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Abstract
The purpose of this article is first to make visible, examine, and illuminate the young generation’s perception of
what they learn and how they learn during their visits to youth clubs and similar meeting places; second, through
visitors’ own comments, interviews with visitors, and analysis of staff’s diaries, to reflect on and analyze the
unconscious learning that might have been visible; and third, to discuss how these particular contexts contribute
to learning. The research was conducted using two questionnaires, staff daily notes in diaries, and through
interviews with young people visiting youth clubs and similar meeting places. The results of the empirical study
show that there is a gap between the youngsters’ perception of what they learn or verbalize with the help of
youth leaders and what they actually learn. To conclude, these meeting places can have a compensatory function
to schools; a sort of expanded learning to help young people develop their citizenship. However, I shall take a
critical view and argue that youth clubs and similar meeting places lack in making visible what young visitors
actually can learn from their visits. To make it possible I suggest that the learning situations must be verbalized,
discussed and made visible together with the youth leaders and the group of visitors or the individual visitors.
Keywords: youth, learning, youth clubs, citizenship
1. Introduction
In this article, the focus was on learning outside school where much learning takes place without systematic
teaching. The analysis of the empirical data aims at making visible what is often invisible for, in this case, the
youths themselves and their leaders took place. This research has been conducted in Swedish local councils in
the environment of meeting places for youth. These meeting places can have different names such as youth club,
house of all activities, the house of youth, or similar names. In most cases these meeting places are organized
and managed by the municipalities but there may be other actors as well, such as different sports organizations,
associations or the church--most of them funded by the local councils. Youth clubs and similar meeting places
for youth are financed by taxes. They are free of charge for visitors, are open almost every evening, and you do
not need membership as a visitor. Youth clubs and similar meeting places are informal institutions compared to
schools where one can come and go as desired, with no demands for doing things; it is possible to just hang
around with friends. But if you are interested, activities such as playing billiards, table tennis, parlor games, play
cards or computer games, draw and paint, arrange excursions and so forth abound. The visitors may also start
their own activities of interest, such as forming a film club, running a café, or making outdoor trips.
What we learn outside school is often seen as common sense, everyday knowledge, and social knowledge.
However, as meeting places for youth are tax funded there are expectations from authorities--national, regional,
and local--that these places shall contribute to the development of young people as citizens as well as to
development their citizenship.
In the governmental policy for the youth, citizenship plays a central part. Hence it has been a highly prioritized
issue for the Swedish National Board for Youth Affairs for many years. Some objectives of the Swedish National
Board for Youth Affairs policy are set by the Swedish government. First, young people shall have possibilities to
influence the development of the society in general, as well as their own lives and their local environment.
Second, young people shall have real access to a good material, cultural, and social standard of living. They shall
also be afforded beneficial conditions for good health and be protected from being subjected to crime and
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different forms of discrimination (Ungdomsstyrelsen, 2008).
Svenneke-Pettersson and Havström (2007) argue that developed and well-functioning democratic methods have
a lot to offer the visitors at the youth clubs. Young citizens will have a chance to develop their talents and
interests, strengthen their self-confidence, and find fellowship. By arranging their own leisure activities and
putting their mark on them, they develop their skills and self-esteem (ibid).
However, there have been some concerns with activities at youth clubs and similar meeting places. Laxvik (2001)
discusses the “collective over-order logic” (kollektiva underordningens logik), where youth leaders put their own
wishes before the visitors’ needs and expectations. He argued that there might develop a culture where a sense of
subordination can occur in visitors and a sense of superiority in the leaders of youth clubs and similar meeting
places for young people. In a similar way Ellström (1996) claimed that learning need not necessarily be positive;
we may, for example, learn destructive behavior patterns. Ellström (1996) even argued that it is possible to
afterwards be conscious about the informal and unconscious learning and therefore people can reflect upon the
learning situations that occur later in life.
1.1 The Concepts of Learning
It is argued that learning is a broad concept difficult to define, or if it is possible to define it at all (Säljö, 2000).
Sefton-Green (2003) claimed that the concept informal learning covers too many areas of activity to be a very
useful phrase. Although the concepts have been discussed and still are being discussed by researchers, one can
conclude that learning is a part of human life processes and something that is ongoing (Williams, 2001). We
learn things all the time; we learn things that we have planned to learn and we learn without thinking of it as a
moment of learning. Nunes (2010) argues that learning outside school is learning in action by doing something
with an aim that is different from learning itself, by participation in an activity where the learner has some
responsibility. Outside-school learning is often guided, monitored, but not tested or given official recognition.
