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1.0 Introduction 
1.1 Background 

In July 2004 the Northern Ireland Association for the Care and Resettlement of Offenders (hereinafter referred to as NIACRO) received funding through the E.U. Programme for Peace and Reconciliation
 to pilot a two year programme for young people (15-16 year olds)
 in danger of, or who had already been, excluded from mainstream education and at risk of developing a criminal record. The programme was delivered through 'Reconnect' a partnership project between NIACRO, the Probation Board for Northern Ireland [PBNI] and the Youth Justice Agency for Northern Ireland [YJA]. Funding totalling £195,385 over 2 years was secured under a collaborative bid through the YESIP ‘Collaborative Tendering’ funding strategy and in the period July 2004 to June 2006, Reconnect  delivered 3 programmes, across two geographical locations – North & West Belfast and Antrim/Ballymena - to almost 60 young people.

 1.2 Terms of Reference for the Evaluation

In accordance with the terms and conditions of funding, NIACRO commissioned an independent consultant [Jan Wright Consulting] to conduct an external evaluation of Reconnect and the programmes it delivered.  The following objectives were agreed for the exercise: 

1. To review the project's progress in meeting stated objectives, targets and outcomes and determine the extent to which these have been achieved 

2. To identify and define the contribution made by the project in addressing user need[s]/ and effecting positive change for users/ beneficiaries

3. To explore the effectiveness of the project's partnership approach in addressing the underlying causes of marginalisation and social exclusion experienced by young people 

4. To identify learning in relation to the practical application of the pilot with particular reference to the value and/or impact of the project's contribution to peace and reconciliation amongst the target group and/or their wider community, and to identify key learning points should the model be repeated, or replicated, in future. 
It should be noted that given the timescale and limited resources available, the emphasis of evaluation exercise was on documenting progress and learning to date, based on internal documentation and consultation with a small number of key informants and stakeholders.  The following summarises the principal issues addressed under each of the evaluation objectives. 
To review the project's progress in meeting its stated objectives, targets and outcomes and determine the extent to which these have been achieved 

The evaluation exercise documented the development of Reconnect including defining its target beneficiaries and stakeholders.  Progress was measured against the project aims and objectives, and targets/outcomes which formed the basis of the Terms and Conditions on which funding was approved. This included a review of activities undertaken, analysis of internal data relating to user engagement and participation, and examination of project management and administrative systems and procedures to assess the extent to which these had been effective in monitoring and reporting progress and in accounting for grant spend. In particular the evaluator assessed the adequacy of: 
· systems in place for overall management and planning of the project

· project monitoring and reporting including data capture, tracking, monitoring and reporting systems to evidence project outputs and outcomes
· systems, structures and procedures in place for programme administration  
· project quality assurance methods.

To identify and define the contribution made by Reconnect in addressing user need[s]/ and effecting positive change for users/ beneficiaries

How Reconnect addressed user need[s] and effected positive change was assessed in the context of achievement of the following across the lifespan of the project: 

1. Provision of individual employability assessment and action plans to 60 young people
2. Opportunities for individual skills development in Essential Skills, ICT, Preparation for Employment
3. Support for individual progression onto other training, education or employment opportunities
4. Development of understanding and mutual respect for others through a 'Citizenship' programme.
In addition to internal quantitative data analysis the evaluator undertook semi structured face to face and telephone interviews with Reconnect project staff, and a randomly selected sample of individuals who had made referrals to the project.
To evaluate the effectiveness of the project's partnership approach in addressing the underlying causes of marginalisation and social exclusion experienced by young people

Because funding for the Reconnect pilot was secured on the basis of a 'collaborative tendering' application [see above] it was important to examine the practicalities of partnership approach. The evaluator undertook face to face semi structured interviews with senior staff representatives from each of the three 'collaboration' agencies [NIACRO, the Probation Service and the Youth Justice Agency] to explore perceptions on how and to what extent collaborative working had added value and  been effective in delivering against the objective above.
To identify learning in relation to the practical application of the pilot programme with particular reference to the value and/or impact of the project's contribution to peace and reconciliation amongst the target group and/or their wider community.
Clearly the short term nature of the contact between the young people and Reconnect cannot deliver any reliable evidence as the impact of the project's contribution to peace and reconciliation amongst the target group and /or their wider community. Instead, particular emphasis was placed on exploring project learning and the extent to which young people self reported perceived change - for example, in self esteem and confidence as well as in wider attitudes and/or behaviours. In addition to a brief review of self evaluation feedback
, the evaluator also undertook a structured focus group session with a small number of project users/ beneficiaries to explore what they had 'got out of ' Reconnect, and which aspects of the project they thought had  been most useful in addressing and meeting their needs. 
1.3 Report structure
All the information gathered was analysed to enable the evaluator to make judgements in relation to each of the evaluation objectives above, and to draw conclusions on achievements, strengths, challenges or weaknesses in the pilot model. Chapter Two of this report briefly outlines the background and context to the Reconnect project, and issues associated with project/programme implementation. Chapter Three reviews actual delivery, analysing progress against agreed outputs/ outcomes that were the basis of funding from YESIP. Chapter Four examines user and informant perspectives, and the final Chapter presents key learning and general concluding remarks.
2.0 Background 
This Chapter summarises the context within which Reconnect was established before going on to review the project’s aims and objectives, delivery approach, staffing structure and lines of accountability.
2.1 Context  

There are many reasons why young people drop out of school, and a considerable body of research exists to evidence the link between patterns of truancy and school exclusion, and offending by young people. Adolescence itself is a difficult and challenging time and family and relationship problems, poverty and deprivation, peer pressure and lack of job opportunities can undermine a young person's motivation to remain in education. In Britain the Truancy and School Exclusion report (notably Chapter Three)
 highlights the fact that many truants and excluded pupils get drawn into crime, finding that truants were more than three times more likely to offend than non-truants and that five per cent of all offences committed by children and young people occurred during school hours. Furthermore according to an Audit Commission study
, nearly half of all school age offenders had been excluded from school; with a quarter having truanted significantly.  Home Office research also shows that truants were more than three times more likely to offend than non-truants
. In research undertaken by MORI on behalf of the Youth Justice Board (2000)
 , it was found that out of 3,000 regular school attendees, almost three quarters had not committed any offence in the last 12 months. This compared sharply with a survey of children excluded from school, where almost three quarters admitted to having offending during the same period. 
Reflecting on the study findings Norman Warner, chairman of the Youth Justice Board, said:
"What these results show so dramatically is the link between school exclusion and offending behaviour. Not only do the truants offend far more, the nature of their crimes is much more serious. This demonstrates graphically that intervening early to tackle truancy and exclusion is vital to preventing youth crime."

2.2 The Reconnect project 

Whilst it is well documented that Northern Ireland (in general) has the highest numbers of young people attaining A levels, the region also has the highest number of young people leaving school with no or few qualifications (in comparison with Britain).  Research suggests that the latter can be attributed to the extent to which many young people have been affected by the Northern Ireland conflict, having experienced violence and community dysfunction either directly and/or indirectly. As a partnership of key criminal /youth justice agencies in Northern Ireland [NIACRO, the Probation Board and the Youth Justice Agency] all three partners have worked collaboratively on initiatives addressing offending in the past
, and as a consequence were convinced that the fusion of statutory and voluntary agencies could deliver a breadth of innovative service the sum of which had the potential to be greater than its respective parts.  In drawing up the Reconnect project, the agencies combined not only of their direct experience of circumstances likely to contribute to exclusion from mainstream education and the risk factors associated with developing a criminal career, but also practical understanding of the very particular problems faced by young people living in areas most exposed to the 30 years of community conflict in Northern Ireland. 
Based on this experience the target age range for Reconnect was defined as young people aged 15-16 (year 12). The evidence base justifying targeting this age group was constructed as follows. Firstly statistical data provided by the 'collaborative' partner agencies indicated that many 15 or 16 year olds, on leaving the Juvenile Justice Centre or serving Juvenile Justice Centre Orders
 had little chance of being accepted back into formal education. Secondly where such young people had been studying GCSE’s prior to custody it was unlikely
 they would complete their course work whilst in custody, and/or continue education on release.  Indeed the data available went further in suggesting that a significant majority of those detained at any given time within the JJC were likely to have been year 12's who had already been through the education welfare system and who, failing to engage with EOTAS
 projects or Alternative Education projects, had as a result no access to formal or informal education on release.  Furthermore 15-16 year old 'remandees' who had subsequently been bailed were likely to have been excluded from education for previous misbehaviour or because they had already been expelled from school. In this context , and because it appeared that the Education Welfare Service lacked sufficient resources to work with such young people on release, the 'potential target' group were often perceived as having been left to “drift” outside of the education system until they attained school leaving age. 
2.3 Project aim and objectives 

