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“And Football Saved Me in a Way…”: An Application of the CYC Approach to a School Football Team in Scotland

INTRODUCTION
This article sets the context for a small study of a football team in one residential school for children with emotional and behavioural difficulties in Scotland (for a more detailed account of this study, see Steckley, 2007).  The views of staff and young people about the school team were explored in depth, and a mosaic of their views is offered here.  Within this mosaic, links to several characteristics of the child and youth care (CYC) approach are discussed, providing a rich example of a CYC approach to sport.  Difficulties and complexities of practice related to the school football team are also discussed, and some implications for practice are offered in conclusion.  

CONTEXT AND METHODOLOGY
Some of my most powerful experiences of child CYC practice were in the context of shared activities.  Whether it was during trail clearing, tae kwon-do or football, I witnessed young people having what appeared to be transformative experiences.  Central to all of my practice experience was lifespace.  Working in the lifespace offers significant opportunities for meaningful work with children and youth, and this work is very complex.  In order to utilise the lifespace for the therapeutic benefit of young people, robust understanding and application of developmental theory and models of practice are necessary.  This has been an ongoing struggle for our sector.  While models from other disciplines are relevant, what is needed is research and theory directly emanating from child and youth care that resonates with the experiences of those working in direct care.  Knowledge that speaks to them, and as often as possible is actually generated by them.  

So when I had the opportunity to do a small piece of empirical research for my master’s dissertation, I wanted to focus on the power of a shared activity within the context of the lifespace.  I decided to explore the experiences and views of young people and staff related to the school football team, a commonly shared activity in Scotland.  I chose this approach because children’s views on matters affecting them often continue to be marginalised (Hill et al., 2004; Oakley, 2000); a similar argument can be made in terms of the marginalisation of frontline practitioners’ voices as well.  Residential workers have long suffered low status, with little respect accorded to their knowledge and capacities (Baldwin, 1990; Garfat, 1998; Wagner, 1988).  However, as Anglin argues, “in order to develop a substantive theory, one must have access to instances of good practice.”   While practitioners may not consistently be aware of the theoretical basis for their practice, they often still do good work through tacit knowledge (Anglin, 2002, p. 25).  

The inclusion of the views of frontline practitioners in research is growing, albeit somewhat more slowly than it is with children (for examples of research involving staff perceptions and understandings, please see Krueger, 2004; Milligan et al., 2004; Quality for Children, 2007; Steckley & Kendrick, 2008).  For staff to listen to and value the experiences of young people in their care, they must indeed be better valued and heard.  Front-line staff, as well as children, have valuable insights to contribute in the ongoing development of a more effective theoretical base for residential child care practice, and a deeper understanding of their experiences is necessary in informing continuing research.  

My study’s aim, then, was to explore the potential therapeutic benefits of one school football team, and to increase understanding about how related practice might promote those potential therapeutic benefits.  In order to do this, I carried out six in-depth interviews with boys and six with staff, exploring their perceptions and experiences related to the school team.  We followed a flexible set of questions that allowed the study participants to speak about areas most important to them.  I also asked them to give their views about a vignette (or scenario) that involved a situation in which only one of two boys (Wayne or Thierry) is to be selected to play in the match that day.  This vignette was designed to help participants discuss the varying factors and potential difficulties related to team selection (often an area of contention and potential poor practice) and to prioritise values in the decision making process. Within each question or vignette, further exploration of views, meanings and experiences was undertaken when the participant seemed amenable, which was in most cases.

The study took place in a privately run residential school for boys with emotional and behavioural difficulty.  At the time of data collection, it served approximately 35 boys between the ages of 10 and 16.  All of the boys in the school had experienced some form of trauma, abuse, neglect, disadvantage, exclusion, or usually a combination these adversities.  The orientation of the school was to provide individualised support to help boys function better, academically and socially.  The residential care was provided in four separate units.  

Outside of the school day, activities were often arranged; examples included swimming, fishing, ten pin bowling, walking, cycling, or going to the cinema.  The activity that consistently brought boys together from separate units and separate classrooms, and that had a more coherent sense of recognised, progressive achievement, was the football team.