Moreover, there is no explicit curriculum, no designated teacher, no explicit learning outcome, and no
accreditation, concluding that all make the learning that happens outside school invisible to some extent. In
several Swedish local councils are indeed developed programs, policies and aims for young people and their
leisure time developed. However, these programs or investigations often lack evaluation of the outcomes of the
fulfillment of aims for the programs and activities. (Granlund, 2009).
Sefton-Green (2003) noted that the fact that informal learning may not be a very useful concept but this has not
stopped its popularity over recent years. The arguments for their conclusions are a number of reasons pointing at
deficiency in the education system. Sefton-Green (2003) underlines the changing role of the market in education
and a desire in many industrialized countries to look outside the school system for salvation from the seemingly
intractable problems of their education system.
Similarly Colardyn and Bjornavold (2004) claimed that the knowledge-based economy, new technologies, and
globalization, all influence the need to improve the skills and competence of the population and make a
connection for validation of non-formal and informal learning in relation to the same. Validation of non-formal
and informal learning is becoming a key aspect of lifelong learning policies as learning outcomes from different
settings and contexts can be linked together Colardyn et al. However, Colardyn and Bjornavold (2004) state that
as long as learning, skills, and competences acquired outside formal education and training remain invisible and
poorly valued the ambition of lifelong learning cannot be achieved.
1.2 Aspects of Learning
Although concept learning has been found to be difficult or even impossible to define, the author will give some
examples of how the concept and adjacent concepts have been defined and used in research during the years.
Research undertaken in the area of learning is mainly school research. However, I have found this research
useful even in environments such as youth clubs and other meeting places where young people meet and interact
as individuals and/or groups of individuals of different ages, backgrounds, and experiences. In this meeting, the
youth leaders are also a part of the interaction, which, to some part, can be compared with the teachers’ role at
school.
Grummell (2010) argued that informal learning is understood to be voluntary, open-ended, and active learning
that is self-motivated, self-regulated, and embedded in social contexts. Furthermore, activities of informal
learning in everyday life occur within a similar known space in which participants can critically reflect and
understand their own world. Colardyn and Bjornavold (2004) employed a definition from the communication on
Lifelong learning from the European Commission from 2001, defining learning as a result from daily life
activities related to work, family, or leisure. It is not structured in terms of learning objectives, learning time,
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and/or learning support. Colardyn and Bjornvold (2004) noted further that non-formal learning consists of
learning embedded in planned activities that are not explicitly designated as learning, but which contain an
important learning element. Formal learning consists of learning that occurs within an organized and structured
context such as formal education and that is designed as learning and is frequently evaluated and assessed
(Colardyn & Bjornvold, 2004; Sefton-Green, 2003).
Sometimes informal learning has been referred to as experiential learning (Colardyn & Bjornvold, 2004);
similarly Simpson and Bourner (2007) postulated that action learning is a particular form of experiential learning.
In Kolb and Kolb (2005) a brief summary of experiential learning theory is given. The theory is built on six
propositions shared by scholars such as John Dewey, Kurt Lewin, Jean Piaget, and Paulo Freire. From these
ideas and views emerges the opinion that learning is a holistic process of adaptation to the world. Moreover, that
learning is best conceived as a process, not in terms of outcomes. Learning is the process of creating knowledge
and results from synergetic transactions between the person and the environment.
Marquardt and Waddill (2004) remain very enthusiastic about action learning and argue its ability to solve
complex problems and to significantly increase the speed and quality of individual, team, and organizational
learning. It was argued that action learning principles, such as questioning/reflection can be applied at an
interpersonal, within-group, between-groups, or organizational level. Simpson and Bourner (2007) described
action learning as a problem that is explored through cycles of questions leading to a chosen course of action,
observation, reflection, and conclusions. Pedler, Burgoyne, and Brook (2005) found in their research that action
learning embraces action on real tasks or problems, learning happens from reflection on actions taken, and tasks
and problems are individual rather than collective and chosen independently by individuals.
Niemi (2002) claimed active learning is one of the most important goals in the European scenarios, including the
concepts of a learning society. She felt that the important characteristic of the learning society is the learners’
own initiatives and responsibilities for their own progress. Moreover, that learning has been acknowledged in
Europe as the very core of economic development. Referring to theories of learning it is argued that quality of
learning depends on learners’ abilities to steer their own learning orientation, to develop inquiring skills, and to
learn to reflect on and control their own learning processes. Active learning strategies emphasize constructivist
qualities in knowledge processing where cognitive skills are key concepts. Niemi (2002) declared that in active
learning, the processing of knowledge also requires a problem solving orientation, a critical approach, and an
evaluation of knowledge.
