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Aim 

1. Consult vulnerable young people, including looked after children, 

young carers and those with special needs as to their views on the 
Government’s plan to encourage young people to take a more active 

role in their communities within the context of The Big Society.  

2. Run a pilot project which gives these young people the opportunity to 

volunteer in their local community and find solutions to barriers raised 
in the consultation. 
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Rationale 

Volunteering is clearly a way in which all young people can increase their 
employability and life skills, engage in positive activities and make a 

difference in their own communities. However vulnerable young people 
may require support and encouragement to fully access volunteering 

opportunities. This pilot, held in Calderdale (Yorkshire and the Humber), 

held focus groups with a variety of vulnerable young people before 
piloting two “live” volunteering projects to measure the shifts in attitude  

to volunteering that young people experience after active participation in 
“real time” projects. 

The findings will inform how best to ensure that more vulnerable groups 
of young people are best able to access volunteering opportunities. 

Consultation 

A number of focus groups were held to discuss the concept of 

volunteering and group members’ current experiences of volunteering 
activities.

 
             

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
  

 

 

The groups involved were as follows: 

 Young carers. 

 Disabled Youth Forum. 

 Queens Road Neighbourhood Centre-Asian girls group. 

 Salendine Nook High School –(control group of “high achieving” 

year 10 students). 
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 Ryburn Valley High School- Year 11 students with a differentiated 

timetable.   

 Park Lane High School-Key stage 3 students with an alternative 

timetable. 

55 students as a whole were involved in the focused discussions about 

volunteering. 

 

All groups were asked the following questions as a basis for discussion: 

 What is “volunteering”? 

 What is the “Big Society”? 

 Do you volunteer? 

 What barriers are there to volunteering? 

 Why should/would people volunteer? 

 What would make volunteering more appealing/attractive to young 

people? 

 What is the National Citizenship Service and what do you think of 

it? 

Emerging Themes  

 There was a range of responses on the question of why 
should/would people volunteer from “it makes you look weak” and 

“it makes you a mug” to “it helps you get to university/helps with 
your cv “. Most saw the social benefits of helping more vulnerable 

people than themselves (eg older or disabled people). 

 More academically able students were more likely to see the 
recognition that doing something for others could give in terms of 

career progression and that the skills gained from volunteering 
could be transferred into employment (trustworthiness, good 

character etc). 

 Most young people could see the personal and emotional benefits of 

volunteering as something which had a “feel good” factor, with 
some respondents seeing the links between the improved self 

image and self confidence that would come with active citizenship. 
Other less socially motivated participants felt that people should 

“look after themselves”, implying that if you have problems of your 
own it’s a full time job keeping your head above water and that 

culturally helping others showed “weakness”. 

 Across the board nobody knew what the “Big Society” was and 

similarly the National Citizenship Service was not familiar to people.  
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The idea of “compulsory volunteering” was seen divergently as 

either “a good idea to make people get off the sofa and kick start 
their lives” or being against the principles of helping others “out of 

the goodness of your heart” and therefore not real volunteering if it 
was compulsory. 

 Barriers to volunteering amongst the vulnerable young people were 
generally seen as: not enough information about where and how to 

volunteer; having disabilities which might impair what you could do 

and having other responsibilities. 

 This view contrasted sharply with the control group who felt that 

being too busy outside school may be a barrier to volunteering 
because they were already active citizens with part time jobs, 

hobbies, homework and other commitments in their spare time. 

 Other vulnerable young people felt they had little to contribute “or 

couldn’t do anything others would want”, had little idea of how to 
volunteer and wouldn’t have the money to get there even if they 

did. Some young people felt they would be “shown up” by peers if 
they were volunteers. 

 There was a general confusion about the difference between 
volunteering in wider society and helping out at home with errands, 

babysitting siblings etc and the inevitable “X Factor factor” which 
many suggested would “catapult” them to fame without the bother 

of using volunteering as a way of increasing their employability. 

 There were lots of ideas generated about how to make volunteering 
more appealing. Certificates and accreditation, credits to “spend” at 

leisure centres, cinemas etc, expenses, recognition and publicity or 
end of term “rewards” were all popular. Having better advertising, 

support and guidance or a “volunteer website” were all suggested 
and making sure that opportunities were practical, educational and 

fun were all cited as potential “sweeteners”. The idea that job 
applications should have a box to show volunteer hours completed 

and that volunteering should be done in school as a block at the 
end of the school year were also suggested. 

Emerging Issues   

 The most vulnerable young people were the least able to see the 

personal benefits of volunteering in terms of associated emotional 
benefits or in terms of their future employability. Social benefits in 

societal terms such as stronger communities and social solidarity 

were also not seen by these young people either as a motivator and 
indeed they suggested that helping others signified a “level of 

weakness” which would make them more vulnerable rather than 
less so in their own communities. 
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Pilot group one : Ryburn Valley High School - Volunteer at Tia 

Greyhound Rescue 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 This project was a ten week volunteering project with 7 students 

from year 11 at Tia Greyhound Rescue. 