The school participated in the Small Schools League which was comprised of football teams from other schools who serve young people with emotional and behavioural difficulties; most of these schools were also residential.  During the season (approximately from September through May), a designated training session and a formal match against another school in the league occur weekly (on average).  During a match, each team was comprised of eleven players, with one defensive player being a member of staff.  The staff-player was not allowed to cross the halfway line or score goals.

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
Both benefits and difficulties related to the school football programme were identified in the interviews, and participants discussed a range of factors related to each.   Neither is straightforward.  On the whole, participants tended to view football as more positive than negative.  Both boys and staff spoke more frequently and at greater length about its potential and actual benefits overall, though all did identify difficulties, dislikes and problems.  

The benefits of team involvement will be discussed first, and they have been organised based on their dominance across interviews and related links with characteristics of a CYC approach.  Difficulties and dislikes are then discussed, organised around one encompassing theme and two subthemes.  

In privileging the views of young people and staff, I have opted frequently to offer illustrative examples using direct, verbatim quotes.  For the purposes of anonymity, I have replaced references to specific names (e.g. the name of the school) with a generic replacement in hard brackets (e.g. [the school]). 

Benefits of the School Football Team

Engagement

Young people spoke the most frequently and for the greatest duration about their general enjoyment of the football; they spoke much less about any specific therapeutic or developmental benefits gained from participation.    

I felt so good.  I played good and it was really good.  I felt, I don’t know how I felt.  I just felt great, man.  (young person)

I often wondered whether there were other areas of their lives, at home or in the school, where the boys felt this good.  More than half of the young people expressed that the football was the key or even best part of being at the school.

If it wasn’t for football then I would have gone crazy at [the school] … I ate, drank, slept, everything was just about football. I just loved football…football was just my life and I loved it. And if it wasn’t for football then I don’t know what I would have done. (young person) 

In trying to draw out the views of a young person in an almost mono-syllabic interview, what follows was our most expressive exchange.

What about the times you were selected to play? (interviewer)

Good. (young person)

Good. Just good? (interviewer)

Hmm-mm [yes]. (young person)

A scale of one to ten… how good? One being/ (interviewer)

Ten. (young person)

So it’s a ten? Ten out of ten. Anything else that happens at [the school] that feels that good? Like getting a good mark on your paper, or (interviewer)

Nope. (young person)

Nope. Is that so? [pause] That’s the best of all of it, huh? (interviewer)

Uh-huh. (young person)

Staff also identified boys enjoying themselves as an important benefit of the school team.  

For you, what have been the best things related to your involvement with the football? (interviewer)

The joy on their faces at the Cup Final without a shadow of a doubt … The joy in their faces is magic. (member of staff)

Almost all staff and almost all young people spoke about the positive anticipation of the football and the importance of having something enjoyable to look forward to.  While the following young person did not identify any ways in which the football had helped him, he did see it helping other boys in the school.

Have you noticed it with any of the other boys, that/? (interviewer)

Some boys have nothing and they have things to work forward to. (young person)

It can be too easy to overlook the importance of young people simply having enjoyable experiences.  Yet notions of engagement, a dominant theme across CYC literature, bring this importance into sharp relief.  In reflecting on the evolution of the field, Garfat (2009) discusses the early focus on engaging through caring and shared activities.  

Young people’s ambivalence or resistance to being in residential care can make it difficult to engage with them.  Enjoyable, happy experiences, especially through shared activities, are likely a key ingredient in making engagement possible.   For some of the boys who participated in this study, the football seemed to help them to tolerate being away from home (along with other difficulties) and begin to engage with the school.

Connection and Belonging

Garfat and McElwee refer to engagement and connection as the foundation for CYC practice (2004), and content from both staff and boys’ interviews reflected strong connections forged through the experiences of team involvement.  The cumulative effect of these connections can be described as a sense of team or belonging.  This was the positive aspect team involvement that front line practitioners talked about most frequently and for the greatest duration.  

