reality on the ground? Do those organisations you represent think it 

has been a success? And how does the sector feel in relation to the recent 

refocussing by Leighton Andrews onto 'the basics' literacy and numeracy 

following the PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) results and 

should we in Wales worry about such a table that essentially compares apples and 

pears? 
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What would the message from your members be do you think if they were asked 

how best to help the young people of Wales to achieve their potential / happiness 

(if that's not too idealistic a goal!) 

 

Would you agree with the idea that an increased involvement in society (such as 

volunteering) leads to increased social capital - and f so how do you think YP in 

Wales are doing - could more be done? 

*On a related issue I wonder if you have any experience of knowledge of 'time-

banking' (such as 'Spice' in South Wales) and whether this is a worthwhile 

enticement to people who would otherwise be reticent to get involved in their 

community or does it sully volunteerism by putting a price - providing an award - 

for simple engagement in community? 

 

General Topics  / Notes: 

Economy 

Training & Education 

Community Cohesion  

Self / Community-respect 

Built environment / transport 

Lived / Perceived / Conceived 

Economic crisis 

Identity - trades etc. Regional 'industries' declining etc. 
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Example Transcript – Interview – National Level 

Interviewer: Thanks very much for agreeing to meet me.  As you know, the 
research is around economic aspirations of young people in Wales 
and you were suggested as someone who could offer me a lead level 
perspective of the kind of work that might affect aspiration of young 
people.  Just to start off with, I’d like to ask you what you consider 
aspiration to mean or to be? 

 
[NAME]: I think aspiration is linked to ambition and perhaps motivation.  I 

think in terms of young people, it’s where they would like, what sort 
of quality of life they would like, what sort of career, what sort of 
partnership and family they would have.  So basically it’s around 
health and well-being.  It’s a tremendously exciting time for young 
people in their lives when they start to set off and plan their futures 
but it also can be a very stressful one.  It also has a whole raft of 
issues to do with health, relationships, fear of the unknown and 
having a limited amount of skills as well.  So aspiration is about 
where that young person wants to be in their life, what sort of 
quality of life they want. 

 
Interviewer: Interesting you raise things like family and well-being and health 

because my current research question links aspiration with 
economic aspirations.  Do you think that’s useful? 

 
[NAME]: I think it is useful.  If you think about the platform for growth, as 

your baseline if a child has a positive home environment, they have 
a sound platform then to realise their potential.  Obviously having 
positive relationships with friends, being able to communicate well, 
being popular perhaps with other young people gives them 
confidence and self-esteem.   As a basis then for taking their lives 
forward, I think that’s vital.  Young people think about their future 
in terms of salaries and careers but what they want is job 
satisfaction.  They want to be regarded and seen as an adult does 
with respect but they want to gain the skills then.  Most young 
people want to be successful but the first thing you need to think 
about is the happiness agenda and that isn’t to be undermined.  If 
you ask a young person what does happiness mean, what does 
satisfaction mean and their fulfilment mean, there’s a whole raft of 
issues.  The economic environment they’re coming into will have an 
effect on them realising their potential, so it can’t be in isolation, it 
has to be the big picture. 

 
Interviewer: Talking about the big picture, there’s been a recent study done by 

the Joseph Rowntree Foundation that looked at three communities 
in England and Scotland and they looked at educational aspiration.  
The three elements they focused on were poverty, school and 
parents as being the main affecters.   
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Example Transcript – Interview - Practitioner 

Interviewer […] your name came out strongly erm, when I did a bit of research around 

erm, o- one of the subjects that has come out a lot is entrepreneurship from 

the people I have talked to, and your v- very strong on this. Would you 

mind sort of er just elucidating a little bit on your- the work you have been 

doing with young people around entrepreneurship, because I believe you- 

you won erm a business in the community award in [YEAR]. [Laughs]. 

There it is. 

Respondent Er, right. O- Over the last three years erm, we have been v- working very 

closely with business in the community and basically, what this involves is 

a group of erm, business directors erm, from multi-national companies 

ranging from Carillion, British Gas, erm, BT, acting as mentors for a group 

of targeted pupils in year eleven, and what they do they meet the- these 

youngsters on a monthly basis- 

Interviewer Mmm. 

