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a competence-based approach to

youth worker training

At Jeugd en Stad (JES - ‘Youth and City’), we strongly
believe in a competence-based approach to youth
work. Through participation in activities that fit
with their interests and lifestyles, this approach
consciously encourages young people to experi-
ment and test their limits. By doing so they increase
awareness of their competences and are stimulated
to further develop them. This also creates opportu-
nities for recognition of informal and non-formal
learning.

An interesting example of this approach is our local
youth work programme. For funding reasons we
were left with one professional youth worker instead
of two. The young people themselves had to take
on the responsibility of keeping the youth work
activities going. Our training for youth work
volunteers proved to be very helpful in facilitating
this transition. The role of our professional youth
worker has evolved: young people are now more
explicitly encouraged to develop their competences.
The professional youth worker coaches the youth
work volunteers, helps them to plan, gives feedback,
reflects with them on their performance and settles
conflicts rather than organising the activities himself.

The computer room is another good example: our
youth worker used to be present all the time when
it was open. Now this responsibility has been given

to a youth work volunteer. After each session our
youth worker and the youth work volunteer reflect
on how things went and what can be improved next
time.

The shift from just ‘consuming’ activities to participa-
ting in activities is very important in a competence-
based approach. In our youth worker training
programme, we translated this into a five-phase
model: in the first phase young people just consume
activities. In the second phase (13 or 14 year olds)
guidance is set up to prepare youth for participating
in the training programme for youth workers. In the
third phase, young people follow the training pro-
gramme. In the fourth phase, they attend the youth
leader training programme and are able to par-
ticipate in organising activities. In the fifth phase,
they can follow an instructor training programme
and participate in organisation and management
meetings. They can also organise an activity and
take full responsibility for it.

Of course we do not push young people from one
phase to another. Once we see someone who takes
initiatives or shows interest, we try to encourage
and give him or her more responsibilities. In doing
so, we create a learning space where young people
can test themselves, experiment freely and design
their own participation and learning processes.

To support the competence identification and development
process, we use a concept that links experiential
learning to a very clear and comprehensive competence
framework. An important criterion for this framework
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Observable performance indicators were defined
and tested for these competences. The performance
indicators consist of very simple and straightforward
statements on the behaviour that is shown during a practical
exercise and indicates the level of development of a competence.
See the example below.
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Our competence-based approach is inspired by some important preliminaries:
the force and talents of young people are our starting points (positive approach);
young people participate voluntarily;
young people are themselves instigators, directors and managers of
the competence-based approach;
we want to stimulate lifelong learning;

the competence-based approach has to be compatible with formal
learning (training, education...);

we strive for accessible youth work, both in a psychological, financial
and geographical sense. This means that everything we do has to

fit with young people’s lifestyles, interests and pace and does

not reduce the ‘fun’ part of youth work.
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To be creative
To experiment

To be flexible
To be able to motivate 1. Some facts and figures (source: JES vzw (2009). Bouwstenen voor een geintegreerd stedelijk jeugdbeleid, http://www.jes.be/expertisecentrum/docs/004.ppt#256,1,
To take initiative Bouwstenen voor een geintegreerd stedelijk jeugdbeleid, Date accessed 11/08/10):
- Non-Belgian population : 28 % in Brussels, 15% in Antwerp, 9% in Ghent (Morocco, Italy, Spain, Poland, Turkey, etc.);
To beﬁmny - 18-24 years olds without secondary degree: Brussels: 22,9%, Flanders: 10%, Belgium: 14%;
- Youngsters that lag at least one year behind in their school curriculum: Brussels: 50%, Ghent: 36%, Antwerp: 39%, Flanders: 21%;
- Under-25 year olds’ unemployment: Ghent: 18%, Antwerp: 19.2%, Brussels: 31.7%;
- 0-17 year olds living in a family where both parents are unemployed: Ghent: 19%, Antwerp: 24%, Brussels: 35%, Liege: 38%, Charleroi: 40%, Belgium: 18%.