Reconnect focussed on young people, in the critical 15-16 year old age range, who had been involved in the Youth Justice System and who had disengaged with the formal education system. By developing a targeted employability programme it was anticipated that the project would ,inter alia, link the young person into all or some (where appropriate) of the following:
· Employability and training options

· Education – provided by local Education Boards

· Mentoring programmes

· Pre release preparation

· Resettlement Advice

· Careers Guidance – provided by DEL

· Probation Contact – provided by PBNI
The overall aim of Reconnect was therefore to
 'intervene with young people in three areas in Northern Ireland excluded from mainstream education and at risk of developing further criminal records by providing an innovative intervention taking account of impact of the conflict, poor educational attainment and ultimately enhancing employability through the use of partnership or collaborative interventions that seek to address proactively issues around marginalisation and disadvantage'. 
Funding was obtained to target young people living in the North and West Belfast and Ballymena/Antrim areas
. Target areas were selected on the basis of official statistics (e.g. the Noble Index of Multiple Deprivation and a number of the individual domains) and evidence derived across a range by commentators which had concluded that in the context of the Northern Ireland conflict,  communities in these areas had experienced disproportionate levels of sectarianism, violence, deaths/injuries and displacement of individuals and families, as well as a substantial percentage of young people perceived as not having achieved at school. 

The 'programme model' was designed to:

· provide individual employability assessment and action plans to 60 young people

· provide opportunities for individual skills development in Essential Skills, ICT, Preparation for Employment

· support individual progression onto other training, education or employment opportunities
· develop understanding and mutual respect for others through a group based Citizenship programme.

The model itself comprised two stages. A first stage lasting approx 16 weeks focussing on providing opportunities for participants to achieve qualifications, or part qualifications, such as ICT Equal Skills, Essential Skills Entry Level 1-3, and engagement in a Citizenship Programme.  It was envisaged that these qualifications would provide participants with a base to progress to stage 2 or create pathways to progression out of Reconnect.  It is worth noting that young people who engaged in stage 1 could, if they wished, progress out of Reconnect on completion of stage 1. The second stage lasted 8 weeks and included Preparation for Employment, further development of qualifications acquired in stage 1 leading to progression into further education, youth training or employment. 
2.4 Staffing structure and lines of accountability
NIACRO has a long history in providing a range of training and employment opportunities for adult offenders, and over the past two years the organisation has extended 'employability ' opportunities to include young offenders and young people at risk. Funding for Reconnect provided the opportunity to pilot more a structured model of delivery within defined geographical locations – North & West Belfast and Antrim/Ballymena, focussing on young people aged 15-16 with experience of the Youth Justice system and who have disengaged from formal education, youth training initiatives and their communities. 

NIACRO had overall management responsibility for Reconnect, although a steering committee, comprising representatives from Youth Justice Agency, Probation Board for N.I. and NIACRO Senior Management was established at the outset, and met quarterly over the course of the pilot initiative.  It should be noted that contact was made with the Education Boards in the respective locations to canvass representation on to the Steering Committee. However limited response to the request resulted in no Education Board representation on the Steering Committee. Reconnect was staffed by two project staff working in Belfast and Antrim/Ballymena respectively, both of whom were managed by a Senior Practitioner. This staff member was in turn part of the NIACRO Offenders in the Community Unit and the project overall was responsible to a NIACRO Unit Service Manager.

3.0 Project delivery 
3.1 Introduction 

Reconnect delivered three programmes, comprising 4 basic topic modules, to almost 60 young people. Each programme lasted 24 weeks, broken into two phases of 16 and 8 weeks respectively. This Chapter describes how the programmes 'rolled out' with particular emphasis on factors which necessitated a number 'variances' [to the terms and conditions on which funding was originally awarded] to be agreed with the funding body as the project progressed. Chapter 6 returns to these issues and examines why it was important to the pilot's success to be flexible and responsive in terms of working with detached and disengaged young people. 
3.2 Staff recruitment 

This evaluation review focuses on an 18 month period rather than the original two year funding period. There are several reasons for this.  Although staff were to have been recruited and in place by June 2004, the Letter of Confirmation was not received until August 2004 and as such project posts could not be advertised until late August 2004.  The appointment of staff was further delayed pending the outcome of essential PECS checks, with staff eventually taking up employment in October 2004. Furthermore, given the level of 'risk' associated with working with the target population, it was essential that newly recruited staff completed a comprehensive [3 month] induction into NIACRO organisational procedures and practices, followed by establishment of, and familiarisation with, project administration procedures, protocols etc.  Thereafter as Reconnect was a new an 'untried' initiative, referral agencies needed to be assured of both its relevance to their clients and the 'professionalism' of the service to be delivered. This meant that additional time on promotional activity to build awareness of and confidence in the project had to be undertaken before formal referrals were likely to be made. Initial difficulties in securing a location for the Antrim/Ballymena staff member were resolved in early February 2005, and acceptance of formal referrals commenced later that month.  
3.3 Programme duration 
Because almost 6 months of the funding period had elapsed ( for the reasons discussed above) before referrals could be accepted, decisions then had to be taken about programme structure over the remaining 18 months (in the original funding application it had been agreed to run 4 programmes over the 2 year period of the project). A revised programme timeframe of 3 programmes each lasting 24 weeks over the 18 month period was subsequently agreed with the funder, as were Year 1 and 2 Work Plans and Budget Spend Schedules, and the original target number of beneficiaries in both Antrim/Ballymena and Belfast projects was revised downwards from 80 to 60. 
3.4 Target beneficiaries 
The project targeted young people aged 15 -16 excluded from mainstream education and training who were at risk of developing, or  further developing, offending behaviour. In addition, each young person had to have been in contact with at least one of the referral agencies – PBNI, Youth Justice Agency, Education Welfare Office. Initially there was some debate around those young people in the 15 year old age group who were still in their 4th year of secondary school education, particularly in terms of the project's legal position/ obligations in relation to engaging with this age group.  However because the project recognised the specific vulnerability of this age group it was subsequently agreed to accept referrals from local Education Welfare Officers where the young person was age 15, out of education and in their last year at school, provided signed consent from his/her parents/guardians accompanied the referral. 


As well as demonstrating a desire to engage in Reconnect programmes, the young person was also required to reside within specific TSN
 wards. The latter requirement also necessitated negotiated change with YESIP. Although it was originally agreed that Reconnect should target young people living in the top 12.5% TSN electoral wards [within Belfast and Antrim/Ballymena respectively] experience on the ground as the project rolled out suggested that this was not realistic due to the transient and 'hectic' lifestyles of the young people meeting the project criteria, particularly in the Belfast locations. Following negotiation with YESIP, extension of the referral base to the top 25% TSN electoral wards in both project locations was approved.  Although this change resulted in a significant increase in the number of referrals received by the Belfast project it made little change in referral numbers to the Antrim /Ballymena (i.e. rural) project. The latter is considered further in the Chapter 6 discussion on adapting project delivery to address prevailing local (i.e. urban or rural) circumstances. 
3.5 Programme content 
Reconnect programmes sought to address barriers to employability such as poor educational attainment, social exclusion, marginalisation and the impact of the conflict on individuals and their communities. In Stage 1 of each programme (over 16 weeks) participants were offered the opportunity to gain qualifications in ICT Level 1, Essential Skills Entry Level in Communication and Application of Number Skills, and Citizenship.  Stage 2 (lasting 8 weeks) focussed on Preparation for Employment to enable participants to further develop the qualifications gained in Stage 1 and where applicable, to progress into further education, mainstream training or employment and/or undertake appropriate work placements. The programme also sought to offer individuals the opportunity to explore other avenues into education or training and develop support networks to meet their needs. As part of the Citizenship module young people were given the opportunity to develop understanding and mutual respect for other traditions and cultures through focussed group work sessions and visits to places such as Stormont, the Maze Prison and Mural Tours.  In addition to these visits, a number of recreational and team building activities were arranged, for example, Canoeing, Go Karting, Raft Building and Orienteering.

