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Ivan McMahon
YMCA Ireland
National Secretary

Ireland in the 1980’s was a place where young people were often
forced to emigrate due to high levels of unemployment and where
hope seemed to be in short supply. For many years in the early 1980’s
YMCAs throughout the island had begun to open their doors to
provide drop-in facilities to young people who were experiencing the
boredom and isolation that often accompanies unemployment. It
became clear that while these provided important spaces for young
people to meet their friends, get involved in recreational activities,
they weren’t addressing some of the underlying issues facing these
young people as they tried to access training and employment. Many
had left school early with few or no qualifications, often disillusioned
with formal education processes with it’s often over emphasis on
exam results. The lack of structure and purpose which accompanied
periods of unemployment led to other health issues.
It was against this backdrop, that the YMCA movement in Ireland felt
it had to do something imaginative and bold in order to try and
address some of the personal consequences of unemployment in the
lives of young people. A chance encounter between YMCA Ireland’s
National Secretary, Cyril McElhinney and John Casey CEO of one of the
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biggest YMCAs in the USA and a first generation Irish American, at a
European YMCA event led to the birth of the Bridge of Hope project.
The first stage of the Bridge of Hope project involved carrying out the
first all-island research into youth unemployment which while
addressing the human consequences, also explored some of the gaps
in the existing statutory and voluntary responses. The second phase
looked at the strengths and resources available to the YMCA
movement and began to develop a number of potential ways in which
the YMCA might respond. These included Youth Mobility which
attempted to provide supports to young people who had decided to
leave and to provide them with connections with YMCAs in the
Greater London area where the YMCA provided accommodation,
Interchange where young people were able to get quality overseas
work experience opportunities through the YMCA network in the USA
and UK. The other programme was of course STEP ( Support, Training
and Enterprise programme) which was always seen as the key plank in
the YMCA response to youth unemployment.
STEP used the expertise of the YMCA movement to address the gaps
in the existing services for young people. With its emphasis on
developing “soft skills” in areas such as communications and personal
development, as well as its focus on career planning and job
sampling, STEP tried to provide a customised support package to
young people both while they were on the programme but also
crucially after they left. Another important part of STEP from its very
inception was the emphasis it put on incorporating Information and
Communication Technologies (ICT) into the programme. In the late
1980’s this was quite a radical innovation as computers were seen as
something that only impacted certain jobs in certain sectors. Under
the guidance of the Bridge of Hope Development Officer, Stephen
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Turner, ICT became an essential component of every STEP
programme.
Since the first pilots in Cork City, Carrickfergus and Belfast YMCAs
STEP has continued to evolve to meet the changing needs of young
people. It’s ability to innovate and to introduce new methodologies
has been a continuing theme over the course of the last 30 years.
Change has been led by committed local and national staff who are
prepared to critically reflect on their own assumptions about learning.
This alongside a partnership with learners has created a milieu where
rich learning takes place and where change is seen as something to be
embraced and not feared.
I want to acknowledge the contribution of all the staff who have
worked on STEP over the course of the past 30 years. We have been
fortunate in attracting people who have been motivated by a strong
sense of justice and compassion and who want to make a difference in
the lives of young people.
At a national level it would be remiss of me not to recognise the role
that STEP co-ordinators such as Stephen Turner, Cesca Tyrrell and
Tom Kent have played over the years.
We also need to recognise the continuing role of YMCA management
boards who behind the scenes have ensured that the programme is
run in a cost effective and professional manner and whose scrutiny of
financial reports, operational reports have been important. Their
leadership and support has also been invaluable.
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YMCA acknowledges the financial support it has received from
Department of Education and European Social Fund up until 1999 and
Department of Education & Skills under the Youthreach grant scheme,
administered by the Cork Education and Training Board since 2000.
Finally, it is important to recognise that STEP has always been and
continues to be about the needs of each young person, ensuring that
the right conditions are created where their potential is realised. It is
therefore appropriate that a sample of those young people’s stories
are at the centre of this publication.
As you read them, I hope that you will be inspired by their resilience
and how through STEP they have found a place to dream and to begin
to take the first tentative steps towards realising those dreams!
In reading them, it is easy to see why YMCA staff and volunteers
continue to see their work of serving young people as a real honour
and privilege.
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Geraldine Stinton
Centre Belfast YMCA
Staff 1989