Respondent Er, discuss their aspirations, assist them with their er, self-esteem, er, 

discuss family issues, though more importantly set them up on the right 

track to er, [tuts] follow up er, er, the c-c correct educational pathway and 

providing sort of moral support in that area. Now it also involved site 

visits- 

Interviewer Mmm hmm. 

Respondent To these major companies to give them an insight into the world of work 

and also that the employer built these skills that they need to go out er into 

the workplace er, we have also held mock interviews, preparation er, for 

CVs um, and with the mock interviews this has led to a number of pupils er 

receiving apprenticeships. 

 

Interviewer Right. Great. Um, y- you mention the mock interviews, I’m just interested 

in this [03:04] r- rem- rem- remember this on my way in a girl come up 

and says thanks for encouraging me to go down the pharmacy to- 
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Respondent Right. So we- yeah we have just had er, there is, my- one of my top pupils 

who was predicted to get three straight A’s um, in the sciences- 

Interviewer Yep. 

Respondent She wants to do a degree in pharmacy. 

Interviewer Mmm hmm. 

Respondent Ah, she has got an interview on the fifth of February so, one of our 

governor’s husband runs a very successful pharmacy down in Merthyr 

Tydfil so I arranged for her to pay a visit er, to get a background erm, into 

the industry- 

Interviewer Mmm hmm. 

Respondent And to prepare her for the for the interview obviously, and er – a- it has 

been successful because they have offered her a part-time post so that will 

support- 

Interviewer Great 

Respondent …her in her role in becoming a pharmacist. 

Interviewer Okay, fantastic. I mean h- h- how important, I mean obviously, I’m sure you 

believe it is important to have that background, that connection with the 

industry from all the work you have done. Is it is it pushed enough in school 

across the board, or do you think you are quite unusual here? 

Respondent W- We have been unusual because when it was set up here three years ago, 

I was surprised at how engaged the pupils were in the programme.  
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The Economic Aspirations of Young People in Wales: A social and spatial 
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post-grads.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please complete the following checklist: 
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Does the research involve participants under the age of 18? x   
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If yes, is the involvement of children central to the research? 1 x   

If children are involved, will access to participants be obtained 
through appropriate and responsible gatekeepers? 

x  
 

Will consent be sought from both children and parents? x   

Does the research involve other vulnerable participants?  x  

If yes, is the involvement of vulnerable participants central to the 
research?2 

  
 

Does the research involve students as participants?  x  

If yes, is the involvement of students central to the research?3    

Data Collection and Privacy Yes No N/A 

Does the proposal involve covert research?  x  

If yes, are you confident that data cannot be obtained through 
non-covert methods? 

  
 

Will the research participants be fully informed about the purpose of 
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Will the informed consent of the research participants be obtained?5 x   

Will anonymity be extended to all research participants? x    

If not, will participants be informed of this?    

Is it clear to participants that they can withdraw at any time?  x   

Is it clear to participants that their data does not enjoy legal 
privilege? 

x  
 

Have arrangements been made to ensure that guarantees of 
confidentiality and anonymity can be honoured? 

x  
 

If data is to be shared with other researchers in the future, will the 
consent of participants be sought? 

x  
 

Will appropriate measures be put in place for the secure and 
confidential storage of data? 
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In the case of elite-level interviews, will consent be sought for the 
attribution of quotes and data? 
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Does the proposal involve research via the internet?  x  

Does the proposal involve interviews or questionnaires? x   

In the case of action research, evaluation and consultancy, are 
measures in place to ensure balanced participation? 
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Will the research expose participants to physical or psychological 
conditions different to those experienced in everyday life? 
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Have measures been put in place to minimise or alleviate any 
distress the research may cause? 

x  
 

In the case of externally funded research, have the respective 
obligations of the researcher and funding body been clarified? 
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Have the rights of researchers to disclose the aims and background of 
the project, and to publish and disseminate results been clarified? 
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Will final project reports be made available to participants?   
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es 

Will participants be consulted prior to publication?  x  

Are the resources adequate for completion of the project? x   
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Template for Research Involving Human Tissue or Participants? 
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Please provide a brief summary of the focus and purpose of the proposed 
research, the methods to be employed and measures taken to ensure compliance 
with AU’s Template for Research Involving Human Tissue or Participants (continue 
on a separate sheet if necessary).  