I think it’s basically about bringing the boys on, you know, as individuals and them forming and becoming part of a team…learning there’s not just about me all the time, you know; you’ve got to think of others. (member of staff)

I think, eh [pause] it gives them a sense of identity…They sort of gain a sense of, I don’t know, togetherness for a bit. They’re part of [the school] [pause] it’s hard to explain. I think… it’s something they can all look forward to together. (member of staff)

Positive experiences of team or belonging were also referred to second most frequently across the boys’ interviews and were often intertwined with their accounts of the pure enjoyment of playing football.  All but one young person identified playing as a team or being part of the team as one of the aspects they liked best about the football.  

Native American perspectives on child rearing and development have been distilled into a ‘Circle of Courage’ (Brendtro et al., 2002), the basis of a recognised CYC model for building positive cultures in schools and child care organisations.  The Circle identifies belonging as an essential value in caring for and educating young people. Opportunities for belonging are a necessary for the development of attachment and resilience (Brendtro & Larson, 2004; Pikes et al., 1998).  

The team strips (uniforms) appear to be an important symbol of this belonging, as illustrated by the following quote.

I think some of them just like [pause] like going back to what I said earlier, like being involved in a team is like [pause] you’ve seen them when they put their strip on, you know they’re not the greatest player in the world, but they just feel good because they’ve got a strip on…they’ll find any excuse to go up the main building [pause] so that everybody will see them in the strip. (laughs) (staff)

 Aye. What do you think that’s about? (interviewer)

That’s just their, ‘how do I look [pause] playing in a team. I’m part of something.’ (member of staff)

Both staff and young people talked about the importance of the strip, most often linking it with belonging to the team.  When asked how it was to be a part of a team, the young person below immediately connected it with his strip.

It made me feel better when I got my own strip too with my name on the back. (young person)

Ahh, tell me about that. (interviewer)

It only happened about a month and a half ago we all got [pause] well the regular players of the team got strips of their own… It’s pretty good.  (young person)

For one young person, the combination of good feeling, excitement, a sense of belonging and wearing the strip all combined to make a powerfully positive experience.

You could play down at the [games hall] and have a muck about with your mates, but it’s nothing like getting a strip on and being part of the team and going out and actually playing.  You know? (young person)

Tell me more about that part, then, getting the strip on, being part of the team. (interviewer)

It’s great, man, I mean there’s [pause] I can’t, I don’t think I’ve ever felt so like geared up and ready to go, you know … you see when you’re in the dressing room and everyone’s having banter, and then you get your strip on and walk out of the room and everyone’s like clapping hands and “come on boys,” I mean [pause] it’s that playing and that great feeling.  I love playing football. (young person)

This excerpt also reflects some of the important rhythms and rituals, another characteristic focus of the CYC approach, associated with team involvement.  Staff and young people spoke of banter as an integral part of their experiences, occurring as an almost pre and post-game ritual when travelling to and from matches and in the locker room.  Other rituals mentioned included preparing one’s boots, going to view the team sheet, getting out of class early for lunch, and shaking hands with the opposing team players after matches.  These rhythms and rituals may well have served a sense of togetherness and provided predictability in an area of importance to the boys (Krueger, 1994; H. Maier, 1981); it also may have served to alleviate cultural pressures that some young people feel when, coming from a more excluded area of society, they bump up against values and practices which might be unfamiliar or even incongruent with their own background (Fulcher, 2003).  This may be due, in part, to the unifying potential of the football culture in Scotland overall.  

Well, yeah, because I mean football, it’s a national sport, isn’t it? So, it’s what everyone’s got in common, one of the things… Because it brings people together, football does. Especially watching your team, like your national team, it brings the nation together so well (member of staff).
Relationships

Engagement, connection and belonging are necessary elements of relationship, and relationships are central to CYC practice.  As our field has developed, the way we think about therapeutic relationships has evolved to a more sophisticated relational practice.  From a CYC perspective, relational practice is more than a worker simply having a good relationship with a child; it involves the explicit joint focus on the experience and maintenance of that relationship, offering prototypes for future relationships (Garfat, 2008).  Involvement in activities can provide an avenue through which young people can access supportive relationships without the stigma that is often associated with more clinical approaches to intervening (Gilligan, 1999).

