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Introduction 

Efforts to professionally develop youth workers, educators who play an essential role in the social, emotional, and 

academic development of youth in afterschool contexts (Fusco & Gannett, 2012; Pozzoboni & Kirshner, 2016), 

often depend on explicit skill development. Explicit knowledge and skills include, for example, that youth workers 

understand the principles of child and youth development and apply them, that they use positive guidance 

techniques to manage the behavior of youth, and that they build relationships with families and other organizations 

in the community that encourage support of and involvement in the program. The field’s articulation of standards 

is useful, but a focus on explicit skill development tends to minimize an important and necessary focus of on-the-

job professional development and runs the risk of reducing youth worker expertise to a rote and procedural set of 

requirements. The field’s efforts to design youth worker development around a standardized vision of explicit 

knowledge and skills has met with limited success. The tension is that much of youth worker learning typically 

occurs on the job as part of a learning process of implicit know-how through practice and reflection (Polanyi, 

1966; Taylor, 2007). 

The central argument I hope to advance via this poster presentation is that the field would do well to 

move from youth the focus on explicit skill development to embrace the complex ecosystems in which learning 

occurs (Gutiérrez & Jurow, 2016). This reasoning builds from the idea that the field’s articulation of standards 

has perpetuated a vision of youth work as uncomplicated, making implicit knowledge and skill development for 

novice youth workers less transparent and difficult to articulate. As a corollary, robust pedagogical designs for 

youth worker teaching and learning to prepare practitioners for their on-the-job realities tend to be 

underdeveloped. While some practitioners may possess the necessary personal and transferable attributes 

important to the profession, most youth workers learn experientially throughout their time in-service as they gain 

the skills and knowledge necessary to navigate the complexities of the career. Therefore, explicit professional 

development frameworks need to be augmented by research that captures how to become a youth worker and 

novices’ process of learning and development. 

To begin arguing these points, I consider one locus of youth worker learning that is less articulated and 

researched: implicit skills (Polanyi, 1966; Taylor, 2007) developed experientially as youth workers navigate 

complex dilemmas of practice (Walker & Larson, 2012; Ross, 2013). I contend that dilemmas of practice ought 

to be leveraged at the higher education level in particular to build a pedagogical framework from which to teach 

novice youth workers implicit skills of the profession. I analyze novice youth workers’ experience and reflection 

on dilemmas of practice that they faced as part of an experiential course called Adolescent Development and 

Educational Psychology (ADEP).  

 
ADEP course design 
ADEP was a higher education course that drew on positive youth development and experiential learning in 

afterschool youth programs. This course intentionally designed a curricular approach around dilemmas of practice, 

combining instruction about youth development theory, volunteer experiences in youth programs, and the practice 

of field noting. The course was organized the course around two driving questions:  

1.  How can adults build a developmental alliance with a young person that embodies elements of positive 

relationships identified in research?  

2.  How should classroom and community settings be designed so that they engage and empower young 

people?  

We aimed to develop students’ social justice awareness by attending to how adolescents’ experiences in settings 

vary across lines of race, class, gender, citizenship status, language, and sexual orientation. The course leveraged 

experiential learning opportunities as students volunteered in local youth programs. The instructor team 

envisioned that through field experiences the students would develop self-awareness, as well as knowledge about 

adolescent development, which would enable them to reflect on their own approaches to situations and their 

narratives about youth and programming.  

 

Sources of data and research questions 

I collected the data presented in this poster between 2014-2018. For the broader study, I employed a qualitative 

analytical approach, collecting novice youth worker field notes, and eventually narrowing to case studies. In this 
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poster, I present what four novice youth workers, Sydney, Connie, Claire, and Michael, learned in their experience 

with dilemmas of practice. They each wrote 3-5 sets of field notes representing what they defined as significant 

interactions throughout the semester.  

 

Findings  
In the poster, I will present the four case studies of Sydney, Connie, Claire, and Michael, four ADEP students. 

The analysis of the cases advances three claims. First, dilemmas faced in the field draw out tensions that exist for 

novice youth workers. Second, dilemmas orient and reorient the practitioner, encouraging new mental models to 

arise for approaching a problem of practice. Third, dilemmas advance the implicit skills of youth worker practice, 

including flexible and adaptable approaches and recognition of one’s own socially and historically constructed 

stance on a situation. The use of dilemmas as a pedagogical strategy in ADEP revealed the ways in which novice 

youth workers struggled to resolve how to bring their identities and values, conceptual approaches to youth work, 

and situational encounters into concert with each other. Experienced youth workers, those who have spent much 

time in the field and with dilemmas, possess mental models for working these dimensions to approach dilemmas 

flexibly. These youth workers had to travel a path toward learning those implicit skills as they navigated their 

dilemma even when they felt ideologically opposed to or challenged by at first. Situating this pedagogical 

approach in a course, especially through writing field notes and engaging in critical reflection, shaped student 

learning and enabled students to make sense of situations that professionals in the field face. 

I found that these cases offer useful takeaways for a field with few studies of pre-service education for 

youth workers, including: 

1. The case studies illuminate how dilemmas can be used as a key pedagogical tool for novice youth worker 

learning.  

2. Dilemmas illicit conversations about and practice with adaptive problem solving. 

3. Dilemmas enabled students to make sense of situations that professionals in the field may face and how 

to do so while also leveraging equity-oriented approaches to youth work.  
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