 The students were all part of an alternative curriculum programme 
catering for students with statements of special educational need. 

 Tia Greyhound rescue houses up to 90 dogs in kennels. Many of the 
dogs are casualties of the racing industry and come to the centre as 

abandoned dogs which are often injured or traumatised .The charity 
runs on a “hand to mouth“ basis and relies on volunteers to keep 

afloat. 

 The young people came up with the idea for the project.  

 They volunteered each Thursday morning at the centre taking the 
dogs out for exercise, stock piling dog food, folding blankets, cutting 

carpet squares for the dogs bedding and anything else asked of 
them as required. 

 All students engaged fully with the project. Surprisingly, expected 
behavioural traits in school were not easily apparent during the 

project. Students were punctual, well organised, worked together 

efficiently and followed direction superbly well. No behavioural 
issues were apparent off site even though students were challenged 

consistently in terms of being motivated to complete the sessions  
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because of poor weather conditions and being asked to complete 

tasks that were either dull or repetitive. 

 The project culminated in students organising a raffle in school to 

raise money for the centre. Again motivation was good and over 
£30.00 was raised after consistent effort to sell tickets across the 

whole school and staff (150 tickets being sold in all). This point is 
interesting because not only were students completing the project 

at their own expense in terms of using their own break times; they 

were motivated by something other than “getting off site and out of 
lesson”. This suggests that they had to some degree taken the 

cause to their hearts and through engagement in social action had 
absorbed the ethos of voluntary work through the volunteering 

process itself. 

 Students had clearly enjoyed the project and were far more 

animated in their discussions about volunteering at the evaluation 
stage of the project than in preliminary discussions. They latterly 

saw volunteering as something which makes you feel “good, proud, 
more confident, helpful, can help you learn new skills which are 

transferable to other situations” and that “if there are good people 
doing things for others then they need and deserve the help and 

support of others around them”. They saw their input as being 
genuinely useful and that their efforts had been valued by staff at 

the centre who were seen as virtuous because they had “a really 

hard job”. 

Students were eager to continue to help out at the centre at the end of 

the project and were petitioning their teacher to organise this. It appears 
that having a “hands on” experience of doing something that young 

people perceive as being worth doing is a key motivator in terms of 
engagement and leads to a much deeper appreciation of the social and 

emotional positives of volunteering.  
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Pilot group two: Park Lane Learning Trust make soup for older 

members of the community 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 The project involved 8 Key Stage 3 students from the S.T.A.R group 
which provides an alternative curriculum for young people who cannot 

“cope” with mainstream school. 

 The school is eager to promote links with the local community and 
improve the school’s reputation in the area. “Souped Up” developed 

from a desire to give the young people some practical skills, make 
intergenerational links in the locality and provide volunteering 

opportunities for the young people as part of this pilot project. 

 The students spent 10 weeks on the project. They learned about the 

basics of food hygiene, selecting, buying, preparing and cooking the 
ingredients to make soup. The soup was made by the students off site 

but brought into school as lunch for applicants for an Assistant Head 
Teacher Post, as well as 12 older members of the community who were 

invited to dinner by the students  

 The relationship between the young people and the members of the 

community developed throughout the project with “The Monday 
Club(elderly members of the community)” being invited back into 

school for a Xmas coffee morning prior to the Xmas concert and 

culminated in the S.T.A.R group delivering Xmas hampers to the group 
and being invited to the local church for a “tea dance”. 

 Students readily engaged with the project and were particularly 
impressive in their attitude and motivation “off site”. Indeed the  
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process of going out of school to do something purposeful seemed to 

have a positive effect on behaviour and motivation. 

 Students’ behaviour around their guests was polite, courteous and 

caring. They showed a great deal of respect for their elders and were 
clearly very proud of their efforts. The group received a great deal of 

praise in school for their efforts from the Head Teacher and throughout 
the staff team. Similarly their guests wrote letters of thanks and were 

very grateful to their hosts. This direct evidence of their success 

reinforced their commitment to the project and helped to strengthen 
links between the two groups .There is now talk of more “old time 

dancing “ lessons in exchange for “play station” tutorials in the new 
year.    

 Reflecting on their experiences students could identify the more 
obvious practical skills they had learned throughout the project, but 

also recognised the contribution that they had made to the reputation 
of the school. They said they felt “proud of their volunteering efforts, 

enjoyed being trusted with important responsibilities, had learned 
more team and socialisation skills and had benefited from learning to 

be friendly”.  

