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Background to Building a Framework 
for Quality Assurance

The draft Framework for Quality Assurance has been developed by the Youth 
Sector in Northern Ireland to provide a common and flexible framework 
to assist continual improvement in the quality of youth work at all levels, 
especially at the local part time and voluntary unit level. 

The Quality Assurance process began in July 2009 as a result of a series 
of discussions between the Curriculum Development Unit (CDU) and the 
Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) regarding quality assurance. 
Following on from these discussions a Symposium – ‘Thinking Seriously 
About Quality Assurance’, was held after which a cross sectoral Quality 
Assurance Steering group was established.  The purpose of the Steering 
group was to create a draft Quality Assurance Framework.  As part of the 
process to achieve this, the Steering group held a number of events including 
a series of discussions with youth workers and a one-day workshop with 
managers, youth workers and young people from across the sector. The 
process culminated in the creation of a draft Quality Assurance Framework 
and a report in which the Steering group made a series of recommendations1; 
among them was that the draft Framework be piloted across the youth work 
sector, the pilot groups should reflect the diversity of the sector including part-
time/full-time, rural/urban, local/regional, voluntary/statutory, large/small, 
uniformed, detached and various age ranges. 

The draft Quality Assurance Framework was piloted under the direction of a 
second cross-sectoral Quality Assurance Pilot Steering group between January 
and June 2011.  As with the initial steering group the wider voluntary and 
statutory youth sector was represented as well as the Education and Training 
Inspectorate. 

The draft Framework for Quality Assurance builds on the minimum quality 
standards required through existing registration systems with a broader focus 
than monitoring and evaluation. 

Context

It is vital that the Framework for Quality Assurance relates to your local 
situation as well as to the wider context.  This includes:

Existing Organisational Ethos

Organisational youth work curricula,  for example Youth Work: A Model for 
Effective Practice

The Quality Indicators used by the Education & Training Inspectorate

Department of Education policy and priorities for youth work

Wider government policy and funding 

Registration and Regional Voluntary Youth Organisations’ Criteria, which 
already provide a minimum quality standard for youth groups

National Occupational Standards and values for Youth Work

The Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) Quality Indicators remain 
in place with the Framework for Quality Assurance aiming to facilitate the 
integration of continuous improvement into all aspects of youth work.

Who is the Framework for Quality Assurance aimed at?

The Framework is for everyone in the youth sector including:

Full-time youth workers

Part-time workers

Children and young people in a leadership role

Volunteers 

Children and young people

Management committees

Management and leadership in the youth sector

1  For a copy of the Quality Assurance reports please contact the Curriculum Development Unit
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YOUNG
PEOPLE

Developing People
 

and Volunteers)

Developing Youth Work Practice

Needs of Young People

Strategy that reflects the 
needs identified

in personal and social 
development to inform 
programme development

Developing the Organisation

management

The Framework for Quality Assurance

The purpose of the Framework for 
Quality Assurance (FQA) is to ensure 
that youth work is delivered through 
excellent non-formal and informal 
education by full-time workers, 
part-time workers, volunteers, 
management committees and young 
people. 

The provision of high quality youth 
services has never been more 
important. Every organisation wants 
to provide the best service it can and 
to be in a position to demonstrate the 
positive results of its work. They want 
to be able to show what they do and 
how well they do it. This is essentially 
what quality is all about – knowing 
what you do, learning from it, and 
doing it better. The Framework for 
Quality Assurance is designed as a 
support and developmental tool that 
provides youth work organisations 
with an opportunity to articulate, 
assess and improve their work within 
a structured framework. 
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The Quality Assurance process has seven or nine 
stages  depending on whether you opt for a two or 
three year cycle.  At stage nine participants review the 
whole process of Quality Assurance. Each group should 
approach the Quality Assurance process in a way that 
best suits their needs.  

When going through each stage of the Quality 
Assurance process please consider those who are 
part of or involved with your organisation, including:

Children and young people

Staff (part-time and full-time)

Volunteers

Children and young people in a leadership role

Community 

Parents

Preparation to take part in the Quality Assurance 
process

The Quality Assurance Framework will only be effective 
if the process is right.  There are a number of important 
steps that will support a positive Quality Assurance 
process to help maximise the use of the Framework.

