
My Testimonial 

 

Peter Buknicz 

My experience in the schooling system before I came to Youth reach was far from a positive 

one. My secondary level education began when I went into first year in St.Jarlaths in Tuam. It 

wasn’t long until I found out that it wasn’t at all I had imagined it to be. There were so many 

people attending Jarlaths that even in my year alone there was approximately 120 pupils. I 

found this to be very intimidating. I found myself getting anxious thinking about going to 

school there, there was so many people and everyone had their cliques and I just felt like I 

didn’t fit in. It was quite a daunting experience trying to even sum up the courage to go in 

each morning. To make this worse the teachers were always talking down to me and 

discouraging me. I tried my hardest to learn the things on their course but no matter how hard 

I tried they would tell me I wasn’t good enough. Due to all of the reasons I have mentioned, 

and a few more on top of that, it was enough to unmotivate me and to make me stop going 

into school. I stayed at home and was homeschooled for a few months before I sat my Junior 

Cert. I then enrolled and started attending Youth reach the following September. My 

experiences with the Irish Education system, was a very poor one up until this point to say the 

least. 

The first thing I noticed about Youth reach, when I went in on the first day, was that there 

was a completely different atmosphere to what you would find in the average secondary 

school. We all congregated in a classroom and there were approximately 30 of us sitting 

around staring at each other. There was a lot less people attending than what I was used to 

with my previous secondary school and I found this to be a lot less intimidating. Within a few 

weeks I had gotten to know everyone and even though some people had their cliques 

everyone got along well with everyone else for the most part. 

I was assigned a designated mentor just as everyone else is. I really like the idea of having a 

mentor because the teacher will meet with you every couple of weeks to check up on how 

you are doing. You can go to your mentor if you wish to talk to someone and they will listen 

to you and give you advice. Besides this the student teacher relationships on a whole are 

more pleasant than that of an average secondary school. When I was attending secondary 

school in St.Jarlaths my teachers used to enjoy humiliating and degrading students when they 

weren’t able to understand the modules they were being thought. Whereas in Youth reach the 

teachers use positive reinforcement as a way to encourage us students to work and to have a 



healthier attitude towards working. The teachers don’t act as serious as they do in school and 

like to mess around with the students and have a laugh. This makes the atmosphere feel a lot 

more lighthearted and it helps make the day more enjoyable. 

One of the best things about Youthreach in my opinion is the way it uses continuous 

assessment to grade the students as opposed to your Fate relying on one examination. Youth 

reach works off of a system of credit where you get credits every time you finish a course or 

module. A certain amount of credits are allocated to each subject, and you must complete 

your course and project work as well as sometimes doing tests to earn your credits. There are 

also more practical subject thought in Youth reach than in school for example: IT, Textiles, 

Communications etc. the more practice subjects are essential for learning skills we otherwise 

wouldn’t learn in school like how to do spreadsheets etc. I believe this is a more practical 

way of preparing people for working in the future instead of just testing memory skills alone. 

We also have ipads instead of using old-fashioned books. This is a modern age advancement 

that many schools have not made yet but we are lucky enough to have. This gives us more 

experience working with technology in an ever-advancing modern age. We are learning more 

useful skills by working with technology rather than using a pen and paper. 

Another great this about Youthreach is the outings, we get to go on. We are brought to do 

activities that aren’t orientated around school or schoolwork, instead it’s about bonding with 

the other people in Youth reach and we learn about teamwork and co-operation. Youth reach 

on a whole is very insistent on teaching us about Cooperating with each other and teaching us 

about teamwork and team spirit. These are very important skills to have developed that will 

serve us well in the working world. Youth reach also teaches us about leader ship skills and 

the qualities we need in order to become a leader and excel in the working world. 