Young people (including those under the age of 18) are central to thorough research 
around the 'Economic Aspirations of Young People in Wales'. Very little work has 
been undertaken on this in Britain - let alone work specific to Wales - and gathering 
the opinions of the young forms a vital part of a robust exploration of this topic. A 
recent study by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2011) on Educational 
Aspirations investigated 3 areas in England and Scotland looking specifically at 13-
16 year olds. This is a vital age in the formation of aspirations as well as the period 
in a young person's life where they have to start making subject choices that will 
lead them on a career path. 
 
The first stage consists of elite interviews that will question both perceptions and 
use of 'aspiration' with regards to current policies, projects and initiatives for those 
agencies and organisations working with young people in Wales. I have noted above 
that attribution of quotes at elite-level is 'N/A' - this is because I do not seek to 
attribute quotes. 
These will be recorded with prior consent and each interviewee will be given 
anonymity. Agreement as to the future use of the text in academic papers, 
reports/presentations and the thesis forms a part of this pre-interview process. The 
data collected will be stored upon a password protected MacBook and a back-up 
electronic copy will be held the university's server - all hard copies will be held in 
the researcher's locked office. 
 
The second stage will involve 6 month period of research based mainly around 
focus group discussions with a range of young people across Wales. Schools and 
colleges will be approached in 3 case-study areas - that of Ceredigion, Denbighshire 
and Merthyr Tydfil - and agreement sought to ask for volunteers to get involved in 
focus groups. Ideally years 10 and 12 will be targeted in schools and a mix of 
vocational and academic students sought in colleges.  
A CRB check has been obtained and an explanation of the research will be 
disseminated to parents / guardians / participants as well as consent forms. 
Informed consent will be obtained from all young people and for those under 18  
parental consent will also be obtained, as outlined in the university's guidelines on 
working with young people. 
As with the interviews (above) anonymity will be extended to all young people It 
will be made clear that I am attending as a part of my research and that I wish to 
engage with them around this topic. 
All data collected will be stored as above (see paragraph 1) and data will be 
anonymised by allocation of pseudonyms/identifiers with the key to this being held 
separately from the data. 
 
The interview questions will be submitted to the supervisor prior to the interview 
being undertaken as well as the focus group discussion points. 
 
Risk Assessments for fieldwork will be produced for any intervention. Each setting 
presents a set of different characteristics that will have to be given due 
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consideration. However, all will be happening by permission of a 'gatekeeper' who 
will decide where best to hold the focus groups.  
 
Given my many years' experience in the creative industries I would respond 
positively to a group/individual if they expressed an interest in creating a piece of 
creative work to represent their aspirations rather than simply talking about them. 
The use of such pieces to then present a focal point for an informed and engaged 
discussion of research topics has been evidenced in work by researchers such as 
Dawn Mannay and her use of collage. (Mannay, D. (2010) 'Making the familiar 
strange: can visual research methods render the familiar setting more perceptible?', 
Qualitative Research, 10, pp91-111) However, this statement represents my 
openness to such a suggestion and given the time-frame I doubt I will be 
undertaking anything of the like. If such suggestions arise (and using an emergent 
methodology) I will develop an intervention and approach the ethics committee 
again for approval. 
 
Included with this form is:  
i. The letter for the initial elite-level interviews I will be undertaking.  
ii. The explanatory statements for interviewees / focus group participants / 
organisations. 
iii. Consent forms for interviewees / focus  
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Top-line Findings and Dominant Themes – National Level 
Interviews 

 

Top-line Findings – National Interviews - 'Economic 
Aspirations of Young People in Wales' - Oliver Morris 
 
Interviewees: 
•Centre for Research in Futures, Innovation and Change  
•Welsh Local Govt. Association 
•Council for Wales Voluntary Youth Services 
•Schools and Young People Division, Welsh Govt. 
•Children's Commissioner for Wales 
•Youth Engagement and Employment Division, Welsh Govt. 
•GO Wales 
•Federation of Small Businesses 
 