3.6 Programme format

Each programme format combined practical interactive learning with focussed group work discussion, and where appropriate one to one support.  The programme also included guest speakers from external agencies, such as Prison Me No Way, Outspoken (Simon Community), Young Voices (Include Youth) and Drugs Awareness (NIACRO Drug Worker). Programmes ran as follows in both project locations:

Programme 1   Stage 1


Mar 05 - May 05


             12 weeks 



Stage 2


June 05 - Aug 05


  8 weeks

Programme 2 Stage 1


May 05 – Aug 05


 16 weeks



Stage 2


Sept 05 – Oct 05


  8 weeks

Programme 3 Stage 1


Nov 05 – Feb 06


16 weeks


            Stage 2


Mar 06 – May 06


 8 weeks

The timetable above reflects the fact that Programme 1 Stage 2, and Programme 2 stage 1, overlapped. This was a necessary arrangement in order to fit three programmes into the 18 month timeframe and to take into account the two month lead in time for the 1st programme to commence.  The overlap of programmes 1 and 2 caused some problems in logistical terms especially in the Antrim/ Ballymena project, and there were occasions when local rescheduling of programme modules had to be agreed e.g. availability of sessional tutors.  In the main however programme dates and timings were delivered on schedule. 
3.7 Referral process 
Reconnect accepted referrals from four organisations: internal NIACRO projects, such as youth employability and mentoring; the Youth Justice Agency (i.e. community services, youth conferencing and bail support); the Probation Service (i.e. Youth Justice Unit) and the Education Welfare Service (i.e. local offices). Referrals to both projects were taken on a first come first served basis up to a maximum of 10 referrals per location per programme - total of 20 referrals per programme.
Chapter 4 Project Uptake 

4.1 Introduction 

This Chapter draws on internal monitoring data for the period February 2005 - June 2006. The following sections report on participant profiles (age, gender, religion, ethnicity, area of residence), referral profile (education and 'sanction' status, including level of offending risk), attendance, user achievement and 'next steps' on completing the programme. Since Reconnect began accepting referrals, 57 of the 77 young people referred completed engagement with the project. 
4.2 Young People 

The data used in Tables 4.2(i) to 4.2 (v) profile the 77 young people referred to Reconnect in the period.
4.2 (i) Referrals by age and gender.
                                                                Belfast                                      Antrim/Ballymena
	
	Age 15
	Age 16
	Age 17
	
	Age 15
	Age 16
	Age 17
	Total

	Male 
	16
	16
	5
	
	8
	13
	4
	62

	Female 
	3
	4
	0
	
	4
	3
	1
	15

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	19
	20
	5
	
	12
	16
	5
	77


Of the 77 referrals received, 44 were made to the Belfast location, and 33 to Antrim/Ballymena. Males outnumbered females by 5 to 1: almost 85% of referrals to the Belfast project and 75% to Antrim /Ballmena were male.  Although the number of females is significantly smaller, this reflects the higher number of females who progress into further education and vocational training courses than males (DENI 2005/06 progressions of 16 year old school leavers) and the lower number of females within the youth justice system. An equal number of young people aged 15 and 16 were referred to the Belfast project although fewer 15 year olds were referred in Antrim/Ballymena. It is outwith the scope of this evaluation to explore the differences in referral rates between the projects, other than to note factors with the potential to influence the volume of referral in urban/ rural settings. These may include the numbers of young people falling within the target populations, numbers meeting overall project criteria, scale and extent of promotional activity [necessary to attract referrals] that had to be undertaken within the timeframe for delivery etc.
4.2 (ii) Referrals by geographic spread

                                                                      
	Resident
	Belfast
	
	Antrim/Ballymena
	Total 

	In top 25% TSN wards
	36
	
	17
	53

	Outside top 25% TSN wards
	8
	
	16
	24

	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	44
	
	33
	77


Almost 70% of all the young people referred to Reconnect lived in the top 25% most disadvantaged wards in both Belfast and Antrim/Ballymena (as defined by Local Government Electoral Wards using the combined ranking of Noble Education and Employment Domains). Whilst over 80% of all Belfast referrals fell within these wards, as noted above it is possible this is due to a greater number of young people meeting the Reconnect referral criteria living in these areas. 
4.2 (iii) Referral source

	Source
	Belfast 
	 
	Antrim/Ballymena
	Total

	PBNI
	15
	 
	14
	29

	Education Welfare 
	8
	 
	13
	21

	YJA 
	19
	 
	4
	23

	NIACRO 
	2
	 
	2
	4

	
	
	
	
	

	 Total
	44
	 
	33
	77


Overall, most referrals were received from the Probation Service (approx one third), followed by Education Welfare (over a quarter).  The pattern of referral differs between both locations, with the greatest number of referrals in Belfast via YJA (43%), whilst in Antrim/Ballymena the Probation Service again referred most young people (43%), closely followed by Education Welfare (39%): fewest referrals were made by the latter to the Belfast location. It is possible that the variations in referral patterns above could be attributed to the number of young people, with whom the agencies had contact, who met the project criteria in the respective locations. Three quarters of all the NIACRO referrals were made to the Belfast location although this again may have been influenced by the extent to which [NIACRO] projects had contact with a greater number of young people [who satisfied the Reconnect criteria] in the Belfast area.
4.2 (iv) Sanction status on referral

	Sanction
	Belfast 
	 
	Antrim/Ballymena
	Total 

	Probation Order 
	15
	 
	14
	29

	EWO 
	8
	 
	13
	21

	YJA Community Services
	9
	 
	0
	9

	JJCO
	4
	 
	0
	4

	ACO
	3
	 
	1
	4

	Conference Order 
	3
	 
	0
	3

	Bail Support 
	0
	 
	3
	3

	Combination Order 
	0
	 
	2
	2

	CRO
	1
	 
	0
	1

	CSO
	1
	 
	0
	1

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Total
	44
	 
	33
	77


Consistent with the referral source data more than a third (38%) of participants were on Probation Orders (time bound court sentences managed by Probation Service). As before more young people in the Antrim/Ballymena area had been referred by Education and Welfare than in Belfast. The remainder of the referrals came from the YJA Community Services Projects (the young people referred to such projects were involved in offence focused work, waiting for their case to be heard, or were adjudicated offenders serving a variety of orders as follows: 
· JJCO –  Juvenile Justice Centre Order where half of sentence received at court is served in the 
Juvenile Justice Centre in Bangor, and the remainder in the community where the individual is 
managed by the Probation Service
· ACO – Attendance Centre Order, requiring the young person to attend a YJA Community Services 
Project for a court determined number of hours, during which they engage in offence focused work 

· Conference Order – Youth Conference Order usually for 6 months, and managed by YJA in the 
community 
· Bail Support  -  where a young person who has been released on bail,  with court determined 
conditions managed by YJ A
· Combination Order – court sentence issued to young people aged 16 + , comprising a period of 
probation supervision and a number of hours community service 

· CRO – Community Responsibilty Order, managed by YJA  and comprising a prescribed number 
of hours Citizenship and Reparation 
· CSO –Community Service Order, involving time bound work in voluntary service managed by the 
Probation Service
4.2 (v) Assessed level of risk on referral

	Risk level
	Belfast                            
	 
	Antrim/Ballymena
	Total 

	Low 
	11
	 
	16
	27

	High 
	18
	 
	7
	25

	Medium
	15
	 
	7
	22

	Not known 
	0
	 
	3
	3

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Total
	44
	 
	33
	77


At the outset it was agreed with the partner agencies involved in the Reconnect pilot that all young people meeting referral criteria should be “at risk”.  (Note: all referrals from the Probation Service had already been subject to the ACE
 assessment system used to assess an individual's risk of re-offending as Low, Medium or High and risk of potential harm to self/others.  Referrals from the Youth Justice Agency and Education Welfare Officers did not operate the same system, although all referrals from these sources were automatically deemed to be “at risk”
 by the referring officer. On occasions this caused project staff some concern mainly due to the lack of back up information regarding the level of risk and in these circumstances, as well as in the initial stages of the project, the Senior Practitioner was responsible for overseeing all referrals thereby providing support and guidance to project staff and valuable learning opportunities.  In programme 2 the project staff took on more responsibility for recruitment of referrals and in programme 3 they had full control of recruitment.  The Senior Practitioner did however remain available to both staff for support and guidance if required.) Applying the PBNI criteria, 35% of those referred could be classified as 'low risk', almost 33% were 'high risk', especially in Belfast which had fewest 'low risk' referrals. The level of risk attaching to the young person is significant in terms of how the project worker managed his/her work with the individual on a one to one basis, as well as when a number of 'high risk' young people were together on a programme at any one time. 