My experience of Youthreach on a whole was very positive. Through my time spent here in 

Youth reach I have grown a lot as a person. I have developed my social communication skills 

to a point where I will talk to almost anyone about anything and I am not afraid to share my 

opinion. I have also gained a lot of practical skills I can use in the future such as math’s and 

computer skills. I have also learned how to cooperate with people and work in a group. I was 

though how to compile and present project work and how to interview for a job. These skills 

are definitely going to stand well to me in the future and they are a lot more practical skills 

than what I would have learned if I had gotten a standard education. Youthreach helped to 

bring the fun into learning with a better and more relaxed atmosphere and with a much more 

positive and equal student teacher relationship, this encouraged me to learn and has inspired 

me to want to continue my education to third level in the future, something I never would 

have thought of two or three years ago. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

  



My time in Youthreach 

 

Eli 

Today is Tuesday the 2
nd

 of May and in a couple weeks I will be finishing Youthreach and 

getting my QQI Level 4. At the moment I am working on finishing up all the remaining work 

for my classes and tidying up all the work I have already done. The deadline is in just a 

weeks’ time, and everyone in the centre, as well as myself are working extra hard to have 

everything handed in before then. I am excited to be almost finished everything, and I am 

very  proud of myself for getting it all completed in just a year and a half, since I only joined 

Youthreach in late January 2016. 

I am going to miss almost everything about being a student in Youthreach Galway. I made a 

lot of friends who have changed my life in ways I couldn’t have ever imagined before. Being 

a student in Youthreach is like being part of one big family and I’ll miss how supportive and 

empathetic everyone is, despite the differences in our backgrounds and personalities. I will 

also miss all the teachers and how understanding and helpful they are. What I like mostly 

about the teachers in Youthreach is how assertive they are, instead of intimidating and 

aggressive with their approach in teaching us. I also love how small our classes are, so the 

teachers can get around and help everyone since everyone works at their own pace. 

I like how much I have learned during my time in Youthreach, and I feel a lot more confident 

going into the next stage of my life, which will be getting my QQI Level 5 and doing part-

time work. I find it interesting how before Youthreach, when I was doing my Junior Cert, I 

was doing so much work but I always felt like I was wasting my time and stressing over 

subjects that I knew I would forget and have no use for as soon as I finished Secondary 

School. In Youthreach, I am studying QQI Level 4 and all the subjects I have done have 

either helped me learn more about myself  or helped me improve skills that I will definitely 

need later in life. I also like how I made friends that I know I will keep in contact with even 

when we part ways in a month’s time. 

After I finish Youthreach the plan is to work all summer so I can go to college in September. 

I want to do QQI Level 5 Art Portfolio course in either the Sligo College of Further 

Education or Galway Technical Institute to study. I had my interview in Sligo last month and 

already got accepted. All I have left to do now is to decide which one I really want, which is 

probably the hardest thing I have ever had to do. 

I have changed so much since I started in Youthreach last year. I have gained a lot of self-

confidence, which was a huge issue for me before. That self-confidence has come from 

improving skills such as team-working and communication through classes such as P.I.P.D. 

and Work Experience. I am a lot less nervous than I was before because I have been pushed 



to do things that I couldn’t have done before. This includes giving a presentation in front of 

others, making phone calls to make appointments or to inquire about something and even 

physically going out on work experience. I’m grateful for all my friends and teachers that 

have made me who I am today in just the short space I’ve been in Youthreach. 

In the end though, I am so glad that I heard about Youthreach when I did, because since then 

my life has been turned completely around, and now I am motivated and heading the 

direction I want to be in life, instead of feeling stuck like I used to. Along with providing me 

with a lot of useful skills and qualities I will need later in my life, I will have my full QQI 

Level 4 and will be able to progress with my education. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

My Final Reflection 

 

By Tara McEvilly 

Looking back at my time in Youthreach I find I am excited for the future ahead, but am sad in 

a way of leaving here. I started in 2015 and have spent the last two years with the same 

people and teachers, who I have come to appreciate and to who I am extremely grateful to. 

When I came to Youthreach I was different from the person I am now. I was escaping from 

where I was and didn’t think I would really accomplish anything here. It was sort of my last 

try at life in general and for an implosive decision, driven by negatives.  The positive and 

opportunistic position I now find myself in is rather ironic. 