Key Notes. 
Centre for Research in Futures, Innovation and Change 
-Policy often isolated from reality / implementation. 
-Political cycle out of kilter with longer term strategies needed both economically 
and sustainably, these two are closely (or could / should be) closely intertwined. 
-YPs asps mediated / framed by many influences - media images and social 
networking mentioned a lot. Not only negatively - this non-territorial exploration 
of identity and 'social grouping was seen by some as empowering. The media's 
portrayal of wealth beyond any realistically achievable goal of majority of people 
seen as negative though. 
-The socially disadvantaged should be priority both in policy terms and in this 
research. 
-Useful linking economic and aspiration in research. Helps make explicit the link 
between early training / ed paths and possible future life situation. Connects 
present and future as well as helping think in terms of career or skillset rather 
than merely job. 
-Look abroad for ideas - mentioned Germany's post-16 training - more targeted to 
needs of individual whilst building strength and depth in skills of workforce. 
-Fees funding in Wales will not be sustainable in long-term so percentage of trad 
full-time students will possibly drop. More flexible learning, work-based skills 
education, fluid models. 
-Foreign languages vital - need them earlier on in school. Advantages of bilingual 
community are strengthens possibilities to introduce 3rd and fourth languages to 
children and yp thus strengthening Wales' international field. 
-Business in the Community scheme to link business with and orgs to schools. 
Need more of this - demonstrating to children and YP the opportunities that exist 
locally and possible career paths that perhaps aren't discussed so much in the 
'academic' environment of a school. 
-Community engagement important - Goitre Primary Merthyr 
-Maybe specialise earlier like in Italy. 
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-YP from Wales should get more opportunity for foreign travel and experience 
early in life. 
-Mobility a good thing. 
_Schools and YP important element in developing meaningful strategy - although 
difficult to engage fully with them on meaningful level. 
-Research could look at ed achievement of schools in Wales against WIMD. Some 
surprising results perhaps. 
 
Welsh Local Govt. Association 
-Children don't start thinking about careers / world of work early enough. Need 
taster courses art primary level. 
-Academia is seen as 'above and beyond' more practical pursuits. 
-Life skills are missing from curriculum - the basics like interpersonal skills. 
-Kneejerk reaction to PISA results not helpful. 
-Need to make curriculum more attractive and relevant to YP. 
-Many 'roles' in work have disappeared leading to uncertainty. 
--YP choosing learning path because of friends - group decisions. 
-Amazon warehouse in Swansea employs specific % from YP age-range. 
-Perception from TV is that other people have it better than the individual / 
community viewing. Warped perceptions of success and happiness. 
-Cuts will impact on support services - whole strata of YP at risk of becoming 
(more) disengaged. 
-Many YP think 'they (teachers, society, employers etc.) aren't interested in me'. 
-Children and YP Partnerships being phased out. Efficacy of them questionable But 
at least they offered a forum where people involved and concerned with YP could 
meet and concentrate on this one issue. 
-Caerphilly - alternative curriculum.  
-Belonging - if it can't be found 'within' society then it's found outside - gangs etc. 
Often pushed out by mainstream society. 
-Need strong focus on employability, skills, families. 
 
Council for Wales Voluntary Youth Services 
-Nat youth service strategy trying to unite working practices and services under 
Tanis Cunnick. 
-Big project WG funded to deliver workforce dev. prog. formal and informal 
learning. 
-Welfare reform agenda will have huge impact on YP. 
-Participation key in developing engaged YP. 
-Volunteering plays a very important part of this and helps get YP into structure / 
routine of work. Gwirvol, millenium volunteers - what happens next? private 
sector... 
-Spice time banking being used to reward volunteers. 
-Need to break poverty cycle - complex needs - families first agenda. 
-Youth work has place in community and helps root youngsters - encourage idea 
of belonging even though youth resources are diminishing in some areas.  
-YP need to feel a part of decision making - need to be consulted on any responses 
to 'their needs'. 
-Aspiration = horizons but is there enough opportunity? 
-Asp = expectations, economic aligns it with hopes and dreams. 
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-Social mobility promotes idea that you just 'get on with it' (and if you don't who's 
to blame?) 
-Social media important - undermining notions of purely geographical identity 
and the assumptions that place = space.  
-Any wonder YP retreat to such virtual spaces to socialise when chased out of 
communities (Bangor dispersal order etc.) 
-Comm focussed schools important. 
-Strength in the partnership approaches encouraged as more effective (and forced 
through funding cuts). 
 