What each group is asked to do:

1. Set up a Quality Assurance team

2. Secure agreement from the management and 
leadership of your organisation

3. Agree a facilitator

4. Ensure time is given and support identified for 
taking part in the process

5. Take part on a voluntary basis

Setting up the Quality Assurance process:

The organisation agrees to take part in the Quality 
Assurance process.

The organisation sets up Quality Assurance team made 
of representatives of the organisation including staff, 
volunteers, management and children and young 
peoplein a way that suits their needs.

An agreement will be made between the facilitator and 
the organisation/group that sets out the anticipated 
timescale and commitment which is required 
throughout the process.

The Quality Assurance Process
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Preparing to take part in the Quality 
Assurance process:

Meeting to agree a commitment to take part in the 
Quality Assurance process 

The organisation sets up Quality Assurance Team

Induction, setting out timeline and expectations for 
taking part in the Quality Assurance process 

Stage One:  Understanding the context
In order to ensure that the Quality Assurance process is 
meaningful for each setting, it is important to relate the 
Framework to the local context in terms of children and 
young people, the organisation and local community. 
Some groups will choose to focus mainly on their 
local context while others may wish to give equal 
consideration to the wider social context.
Understanding the context of each youth work setting 
provides a sound foundation for the stages of the 
Quality Assurance process.  

Stage Two:  Discuss – Evidence – Assess
There are three steps in stage two of the Framework for 
Quality Assurance:

under Developing Youth Work Practice, Developing 
People and Developing the Organisation

to how effective you are in relation to each question

Stage Three: Creating an action plan for year one
In Stage three participants identify areas they wish to 
improve upon and/or areas they have identified as well 
established and want to maintain.
Participants can identify as many areas for 
improvement they feel reflects the discussion and 
then choose what is realistically achievable within the 
timeframe and available resources.

Stage Four:  Reviewing year one action plan
Participants review the action plan for year one, looking 
at what they achieved, what changes were made as 
well as what difficulties and challenges there were.

21 3 4
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The Stages of the Quality Assurance Process

YEAR 1
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Stage Five:  Prioritising and creating an action plan 
for year two 
Participants will return to the priorities identified 
in stage three,  examine what is still a priority – 
establish if any new priorities have emerged and 
based on the needs and resources of the organisation/
setting create an action plan for year 2.

Stage Six: Reviewing year two action plan
Participants will review the action plan for year two, 
looking at what they achieved, what changes were 
made as well as what difficulties and challenges there 
were.

Stage Seven:  Prioritising and creating an action plan 
for year three 
Participants will return to the priorities identified in 
stage three,  examine what is still a priority; establish 
if any new priorities have emerged and based on 
the needs and resources of the organisation/setting 
create an action plan for year three.

Stage Eight: Reviewing year three action plan
Participants will review the action plan for year three, 
looking at what they achieved, what changes were 
made as well as what difficulties and challenges there 
were.

Review of the whole Quality Assurance process
At this stage participants will review the process of 
Quality Assurance, reviewing action and changes and 
learning from the overall experience.  Through the 
review participants can identify what worked for them 
in the whole Quality Assurance process and what they 
would like to change for the next Quality Assurance 
cycle they embark on.

5 6 8 97
YEAR 2 YEAR 3
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Stage one gives participants the opportunity to think about and discuss the 
context in which they are working.  Some groups will choose to focus mainly on 
their local context while others may wish to give equal consideration to the wider 
social context

stage 1 Understanding the context
in which you are working

To ground the Quality Assurance process in the local context and if 
desired the wider context of each individual group/organisation
To gain a clear and shared understanding of the context of the group/
organisation

Work through the questions as set out in the booklet.  It is important 
that your discussion reflects the thoughts, feelings and experience of 
the group members.
For those whose wish to broaden their discussion to the wider context 
the STEEP model is included in Appendix 1

purpose

instructions

1 session Please Record

  Please see the STEEP model in Appendix 1
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Who we are?
What is our:

Purpose
Vision
Mission
Ethos(What is the reason for our organisation existing?)
Where is our organisation based?