I did not think I would get into a college, especially into a course I wanted to be in. This 

course is in GTI doing General Studies and Arts. Secondary school for me, whether because 

of dyslexia or what was going on at home, was never easy. I tried and did my best but the 

whole set up and system meant I just wasn’t good at school. I knew I wasn’t stupid, just at a 

disadvantage, which I tried to hide at every turn, being seen as an idiot wasn’t something I 

wanted to deal with. So I tried my best, overcompensated and still it did little in the way of 

my future looking bright. That is where I found Youthreach really helped. I didn’t come here 

because of the continuous assessment, or because it was a well thought out plan. No, I came 

here expecting very little in the way of me doing as well, as I actually have. To say I am 

shocked and grateful doesn’t really do it justice. I came here for a last ditch attempted to be 

something other than then a person out of options, the person I was. 



And yes, that person was shy and depressed and at the end of her tether, so to speak. I was 

alone and expecting this place to finally give me that finial validation to give up. And I don’t 

mean drop out and sign onto the dole, nope I wasn’t really planning a future for the longest 

time. But Youthreach changed that for me. Here I met people who had gone through things, 

had it hard and actually understood what it was I was going through. They didn’t look at me 

like I was crazy or something to fix, and when it didn’t work, would leave because they 

didn’t want to deal with it any more. No, I felt normal for a change. Here I wasn’t a big sister 

having to make it okay all the time, I wasn’t that McEvilly who everybody knew everything 

about, who was to be ignored or given pity. No I could actually figure out who I was. To put 

myself first, or rather learn how to do that. 

I am still shy, but although I feel I am quitter sometimes, I am friendly and am happy to chat 

away. Not many know that I have a good sense of humor I just have to comfortable around 

the people I am with, which now is much more easier. I have made true friends, which is 

something I found hard before, mainly due to the fact I couldn’t relate to the people around 

me, now I can and have friends I trust and who actually care about me as much as I care 

about them. 

But mainly what Youthreach gave me was a future. And one I actually want to be a part of. 

 

My time in Youthreach 

 

Michael Gallagher 

As the end of my time in Youthreach draws nearer (2014), I am definitely feeling the 

pressure of finish all my work before the deadline. I find that I’ve put more work in 

throughout the last couple of weeks than in the whole other two years I have been here. I 

keep thinking how much easier this would all be if I had just put the work in to begin with but 

there’s nothing much I can do now a part from come in everyday and when I am in here keep 

the head down and do my work. 

I have enjoyed my time in Youthreach and I am fairly sad to be saying goodbye to all the 

staff and my fellow pupils, the laid back atmosphere and the amount of care given by each 

member of staff is truly remarkable. I t was only down to my own laziness that I didn’t do 

better in the course. 



Although leaving will be sad I am still very excited about the summer and starting up in the 

GTI. I feel that I have matured a lot since leaving secondary school and Youthreach has 

certainly played a big part in this growing up process. Through Youthreach I have developed 

a lot of the tools I will need to have success later in life. 

 

Fiachna’s Personal Reflection 

 

Growing up I had never considered myself an artist. I remember my childhood, when little 

eight year old Fiachna would churn out carefree drawings and questionable origami (wonky 

paper snowflakes) about once every hour. As time came to pass I found myself becoming 

more involved in academics, somehow persuading myself that I wasn’t going to waste my 

time drawing or engaging in any artistic endeavour for that matter. 

I can’t remember exactly when it happened but one day I remember saying to my step father 

(after being asked to “do a nice little drawing” for him) that I wasn’t good at drawing and I 

didn’t want to. This was the first in a series of foolish errors that led me to believe that I was 

truly incapable of being an artist of any sort. I suppose I must of had some awareness that 

being a little creative was good for me as I did used to enjoy writing little stories, making 

silly maps and just generally, sitting absorbed in imaginary worlds of my own creation. 