4.3 Participant progress and achievement  

The tabulated data in the section below reports participant attendance, achievement and 'next steps' in relation to the 57 young people who participated on, and completed their Reconnect programme.
4.3 (i) Participant attendance 

	 
	Belfast
	
	Antrim/Ballymena
	Total 

	Programme 1 
	7
	
	5
	12

	Programme 2
	13
	
	8
	21

	Programme 3
	14
	
	10
	24

	
	
	
	
	

	Totals
	34
	
	23
	57


As the programmes rolled out, the number of young people participating increased in both locations and by the third programme, twice the number of overall participants had engaged in project programmes compared with programme one. 
4.3 (ii) Participant educational ability on entry
	Status 
	Belfast
	
	Antrim/Ballymena
	Total 

	None
	18
	
	6
	24

	Below Level 1 
	4
	
	14
	18

	At Level 1
	12
	
	3
	15

	
	
	
	
	

	Totals
	34
	
	23
	57


Of the 57 young people completing Reconnect programmes, 42% had no qualifications on entry. Most of these were in Belfast, whilst in Antrim/ Ballymena the majority of participants were classified as 'below level 1" meaning that they had quite basic or foundation level qualifications such Assessment and Qualification Alliance or other foundation level certificates below entry level 3. Conversely, four times the number of Belfast participants were at 'Level 1' (GCSE grades D-G, some OCR’s, Level 1 Essential skills etc) on entry, compared to those on the programme in Antrim/Ballymena. 

4.3 (iii) Participant modular achievement on completion 

	Module
	Belfast 
	 
	Antrim/Ballymena
	Total 

	Citizenship
	12
	 
	6
	18

	CCEA Literacy
	8
	 
	9
	17

	ICT-OCR
	16
	 
	0
	16

	CCEA Numeracy
	5
	 
	10
	15

	Preparation for work (partial) 
	3
	 
	5
	8

	ICT Equal Skills
	0
	 
	7
	7

	Preparation of work (full) 
	4
	 
	0
	4

	ICT (partial) 
	3
	 
	0
	3

	ICT ECDL
	1
	 
	0
	1

	GCSE English
	1
	 
	0
	1

	GCSE Math
	1
	 
	0
	1

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Totals
	54
	 
	37
	91


Overall the 57 young people completing a Reconnect programme achieved over 90 qualifications: almost 60% of these were achieved by young people attending the Belfast programmes, and just over 40% in Antrim /Ballymena.  However when the figures relating to the number of young people achieving qualifications at each specific location are compared, the 'success' rate is virtually identical - 62%. Therefore it would seem that although both projects and the programmes may have had to address differing levels of 'ability' both were nonetheless sufficiently flexible to adapt to the 'level' of the young people with whom they worked. This is further reflected in the range of qualifications achieved at each location, as the statistics above are broadly reflective of participants' level (or lack) of prior learning or qualifications on entry to a Reconnect programme. Thus for example whilst it would seem that although a greater number of modules were successfully achieved in Belfast (in relation to Citizenship, CCEA Literacy and ICT-OCR) this may be explained by more young people entering the programme without qualifications in Belfast. Conversely whilst a greater number of young people in the 'middle band' (i.e. who on entry could be classified as having some qualifications albeit at a very basic or foundation level) were referred to Antrim/Ballymena project the statistics suggest that they too have enhanced their entry level qualifications through contact with Reconnect.
4.3 (iv) Participant 'next steps' post engagement 

	'Next Step'
	Belfast 
	 
	Antrim/Ballymena
	Total 

	Training 
	18
	 
	7
	25

	Education
	5
	 
	4
	9

	Employment 
	3
	 
	5
	8

	Unemployment 
	6
	 
	2
	8

	No longer lived in area*
	1
	 
	3
	4

	Custody 
	1
	 
	1
	2

	Not known
	- 
	 
	1
	1

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Totals
	34
	 
	23
	57


* The young person returned to Foyle Trust, his home area, when he turned 16.
The Table above sets out data in relation to where young people 'moved on ' post Reconnect. Although the longer term impact of their engagement with the project would necessitate robust longitudinal cohort tracking of programme participation the statistics above nonetheless reflect the individual's circumstances immediately on completion of their engagement. On that basis therefore, it can be stated that 3 out of every 4 Reconnect participants continued into further training, education or secured employment post engagement.
Chapter 5 Informant perceptions
5.1 Introduction 

This Chapter summarises feedback obtained from the following informants (a complete list of those interviewed is attached at Appendix 5 and copies of the respective interview schedules appear in Appendices 1 to 4). 
· both Reconnect project staff  
· the NIACRO Senior Practitioner with line management responsibility for the project staff and project,
· representatives of agencies who provided external tutor support for specific aspects within the programmes [e.g. ICT] 
· representatives of agencies eligible to make referrals to Reconnect. 
· senior personnel in each of the three agencies involved in the 'collaboration'- NIACRO, the Youth Justice Agency and the Probation Board. 
Given the resources available to complete the evaluation it was agreed that although [numerically] small, semi structured telephone and face to face interviews with a stratified sample of referral agency informants would afford the evaluator the best opportunity to obtain in depth feedback from the range of critical perspectives. In addition, a structured focus group event with four young adults who had attended Reconnect programmes was also undertaken. Although the focus group session was again numerically small, this was intentional based on learning derived through evaluation of previous NIACRO projects working with disconnected young adults
. Firstly, in small ‘conversational’ type sessions behavioural issues associated with interviewing larger groups of teenage young adults can be more easily managed. Secondly, young adults are less inhibited or ‘embarrassed’ to discuss their feelings about what having attended a Reconnect programme had meant to them. 
5.2 Project target group 
One of the enduring challenges facing practitioners is how to engage effectively with hard-to-reach young adults. Such young people can be 'disconnected' in a variety of ways, and from a variety of institutions such as the home and family relationships, their communities, education, training or employment. These difficulties are usually exacerbated by personal problems, such as [frequently undiagnosed] mental or behavioural considerations, different forms of substance abuse (including alcohol and drugs), poor educational attainment/ qualifications and low self esteem and levels of motivation. 
Agency informants were invited to reflect on the distinctive issues or challenges to be addressed in working with such young adults and identified the following:

·  unrealistically high expectations of “success” and financial rewards in the context of a society where there is massive promotion of consumer goods with little realistic hope of achieving the wealth to enjoy them…."if they’re disadvantaged and/or lack family support, they can see other people enjoying success and feel resentful and angry"
· general expectation of independence that often cannot be realised because of low income
· high levels of  tension or relationship breakdown within the family, or no family support at all
· lack of skills and/or maturity to manage relationships and independent living
· disorganised and chaotic lifestyles and negative peer groups.
Barriers of this sort make it hard to enhance the employability of marginalised young adults in general but for those targeted by Reconnect there were additional challenges due to the young person's 'vulnerability' to, or risk of ,offending (or in some case, further or more serious or persistent offending). The remainder of this Chapter highlights a number project characteristics which informants felt had contributed most significantly to Reconnect's ability to engage successfully with the target client group.
5.3 Learning approach 

Respectful and supportive

Bearing in mind their school history and predominantly negative experiences of education generally, young people attending the focus group reported that one of the "best things" about Reconnect was that "it didn't feel like school" and " you were treated like adults" whilst others felt it was because
 "they [the project workers and external tutors] had time for you, and you weren't singled out and made to feel stupid if you couldn't do something". 
Although supportive of the blend of practical and interactive learning activities the young adults tended [unsurprisingly] to less enthusiastic about the literacy and numeracy classes. A common response was that they had "finished with all that" and "there was too much paper". Project staff and external tutors recognised the need to balance the level paperwork young adults were required to undertake and, as far as possible, sought to ensure programmes that were interactive and comprised an appropriate mix of individual and group work and opportunities for external activities. 
Understanding of personal circumstances