Through experiences of team, young people and staff spoke of the strengthening of relationships that occurred.  Some discussed improvements in relationships between staff and young people, and young people appeared to appreciate the commitment demonstrated by those highly involved with the management of the team.  

Much more, however, was said about peer relationships.  Almost all study participants spoke of young people being able to get along with each other better as a result of playing for the team:

You got your mates and you got your enemies, but I reckon that when you’re brought together as a team you just think about the football and you just have a good laugh even with guys you don’t get on with.  And it’s just a good feeling because I mean, you don’t really get that at all when you’re in the school and you’re running about, even when you’re playing football [in the games hall] and that. (young person)

You said “you don’t really get that.”  What’s “that”? (interviewer)

Just the feeling of being a team. I like being a part of a team. (young person)  

Some of the boys also discussed the experience of heightened anticipation or attunement during play that also likely enhanced relationships.

Me and him, we just knew exactly what, he used to give me the most quality balls right to my feet just because he knew where I was going to be because we used to play football that much. (young person)

Use of the Everyday for Developmental Gain

Tapping into the potential of football makes perfect sense in the context of utilising everyday events as opportunities for therapeutic benefit of young people (Garfat, 2002; Ward, 2000).  Maier (1975, pp. 408-409) articulates the “critical strategic moments when child and worker are engaged with each other in everyday tasks,” and how these “joint experiences constitute the essence of development and of treatment.”  

Alongside the restorative experiences of belonging appeared to be gains related to the development of commitment and responsibility.  In both the semi-structured and vignette portions of interviews, all staff and all young people identified attendance at training as moderately to very important in deciding which boys should play.  They consistently linked this attendance with a demonstration of commitment to the team.

…because Wayne’s attended training and I think attended training… in this setting is quite an important part of being part of the team. (member of staff speaking about the vignette)

One young person’s strong sense of team commitment is reflected poignantly below.

And I’d be shaking just about on the way, and it would be the same all the way through the game, it would basically be the same (laugh). You ken?(young person)

Yeah? Nervous about what? (interviewer)

Just that I’d let folk down…I would have played with broken fingers and that, ken. That’s just the way I was. (young person)

You would have played with broken fingers, then if/? (interviewer)

I would kind of, I was dedicated. I wasn’t going off if anything happened to me like, ken?(young person)

Yeah. Did you feel that dedicated to anything else in your life during those years? (interviewer)

I don’t think so. That was just, I would have played for anything just about, ken?(young person)

The importance of staff role modelling was reflected in participants’ discussions as well.  One young person identified “keeping your team together” as a necessary skill possessed by good team managers, and a few spoke about the importance of managers’ commitment.  

Research has found that young people who are achievement oriented and less impulsive in their thinking style also tend to be more resilient (Werner, 1990 cited in Daniel et al., 1999a); staff and young people both discuss a sense of achievement and the development of self-control as being beneficial aspects of the football.  Interestingly, more than half of the young people identified the importance of controlling their own urges on the pitch (either to swear, demean fellow players or foul opposing players) for the betterment of the team.  

I didn’t retaliate. I was quite good at self control and that when I was playing football because you have to, eh? You couldn’t go jumping up after somebody hit me in the game. It’s stupid. (young person)

Playing for the team served as an incentive to work on behaviour, and over half of the staff and young people interviewed spoke about its motivating force.  It also helped young people to “stick in at class”, and again both boys and staff spoke of it as a motivating factor related to school.  The positive integration of the two can be particularly powerful, as positive school experiences are considered of central importance in terms of enhancing young people’s resilience (Daniel et al., 1999b).

I think it helped his confidence… I mean he got the Player of the Year award the first year … that continued into the classroom as well. (member of staff)

How so? (interviewer)

Em [pause] probably within his work, like the school work that he was doing he maybe didn’t feel as confident before.  And I [pause] just maybe pushing him on a little bit as well. (member of staff)

Values and behaviours that appeared to be enhanced by participating on the football team included: demonstrating respect to others, encouraging fellow team mates during matches and training, showing commitment to the team, role modelling behaviour for younger players (often associated with team captaincy), controlling one’s aggressive impulses, and demonstrating general sportsmanship.  