 Interestingly whilst they found it difficult to articulate the benefits of 

“social cohesion” they did see how projects of this kind can improve 
the reputation of young people in the area who are often demonised by 

the anti social behaviour of a few. 

 The group could also recognise the personal effects of the project in 
terms of “making me feel proud, giving me more confidence and self 

belief, increasing my chances of a job and helping me go in the right 
direction.” 

Successfully Engaging Vulnerable Young People in Volunteering 
Opportunities 

Whilst recognising the limitations of such a small-scale pilot it is certainly 
worth looking at some of the processes involved in making volunteering 

opportunities available and meaningful for vulnerable young people. 

Good practice 

 Young people should be involved in planning and developing the 
project. This creates ownership of the project and generates ideas and 

dialogue. 

 Projects should be developed “off site in the real world”. Young people 

need to see the value of their input from the outset, e.g. dogs in 

kennels need to be walked every day. This is particularly true for more 
vulnerable young people who may not otherwise have the experience 

to make links between their actions and the “greater good “. 
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 “Getting out of school” is key. This pilot demonstrated great change in 

behaviour and attitude beyond the school gates.  

 The most successful aspect of both pilots was the young people’s 

ownership of responsibility through practical and purposeful 
involvement. Chopping carrots and moving sacks of dog food or folding 

blankets were real tasks that needed attention and students 
immediately saw their necessity and purpose. They also had 

confidence in their ability to complete the tasks set. 

 Getting involved at an early stage in the projects practical tasks was 
vital to successful engagement.  

 It is a big step for many young people to try new or unfamiliar things 
so they need “quick wins” to establish their confidence. The adults 

involved in both projects were friendly and open but were genuine and 
measured with their praise which was recognised immediately by both 

groups.    

 This self- reinforcing cycle of genuine praise and therefore increased 

participation and confidence was evident in both projects. Kennel staff 
were too busy to spend a lot of time with their group but made them 

feel part of the team but were genuinely appreciative of the help they 
were being given. Similarly the “Monday club” took the trouble to write 

to their hosts with their thanks. The head teacher regularly “checked 
in” with his students to see how things were going, which reinforced 

the importance of the project in their eyes. Indeed he was so 

impressed with their efforts that the project was used to entertain 
candidates for a vacant senior staff position as a flagship innovation 

within school. Obvious and immediate success in both projects was 
achieved through choosing real world situations which were easily 

identified with and a cycle of increasingly challenging roles which 
developed from the confidence and self worth given through being 

appreciated and needed. 

 The profile of both projects was important to students in terms of 

engagement. At the outset the young people were aware that a DVD 
was to be made of their efforts, that their volunteering was to be a 

pilot for a national charity and that their efforts were going to be 
accredited; all of this helped to make the projects more appealing from 

the outset. Similarly giving a copy of the finished DVD to each 
participant reinforces the contribution and worth of their efforts and 

gives the ideal platform for discussion, reflection and evaluation upon 

completion. It is important to do this quickly to capture the moment 
and ensure these discussions have resonance and relevance.  
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In terms of “next steps” both groups were encouraged to talk about 

what challenge they would take on next well before the end of the 
pilots to maximise potential “reach” for students thus establishing 

continuity and impetus for the momentum gained.    

 Finally both projects flourished because they had some fluidity because 

of their simplicity. Being over prepared leads to frustration because 
the best projects take twists and turns and cannot be over 

prescriptive. The thought of 80 and 90 year olds playing Call of Duty –

Black Ops is a warming one for 2011, but was not an expected 
outcome at the outset of Souped Up. 

 
 

Basic tips for running a volunteering project 

 Know your audience. Make sure the project appeals to the target 

group. 

 Let the young people choose their project. 

 Keep it real.  

 Don’t over prepare. Too much theory is too much like school to 

appeal to young people.  

 Getting wet feet early on means “quick wins” and increases 
engagement. 

 Publicise and profile. Take photos, make a dvd, tell the newspaper, 
get senior staff involved and maximise the profile of the project by 

showcasing it beyond the immediate interested parties. Being proud 
of your efforts is intensified by an appreciative and wide audience. 
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 Be flexible. Too much timetabling strangles motivation and 

creativity. 

 Be consistent. Have a weekly slot for the project. Routine and 

“knowing where you are” is very important for vulnerable young 
people. 

 Have a clear goal and endpoint to encourage the group to 
accomplish concrete tasks within clear time scales. 

 Have fun! If you are enjoying the project this will infect the group. 

 Be human. If things are going wrong, getting stuck or stagnating 
then say so. Young people know if things are running aground. 

 Get out into the world. Do something tangible and real so the 
difference being made is obvious. Walking dogs is much more 

concrete than developing community cohesion and therefore easier 
to sell as an idea 

 Eyes on the horizon. Talk about what’s next well before your project 
ends to ensure continuity and consolidate learning. 

 Accredit outcomes.  