I began STEP as a student on placement from the Ulster University
and was only 22 - a young person myself. STEP was one of the best
experiences of my life, a huge learning experience. I was working on
the Falls Road in West Belfast on my own with a group of 10 young
people and I then worked on the Shankill Road with a group of 10
young males. This was 1991, I was probably one of a few Catholics
working on the Shankill Road at that time - the young men spotted
my pronunciation of H (a Northern thing!!) and I was outed - however
they still wanted to work with me and we completed the programme.
I found the programme way ahead of its time. We had personal
development, peer mentoring, residential experiences, work
experience, international experiences. For many of the young people
STEP was their home - a place where they were accepted
unconditionally. Working in Belfast City we did some of the best good
relations work I have ever been involved with. I gained a lifetime with
STEP, particularly good friendships. My funny memory was when I
worked with a group of young men from the Shankill during the early
90's and on a trip to Dublin we made a detour to the River Boyne so
they could see where King William battled with King James. These
young men had never crossed the border and had a great time. I have
stayed working with the YMCA and would say to anyone STEP is a
brilliant experience for a young person.
7

Gef Dickson
Centre Cork YMCA
Cork

YMCA

General

Secretary

1989-2016.

When I started working with Cork YMCA, STEP was part of my duties.
My fondest memories are of the EU PETRA funded exchanges with
CJD, Dortmund over a 3 year period. Great cross section of participants
and training opportunities in a new and challenging environment. I
found the graduations always great events; lots of fun and affirmation.
I have memories of sitting up very late in Dortmund playing games
and trying to convince a disbelieving bunch of you people that the
Grateful Dead was the name of an actual band and not one I just
made up to get past G!. I am now nicely retired taking loads and
loads of STEPS every day. :-) and hope to keep going!
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Cesca Tyrell
YMCA STEP National Coordinator
1995 - 2006

I remember back in the Eighties the first ever planning meeting for
STEP which happened in our house in Farran and for which we acted
as hosts but did not participate in. Stephen Turner chaired and Gef &
Ivan were present plus a contingent from the North, since it was to be
rolled out in both jurisdictions. Little did I know at that time, that I
would come to manage the programme. I came to love STEP because I
saw young people’s lives transformed as a result of the programme
and in particular through the support of the team of local
co-ordinators and trainers. I came to the conclusion that God loved
STEP too, when all funding appeared to fail in 1999. I shall always
remember Barra O’Briain the then CEO for Youthreach who cleared the
way for the funding. He was dedicated to second chance learning and
has always remained a hero in my eyes! As for the trainees they were
and always will be at the heart of the programme. Amongst them I
numbered true friends and I can say they taught me as much as ever I
taught them! On one of the very many evaluations sheets I once read
‘STEP didn’t help me - I helped myself!’ and that told me that we were
really succeeding in what we were hoping to achieve.
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David Coomey
Centre Ballincollig YMCA
1991

I had left school at 14 and I wasn't doing anything for 5 years. I
needed some form of qualifications. I was part of the first STEP Group
in Ballincollig YMCA, I remember we went to Kinsale Outdoor
Education Centre and had great fun. When I do think about the
programme I feel happy. The instructors were able to give more time
to individuals and the rigid rules of school were not there. We were
treated like adults and were involved in some of the decision making.
I gained a lot of confidence and self respect and a Certificate in
Computers (a subject that I had never even heard of before I joined
STEP). My fondest moment of the course was the day I turned 21.
The staff and trainees organised a small party with cake, cards and
presents. It was the only 21st party I had, so it meant a lot to me. I
carried on my education in Belfast YMCA, working part-time and
eventually as a full time employee in the YMCA. I am now with with
Youthreach a programme similar to STEP. In relation to STEP I would
say you have nothing to lose being part of it. You will find it is a safe,
welcoming and helpful environment. The programme allows you to
explore who you are and what path you should take.
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Roger Earl
Centre Cork YMCA
Cork STEP Coordinator 1994

I came to know the STEP programme as a STEP Coordinator. It was my
first experience of youth work and it was great. It also introduced me
to life in Cork. STEP focused on the individual needs and aspirations
of each member in the group. After getting the job I found I was
delighted to be in such a supportive team in Cork YMCA. I think it
affirmed my belief in working in a way that was respectful and gave
dignity to all. There was a sense of the love of Jesus coming through it
all. It was so accepting and supportive. It was always great to see
young people grow in confidence and to be able to recognise that
each one of them/us are important and valuable. I am now working
the School Completion Programme with the aim of preventing young
people from dropping out of school. I know since I have been on
STEP different things have changed with the course but for someone
starting I would say for them to take hold of that opportunity to be
supported as a young adult because it is all set up for your benefit.
Many great things can come from being apart of the YMCA STEP and
without realising you have joined a larger family,
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Claire Hallahan
Centre Cobh YMCA
1998