Experience Arranging

The aspects of the interviews that had the most profound impact on me, as I listened to young people and staff, were the new ways that the boys experienced themselves through the football.  These passages illuminate the model of care staff as ‘experience arrangers’ offered by Phelan (2001).  He (2001) describes a model of activity programming that is attuned to the negative personal stories that colour young people’s experiences of the world and themselves.  With requisite safety and trust, care workers can provide activities that serve to create a free place, where young people encounter an experience gap, a place where they can be in the present moment with “minimal interference from these self-defeating messages, so that new experiences can happen and be acknowledged” (p.2).  

Within these new experiences young people can experience themselves in a new way, one that begins to weave together a personal story that includes competence, trustworthiness, happiness, and probably most importantly, hope.  Communication occurs through the senses and through the experience, rather than just through words.  The care worker must utilize skills of presence, relationship, doing with, understanding each young person and his or her personal story, and awareness of activities as a strategy for change in order to be effective ‘experience arrangers.’  All of these are key characteristics of the CYC approach.

All of the staff described either specific young people or opportunities more generally in which boys had important experiences of self.  These included experiences of being normal, confident, mature, capable, special, proud, and liked.  The experiences that were discussed most were related to being needed, representing the school and role modelling for younger or newer boys on the pitch.  When asked whether they thought the young person had previously experienced himself in the way they were discussing, all had the impression that it was the first time.

I would say there was… a lot of the development with [young person].  Em [pause] he even helped the younger ones… but that also made him realize that when people are younger then you’ve got to help them, there has to be that little bit of help, or somebody as a role model. And I think that with [young person] there was. (member of staff)

Do you think [young person] had experienced himself as a role model before…? (interviewer)

Em… probably not, no. He’d probably never ever been in that position before and that probably gave him the confidence to push himself a little bit. (member of staff) 

So he got to experience himself as role model, or someone that helps younger people, or littler people kind of thing? (interviewer)

Yeah…he was getting a chance to be the older person who [pause] somebody needed him, and I don’t think he’d ever experienced that before either. (member of staff)

Half of the young people interviewed also discussed experiencing themselves in a new way.  These experiences included feeling wanted, liked, important, respected, confident, and like they belonged.  One young person recounted animatedly how great it was to feel the hero, for the first time in his life.  Similarly to staff, the boys spoke most frequently about experiences of leadership and being needed; often, this was associated with fulfilling the role of captain of the team.

I was the captain for a while. (young person) 

You were! Aye. Tell us about that… how did that feel? (interviewer)

Fine. I was a leader. (young person)

Yeah, a leader. Did you, had you ever felt like a leader with anything else in your life before getting to be the captain of the team? (interviewer)

No. (young person)

No. So that’s the first time that you’ve felt like, ‘I’m in the leader position now.’ Hmm. Cool. Did you learn some things about how to be a leader then? (interviewer)

It’s all about like discipline. (young person)

Many of the young people at the school did struggle with the outward manifestations of a negative self-image and as evidenced by the boys’ accounts, the experiences of play and being part of the team can be so consuming as to drown out, at least for a time, their negative internal dialogues.  There is also evidence, from both young people and staff, that within the ‘free place’ that is subsequently created, at least some young people have begun to develop a more strongly positive sense of self.  This is most clearly reflected in the moving reflections of the following young person.