Anyway, at the age of 14 I was in the process of moving school from Tuam to Galway, at this 

point in time I think it would fair to say that I was very depressed. I had almost no hobbies 

and even less of a social life, that is, excepting my one ray of light in an otherwise dark, cold 

world; my weekly drama classes. Looking back I believe that had it not been for the 

kindliness, acceptance and encouragement that I received from both the teachers and students 

at that drama group, I might not be here, writing this very sympathetic reflection. 

Back to the point, while in the process of moving school I had to choose new subjects. 

Feeling, at the time, academically insufficient to pass my Junior Certificate, I tried to choose, 

what I thought in my head, would be the easiest subjects. One of these and please don’t ask 

me why I thought it would be easy, was art. From day one in the class I felt behind, firstly 

because I had not done art in my previous school thus giving the rest of the class at least six 

months practice and secondly because I found it incredibly difficult to get anything done on 

time (just to make things worse I was sat directly opposite, no exaggeration, the best and 

most accomplished 16 year old artist in the school and possibly Galway). 

So back to my story, I was going into every art class with ridiculously low self esteem, doing 

what I thought was absolutely crap artwork, getting sighed at by the teacher and leaving the 

class with even lower self esteem and a feeling of self loathing and worthlessness. Sounds fun 

right? This marked the end of all my artistic pursuits for the next two years. 

My one saviour in my creative life was a self confessedly nerdy role playing game called 

“Dungeons & Dragons”. The game was basically a plethora of hand-written sheets and a lot 

of imagination. I was usually the Dungeon Master, meaning that I facilitated the game and 



made the maps and scenarios for people to play, along with having to read and learn three, six 

hundred page rulebooks. Yeah, it was pretty nerdy but it was my form of escapism in a life 

that seemed moderately hopeless. This joy was not to last. 

In 2010 my family issued a ban on the game, labelling it “a waste of time”, “A distraction 

from real work”(come on I was 13 at the time!) and “a mind sapping load of nonsense”. I 

believe that his actions where made out of jealously and a misunderstanding of adolescents. 

Nevertheless, whether I can blame the prohibition of the game that I loved is questionable but 

one thing was for sure, a crippling bout of clinical depression ensued. I had next to no 

hobbies after the ban on the game, I had no fantasy world to escape into, I had no motivation 

or reason to write game scenarios or draw maps or make characters. I was a broken child. 

Pause for effect. 

After dropping out of conventional school for a great number of reasons, I had spent a good 

year seeing very few friends and working on no academic or creative projects. 

Enter Youthreach: The place that arguably changed the direction of my (at the time) desolate 

life. When I started my very first day in Youthreach I noticed from square one the kindness 

and dedication of the teachers, the like of which I had never experienced. Next was the other 

students, I cant really blame anyone if they acted hostile towards me, for I was very shy at the 

time and was probably acting quite despondent myself. 

 

After the first few weeks I realised that the people around me had no cruel agenda and where 

really good, kind people, something secondary school had taught me was hard to find. 

So life began to pick up, I could cope with most classes and even enjoyed some, with the 

exception of perhaps textiles and art. I new that both art and textiles where compulsory so I 

dutifully attend the classes but had the underlying feeling that trying too hard would be a 

waste of energy and time because after all, any artwork I did was a bit of a sad joke. 

Now, I probably hadn’t touched a paintbrush for two years, and that was only when I had 

been forced by the Junior Cert curriculum in secondary school. The first project I painted in 

art class was my own shoe. I took it as seriously as I could knowing that it was going to be 

terrible anyway. When I was looking back at my art portfolio recently I was so glad to see the 

shoe there. I could see such a contrast to the work I done back then compared to the work I 

had just finished a week ago. 

 

So, how did I make this transformation from a timid, non-artistic and pretty depressed 

individual to the thriving, happy and (more) confident person that managed to achieve a 

distinction in both art and textiles! Well let me tell you it was not born of a very long beauty 

sleep or some mystical potion. The key here I think, was Anastasia; my godsend of an art 

teacher who taught be to able to create again. 