What do we do?
What work do we do in our organisation? Think about the work of:

Staff
Volunteers
Young people
Management committee?
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Why we do it?
What difference does the work we do make to: 

Young people
The community
Staff and volunteers?

Who do we work for and with?
Who are the children and young people we work with?
Do we target particular groups of young people?
Who else do we work with? 
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How do we work with 
young people?
What methods do we use when working with young people?
What attitudes/values do we bring working with young people?

What inf luences the work we do 
with young people?
Think about the things that influence the work we do with young people.  Consider:

Young people
The community
Finances
Youth work ideas and values?
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To capture a picture of your organisation at this time in relation to the areas in the Quality 
Assurance process
To discuss and provide evidence
To assess how well you are doing in relation to the areas of Quality Assurance

There are three tasks in stage two of the Framework for Quality Assurance:
Step One  - Discuss  - Use the questions discuss  each of the areas under Developing Youth 
Work Practice, Developing People and the Developing the Organisation

Step Two -  Evidence - Record your discussion and provide evidence

Step Three - Assess  - Make and record an assessment based on the evidence as to how 
effective you are

purpose

instructions

2/3 sessions Please record

stage 2  Discuss - Evidence - Assess

Stage Two - Question/Statement Cards – capturing where we are and 
making an assessment
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QUESTION 1: How do we identify the needs of children and young people in order to inform our work? 

step       evidence

step      discuss

STAGE 2: DEVELOPING YOUTH WORK PRACTICE - 

not in 
place

adhoc
getting 
there

well 
established

step        assess
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QUESTION 2: How do we support children and young people in identifying their needs? 
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QUESTION 3: How do we involve children and young people in the planning and delivery of our work, taking into account their 
identified needs? 
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QUESTION 4: How do we ensure the work we do reflects the diverse needs of children and young people e.g. age, interests, 
abilities, backgrounds and cultures? 
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QUESTION 5: How do we ensure that children and young people can make informed choices about the programmes, events, 
projects that they seek to develop?
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QUESTION 6: How do we know the work we do makes a difference to the lives of children and young people? 
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QUESTION 7: How do we gather evidence to support this? 
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QUESTION 8: Do we involve/enable children and young people to gather evidence and/or record their own achievements? 

STAGE 2: DEVELOPING YOUTH WORK PRACTICE -  
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STAGE 2: DEVELOPING YOUTH WORK PRACTICE -  

not in 
place

adhoc
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there

well 
established

step        assess
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QUESTION 9: 
a. How do we work with children and young people to enable them to identify learning, understanding and skills they have gained?
b. How do we help children and young people recognise the contribution this can make to other areas of their lives? 
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STAGE 2: DEVELOPING YOUTH WORK PRACTICE -  

not in 
place

adhoc
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there

well 
established

step        assess
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QUESTION 10:
 a. How do we involve children and young people in reviewing/evaluating our programmes, projects, events e.t.c.? 
b. How does the review and evaluation impact our work?
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step       evidence

step      discuss

QUESTION 1: How do we promote effective team working and communication throughout our organisation between all those 
involved in our organisation for example staff, volunteers, young people, management committee?
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QUESTION 2: Do we involve children and young people in leadership roles in our organisation?  
How do we encourage this?
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QUESTION 3: How do we ensure our system for the recruitment of staff  is fair and transparent? 
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QUESTION 4: 
a. Do we have in place an induction process for staff? 

If so how do we know it is effective? 
b. Do we have a structured support and supervision system in 

place for staff?

c. How do we identify the training and development needs of 
staff?

d. How do we ensure our volunteer recruitment works for us and 
is fair and transparent? 
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QUESTION 5:
a. Do we have in place an induction process for volunteers and 

young leaders? If so how do we know it is effective? 

b. Do we have a structured support and supervision system in 
place for volunteers and young leaders?

c. How do we identify the training and development needs of 
volunteers and young leaders?