Just the being wanted and that, when you were playing. Folk wanted you to play and that…because they liked your ability and that.  And it felt good that you were part of the team… They thought I was useless to start [pause] with anything. And then at the end it was, I was sort of needed, ken. And they kent that, so they started to like me better and stuff like that. (young person)

Aye. Yeah, it’s a nice feeling to be needed, isn’t it? (interviewer)

Aye. (young person)

Is that something you had felt much prior to playing for the team? (interviewer)

No. (young person)

In other areas of life or anything? (interviewer)

No.  (young person)

…Did you see yourself as someone who was good at anything when you first came? (interviewer)

No, well no really, but I felt useless, ken. And then/ (young person)

So you felt useless yourself? (interviewer)

Yeah. Because of the way folk were treating me, ken. (young person)

Of course, of course. (interviewer)

And I thought it was good to be good at something and folk like me for it. (young person)

Aye. Do you think they, by the end of it, looking back, do you think they just liked you for the football? (interviewer)

No, because that was like a stepping stone, ken. That started it, then it went on from there and they just liked me for me, ken. (young person)

Yeah. Did that help, like, you, you got to like yourself more? (interviewer)

Aye, it did. It helped with my self confidence and that. (young person)

Phelan’s proviso advising against competitive, win/lose activities for those young people with particularly self-defeating tendencies is also relevant, and it may be that the intensity and importance was too much for some young people.  It took a significant amount of time for the young person quoted above to participate in team training sessions, and even longer before he would play in a match (despite being selected week after week).  The adults and young people in his unit rallied round him to provide a strongly affirming and supportive climate in which he was able to risk rejection and disappointment; this is an example of the capitalisation of the overall therapeutic milieu or lifespace, and shows how playing for a school football team in a residential school might be more accessible to a vulnerable young person than playing for a community-based team. 

Complexities of Practice: The Struggle for Congruence

Participants in this study also identified difficulties, dislikes and problems related to the school football team.  Some of these were straightforward, like the disappointment of not playing well or having conflicts with peers or staff (often related to the disappointment of not playing well).  Not only can these be seen as unavoidable, but as challenges that, if managed well by surrounding adults, can promote healthy development.  Other difficulties reflect other complexities of CYC practice.  

The difficulties discussed by study participants can be organised two, broad themes: issues related to team selection and organisational support.  All staff interviews contained content falling into one or both themes, and over half of the young people discussed a lack of clarity related to team selection and other decisions made within the context of the team.  I viewed both themes as reflections of the struggle for congruence, which I will revisit in more depth at the end of this section.

Selection Issues
While the boys most frequently cited disappointment as the thing they most disliked about the football, they spoke at greatest length about occasions when they felt that the team was selected in an unfair manner.  They were sometimes unclear as to the criterion for team selection and spoke of related inconsistencies.  Often the disappointment they spoke about was related to not getting selected to play, though they expressed that this was sometimes fair and sometimes unfair.  They spoke most strongly about occasions when they felt that not being selected for the team was used against them.

Well, it’s not very like, ken, to take the most important thing away from somebody.  Because I definitely know how bad that feels, ken. (young person)
Aye.  (interviewer)

Maybe you do.  It feels bad like, at the time.  It was hard to get over…I was threatened with that, ken. It was scary. They always threatened it. It was actually scary. (young person)

Aye. They would always threaten to take away the football? (interviewer)

Aye. That was, it wound me up, ken. It never made me behave better in a way. It sort of, some things make me worse…Because you never ken’t whether they were telling the truth or not. Sometimes they would be kidding, they’d be winding you up, eh?... (young person) 

Did you see that happening to other boys, or did you feel like it was particular to you? (interviewer)

It was quite particular to me. (young person)

Staff also talked about selection related difficulties; they had differing views as to how much weight should be attributed to the three more explicit criteria for eligibility to play: behaviour, commitment (demonstrated through attendance at training) and skill.  The following member of staff, when asked whether there were times that a young person should be selected to play despite significant misbehaviour, summed up how difficult it can be.