Schools and Young People Division, Welsh Govt. 
-Being young - exciting time but stressful as well. 
-Impact of friends - peer group is massive 
-Happiness agenda important - what do YP want to be (not just how much do they 
want to earn). 
-Policy area isn't appreciated for value it brings (youth work) 
-It enables unique relationships on formal and informal levels. between YP and 
adults. 
-School environment provides mechanism for YP to learn new skills and 
understand theory but Youth Service provision (youth clubs, guides, Urdd, young 
farmers etc.) provide forum for YP to use and develop these skills. 
-Information shop in many towns. 
-Empowering YP to become comm. based employed important. 
-Career service not supplying enough 
-Some YP develop later and all need mentoring and support. 
-Identifying needs and aspirations key. 
-Unitary Authorities don't always spend the full allocation of money for youth 
work on youth work - redirecting to other educational needs. Is this right? 
-Breadth and depth of provision not there - YP further disadvantaged. 
-Inspire project Wrexham 
-Need more youth workers in schools and engaging YP. false economy not to. 
-Can't look at economy and education in isolation. 
-Understanding of world affected by surroundings. 
-Apprentice youth workers scheme. 
 
Children's Commissioner for Wales 
-Sense of agency important. 
-Lack of asp. leads to quite fatalistic view of world. 
-Not purely academic routes needed to be encouraged. 
-YP's belief in themselves is missing in some quarters. 
-Youth Apprenticeships can deter or undermine YP - the way it's set up creates 
barriers to completion and impacts on YP's lives outside of apprenticeship as well. 
Some YP need support to succeed - get used to what is a new experience. 
-Habits important - positivity. 
-Lack of aspiration often painted (wrongly) as private trouble rather than public 
issue. 
-Stigma attached to belonging to certain communities - pre-judged by others. 
-Goetre school - comm based schools. 
-Glyn Coch Comm 1st learning partnerships. 
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-Important to address asps. of parents as well as children / YP. 
-Engaging with communities - what do they want / need, important. 
-School effectiveness framework - a lot of hope in relation to this but PISA means 
we're backtracking. 
-Backchat has been slow on uptake. 
-Social fund is changing welfare reform - devolved to WG (with less Money). 
-Describe themselves as 2nd class citizens. 
-EU money for providers. 
-Vol. opps missed. 
-Positive images of children and YP needed - hence Child's Comm Wales campaign 
'see me'. 
-We could go further as society in allowing children / yp to present their views 
-BUT consultation fatigue - so many people asking questions with so little coming 
out of it YP start to wonder what's the point. Meaningful cons needed! 
-Easier for adults to have voice - esp. when confronted by authority figures. 
-Bristol p-t home zones - reducing traffic, encouraging communities to share - 
comm space and belonging imp. inter-generationality. 
-Police impact on YP's sense of self-worth. 
 
Youth Engagement and Employment Division, Welsh Govt. 
-Need to fully engage YP from early age. 
-[Listed how careers advice should work - be interesting to see how the reality 
matches up.] 
-Need to encourage and support all YP to reach full potential. 
-Need to think about opps outside geographical and family boundaries. 
-Local circumstances play massive role in this. 
-Little hope in some areas. 
-Encourage YP to take responsibility - get engaged politically. 
-Labour market intelligence needed in provision of careers delivery - move away 
from quantity (ie interviews held) to quality of interventions. 
-Must make possible career routes known and more real - ie engineering, what is 
it, talk to engineers, what quals do I need. 
-Local jobs - what is available and what skills are needed to allow people living 
locally to access them. Joined up thinking. 
-Timing major consideration in this - factory comes in there can be quite short 
lead in time to get people skilled up - need to think longer term but also be 
realistic. 
-Employers value general skills in YP - the basics. 
-Different progs to get YP into work. 
 