 

I must admit the first few weeks or even months of classes where borderline torture. I felt like 

a failure as a human as well an artist. Things started changing when, after months of breaking 

down my artistic blocks, Anastasia finally began to open me up to my own inner creativity. I 

started getting things out of my head and onto paper. I started putting all the skills that I had 

been taught to use. Hell, I was even working on paintings at home, something I had never 

done before! I began to feel more confident in my composition of paintings, feeling at one 

with colours, being confident enough to mix colours and experiment rather that spending 

hours ruling pages and making obsessive geometric borders. I have learned so much about 



colour and their harmonies from my teacher, I can see myself using this knowledge in so 

many fields in the future including graphic design, cinematography, photography, drawing, 

painting and textiles. 

 

Anastasia facilitated the art room as a place I was able to realise my creative visions in a 

practical and dynamic way that I could truly be proud of. I found myself asking for advice 

rather than flailing around helplessly looking for someone to hold my hand with every paint 

stroke. I began developing genuine interest in the history, culture and sociology of artists 

along with their respective periods in artistic history. I gained so much understanding of my 

abilities and how to develop them, I found a confidence in drawing and painting that I never 

imagined I would possess. 

It most certainly wash not an easy journey but certainly one worth taking. I feel as though the 

art class was the one subject I really developed in. I went from fearing that I would not pass 

to receiving a glowing distinction. It has been a infinitely rewarding experience, as has my 

time in Youthreach as a whole. I cannot even begin to express my gratitude to Anastasia, as 

well as all of the teachers at Youthreach for their patience, guidance and support. 

I feel profoundly inspired to continue creating and pursuing my dreams, at home and in my 

education. I cannot wait for collage where I hope to study Film and Television Production 

and perhaps even progress onto a dedicated art course!  

My future seems to be brighter and more creative than I ever could have conceived. I am 

actually looking forward to navigating the world as a young adult, rather that dreading it like 

the plague. 

Yes, I must take credit for my blooming achievements (something I would have had 

difficulty with last year), yet I cannot ignore the profound impact that people like Anastasia 

have had on my education and my personal development. 

I know that I may have said it numerous times but the fact still stands; I am practically 

indebted to you, the teachers of Youthreach. So I say it one more time… 

Yesterday I had my GTI interview. I hope to be enrolling in a full time business course there 

next September. I was surprisingly pretty calm going into the interview and found all of the 

interviewer’s questions to be fairly simple and I was able to answer them with ease. I felt that 

the interviewers took a liking to me and I am fairly confident that I will be getting a place 

their next September. 

THANK YOU 

  



Personal Reflection 

 

 By Kane Colgan 

Hi my name is Kane and I am a student here at Youthreach Galway VEC. This is about my 

time here at Youthreach and what this was all for. 

I started here in September 2012. At first I didn’t know everyone, only a few of my friends 

that lived in my area. Straight away I met new people, got to know them and now some of 

them are some of my good friends and I’m happy I’ve met them. But it was all the help of 

this place and their perspective on how to treat people. 

One of the best things about the centre is the rules that taught people to realize that it doesn’t 

matter what you look like, or where you’re from or where you live or what you look like, 

everyone deserves the right to be accepted and not bullied for who they are and with just a 

little bit of help they might just turn into the person they are meant to be. 

I’ve made things in textiles which I never even thought I could make, I’ve created things in 

art which I didn’t even think I could do. Youthreach is rounded up as one word, Unexpected, 

this place still manages to make me realize all the potential and the things I can do if I just put 

my head to it. 

One of my best achievement’s in my life was getting my Gaisce award, I got to meet the 

President as a result of it, it also helped me gain communication skills and confidence 

because I had to speak in front of over 4000 people for our YSI presentation. I’ve gotten to 

see things in Ireland and experience the things I did that most people wouldn’t get the 

privilege of and I’m so grateful for that. Yes I might still give out to the teacher or not do 

what they say but at the end of the day I’m only human and I’m still learning but I respect 

everything this place has done for me and how it’s changed my life in so many different, but 

positive ways. 