Another important characteristic of the approach was open access and the 'roll on, roll off' nature of the programme meaning that where a session was missed, the young person could "still pick up it up again" the following week or on their return. This was reported to be significant for several reasons. Firstly the absence may have been unavoidable (i.e. the young person may have had a court appearance). Alternatively, given the 'stressors' in relation to, for example, the young person's personal, family and/or community backgrounds they may simply not have been able to "handle it this week" and perhaps needed time and space to deal with particular events or occurrences 
"sometimes even just being able to give then space is vital in itself before doing any programme work with them". 
(It is worth noting that several young people who had attended Reconnect programmes lived in areas in which significant levels of community unrest and violence were experienced as a result of the 'loyalist feud' ongoing during 2005.)  
Being able to resume a Reconnect programme after a break in continuity for whatever reason also appeared to be important to the young person because it meant "you weren't left behind if you missed a week or so". Again when probed this reaction appeared to be related to their experience of having missed classes at school and feeling they were "so far behind they would never catch up so might as well not bother going back".
Appropriately 'pitched and paced'
Project staff and external tutor informants were then asked to comment on these perceptions and agreed that the approach to working successfully with 'at risk' young people required creation of the 'right climate' bearing in mind that their previous experience of learning had been so negative as to require "a totally non-academic approach and flexibility in all aspects of provision". Referral agency informants also approved the starting point adopted by Reconnect in that it was based on "accepting where the young people were at, physically and emotionally" and "respecting their individual circumstances and any responsibilities they might already have". Several informants also stressed the importance of working within the limitations of the young person's "communication style and his or her own learning pace". In this context, a number of informants expressed the view that it was imperative to tailor provision into 'bite size' sessions and not to "overload" or "just push them through just to meet a target". 
Not 'target' driven

The extent to which it was reasonable to expect a project like Reconnect to deliver against targets (i.e. throughputs and outputs) was a concern for some informants. Where such concerns were expressed they generally stemmed from informant's direct experience of the complexity and multifaceted nature of the needs and problems of young people in the Reconnect age range.
"getting to the point at which you can actually start doing 'real' work with most of the young people takes time ….even getting other agencies to refer young people in the first place has to be worked at  ……these were high risk young people, many of whom we [ the YJA ] had tried but been unable to work with. Because of their needs and the level of risk, building a relationship with them needs careful handling and has to be worked at so we felt this was more likely to be successful with more intensive work with a smaller number of young people on each programme" 

At a strategic level, and particularly in relation to YESIP reporting, there was a shared appreciation that the achievement of targets could not be regarded as the only or principal indicator of project success.  A further complication was the setting of equivalent targets per location. From an evaluation perspective however, it is apparent that a wide range of factors are likely to have influenced the 'numbers' in Belfast and Antrim/Ballymena respectively such as differing population demographics, numbers meeting project criteria, fewer young people having contact with one or more of the referral agencies etc. Other factors such as considerably fewer local resources in Antrim/Ballymena than in Belfast may also have influenced the number of young people engaging with the project, and on the basis of this evidence the setting of  identical 'targets' for both locations at the outset may not have been appropriate.
'Sound' relationships

The value placed on his or her relationship with the Reconnect project worker appears to have been critical to the young person's sustained engagement with the project. All those to whom the evaluator spoke stated that their worker [and indeed most of the external tutors] had been 'sound'.  When asked to describe what they meant by this, young adults in the focus group suggested 

"you know- into the same things" …..not talking down to you or letting on they know what things are like for you when you know it's never been like that for them….testing them ….taking a hand of them to see if they lose it and can't be bothered with you, or if they still want to help you". 

Project staff and external tutors were equally keen to acknowledge the importance of building a 'sound' relationship with the young person on an individual level, and of being prepared for them to "test your boundaries" at the start of the programme when relationships were still to be established and attitudes and behaviour adjusted to within appropriate boundaries. Research and evaluation of other NIACRO projects working with the same (or younger) target age groups confirm that the extent to which it is possible to intervene and engage positively in the lives of disaffected young people is frequently related to the importance the young person attaches to his or her relationship or 'connection' with a project worker or volunteer.  Feedback from a number of referral agency informants suggests that sustained engagement with Reconnect may also have been related to the young person's positive perception of the project worker (i.e. because s/he had no association with other adults in authority with whom the young people may have/have had difficult relationships such as police, teachers/ educationalists, social workers, probation officers, or even parents).
"We as Probation Officers can tell the young person something and whilst they might listen, they rarely take it on board if I'm honest. However it's my experience that if P [the Reconnect project worker] tells them the same thing they're more likely to take it on board perhaps because they perceive Reconnect as being on their side". 

Agency informants also thought the project's approach with the young person had been successful because 
"[the workers were] firm but fair, user friendly and non -judgmental …they treated the young adults as individuals…. knew what they were into,  and how to press the right buttons and connect with them……able to foster mutual respect based on responsibility and effective compromise whilst still keeping within the rules of the project "
"Quick affirmation of ability"

The young people were particularly keen to discuss the certificates they had received. Because most qualifications undertaken were externally accredited, and therefore formal certificates were not available for some time after course completion, in house certificates were awarded as a means of building participants self confidence while waiting for accreditation. Project staff and agency informants acknowledged that the [interim] in house certificates
 played an important role in providing "quick affirmation of ability", thereby encouraging the young person to continue the engagement. This was confirmed in the focus group discussion with the young adults themselves, in that they appeared to have been motivated by the award of certificates as many "had never been told they were good at anything, let alone get a certificate". When asked to comment on why they had 'stuck with' Reconnect, it was again clear that the relationship each had been able to form with the project worker had been crucial. 
"they'd run out of places to send me …. so I thought might as well give Reconnect a go … it was better than sitting about with nothing to do. At the start I just mucked about but P kept at me and helped me realize I'm not stupid. He got me onto a course near home and I'm now waiting on my GCSE result…… I think Reconnect is well sound".
5.4 Learning environment 
Local venues 

All categories of adult informant felt that the physical learning environments utilized by Reconnect had also been effective in engaging and retaining the young people. By delivering the programmes, as far as practicable, in local venues or through local agencies already operating in the young person's own community or neighbourhood, young people were more likely to attend given that a significant majority had rarely, if ever, been outside their own housing estate, let alone further afield. The issue of territoriality, where young people do not easily access services outside their own known route map, is common to the age group. For example, in a study commissioned by the Barrow Cadbury Trust in January 2005 as part of the work of the Commission on Young Adults and the Criminal Justice System
 researchers noted similar problems over territoriality 

 “Bristol’s ‘tribal mentality’ makes people reluctant to cross boundaries between one part of the City and another.”
 “Young people are frequently ‘very territorial’. There was one occasion where a young person refused a very good New Deal placement that was ideal for their interests and employment aspirations because ‘it was in the wrong place for them to go.’”

Whilst local community resources were readily available in Belfast, few if any were available in Antrim/Ballymena. In Belfast, access to such resources was a significant advantage and it was then possible to link in with organisations such as Bytes to deliver ICT, or others such as Tullymore Education Project, South City Project and Protocol Training to deliver Essential Skills to groups of young people at various stages. Again geographical differences in the Antrim/Ballymena meant that rather than linking young people into resources within their own communities it was necessary to engage sessional tutors to deliver modules of the programme e.g. Essential Skills and ICT.

Sensitivity to group dynamics

A further key consideration when working in groups with 'at risk' young adults is managing the actual group environment, in terms of its composition and dynamics.  Referral agency informants, in particular Youth Justice and Probation, highlighted the potential 'volatility' of many of those whom they had referred.  Indeed all such referrals had been classified by the respective agencies as medium to high risk meaning that the young person's temperament, personality and /or past behaviour significantly predisposed him or her to offend or re-offend. 