1.3 Cooperative Learning and Peer Collaboration
Learning through collaboration is not a new pedagogical idea. By Plato´s writings, we know that Socrates had
already taught the concepts of analytical dialogue, a dialectic conversation built around a claim and its contrast
(Stensmo, 1994).
Cooperative learning is a variety of active learning (Keyser, 2000; Slavin, 1991). Keyser (2000) argued that
cooperative learning is always active learning but not all active learning is cooperative. Cooperative learning
means the use of small groups so that students work together to maximize their own and each other’s learning.
Moreover, that every student in a cooperative learning group should have a role or part to play in order to
accomplish the task which is different form a group work. Casey, Dyson, and Campbell (2009) claimed
cooperative learning emphasis on positive interdependence and the need for every individual within a group to
achieve an acceptable level of success within a given task and argue that it is a shift from only individuals
learning to share learning experiences with peers. The findings of Hijzen, Boekaerts, and Vedders (2007) confirm
the notion that effective cooperative learning depends on a combination of student’s goal preferences and the
appropriate learning context. Moreover that social support, belongingness and mastery goals are related to the
quality of cooperative learning.
The concept of “co-learning” has been used among researcher about children enrolled in leisure center or in
preschool and school. Williams (2001) explained the concept of co-learning as slightly representing more than
just cooperation and collaboration and including learning between people, within and between cultures and
environments. He claims that learning takes place between a child regardless of friendship status or age, and that
there is co-learning between individuals and the collective.
In the year 2003 Steinberg, Almeida, and Allen (2003) noted that a growing research base indicated that when
young people have high-quality support and opportunities in the out-of-school hours, they do better and are
better at avoiding problems (Stenberg, Almeida, & Allen, 2003). Similarly Irby, Pittman, and Tolman (2003) felt
that schools are only one of a range of learning environments that share responsibility for helping students learn
and achieve mastery. They argued that community-based organizations, libraries, museums, families, and so
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forth are as well providers of basic services that ensure young people readily learn.
Almost ten years later Malone and Noam (2011) felt that expanded learning time and opportunities have
emerged in recent years as viable whole-school and whole-child strategy that both honors academic goals and
supports broader educational and developmental ones. Furthermore, that many schools are turning to
community-based organizations that offer expanded learning opportunities, a school-community partnership to
support broader student learning, and positive developmental outcomes. Malone and Noam (2011) stated this
broader vision helps to incorporate socio-emotional health which promotes productive learning; for example,
when serving students in resource-poor communities; meaning that there is no productive learning in an
expanded day without socio-emotional well-being.
1.4 Theoretical Approach
This study was based on Vygotskij´s theory (Vygotskij, 1978) and from a socio-cultural perspective (Säljö, 2000;
2010). The main theme of Vygotskij´s theories and ideas is the importance of culture and social interaction of
people’s intellectual, emotional and other development. Vygotskij emphasized that learning takes place through
the internalization of processes. For Vygotskij is the meeting between practical activities and the language of
special interest. He means that intellectual development takes qualitative moves when different processes of
knowledge converge. This can happen when we are in a new situation with new ideas or when daily and
spontaneous concrete knowledge converge with scientific knowledge.
It is argued that constructivist learning has received considerable attention in the world of education because it
has been perceived as a more natural, relevant, and productive and empowering framework (Bűyűkduman &
Sirin, 2010). From constructivist perspective, learning is an individual process that involves linking new ideas
and experiences with what the learner already knows (Demirci, 2010). In a socio cultural perspective, learning
occurs through interaction. A fundamental assumption of constructivism is that learners construct understanding
through interactions with the physical and/or social environment (Demirci, 2010).
A socio cultural perspective assumes that people and institutions of knowledge are created and maintained by the
interaction that occurs in specific culture contexts. In interaction with others young people take their way of
thinking, speak and perform actions which they are involved in. A general assumption is that the more
knowledgeable person in a socio-culturally practice guides and supports those who are less informed in the
current practice; in this case, youth clubs and similar meeting places for young people (Säljö, 2000, 2010).
It is argued that the core commitment of a constructivist position is that knowledge is not transmitted directly
from one knower to another, but is actively built up by the learner (Demirci, 2010).
In a socio cultural perspective the interplay between the collective and the individual is in focus. The interaction
and communication are central as they are seen as links for learning. Learning can consist in that individuals are
in a context in which learning cannot be seen as separate from the context in which learning is evolved. This
kind of learning is referred to as situated. In a socio cultural perspective learning is understood as a process
which means to be a participant in a culture, with focus on the social environment which means the social
context in which the members of the group participate. Säljö (2010) argues that the single most important human
learning environment has always been, and always will be, the everyday interactions and natural conversation.