I think it definitely is and it’s caused a lot of problems… it is definitely a grey area… I suppose you’ve always got to have that at the back of your mind, is this [pause] what the kid needs at this particular time? And I think if you say ‘yes, this is what he’s needing, this is going to help him maybe move on from a situation,’ and that, you know, he’s going to show the same sort of level of respect and maturity as the other boys on the field, then I think there’s situations where you maybe do have to push back what’s been happening, you know, and let the kid play, depending on, you know, what the situation is… It is, it is a hard one, yeah. (member of staff)

Achieving a related consensus is understandably challenging, especially if one adds the complexity of the boys’ needs related to resilience and vulnerability.  The vignettes provided an especially good forum to explore these challenges and staff in particular discussed a myriad of factors they considered important related to team selection.  These included: behaviour, attitude, enjoyment derived from playing, commitment as demonstrated by attendance at training, taking responsibility for misbehaviour, risk of loss of control on the pitch (playing field), perceptions of fairness, the needs of individual young people versus the needs of the team, and the challenge of keeping boys engaged when the team experienced a losing streak.  In looking at the potential and actual benefits of the football programme, as well as the varying individual needs of boys and the team as a whole, one can the challenge in effectively addressing these competing aims.

The issue of behaviour as a criterion for participation is particularly complex.  Taking away something that makes a young person feel good about himself at a time when he might need it most can have a counterproductive effect; some young people described their own or others’ de-motivation as a result of not being selected to play and the subsequent extreme acting out behaviour (e.g. going “radge”).  By the same token, allowing a young person to play despite, for example, extreme and prolonged disrespect or seriously aggressive behaviour can seem counterintuitive.  Most young people and staff talked about the importance of accountability and safety related to the team selection.  They also made clear links with a behavioural aspect to team selection and the aforementioned motivation to work on behaviour.  

Of concern, there were occasions when staff and young people discussed their perceptions that team selection was used to achieve power or control over the boys, particularly when taking away the eligibility to play: 

If the adults, you know, are using it as a power tool, you know, like ‘well you’re not playing today,’…I think that’s really destructive, you know … and I have seen that happen as well, to be honest. And I don’t think that’s [pause] very professional. It’s extremely unprofessional. (member of staff)

The passages in which staff spoke of the misuse of power had a strong resonance with the occasions when young people spoke of feeling that team selection was used against them.  

Issues surrounding team selection illustrate the complexities of use of self, another characteristic of the CYC approach.  In making decisions about who gets to play, who does not, and why, self awareness, honesty and self control are necessary.  It can be easy to lose sight of the impact of one’s own triggers and less-than-honourable motivations, whether related to a power struggle with a young person, a fellow member of staff, or the desire to win. 

Organisational Support
While I had expected to hear about problems and difficulties related to team selection, I had not anticipated the frequency and length of discussion about a perceived lack of organisational support.  In retrospect, it is not surprising that it is those members of staff with high and moderate involvement with the team who spoke most about this problem.  It is likely that, for those less directly involved with all of the effort and planning that goes into making the football team work, it is easy to lose sight of the related demands.

The practical tasks of organising the team strips and equipment; ensuring each young person had kit; organising training and transport; and liaising between units, classes and other schools were all discussed.  This was described by one practitioner as “a big job for anyone to take on.”  Highly involved staff described feeling inadequately supported in accomplishing these tasks, both by management and by colleagues.   

Congruence
When asked about the biggest challenges and about the most important ingredients in making a football programme run well, all of the staff gave answers which were related either to: achieving consistency in how team selection was handled; keeping necessary levels of staff commitment; ensuring good organisation, communication and coordination amongst staff; having a shared view as to how the football could be better utilised to benefit the boys; or some combination of the four.  There was one exception to this, as one member of staff spoke about the challenge of keeping young people invested.  All of these answers can be seen as reflecting aspects of congruence.

Anglin (2002, p. 52) identified congruence as the central theoretical theme in explaining the level of functioning of residential care homes; more specifically, he identifies “congruence in the service of the children’s best interest” as the unifying theme across all well-functioning homes.  Given the competing interests and intentions within any organisation, absolute congruence is impossible.  Anglin highlights the importance of recognising that an ideal state of congruence is likely unachievable in organisations as complex as group homes, and that ‘good enough’ levels are worth striving for.  Indeed, all of the homes in his (much larger study) struggled to maintain congruence.