My next goal now is to get into Galway Community College and do Exercise, Health and 

Fitness Studies. I’ve been playing rugby now for 9 years, I love sport and that’s what I want 

to do in life, stay healthy, and help others to do the same. I wasn’t even sure what I wanted to 

do when I started here, I had no plan for my life, and now my eyes are open to the many 

different things I can do and will do after I finish what course I get into. All I want to say is 



‘Thanks Youthreach’, and all the teachers for all the support and help you all have given me 

to make me the person I am now, I couldn’t have done it without ye. 

My time in Youthreach 

 

 

By Sarah 

My name is Sarah I have been in Youthreach since September 2012. I am finishing at the 

start of June this year 2014 and I am not sure yet what I want to do so I am not 100% sure if I 

am going to GTI. I might take a year out and figure out what I really want to do and then go 

and do it. My plan is to try and get a job and work for a year or two and then go and study 

what I am interested in. In my time in Youthreach I have had some amazing times and also 

some bad times. We have gone on a lot of fun trips including Go-Karting and Paintballing, 

Supermacs, Bowling and I tried KFC for the first time with Youthreach. 

We won our category in the YSI in Galway and went on to Dublin, presenting our project on 

stage on front of thousands of people. We won our category in Dublin. It was a great 

achievement for us.  I have learned a lot in Youthreach and made some of the best friends. 

People look down on Youthreach but I have had a good experience here and met some of the 

most amazing people and lifelong friends here. I’m glad I came here a year and a half ago, I 

don’t regret leaving school one bit. It has been hard here and stressful with all the work but 

it’s all worth it in the end J it is going to be sad leaving. I’m going to miss coming in here 

every day and seeing everybody and having a bit of craic. It’s going to be sad on the last day 

saying goodbye to the teachers I have gotten close to. Some teachers in here are very nice and 

they’re not like teachers in school, so it’s going to be sad leaving them but it won’t be the last 

of me they will be seeing. I will come back to visit someday. 

 

 

  



PERSONAL REFLECTION 
By Adrian 

My name is Adrian I am 17 years old, I came to Ireland in May 2006. I went to St. Michael’s 

Primary school in Mervue. Then I started secondary school in St. Mary’s college. I went there 

for 3 years. I liked it on the beginning but then when I started 2
nd

 year all the trouble had 

kicked off. 

The teachers started to pick on me more often. They treated me like a child they thought I 

didn’t understand the seriousness of the issue. I got a lot of written punishments that I had to 

do every night for few weeks I was put on a report sheet which is basically a sheet that 

teachers write a report about you at the end of each class. Most of the teachers wrote bad 

reports. I felt like they were trying to get rid of me. I felt really upset by that I had no one to 

talk to at the time. I was trying to speak to my parents about it but they thought that the 

teachers were right.  My social worker came to my house 2 weeks before I was to go in front 

of the Board of Management and give me a choice a new school or Youthreach.  I met with 

the people from Youthreach and I got accepted. I was really happy that I got another chance. 

When I started Youthreach I felt stressed because I didn’t know anybody in here I just could 

not find my place. I was worried that it would end up like in St. Mary’s I and I would end up 

in trouble. My parents were putting pressure on me and telling me that ‘’this is your last 

chance and I f I mess it up I will have to go to work’’ all this pressure on me feel stressed and 

anxious. 

Quickly I found out that the teachers were very different than in St. Mary’s. The teachers 

were very helpful and understood how I felt. The students accepted me in here and I felt like I 

knew them for long time. Now I could talk to someone if I needed to talk I was really happy 

that I got in here.  I learned to become aware of boundaries in Youthreach. Now I know who 

I have to be serious with and who I can mess around with. Changes in my life have turned it 

around. 

I am now less stressed because I am not getting into trouble in school and this has caused less 

stress at home also. My relationships with my family have improved. Now I enjoy spending 

time with my family, friends and my girlfriend. This is new for me as before I would sit in 

my room play computer games for the rest of the day. I no longer get in trouble with my 

friends. I learned things in Youthreach that I would use for the rest of my life. 

One of the most important techniques I have learned in Youthreach is how to de-stress 

myself. Youthreach has changed my life for the better and I hope to continue on this path. 

Adrian Zarzycki 

 