Through interaction and the natural conversation we are formed as socio cultural beings and it is through
conversation in situated social practices that we learn most of the interactive skills that we need in the future (Säljö,
2010).
2. Method
In this research, we used two questionnaires, interviewed thirty two young people visiting youth clubs and
similar meeting places, and carried out a case study in a local council in the north of Sweden.
To collect information, the first questionnaire (Questionnaire 1; see appendix) was sent out in spring 2010 to ten
of Sweden’s 290 local councils. In total 3300 questionnaires were sent out to 110 youth clubs, and 1198
youngsters or 36.3 % answered the questionnaire. All ten local councils participated in the study but not all youth
clubs are represented. Additional to the questions in the questionnaire the respondents were also asked to give
their own written comments on two questions: What possibilities do you think you have as a visitor at the
meeting place? And, what attracts you to spend your time here apart from meeting friends?
The second questionnaire (Questionnaire 2; see Appendix) was sent out in autumn 2010 to 265 youth clubs and
similar meeting places all over Sweden. Each center was sent a package of 30 printed questionnaires and was
asked to distribute these to the youths present on a chosen day. The researchers received 1061 questionnaires
from 60 youth clubs, indicating that a majority of the centers did not participate. However, those responding
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represent all parts of Sweden and any systematic bias does not look likely. In this study, apart from answering a
range of questions, respondents also got a chance to express their own views of possibilities when attending
these meeting places. They were also asked to answer two other questions: What aspects of your personality
have you developed by being here at the youth club? And, what can you do here and what skills do you develop?
As a second step, and to find the answer of the research questions 32 interviews were conducted (see appendix).
An interview guide was constructed with similar questions as those in the questionnaires. The interviewees were
chosen from among the visitors to the youth clubs in the local councils participating in this study. Appointments
were made for the interviews. The interviews were tape recorded and lasted for about one hour each; afterwards
they were transcribed. The respondents were between 11 to 20 years old, most of them between 15 and 16 years.
More than half of the participants in the study were boys visiting the youth club twice a week or more. The case
study was conducted in an area which consists of thirteen local councils in the county council of Norrbotten in
the north of Sweden. The choice of this particular local council was made due to its number of meeting places
for young people and its location in the north of Sweden. The research encompasses the five youth clubs and one
meeting place for youth in the particular local council.
To fulfill the purpose of the research it was also necessary to get a deeper understanding of the staff’s owns
experiences of young visitors at youth clubs and similar meeting places, to get the perspective of what, how, and
with whom they learn. As staff at the youth clubs and the meeting places involved in this study wrote daily
reflections in diaries and I also had the option to use these diaries, it was decided to collect the staff diaries and
other material at each particular youth club involved in the case study. The research material covers notes kept in
dairies during the year 2009. In this research I was interested in what was explicitly stated in the texts of the
diaries (Kohlbacher, 2006).
2.1 Voices from Youth Clubs and Similar Meeting Places for Youth
The results of the empirical study as presented below are divided in two parts within the sub headlines,
“Situations of learning” and “Young people’s self development”. Within these headlines are a collection of the
youths’ own answers to the four open questions presented in the questionnaires; hereby named Q1 and Q2. These
questions were: What possibilities do you think you have as a visitor at the meeting place? What allows you to
stay here apart from meeting friends? What aspects of your personality have you developed by being here at the
youth club? And, what can you do here and what skills do you develop?
The results from the interviews as well as some quotations from youth leaders’ daily notes in diaries have been
presented in the appendix. To be able to recognize the respondents from the interviews they are coded with
numbers (see appendix).
3. Results
Youth clubs and similar meeting places for the youth are more attractive to boys than to girls. In the research it
was found that boys find the environment, facilities, and equipment more interesting than girls do. Two
informants say it is mostly guys who visit the youth club, “...but on Fridays girls visit the youth clubs, the kiosk
is open and then the girls come” (10), and “On Fridays when we are open longer, then a few girls come” (11).
Other respondents also have the opinion that it is mostly guys who visit the activity hub (15, 16). This is also
seen in the results of the both questionnaires were 60.1 % of the respondents were boys in Q1 and 57.9 % in Q2.
However, although that the boys are found to be in majority of visitors in the both questionnaires visitors
anyhow think that both boys and girls have the same possibilities at their visits. In Q1 in total 66.1 % of the
respondents answered yes to the statement do you think that boys and girls have the same opportunities here and
in Q2 it was 62.6 % of the respondents who agreed in the statement. This perception is as well seen in the part of
the questionnaires were respondents had possibilities to express themselves in an open question. One of the
respondents wrote, “Girls have the same opportunities but they are seldom seen here” (Q2). Quite a few
interviews gave the impression that both girls and boys felt that they had equal opportunities, “Boys and girls
have the same opportunities here” (8; 9; 20a; 20b), and “Nice to be with the boys” (23).