STAGE 2: DEVELOPING PEOPLE - LEADERSHIP
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step        assess
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QUESTION 1:
How do we communicate our vision, ethos and values throughout the organisation to children and young people, staff, volunteers 
and management committee?

step       evidence

step      discuss

STAGE 2: DEVELOPING THE ORGANISATION
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QUESTION 2:
How do we put our vision, ethos and values into practice?  
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QUESTION 3:
How effective are we at communicating:

STAGE 2: DEVELOPING THE ORGANISATION

not in 
place

adhoc
getting 
there

well 
established

step        assess
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STAGE 2: DEVELOPING THE ORGANISATION

not in 
place

adhoc
getting 
there

well 
established

step        assess
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QUESTION 4:
Do we make connections with relevant agencies and people outside our organisation, including schools, parents/guardians, other 
youth work agencies?
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STAGE 2: DEVELOPING THE ORGANISATION

not in 
place

adhoc
getting 
there

well 
established

step        assess
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QUESTION 5:
How do we maximise the resources (staff, volunteers, money)
that are available to us?
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STAGE 2: DEVELOPING THE ORGANISATION

not in 
place

adhoc
getting 
there

well 
established

step        assess
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����������

QUESTION 6:
How do we ensure that our management committee are aware of their roles and responsibilities, 
including compliance with legislation?  
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STAGE 2: DEVELOPING THE ORGANISATION

not in 
place

adhoc
getting 
there

well 
established

step        assess
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����������

QUESTION 7:
How effective are we at:
a. Planning our work?
b. Prioritising our work?

c. Reviewing our work?
d. Recording the difference we make through our work and 

gathering the evidence to support this?
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you deserve a break
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stage 3  Creating an Action Plan for Year 1
Stage Three (a) Please review your evidence and assessment in stage two and 
consider areas that you may wish to highlight for improvement

To enable the participants to identify areas for improvement for year one and year two of the Quality 
Assurance process

1. Start off by getting a sense of the strongest feeling throughout the discussion in stage two 
 Record these
2. Present the group with the areas they have identified in stage 2 - ask them do they wish to add any 

areas that have been missed
So now we have the big picture
Ask them to reflect on the importance of the areas identified considering

Is this an accurate reflection of what you belief your priorities are
Identify what is achievable – short-term, medium term and long-term, bearing in mind that this is a two year 
cycle therefore areas for improvement not prioritised in year one can be taken forward in the second year of 
the cycle

purpose

instructions

1 hour within the 
3 hour session

Please record this info
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Based on the discussion in stage two what are the strongest feelings/areas for this group?  Please list:

Are there any issues that significant to one person 
(can be dealt with directly)

What is a significant issue for one person 
but important for the overall team?

year 1

)������������������������������!�����������������������������������������������
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What are the priorities identified?

What is a priority for year one?
Short term  (0-3 months)

Medium (4-12 months) YEAR 1 What are the anticipated
priorities for year 2

It is advisable that groups 
assess what areas for 
improvement can be 
realistically achieved within 
the time and resources 
available to the group.

Please note that tasks do not 
have to be allocated with the 
Quality Assurance Team.  The 
whole group/organisation 
need to be included in/have 
a contribution to make to the 
action plan.
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Date:

What do you hope to achieve (Anticipated outcomes)

Date:

What do you hope to achieve (Anticipated outcomes)

plan of action
Area for improvement and development:
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What are you going to do (Plan)

Staff member leadingTimescale
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Solutions to barriers

Possible barriers to improving:
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stage 4  Looking Back  

To review the progress of the Quality assurance process
To identify and celebrate areas of success
To identify and learn from mistakes

Review the work of each stage 
Specific and general  - content and process 

purpose

instructions

1 session Please record
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Looking back moving forward reviewing our plans
Area for improvement and development What was our initial starting point e.g. not in place; adhoc; getting there; well established?

What action did we take to improve? What did we change/improve?
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Date:

What were the challenges? What is our  assessment 
now?

What helped? Further Action (if necessary)

What did we (Children and Young people, Staff, Volunteers e.t.c.) learn? 
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stage 5  Prioritising and planning for year 2 
of the Quality Assurance Process

To identify areas for improvement in year of the Quality Assurance Process

Drawn from the work of stage three:
Reviewing your list of priorities and strong feelings in stage three consider which 
areas for improvement you would like to take forward for year 2 
Consider if there are any new priorities that have emerged over the last year
Create an action plan using the template of stage 3

purpose

instructions

1 hour within the 
3 hour session

Please record your discussion 
and proposed actions 
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year 2 Based on the discussion in stage two what are the strongest feelings/areas for this group?  Please list:

)������������������������������!�����������������������������������������������

Are there any issues that significant to one person 
(can be dealt with directly)

What is a significant issue for one person 
but important for the overall team?
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What are the priorities identified?