"these are 'heavy duty' young people ………..it doesn't matter how interesting, interactive or participative you [evaluator's emphasis]  think your programme might be … if  they don't get on with each other in the group and you as the worker can't manage them  … you've a nightmare on your hands" 
Informants were keen to emphasise the importance of, and how effectively Reconnect staff had taken on board, the need to identify individual 'triggers' likely to provoke extreme behaviour or conflict in the group and to have mechanisms in place to diffuse such situations.  Indeed it was suggested that when working with young adults such as those with whom Reconnect engaged, it might 

" have been better with two project workers, working together to support each other ……while one led the discussion the other could have observed the dynamics within the group and identified where additional support or one to one work was appropriate" 
 

Another aspect of group dynamics was the recognising differing levels of maturity (albeit that the young people were generally the same chronological age) within a group setting. Informants stated that group size was critical and wherever possible the maximum number of participants should be between 6 and 8 young adults. (Attendance sheets completed on a weekly / monthly basis confirm that the actual number of participants attending on any given day rarely exceeded six). Throughout the Citizenship programme (see p x) when both project groups (approx 12 in size) were together, there were three workers involved with the group during these sessions, giving a ratio of approx 4:1) The evaluator also asked young people themselves how they felt about working in a group setting. Whilst many indicated that they had particularly enjoyed the one to one support, most felt "ok talking in a group" even with others whom they did not know because the group was small and "it didn't feel like a classroom".
5.5 'Hooks' and 'rewards' 
Connecting with participants 

Balancing 'hooks' and 'rewards' with the learning element of the provision was a constant challenge. Project and agency informants agreed that the programme content must in someway connect with or 'hook into' what interested the young person in terms of how , for example, they spent their leisure time, what they talked to their friends about , what they be interested in doing if they had either the time, money or opportunity to undertake. When invited to comment on what this might include, project staff suggested things such as 
"dance music and mixing"
"mobile phone ring tones"
"ICT and the internet, chatrooms"
"cars, fashion, sports - especially football and gaelic games"
Given the impact of the electronic revolution on virtually all areas of everyday life, devices and facilities such as mobile phones and the internet are now standard, especially in relation to the worlds of leisure and of learning. Notwithstanding the financial costs associated with 'top of the range' mobile phones and computers, analysis of both self reported evaluation feedback and views obtained through the focus group indicate that the young people's 'favourite' aspect of the programme had been '"all the computer stuff". Project workers and external tutors confirmed that the provision of basic IT/computer literacy skills was possibly the most successful component, and in several instances young people continued to make [independent] use of the facilities providing by the external ICT organisation 'Bytes'. 
 
"Of course we had a programme plan to follow but Reconnect could be flexible …. the challenge for us was finding out what they were interested in and then using this as a means of engaging them in things like literacy, numeracy. ….. for example, the ICT stuff worked really well because they all wanted to look up stuff on the internet or  download ringtones  to their mobile phone to show their mates". 
In addition to rewarding the young people in terms of achievement, Reconnect also rewarded attendance. Whilst some informants were slightly uncomfortable about the young adults receiving attendance allowance and lunch costs others felt the reality was that if nothing else

"it least got them there and then you could try to 'hook' into what interested them and work on getting some level of motivation to kick in,  in terms of what they could see themselves achieving".

Evaluative research of projects similar to Reconnect confirm the importance of the payment of small allowances in that whilst they may initially be perceived as an 'enticement' they could also contribute to the learning an important life skill. In Reconnect's case the attendance allowance of £10 was paid weekly but only where the young person had been present on the days agreed. As the Senior practitioner described it 

 "if you don’t turn up you don’t get paid, just like in the world of work".

Lunches were provided as a necessity for the young people, based on learning from another NIACRO project - the 'Lift Off' Programme, based in East Antrim. The programme aimed to engaged with young people aged 15 – 17 who were neither in education nor mainstream training programmes
 and who were subject to socially disruptive lifestyles. The Lift Off experience found that the meal provided through the project was often the only 'proper' meal the young person might get during the day. Providing lunch was also used to further develop participants social skills in that both projects often used local restaurants / cafes for lunch. Many of the young people had never been in a restaurant before and enjoyed the experience, and feedback from restaurant staff reported that they were well behaved and acted 'entirely appropriately' at all times. 
Chapter 6 Conclusions and Learning 
6.1 Introduction 
The principle purpose of Reconnect was to encourage individuals
"to develop personal strategies that will allow for academic and vocational development leading to enhanced employability, greater self awareness and self confidence which in itself should lead to a reduction in criminal behaviour". 
Over its lifetime, programmes offered through the project provided basic qualifications to prepare and enable 57 young people to continue to progress with their qualifications, go into training or obtain employment. The following Chapter briefly addresses each of the evaluation objectives within the context of key findings summarising programme performance and perceived impact, before noting key learning points. 
6.2 To review the project's progress in meeting its stated objectives, targets and outcomes and determine the extent to which these have been achieved 

Although both the setting, and achievement, of project targets and prescribed outcomes were a concern for several informants NIACRO staff were keen to emphasise that the 'numbers game' was always regarded as secondary to providing quality, tailored support for each young person on a Reconnect programme. This position was shared with the funding body [YESIP], who remained supportive and flexible in terms of the achievement of project target numbers throughout the funding period. That said, Reconnect successfully engaged with 57 [95%] of the agreed target of 60 young people and delivered three structured programmes at each of the venues [Belfast and Antrim/Ballymena] approved at the outset. 
As a holder of the Investor in People Award NIACRO's organisational systems, structures, procedures and quality assurance methods comply with the standards prescribed by IIP for retention of the award. As such, the evaluator undertook a fairly 'light touch' review of internal policies and procedures and found the project to be well managed, with appropriate written policies and procedures in place for monitoring, reporting and accountability purposes. Reconnect was managed through NIACRO as the lead 'collaborative 'partner agency: frontline project staff were line managed by a Senior Practitioner who provided on going support and regular supervision to ensure that day-to-day work remained  focused on key project objectives. The Senior Practitioner was also a member of NIACRO Offenders in the Community Unit, reporting directly to the Unit Service Manager responsible for the overall business area.

At the outset a project steering group comprising senior level representation from NIACRO, PBNI and YJA was established and met weekly over the period. Staff and agency informants did however comment that the initiative would have been further enhanced had strategic input from the Education and Welfare Service been possible, although at local operational level over 27% of all referrals
 were made by Education Welfare staff on the ground. 
6.3 To identify and define the contribution made by the project in addressing user need[s]/ and effecting positive change for users/ beneficiaries
The evaluator undertook semi structured face to face and telephone interviews with members of the project steering group, project staff and a randomly selected sample of individuals whose agency had referred to, or had worked with, with the project. Addressing user need and delivering positive change were evaluated in the context of achievement of the following across the lifespan of the project: 

· Provision of individual employability assessment and action plans to 60 young people
· Opportunities for individual skills development in Essential Skills, ICT, Preparation for 
Employment
· Support for individual progression onto other training, education or employment opportunities
· Development of understanding and mutual respect for others through a group based Citizenship 
programme.
Analysis of the data evaluated confirms that Reconnect performed well in terms of the key outputs/outcomes referred to above. Over the evaluation period 57of the target quota of 60 [95%] young people completed programmes with Reconnect and, on being individually assessed in relation to their employability needs/ requirements, were provided with personal action plans. Significantly of the 3 out of every 4 participants on programme entry had either no qualifications or very basic level foundation skills in terms of Essential Skills, ICT and literacy and numeracy. At June 2006 all the young people completing Reconnect programmes had achieved over 90 qualifications ranging from CCEA literacy and numeracy, partial or full 'preparation for work' modules and in some case ECDL and GCSE English and Math. Of the total qualifications achieved, most were obtained through completion of the 'Citizenship Programme' (approx 20%) a specific time bound course designed to increase confidence to engage with other young people with different religious beliefs, political opinions or racial backgrounds. The Citizenship Programme is discussed in more detail on page 34, given its relevance to the final evaluation objective on the impact of the project's contribution to peace and reconciliation amongst the target group and/or their wider community.
6.4 To explore the effectiveness of the project's partnership approach in addressing the underlying causes of marginalisation and social exclusion experienced by young adults 

The qualitative data obtained across the evaluation exercise confirms Reconnect provided what a number of informants described as 'a vital additional resource' for the statutory agencies. Practitioner informants from both Probation and the Youth Justice Agency were particularly keen to stress that in many instances Reconnect had been the only intervention to have worked successfully with the young people they had referred
"Reconnect was a lifeline for my clients. These were tough kids who'd totally disengaged - real wee hard cases. They'd been abandoned and failed by the education system because they don't want to engage with anything or anyone. It's much easier to ignore them than to work with them but Reconnect were prepared to try, and as far as my clients went they succeeded when no other agency, including my own, could." [Probation informant]
Education and training for young people 'at risk' of offending (and those who are adjudicated offenders) is critical for two reasons. Firstly, educational achievement acts as a protective factor against offending (i.e. it helps to reduce the likelihood of re-offending). Secondly, good literacy and numeracy skills improve young adults' employment prospects, another potentially protective factor. Although research is limited and there are few studies that directly examine what works in the short or longer term, studies examining best practice with this group of learners are starting to take shape. Research findings from two recent National Research and Development Centre for adult literacy and numeracy [NRDC] studies
 (one of young offenders and the other of informal learning with excluded young adults) both report the effectiveness of 'using non-traditional pedagogy', and critically the extent to which such provision is relevant to their lives. 
The findings of this evaluation are consistent with many of those noted in the NDRC studies, with all the agency informants interviewed being particularly impressed by the extent to which the project/staff had been able to engage with the young people, with a majority stating that the key measure of the Reconnect's success was "more about engaging and keeping them involved rather formal outcomes". As confirmed in the Chapter 5 reporting of user and agency informant feedback, the principle reasons for Reconnect's success appear to lie in its approach to learning which was based on how adults, rather than children, learn [evaluator's emphasis].  This was characterised by supportive learning environments, and development of effective working relationships based on trust and respect between staff and tutors, and the young people themselves. It has also been suggested that because engagement with Reconnect was consensual rather than coercive this too had a significant positive influence over why young people 'stuck with' the project.  .
"We as Probation Officers can tell the young person something and whilst they might listen, they rarely take it on board if I'm honest. However it's my experience that if P [the Reconnect project worker] tells them the same thing they're more likely to take it on board perhaps because they perceive Reconnect as being on their side". 