Although the overall result reflected the opinion that visitors have equal opportunities when they visit the
different meeting places, some divergent voices were heard. One of the interviewed girls who once visited
another youth club in the local council did not like it at all, “The girls always sat in a corner and agreed with all
that the boys said, and the girls got no attention what so ever” (20b). Another interview shows how different
female visitors can think about their possibilities visiting the meeting places. One girl argues that, “I take the
space that I need” (1a). When I, in one of the interviews, asked if there were special evenings arranged just open
for girls, one of the respondents, quite surprised, asked, “Why?” (5).
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Visitors to the different meeting places in this research are often regular visitors and unlike school they come
there of their own free will; there is no demand on them to do things. They can stay with peers, talk to the youth
leaders, or sometimes if they are interested, participate in activities or arrange activities or other programs such
as concerts or outdoor trips. The fact that visitors often are frequenters are seen in the following quotations: “I
have been here since I was 13-14 years old” (1a), “I’m here every day; I come right after school, and go home
and eat and then back to the youth club” (4; 5; 6; 7; 14). “I am here almost every night” (8; 11; 12; 13; 24), “I am
here until they close” (20a; 20b). Other answers are “I am here every now and then otherwise I am mostly at
home” (16) or “I am here three nights a week, mostly on weekends” (10). One of the interviews reveals that
some youths start going to the youth club at an early age, “I was 16 years old when I started to go to the youth
club” (1b).
Some of the respondents talk about the status of the meeting places, “Some people think that it is “geeky” to visit
the youth club” (19). One of the informants claimed that some young people believe that they will get a bad
reputation if they visit the meeting places. To counteract this, the staff had put up signs on the activities and
opening hours. Other voices might be interpreted to convey that you need some special skills to fit into the group
or the groups’ lifestyle. A comment in Q2 concluded that “We are like a family here”, and one of the interviewed
meant that “There are subgroups but we are like a big family” (18).
Visitors often have an expressive life style and it is not unusual that they mistrust the school system. “I use to
play truant but it is fun to be here” (23). A respondent indicated that he had learned from older visitors that it is
better to not play truant (24). Another respondent likewise claimed that, “It cannot be good to play truant…I
have taught myself not to do so” (18). A girl suggests that almost all those visiting the youth centers skip classes,
“…the older visitors tell me that I won’t get any job if I play truant” (20b).
From visitors’ own comments in the questionnaires it seems like the meeting place can be a place where you can
do your homework and even get help with it.
A visitor doing homework at the meeting place comments, “I have learned to relax when I am here and can do
my homework here” (Q1). Similar comments are seen in Q2, “Here it is possible to get help with my homework
and to talk to some of the staff about it”. Another respondent expresses similar thoughts, “I learn to share things
with other visitors. I am getting better on my concentration which helps me in school. Here at the youth club I
am getting better in the subjects, thanks to the youth leaders helping me.” The ability with the meeting places in
comparison with the school is also seen in this quotation, “I get a lot of friends and learn to talk and listen to
people in completely different ways than, say, the school". One of the other comments seen in Q2 points more at
the role to prevent young people’s health that these meeting places sometimes can have. “This youth club is
really good and you get all the help that you need; for example, with your homework, or support if you have
problems at home. Instead of being out on the streets doing something that is not good you can come to the
youth club; here you can find everything you want and a little more for us youths”. One of the interviewees
expressed it nearly the same way, “I do not like school, here I can meet my peers and have fun” (23).
Youth clubs and similar meeting places fit the visitors’ lifestyle and seem to almost be the only place that can
meet their needs and expectations. Many of the respondents observe that the visit to the meeting place is all they
do on their leisure time. “I do not play sports and so forth” (19; 23), and “I just come here at the youth club” (17a;
17b).
At the youth clubs and the meeting places visitors often play billiards or table tennis; this is most often seen
among boys. It is not unusual that this is the only interest for their visit and the only activity they participate in
during their time there. Notes in the diaries are often seen about this, “There has been a lot of billiard playing”
(Diary).
Also a couple of interviews showed that visitors even had stopped coming to the youth club because the billiard
table were taken away–an action taken because of some misbehavior among visitors that ended in a part of the
billiard table being broken. This was very frustrating for many visitors, especially for the boys, “All that we want
is to have the billiard table back” (24; 25).