GO Wales 
-YP are anxious - paralysed by the bad news in media - the downturn. 
-Appropriate level employment to fits quals needed. 
-Need enough support to get disadvantaged YP to uni. 
-Skills gained aren't being utilised to benefit of economy - but where are the jobs? 
-GO Wales not interested in unpaid work generally (one scheme that involves this 
I believe) 
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Recruitment situation has changed - used to be about the potential an individual 
had but with move to produce so many graduates now need a baseline of degree 
to be considered for many jobs. Cuts out many YP with potential. 
-Some things in Wales we don’t do well - foreign languages are vital to economy.  
-Graduate destination survey would be useful to look at. 
 
Federation of Small Businesses 
-General feeling from private sector that a lot of duplication going on. 
-Same people crop up wearing different hats. 
-Response to PISA was reactionary. 
-Encouragement for YP to be entrepreneurs, to start-up business. 
Apprenticeships vital to economy. 
-Mediatisation of skills agenda. 
-People need to have faith in education and also think skills, knowledge, 
employability. 
-Schools and FE colleges churning out academics. 
-Business is phenomenally overlooked so hard to integrate into ed and careers in 
schools. 
-regionalised pay and city regions? 
-Critical of plans to introduce living wage - need more people in better paid jobs. 
-Wales is a construct created by devolution - trad. economic flows cross border. 
-Challenges rural/urban divide. Wales' rural areas have settlements and city areas 
are surrounded by countryside. 
-Interested in flows rather than geographical pockets / areas. 
-One nation concept 
-Empty shops affect people's perceptions of economy and area. 
-Planning issues - could be practical solutions. Interestingly he thought too many 
shops in some areas - need balanced approach - buildings need to be put to best 
use for the area not decided upon by planners under a 'masterplan' typescheme. 
-Can't have localised full employment - transient commuter. 
-Examples of businesses staying in communities they were developed in - 
entrepreneurs do new things. 
-Bank lending a problem. 
-Hyper-localised lending the way forward to get businesses and young 
entrepreneurs started. 
-Finance Wales making 46 mill available like this. 
-GwyneddC tried getting more involved in local business - investigate. 
-Structural inefficiency around EU money and risk averse so hobbled by 
bureaucracy. 
-Unique spatial, topographical, etc. aspects to Wales - don't split it up. Take as a 
whole including around economy and structural funds. Like a microcosm of 
Europe - 'weaker' parts economically are supported by powerhouses (Cardiff) but 
provide other elements. 
-WG has massive task on its hands. 
-Innovative solutions needed and viable economies. 
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Dominant Themes. 
Skills / Confidence: 
-Apprenticeships, alternatives to purely academic study 
-Basic life skills acquisition AND foreign language skills 
-Meaningful engagement with YP and integration into society and better 
information regarding possible life choices and exposure to real people involved 
in these kinds of careers. 
-Volunteering / Internships - legitimate route to employment? 
 
Education: 
-Like Wales' different approach generally. 
-Knee-jerk reaction to PISA not supported. 
-However, basic numeracy and literacy does need addressing. 
 
Equality / Diversity: 
-Equality of opportunity for disadvantaged YP 
-Acceptance of diversity of opportunity across the different regions - no one size 
fits all solution possible. 
-Importance of valuing practical courses / skills as highly as academic.   
 
Employment / Entrepreneurship: 
-Encouraging entrepreneurship and providing structures / a system that supports 
this (planning, transport links, finance, legislation, etc.) 
-Environmental / Green Growth offers opportunities 
-Strategic thinking needed regarding growth incentives for large companies and 
education in area factory (for example) is to be based to train and utilise local 
population. 
-SME's need to be valued and supported more as vital driver of economy and not 
only major employer but social glue in communities. Their value goes far beyond a 
simple economic measure.  
 
Geography: 
2 views (inter-related) 
-i. Not such an issue perhaps in some industries because of technology, internet, 
social networking.  
-ii. Flows of people and goods are still important - some of these natural flows 
encompass areas outside Wales. 
-Wales should be seen as whole - one part supporting less economically successful 
neighbour etc. and not assume all areas can be economic powerhouses. Play to 
strengths but does this leave behind some? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