The project's aim of working with young people to help dismantle and overcome barriers to employability (and the 'protection' it offers in terms of risk of offending) delivered for at least 3 out of every 4 participants. Although available tracking data only captures the young person's  'next steps' at the date on which they complete their Reconnect programme , based on this information almost 75% were going on to further training, education or had gained employment. Whilst clearly is not possible to use this evidence to assess whether or not engagement with Reconnect effected sustained positive change for users/beneficiaries, what can be concluded is that Reconnect raises wider questions, outside the scope of this evaluation, in relation to the educational experience of those most at risk of disaffection and under achievement and of leaving school with few or no qualifications.
6.5 To identify learning in relation to the practical application of the pilot with particular reference to the value and/or impact of the project's contribution to peace and reconciliation amongst the target group and/or their wider community, and to identify key learning points should the model be replicated in future. 

At the outset, all the young people were advised Reconnect was cross community in nature (some had previously been involved with sectarian incidents) and contracts were drawn up outlining the nature and content of the programme to which they were signing up.  For many of the young people one of the most challenging aspects of a Reconnect programme was the Citizenship course, the purpose and content of whilst is briefly outlined below. 

Citizenship Programme 
The Citizenship Programme was sourced from, and delivered by, the Project Manager of Inner East Youth Project [IEYP] who had developed a Citizenship programme, accredited by the Keystone Awards, which Reconnect felt was pitched at a level appropriate for their project target group. During programmes 1 and 2 the Citizenship sessions were delivered in a combined group format (i.e. including participants from both Belfast and Antrim/Ballymena) in the Antrim/Ballymena project location only.  In programme 3, the same collective format was retained but sessions were alternated between the Belfast and antrim/Ballymena locations in an attempt to equalise the amount of travel to be undertaken by both groups. 
The programme content was structured to help young people to "develop communication skills and maximise their potential for personal achievement" and in addition to the group sessions discussed above, it also facilitated outdoor activities to "develop self confidence to enable young people to feel valued, listened to and respected".  The latter was based on the concept that by respecting themselves and developing a positive outlook the young people would be better equipped to approach and overcome barriers to employment and or training. The programme focussed on developing positive self image [in most cases for the first time] , thereby increasing confidence to engage with other young people with different religious beliefs, political opinions or racial backgrounds. As Reconnect participants came from/ lived in areas where young people were marginalised and often left school with no formal qualifications the Citizenship Programme sought to develop 'protective factors'
  to prevent drift into social exclusion, offending behaviour, drug and/or alcohol abuse.

In general, though not exclusively, the Citizenship Programme contributed most to the value and impact of the project's contribution to peace and reconciliation amongst the target group and/or their wider community as the programme's aims and objectives were specifically geared towards helping the young people to:
· gain an understanding of what it means to be a good citizen 

· develop knowledge and appreciation of rights and responsibilities of themselves and others

· manage periods of transition effectively 

· develop knowledge and understanding of the role of community service providers (i.e. fire, police and ambulance service) 

· learn practical emergency aid skills which are of benefit to the community

The practical translation of the above exposed young people to a range of experiences most of which were entirely new or 'alien' to them. These included: 
· developing awareness of the local politicians were elected, dispelling 'myths' about the Northern Ireland 'troubles' or 'conflict' 

· engaging in discussions focusing on local events, such as the loyalist feuds (2005)
 

· meeting others from different backgrounds: not only in terms of catholic /protestant engagement but also meeting young people from similar backgrounds who lived outside their own areas 
Clearly without robust empirical evidence derived from longer term tracking and follow up it is not possible [after only 18 months] to measure the project's impact on peace and reconciliation. As one informant commented "How many adults challenge themselves and others about this sort stuff? If a citizenship programme could address and tackle all the problems we as adults have failed to deal with over 30 years everyone [in Northern Ireland] should've been on one". That said, the Citizenship Programme, as with all other modules offered through the Reconnect project, provided young people with opportunities to challenge and test their own perceptions, experiences and opinions across a range of issues from education through to inter and intra community relations which for the majority was an entirely new experience.  
6.6 Key learning 
All those with whom the evaluator consulted felt that Reconnect had delivered a sustained positive engagement with a target population other agencies found difficult or impossible to engage.  In particular practitioner informants from both Probation and the Youth Justice Agency stated that Reconnect had been the only intervention to have worked successfully with the young people they had referred. The evidence available suggests that the following were significant in the project's overall success.
Learning approach 

· An adult learning rather than traditional 'classroom pedagogy'  approach is essential
· The learning environment must be supportive, comprising both practical and interactive learning activities 
· There should be an appropriate mix of individual and group work and opportunities for external activities
· Programmes should be 'roll on, roll off' in nature to allow young people who miss a session[s] to 'pick up where they left off' the following week or on their return  

· It is important to recognize and work within the limitations of the young person's communication style and learning pace, as there are likely to be  differing levels of maturity (albeit that the young people are generally the same chronological age) within any group setting 
· As far as possible, learning should be packaged into 'bite size' sessions
· Working in small groups is less intimidating for participants and more manageable for staff and tutors
· As far as practicable young people should be linked into local services in their own communities.By delivering programmes in local venues or through local agencies, young people are more likely to attend 
· Programme content must in someway connect with or 'hook into' what interested the young person in terms of how , for example, they spent their leisure time, what they talked to their friends about , what they be interested in doing if they had either the time, money or opportunity to undertake
· Certificates provide "quick affirmation of ability" and encourage young people to stay engaged..
Staffing issues
· Recruitment and selection of appropriately qualified/experienced staff is critical to working with young people with complex, multifaceted needs. 
· It would be advantageous to have two project staff, working jointly, in group or collective sessions with young people. This would allow one worker to lead and facilitate discussion whilst the other could observe verbal and non verbal behaviour, body language etc 

· Intensive induction programmes and regular on going support are essential to promote understanding, recognition and acceptance of clear personal and project boundaries, reporting and supervision structures.
· Staff should be trained to identify individual 'triggers' likely to provoke extreme behaviour or conflict in the group and to have mechanisms in place to diffuse such situations. 

Flexibility 

· 'One size won't fit all' - it is important to retain flexibility within the overall project design, aims, objectives and targets. As evidenced in this evaluation geographic, population demographic, resource and local referral patterns meant there was considerable variation in relation to 'what worked ' in both the urban and rural project locations
· It is important to foster mutual respect based on responsibility and effective compromise whilst still keeping within the rules of the project
Partnership working 