There is an ambition in all meeting places to have equipment that can attract and fulfill visitor’s needs. The type
of equipment often seen is TV-games, computer games, music room, TV sets, small theater or arrangements to
see movies, to bake cakes, play parlor games, cards, and material for creative activities like graffiti and painting.
Although young people are offered the option to take part in different activities or to organize themselves, there
are a lot of young visitors who answer that they do not know their possibilities or have not reflected on them. In
both Q1 and Q2, frequently seen comments reflect ideas like “Do not know”, “I have no idea”, “No comments”,
“Almost nothing”, and “Type nothing”.
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Some of the interviewees gave the same answers on the question, “what do you learn when you stay here?”
Many of them were silent for a long time before they answered the question. “I don’t know (silence)–I do not
learn anything in particular” (23), “A good question (silence); I have never thought about that” (25), and
“(silence) that was a difficult question, communicate and talk to all here” (19). Other comments were, “Learning;
I don’t know; to have fun and meet new people” (24), “I can’t think of anything much” (20a, 20b),”Never
thought about it” (20b), “Nothing at all” (22a; 22b), “What are we supposed to learn” (22a; 22b) and “I don’t
know; nothing” (17a; 17b).
In Q1 the answers to the question “What attracts you to stay at the meeting place other than meeting friends”
gave, to some extent, another picture, “There are a lot of activities that are fun here”, “Much; I can develop my
arts and aesthetics” and “I can learn to take on responsibilities when I work at the café”. One of the respondents
feels happy for the existence of the meeting place, “I think it is nice here and I think it is fun that this place
exists.”
Most of the comments in the questionnaires are generalized but some of the respondents are more concrete about
what they can do and learn, “I can get help with my music interest,” and “I have the possibility to work with
movie and film project.” From the comments it is seen that visitors at some of the meeting places have
possibilities to learn to dance, “I dance and have fun”. Two comments are made about having poesy as an
activity, “Listen to live music and poesy”, “Concerts and poetry slam and less time with nagging parents”; and
one comment was also made about doing crafts, “I have opportunity to paint, paste and trim and”
In Q2 a similar picture is given when respondents write down their own comments. Their answers are
interspersed between the questions about the skills they develop and what they can do on their visits.
On the one hand some participants were not enthusiastic, and replied in the vein of, “No comments”, “Nothing
special”, and “Do not understand”. One respondent wrote, “I do not get better at anything as I am already best in
everything”. Some of the respondents point out the importance of having fun, “I don’t get so much better in
anything but I have enormous fun”. Another respondent claims that visiting the meeting place makes him or her
happier, “You become better at socializing and talking to people; there are many people that you don’t know and
that makes me happy!”
On the other hand were more positive replies, “This place is a wonderful place”, and “There are a lot of good
possibilities, and there are a lot of things to do. And if you come with suggestions I am sure that it can be
arranged. Everyone can talk to each other at the meeting place and the youth leaders are very, very kind”. One of
the informants thought that he or she could be better at everything, “I get better doing everything.” From the
comments it seems like one of the visitors spends all the time playing computer games and argued, “I get better
at playing computer games because I do that all the time”. One respondent saw the possibility to arrange quizzes,
another commented that he or she could play football; some other respondent commented, “I can sing”, and
another that “I get fitter and in shape”. Similarly some of the interviewees talked about prospects “to learn to
play drums and guitar” (22a; 22b), and one of the girls talked about “learning to bake chocolate cake” (21a).
From the interviews the understanding of the respondent’s possibilities were deepened from the more short
formulated comments seen in both the questionnaires. One of the respondents in the interviews argued that,
“Really you can learn everything here, here I can be social and talk to people” (18), and moreover “I learn how
to treat people right; you get brought up here, it is like another home here” (18). The same respondent continued,
“I get accepted as I am here, and I feel safe here” (18), “This meeting place is like a free place, they see me (here
meaning staff and peers, my notes), and I do not need to ask if I can join the peers. I like to come here to get
away from parents, school, and everything I must do” (18). It seems that visitors experience the meeting place as
a safety place to go to; one of the interviewed boys expressed, “Here you can meet friends and just take it calm
instead of being out on the streets and maybe turn into something stupid” (24).
This study shows that visitors are often invited to participate in activities or arrange activities but it is not
interesting for all of them to be active and participate. Most of them visit these places just to “hang around” or
talk to other visitors or/and staffers. At some of the meeting places youth councils are established. Two of the
informants are active in the youth council. The answers vary about what is good about being in the youth council,
“See what happens” (3b), “Plan what to do” (3c), and “Good that young people can be involved and decide for it
is we who shall enjoy our stay here” (3c).