What is a priority for year one?
Short term  (0-3 months)

Medium (4-12 months) YEAR 1 What are the anticipated
priorities for year 2

It is advisable that groups 
assess what areas for 
improvement can be 
realistically achieved within 
the time and resources 
available to the group.

Please note that tasks do not 
have to be allocated with the 
Quality Assurance Team.  The 
whole group/organisation 
need to be included in/have 
a contribution to make to the 
action plan.
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plan of action Date:

What do you hope to achieve (Anticipated outcomes)

Area for improvement and development:
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What are you going to do (Plan)

Staff member leadingTimescale
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Solutions to barriers

Possible barriers to improving:
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stage 6  Review of the whole process

To review the progress of the Quality assurance process
To identify and celebrate areas of success
To identify and learn from mistakes

Review the work of each stage 
Specific and general  - content and process 

purpose

instructions

1 session
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Looking back moving forward reviewing our plans
Area for improvement and development

What action did we take to improve? What did we change/improve?

What was our initial starting point e.g. not in place; adhoc; getting there; well established?
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Date:

What were the challenges? What is our  assessment 
now?

What helped? Further Action (if necessary)

What did we (Children and Young people, Staff, Volunteers e.t.c.) learn? 
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stage 7  Prioritising and planning for year 3 
of the Quality Assurance Process

To identify areas for improvement in year of the Quality Assurance process

Drawn from the work of stage three:
Reviewing your list of priorities and strong feelings in stage three consider which 
areas for improvement you would like to take forward for year three 
Consider if there are any new priorities that have emerged over the last year
Create an action plan using the template of stage three

purpose

instructions

1 session
Please record your discussion 
and proposed actions 
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year 3  Based on the discussion in stage two what are the strongest feelings/areas for this group?  Please list:

)������������������������������!�����������������������������������������������

Are there any issues that significant to one person 
(can be dealt with directly)

What is a significant issue for one person 
but important for the overall team?
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What are the priorities identified?

What is a priority for year one?
Short term  (0-3 months)

Medium (4-12 months) YEAR 1 What are the anticipated
priorities for year 2

It is advisable that groups 
assess what areas for 
improvement can be 
realistically achieved within 
the time and resources 
available to the group.

Please note that tasks do not 
have to be allocated with the 
Quality Assurance Team.  The 
whole group/organisation 
need to be included in/have 
a contribution to make to the 
action plan.
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plan of action Date:

What do you hope to achieve (Anticipated outcomes)

Area for improvement and development:
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What are you going to do (Plan)

Staff member leadingTimescale
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Solutions to barriers

Possible barriers to improving:
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stage 8  Looking Back  

To review the progress of the Quality assurance process
To identify and celebrate areas of success
To identify and learn from mistakes

gather all materials together
review the work of each stage 
specific and general  - content and process 

purpose

instructions

1 session
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Looking back moving forward reviewing our plans
Area for improvement and development

What action did we take to improve? What did we change/improve?

What was our initial starting point e.g. not in place; adhoc; getting there; well established?
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Date:

What did we (Children and Young people, Staff, Volunteers e.t.c.) learn? What were the challenges? What is our  assessment 
now?

What helped? Further Action (if necessary)
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The review of the Quality Assurance process will help the organisation to reflect on 
the overall experience, record what worked well and what they would change as well 
as supporting the organisation to communicate the outcomes of the process.
Please consider the overall Quality Assurance process considering 3 elements:

The Process

What worked well?

What are the outcomes for your organisation?

What helped the process?

What hindered the process?

What would you do differently the next time?

How do you celebrate your achievements?

What were the benefits of taking part for the organisation and for individuals?

stage 9  Review of the Quality Assurance Process
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The Framework

What was helpful?

What was unhelpful?

What would you change for the next time?

The Team

How were young people involved in the Quality Assurance process?

How well did we work together to complete the Quality Assurance process?

What did we contribute to the Quality Assurance process?

What did we learn through the process?