Anglin’s (2002) three major properties of congruence, consistency, reciprocity and coherence, can help to illuminate the problems described in the interviews.  Staff and young people consistently spoke about inconsistencies, both related to team selection and the overall commitment shown by staff.  In terms of reciprocity, the concerns voiced about the lack of support paint a picture in which those with moderate and high involvement felt low levels of mutuality related to the effort they were putting in.  These low levels of mutuality might also manifest in communicating at cross purposes, in that there appears to be no shared theoretical or value base to motivate or inform practice.  In discussing whether a young person should play, for instance, it is reasonable to wonder about the degree of common understanding between what is intended and what is received in a given exchange (whether between staff or between a member of staff and a young person).  The apparent lack of a shared theoretical and value base related to the football programme is at the core of a general low level of coherence, and might contribute to those occasions in which staff and young people perceived a lack of integrity in how team selection was handled (i.e. for purposes of power and control).  Thus overall low levels of congruence about why the football programme existed in the school and how it should be managed and supported can account for almost all of the struggles described by participants in this study.  
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Congruence and Meaning Making

Congruence, then, can provide a theoretical touchstone for understanding what makes for a well-functioning home (Anglin, 2002), and the football team and its related struggles can be seen as a microcosm of the school’s overall struggle for congruence.   

Notions of meaning making (Garfat, 1998), another characteristic of the CYC approach, offers a particular focus that can potentially improve levels of congruence, in this case, in how the football team is used to meet the needs of young people.  Attending to the processes through which meaning is made about the purpose and processes of the football team takes time and requires space within which practitioners explore, reflect and come to shared understandings.  Explicitly allocating time to discuss the football in team meetings, individual supervision or even dedicated, inter-team meetings is necessary to develop a shared theoretical and value base that informs practice.  It can also provide a space for practitioners to challenge one another about incongruent practice, with an intended knock on effect of developing a culture where productive challenging of practice occurs regularly in formal and informal settings alike.  This is the kind of environment in which young people are more likely to learn to effectively address concerns, and examine their own values and behaviour.  

There was little to no evidence that the meanings related to the football were discussed or explored collectively in the school.  This is not unusual, as other research has reflected similarly in this regard, across a much larger sample of establishments and related to a much more contentious area of practice (Steckley, 2010) than football.   There are indications, however, that this characteristic of the CYC approach is beginning to attract attention here in Scotland (Steckley & Smart, 2005), and this may be key to the continuing development of practice.  

Viewing the school football team as a microcosm can be beneficial in another respect.  Practitioners can have difficulty seeing the applicability of theory to their practice, and the school football team can provide a concrete focal point to apply and test theory in a meaningful way.  Notions of resilience and experience arranging, for example, can become highly accessible when applied in a way that vividly resonates with practice experience.  This can then support more informed practice in other areas, and the strengthening of a shared theoretical and value base related to the football can raise levels of congruence and shared meanings more generally.

Anglin (2002) identifies a one-way ‘flow of congruence’ originating at the highest levels of management and travelling downward through all levels of an organisation.  For an establishment, such as the school in this study, to raise its level of congruence, its management team must have the vision to set out a base from which shared values and understandings can be constructed; it must also have the commitment to provide the necessary structures and resources so that consistency, reciprocity and coherence can be achieved.

The Wisdom of Practitioners and Young People

There is clear evidence from this study that young people derived enjoyment and belonging from their participation in the school football team.  While this finding is unsurprising, its significance should not be underestimated.  Several young people stressed the importance of football in giving them something to look forward to and in helping them through their time at the school.  Though practitioners did not make explicit links to theoretical frameworks, they also seemed to be aware of benefits of the football team for young people, particularly related to experiences of belonging.  This emphasis influenced my understanding of the benefits of team involvement, and may be an example of the above mentioned tacit knowledge described by Anglin (2002).  

In preparing the literature review and designing the interview schedules and vignette, I had not adequately appreciated the importance of either enjoyment or belonging.  By taking seriously the views of young people and practitioners, I made new links and prioritised differently.  For in the final analysis, the football team helped make the school a tolerable place to be, making engagement and connections possible.  Without this, none of the other benefits were possible.  The football team clearly was a vehicle for the development of relationships, promotion of resilience, and positive experiences of self but most importantly, it is the sense of belonging that emerges as the most powerful and overarching benefit for young people.  
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