However, some of the interviewed show that visitors sometimes are not at all interested in participating and
holding influence at the meeting place. They are satisfied if someone else takes the decisions for them. “No, it is
not interesting for me. I used to come here and play billiards, sit down with peers and talk to them. I used to talk
to the staff. They know me and used to ask where I have been” (2). Another voice of the respondents
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experiencing work in youth council and similar forums for influence and participation as to being responsible, “I
can’t handle such a responsibility but I have been asked” (8). Others have not thought that much about why it
would be interesting to be in the youth council, “No I have not thought much about it, it has not happened” (3a).
“If I were asked I would say no. I do not know why. I do not want to take part in deciding a lot of things. I agree
to what others say, there is no problem with that” (3a). In one of the interviews I asked the question whether it is
important to take part in deciding and got the answer, “Not at all” (3a).
Sometimes activities are more like formal learning or expanded learning.
One of the interviewees remembered a youth leader who had made impression on him. “The youth leader wrote
down famous quotes and we had to discuss and reflect upon them” (22b). And in one of the questionnaires one of
the respondents noticed that “We often do things where you have to think a lot and doing that you learn to think
much faster” (Q2).
Some of the notes from the diaries bear witness to the possibilities used of youth leaders to overcome difficulties
with dialogues, “Have been talking with the youths about racism and questions about discrimination” (Diary).
The background is that the meeting places sometimes have visitors from countries all over the world. Some of
these particular visitors are often boys coming alone from countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq, and Somalia.
At other times notes in diaries show that visitors and staff talks about values and norms, “Talked with the girls
about sex and contraceptives & relationships” (Diary). Sometimes notes are made about discussions concerning
how to behave or about being female or male and, “Discussions about homosexuality, inequality, indignity,
discrimination, and so forth” (Diary) or “Discussed about racism and sexuality, active discussions!” (Diary).
One of the staff wrote about her initiative to invite a friend who had ‘come out’ as homosexual but was
disappointed when none of the youths dared to ask questions, “I took the initiative to invite NN who is
homosexual. Just to break the norm a little here tonight. Shame that no none dared to ask NN something” (Diary).
Sometimes the discussions are even more philosophical and can be about young people’s conception and
philosophy of life, “As usual some deep conversion with some of the visitors” (Diary). “We had a serious talk
about how to live our lives and about how to treat others the same way as you want to be treated yourself, wise
words from the youths…” (Diary). These moments of more deep discussions or conversations were, on one
occasion, found in the notes to be connected to the practice of values, “Very nice talk about being young, and
discussed ethical issues & got a good conversation about boys & thoughts” (Diary). Some disappointments are as
well expressed in one of the diaries when the visitors were not interested in engagement in the society such as
joining in a torchlight procession. “No one wanted to join the torchlight procession; we think that is
unfortunate...” (Diary).
3.1 Young People’s Self-development Outcomes
Most of the comments made in both the questionnaires, Q1 and Q2, were about the respondents having
developed their social competence as visitors at the different meeting places. The comments quoted here is from
Q2, “The social part of me, I am more together with peers here when elsewhere”, and “I have been more social
and independent”. Some of the respondents think that they have developed useful skills, “I develop my social
skills, to talk to people that I do not know. I can use that everywhere”. One of the respondents thinks that he or
she will mature during the stay at the meeting place, “I grow as a person”. One of the respondents even thinks
that he or she developed the comical side of his or her personality. Similar comments are also made about
happiness, “It is good to develop your ability to act. And it is terrible good mood here and you feel very happy
here”.
Some visitors travel far for the possibility to visit the meeting places “I feel happy and involved; it breaks the
monotony of everyday life, helps in becoming more physically active; I get to know new people, learn to
develop within the group I'm in (theater, dance). It becomes boring when I go from here. I live several miles
from here, but I come here anyway! "
A respondent made comments about the ages of the visitors with connection to social development and
concluded that it is positive to be with visitors of mixed age, “A pleasant, calm and stimulating environment.
Good variation on the age which is good for the social development”. Another respondent made a statement on
equality, “I develop my understanding of people that don’t have the same opportunities as I have”. One of the
respondents’ answers reveals his troubles, “I developed my self-esteem, which affects my personality, which in
turn leads me on to the right road ". Another one comments on values and norms sometimes discussed, and that
the respondent learns from that, “You develop your own opinions and values every time you meet people”.
One respondent makes clear that he or she even choose to stay at the meeting place in order to develop self
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confidence, “I am here to get better self confidence. I know what is needful for me to develop. For example I try
to speak more English as it is difficult for me”. A member of a board-expresses its advantages with these
comments, "I developed a vast social circle, while also getting the educational advantage. I'm on the board as
well where you learn an enormous amount! I'm learning to become more social and I learn many theoretical
things”. Similar comments are made by a girl, “I can develop my self-confidence and myself as a person. I can
have meetings, arranging girls' night to be with the girl group and be myself”.