What would we like to repeat for the next time – what would we change for the next time?
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APPENDIX ONE: STEEP
The STEEP model encourages you to take a step back from your work, and look at the 
big picture. It’s a tool to help you think about the wider issues that have an impact on 
the work and lives of children and young people in your area as a whole, taking five 
main categories into account. 

STEEP is an acronym for Socio-cultural, Technological, Economic, Environmental and 
Political factors.

The following diagram suggests some of the issues that might affect the work you 
do. This list, however, is not exhaustive, and you’ll probably be able to add some 
extra topics in each category. Don’t worry too much about which category a topic fits 
into – the key point is that you’ve highlighted a factor to consider.
 

Below are presented some ideas – please add thoughts that are relevant to your 
setting

Socio-cultural 
Who do you work with: age range; income; gender; culture; life-style; changes in 
social trends

Technological 
Internet use; social media;  ICT for communicating with other workers-organisations; 
equipment and materials (e.g phones, quizdom)

Economic 
background of young people; youth unemployment; funding sources 
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Environmental 
Sustainability; recycling; waste disposal; energy-efficiency; fuel – location of build-
ing

Political 
children and young people’s rights; campaigning and lobbying; post-conflict society; 
local politics 

Using the headings above, (not forgetting to add other relevant issues), write brief 
comments about the topics that affect your work. Bear in mind that they may not all 
be applicable at the moment, but could be in the future, when you do your annual 

factors in your sector, and therefore a greater understanding of both the scope of 
your work, and challenges that lie ahead.
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VOLUNTARY 
ENGAGMENT
Young people choose to 
be involved, not least 
because they want to relax, 
meet friends, make new 
relationships, to have fun, 
and to find support

YOUNG PEOPLE’S 
CAPACITY FOR GROWTH 
AND CHANGE
It respects and values 
individual differences by 
supporting and strengthening 
young people’s belief in 
themselves, and their 
capacity to grow and to 
change through a supportive 
group environment

STARTS WERE YOUNG 
PEOPLE ARE 
The work starts from where 
young people are in relation 
to their own values, views 
and principles, as well as 
their own personal and social 
space

EQUITY, DIVERSITY AND 
INTERDEPENDENCE
It is underpinned by the 
principles of equity, diversity 
and interdependence

Master copies

Photocopy and cut out the cards, 
use them to support the CORE 

Each card can be placed around 
a circle to build a cog.
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BEING NOT JUST DOING
It is concerned with how 
young people feel, and not 
just with what they know and 
can do

PARTNER IN LEARNING
It recognises the young 
person as a partner 
in a learning process, 
complementing
formal education, promoting 
their access to learning 
opportunities which enable 
them
to fulfil their potential

THE VOICE OF YOUNG 
PEOPLE
It is concerned with 
facilitating and empowering 
the voice of young people, 
encouraging and enabling 
them to influence the 
environment in which they 
live

SAFE ENVIRONMENT
It safeguards the welfare of 
young people, and provides 
them with a safe
environment in which to 
explore their values, beliefs, 
ideas and issues

WIDENS HORIZONS, 
PROMOTE 
PARTICIPATION 
It seeks to go beyond where 
young people start, to widen 
their horizons, promote 
participation and invite social 
commitment, in particular 
by encouraging them to be 
critical and creative in their 
responses to their experience 
and the world around them

POSITIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS 
AND INCLUSION
It recognises, respects and 
is actively responsive to the 
wider networks of peers, 
communities, families and 
cultures which are important 
to young people, and through 
these networks seeks to 
help young people to achieve 
stronger relationships and 
collective identities, through 
the promotion of inclusivity

RESPECTS AND VALUES 
YOUNG PEOPLE
It treats young people 
with respect, valuing 
each individual and their 
differences, and promoting 
the acceptance and 
understanding of others, 
whilst challenging oppressive 
behaviour and ideas

PARTNERSHIP
It works in partnership with 
young people and other 
agencies which contribute 
to young people’s social, 
educational and personal 
development
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Curriculum Development Unit
Antrim Board Centre

17 Lough Road
Antrim

BT41 4DH

Tel: (028) 9448 2336
Fax: (028) 9448 2324

info@youthworkni.org.uk
www.youthworkni.org.uk