· With respect to the project's partnership approach, it is important to secure agency 'buy in' at both strategic and operational level
· It was suggested that because engagement with Reconnect was consensual rather than coercive [in that NIACRO was the 'lead' partner'] this positively influenced young people to 'stick with' the project. Several informants noted that because Reconnect 'had already established a working relationship' with the young person this 'broke the ice for us, and we could build on this to begin our own work on their offending behaviour etc '
· One agency informant believed that having a Reconnect project staff member located in her office had been especially successful in this respect, and had also provided her team/ agency with an invaluable additional resource which complemented and added value to their work with the target age group.
· Several agency informants expressed disappointment that Reconnect was not being continued, given the significance of the 'added value' the project had contributed to their agency's statutory work with the target age group. Obviously securing appropriate, sustained funding is critical in terms of the level and nature of any service a voluntary organisation such as NIACRO can offer and from the outset, the only basis on which funding for Reconnect could be secured was as a two year pilot. That said, given the high level of satisfaction with the project and the 'gap' in provision that now exists in its absence, it may be worthwhile for the collaborative partners to explore how the lessons learnt could be used to influence current training and employment policy. (Note: this “gap” in provision has been partially addressed by NIACRO's Youth Employabiity programme – which has been expanded into Newtownabbey / Carrick. Additional elements have also been added to the programme such as a Job Club, Essential Skills provision and Preparation for Work.
6.7 Wider policy considerations
· Disaffected and disengaged young people have complex and multifaceted needs which require specific, additional targeted support. Projects like Reconnect can provide critical 'foundation' level skills to equip them to benefit from statutory training programmes and/or work placements 
· Over 40% of all referrals to the project were young people aged 15 in year 12 (5th year) had already disengaged from compulsory education
· Almost half (47%) of all referrals were 16 year olds who had neither completed their education nor were engaged in mainstream training. 
· Although eligible for training programmes such as Jobskills, in many cases young people lacked the necessary skills and/or educational attainment to access courses or to sustain places on such  programmes - more than one on five Reconnect participants had no qualifications whatsoever
· Only 13% of all those referred to Reconnect were aged 17. For this age group therefore it would seem that emphasis should be placed on interventions to equip them to sustain and benefit from either training programmes and/or employment opportunities
· Although the relationship between youth crime and disengagement from education and training is well established there is limited empirical evidence on the impact and longer term benefits of interventions like Reconnect. Clearly although the findings from this evaluation suggest that engagement produced positive benefits for participants, further and deeper tracking data is required to provide conclusive evidence on whether or not such projects can deliver sustained positive change over time. Statutory agencies are critically placed to implement and maintain formal tracking systems necessary (compliant with Freedom of Information Act 2000 and Data Protection Act 2000) to monitor and share securely information about the young person's progress overtime (e.g. the RYOGENS system www.localegovnp.org.uk/ryogens).  
Appendix 1

External Agency Perspectives
Evaluation of NIACRO RECONNECT Project 

Dear

My name is Jan Wright and I am an independent consultant, engaged by NIACRO to undertake an external evaluation of the RECONNECT project.  As part of the evaluation, I am consulting with a randomly selected sample of individuals whose agency has had contact with the project over the last 18 months.

 I am particularly keen to explore your views on 

· how the RECONNECT project relates to the work of your agency 
· whether or not contact with RECONNECT has made a difference to the young adults you referred 

· the value and effectiveness of the project's partnership approach 
· the most and least successful aspect[s] of the project, and what you believe could be done differently in future 

Your comments will contribute significantly to the evaluation of RECONNECT. In order to minimise disruption to your working week, I would appreciate if you could confirm by return email your availability to be contacted by telephone during the week beginning Monday July 31st 2006 and the date, time and telephone number on which I could contact you. The interview should last no more than 10-15 minutes. 
Thank you in advance for your co-operation and I hope that you will be happy to speak with me.

Yours Sincerely,
Jan Wright
Independent Consultant 
Appendix 2 

Staff perspectives
Engaging the young adults 

It is sometimes difficult to engage with young adults in the RECONNECT project’s age range. 
What techniques or approaches were used to overcome this? 

Voluntary in nature - sanctions but not imposed by NIACRO 

Please give examples of those which you feel worked best. Why? 
Please give examples of those you feel did not work. Why? What could be done to change this?  
Positive change for the young adults as a result of contact with the project
Do you think the young adults benefited from their engagement with the project? How? Please give practical examples 
What do you feel were the most, and least, successful parts of the project in addressing their needs? Why? Please give practical examples.

What were the strengths and weakness of the project's partnership approach to working with young adults? 

Your views as a project worker

In your opinion what can make or break a project like RECONNECT? 

Looking back, what else could have been done to better meet the needs of the young adults?
· By NIACRO?
· By you as a worker?

· By the agencies you worked with
Appendix 3 

Partner Agencies: NIACRO/YJA/PBNI

My name is Jan Wright and I am an independent consultant, engaged by NIACRO to undertake an external evaluation of the RECONNECT project.  In addition to consulting with a randomly selected sample of individuals [whose agency has had contact with the project over the last 18 months] I am keen to explore views in relation to wider project learning, such as the value and effectiveness of its partnership approach. 
I am happy to meet face to face or to undertake a telephone interview. If possible could you please suggest a few possible dates [before August 15th and after September 1st) when it would be convenient to speak with you.  The interview should last no more than 20 minutes to half an hour. 

Thank you in advance for your co-operation and I look forward to hearing from you.
 
Yours Sincerely,

Jan Wright

Independent Consultant 

Top of Form
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Young adults Focus Group discussion topics

The people who pay for Reconnect have asked me to find out what you though about it. I really need your help to do this, so I can find out more about the programmes you attended and what you thought of them. 
Before getting involved 
How did you get involved?

What did you think when you first started? 

Being involved 

What was it really like when you got involved?
Why did you stick with it? 

What do you think helped you most? 

What difference did it make? 

What sort of things have changed for you since being with Reconnect 

What are you doing now?  

What do you want to do? 

If Reconnect had continued would you recommend it to your mates? 

Why? 
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Agencies/ tutors

David Thornton, Bytes Shankill Road
Barbara Lorimar, Independent Tutor
Laverne Knox
Raymond Lavery, IEYP, The Base, Albertbridge Road 
Project staff 

Billy Clarke [Senior Practitioner]
Joanne Elder 

Paul Fleming 
Referral agencies 
Laura Weatherup PBNI

Seamus Cahir, PBNI
Mary O'Neill, YJA 

Donna Murray, YJA

Barry Skeffington, PBNI 

Steering group 

Pat Conway, NIACRO

Heather Reid, NIACRO
Dave Weir, YJA 
John Bourke, PBNI






� supported by the Intermediary Funding Body 'Youth Education Social Inclusion Partnership' [YESIP]


� The age range referral criteria was later extended to include 17 year olds who were deemed by the referral agency to be “at risk” because of their disengagement from mainstream training programmes and/or further education provided there were places on the programme


� Completed by the young people 


� Truancy and Social Exclusion is a report by the Social Exclusion Unit, published in May 1998 


� Audit Commission, 'Misspent Youth', 1996


� Graham & Bowling, Home Office Research Study 145, 'Young People and Crime', 1995








� including the YJA in its previous form


� half sentence in custody and half in the community


� based on internal agency records


� Education Other Than At School 


� In the original application, funding was sought to deliver Reconnect programmes in the Craigavon area also


� New Targeting Social Need (New TSN) is a government policy which aims to tackle social need and social exclusion in Northern Ireland, by targeting efforts and available resources on people, groups and areas in the greatest social need, Research and Library Services, Northern Ireland Assembly, Research Paper 04/01, August 2001.


 





� ACE stands for assessment, case management and evaluation system.


� In the sense that they either had either come into contact with the youth justice system and/or were subject to the sanctions imposed through the education system.


� NIACRO Mentoring , Child and Parent Support 


� Because there was often a considerable period of time between completing the qualification and external accreditation etc, in house certificates were produced


� The study examined how the voluntary sector could support young adults involved in the criminal justice system or at risk of offending, with evidence from two case study areas (Bristol and Birmingham) "Voluntary sector provision for young adult offenders and those at risk of involvement in crime",  Commission on Young Adults and the Criminal Justice System, April 2005(www.bctrust.org.uk)











� It should be noted however that in the Antrim/Ballymena project all programmes were conducted with a sessional tutor and project worker present, and in the Belfast project, programmes were outsourced to a number of locally based community organisation where sessions were supervised by the community organisation staff and the project worker. 





�Bytes is a drop-in initiative which enables Information and Communication Technology to be made available in an informal environment to unemployed young people in the 16 – 25 age group.





�  “Status Zero” – a Study of Young People on the Margin, NIERC and UUJ (1997)


� Almost 40% of all referrals to the Antrim/Ballymena project were made by Education Welfare staff


�'Success factors in informal learning: young adults' experience of literacy, language and numeracy', NRDC, Nov 2004


'Improving the literacy and numeracy of disaffected young adults in custody and in the community', NRDC, Feb 2005


 


� Child Delinquency: Early Intervention and Prevention Loeber, Farrington and Petechuk, US Office of Youth justice and Delinquency Prevention: Child Delinquency Bulletin Series, May 2003.





� As noted earlier a number of the young people lived in areas where these 'feuds' were prevalent and ongoing daily 
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