One respondent talks about learning to behave and about discriminating between right and wrong. “I have really
developed my social skills. To realize what is right and wrong is something that I have learnt by being here. This
place makes me a better person”. The following comments are examples of voices of what visitors can develop
when they visit the youth clubs: “I am getting better at standing up for myself because it sometimes can be crap
so you learn to solve it the best way”, “I develop by becoming more open and talkative”, “To dare to talk more
and take part in deciding” and “My social side of creativity and collaboration”.
Several of the interviewees also bear witness to the same, and some of the respondents talk about the
development of “Social relations” (20a; 20b), to be “social and talk to people” (18), and about the possibilities to
develop their “Social competence” (22a; 22b; 21a; 21b).
To sum up, what has been clearly visible from the open questions in both surveys as well as from the youth
leader’s diaries and the interviews is that young people who visit the meeting places for youths indicate generally
that they primarily develop their social skills. But it is not unusual for them to say that they do not learn anything
at all during their visits. It is also visible in the surveys and in the interviews that respondents have had difficulty
in expressing what they actually learn from their visits at the youth clubs and similar meeting places. The result
shows that respondents have had difficulties to understand the open questions in the questionnaires. The youth
have given mixed reviews, with both long and short comments about the same questions, as well as common
comments on their experiences and thoughts as visitors. These are visible as written collected information within
the questions presented in the questionnaires.
4. Discussion and Conclusions
Young people come to the meeting places regularly and of their free will which makes it both exciting and
interesting. This study clearly shows that they visit these youth clubs and meeting places primarily to meet
friends and the youth leaders and that the young do not want to be controlled; they want approval and to be
listened to. The profession of a youth leader is all about striking a balance between the character of the meeting
places as free and open for all and attracting all young people. The meeting places aim at supporting young
people in their adulthood. They understand that if you come to close to the youths they might not come back.
The actual activities are of secondary importance although the billiard table seems to attract a little extra. Hence,
its existence could be justified by the argument that it is probably easier to get in touch with the visitor through
some sort of activity.
From research one can argue that young people learn things all the time; the learning could be planned or
without thinking of it as a moment of learning. However, a few visitors are very conscious about coming to the
meeting place in the hope to develop their self-confidence. Interviews and respondents own comments also show
some concrete examples of what visitors mean when they say that visiting the meeting places makes them better.
On the one hand the examples mentioned were playing billiards, table tennis, computer-games, TV-games, music,
or baking cakes; while many of the respondents claimed they developed their social skills and ability to
communicate with other visitors and staff. However, many of the respondents did not know what they learned, or
meant that they did not learn anything at all, but this research shows that this is not the whole truth.
Referring to Säljö (2010), meeting places for youth are a human-learning environment where everyday
interactions and conversations are continually underway and where visitors learn skills for their future. This is
also seen in this research. For example, entries in the diaries show that certain activities or elements at the meeting
place are like tutoring or bringing up of the visitors; that the young person’s should be aware of their own attitudes
and values and positions, know how to take a critical approach, take a stand and argue for their positions.
In research a gap is identified between what young people recognized by themselves as what they learnt or
verbalized with help of the youth leaders and what they actually learn.
To conclude, these meeting places can have a compensatory function to schools, a sort of expanded learning to
help young people develop their citizenship. However, I will argue that youth clubs and similar meeting places
are unable to make visible what young visitors actually can learn from their visits. To make that possible I
suggest that this must be verbalized, discussed, and made visible in cooperation with the youth leaders and group
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of visitors or the individual visitors.
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Appendix
The following people were interviewed:
Two girls aged 18 years = 1a and 1b
Young boy older than 20 years = 2
Three girls, two of them 15 years one of them 18 years = 3a, 3b, 3c
Girl 16 years = 4
Girl 16 years = 5
Boy 17 years = 6
Girl 16 years = 7
Boy 17 years = 8
Boy 13 years = 9
Boy 11 years = 10
Boy 13 years = 11
Boy 16 years = 12
Boy 13 years = 13
Boy 14 years = 14
Boy 14 years = 15
Boy 15 years = 16
Girls 13 years and girl 14 years = 17 a and 17 b
Girl 17 years = 18
Girl 16 years = 19
Girls aged 15 and girls 14 years = 20 a and 20 b
Two girls 17 and 18 years and two boys 17 and 16 years = 21 a, 21 b, 22a, 22b
Girl 14 years = 23
Boy 15 years = 24
Boy 15 years = 25
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