I chose STEP as I needed to gain skills to get a job. I was a single
parent and I had recently returned from abroad. The instructors made
us feel so welcome and supported. They were extremely patient and
valued our input into how we wanted to learn. STEP was more
student led and student centered. I gained friends, belief in my ability
and confidence. My funny memory is at the time Cher’s song “Believe”
was in the charts and we always sang along to it. After the course I
was offered a job as a Youth Information Assistant with YMCA. While
working there I saw the UCC prospectus and applied as a mature
student. I never told anyone because I didn’t think I’d get it. But I did!
I graduated with a BA Hons in Early Childhood Studies in 2003. I
worked in Cope Foundation, then Irish Guide Dogs for the Blind. I
moved back to California in 2012 and worked in a preschool and an
elementary school. Now I’m back in Ireland and about to start a new
preschool job. I hope to guide my own children through education and
the workforce with belief in their ability. My daughter that I had when
I was in STEP is about to start her final year in University in California.
I hope to maybe open my own business one day. I also hope that I
inspire others to get up and just do what they want.
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Jackie Zivna (Cotter)
Centre Cobh YMCA
2002

I went to college but because of getting glandular fever I never went
further than 1st year. When I eventually got better I didn’t know what
I wanted to do and someone suggested the course so I jumped at the
chance. I found STEP fun and friendly. On STEP there was no
pressure, no stress. It didn’t feel like you had a “teacher”, they were
just another adult passing on their skills. I gained new skills, new
friends, new confidence. Our trip to Prague (*YMCA Europe Festival,
2003) was amazing, we became better friends and also my time
working with the YMCA after the course was amazing. I went to
Prague on a YMCA trip and because of the increase in my confidence
levels, I got up on stage in Prague and did a welcome speech in front
of about 10,000 people. The following year I went on to do a cheffing
course and had my own canteen service for 3 years. I left when
pregnant and since then I’ve been operating a network marketing
business as well as other bits and pieces and most recently I’ve
completed level 1 Reiki to help others with healing. My plans for the
future are to help others. I received so much help from the YMCA and
all I want to do is help others in return. I would say if your thinking
about STEP go for it :-) Everyone is so nice and helpful. They are all
there to help you grow.
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Fiona Byrne
Centre Dublin YMCA
2005

I came on STEP as I wanted to finish my ECDL. I found the learning
interesting and remember going to Greenhills on a residential, going
on the Z wire for the first time and interacting with the group. STEP
wasn't a classroom type and the tutors were well equipped with all
different levels of experiences for different people.
I gained
encouragement, responsibility, empowerment, and a feeling of being
equal. There were loads of funny memories. We had days where there
was a lot of banter and characters, we'll just leave it at that! On
Extended STEP I worked on the YMCA's reception area for 6 months
and have volunteered in that role for the past 12 years. I'm a leader
for An Gaisce facilitating the Bronze Award and I help out with local
Dublin soup runs. I'm an active athlete, volunteer and ambassador for
Special Olympics. The STEP programme gave me an introduction to
young people and how to run groups. I would like to go further in my
studies: to do my Mountain Leader Training and some sort of youth
study. STEP is a fun learning place and it opens opportunities for
young people who have dropped out of school. Just try it and think
outside of the box; it may be challenging but help is there when
needed. It's a place that you won't be excluded, that you'll be
included.
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Robert O'Leary
Centre Cork YMCA
2008

My Mom chose STEP for me and what a great decision. The major
thing that stands out about STEP is how helpful and caring the staff
were towards everyone there. STEP didn't feel anything like school. I
think more than anything what I got from STEP was a nudge back
onto the train tracks of life, it helped me become a bit less anti-social
and gave me some confidence. After STEP I applied and got accepted
into St. John's Game Design and Development course. I had quit
school around the age of 13, I had spent most of my time
programming for games and websites at home. I knew people went to
college to learn this stuff but I had assumed that it was at a much
higher level and what I had done at home would be irrelevant. I
couldn't have been more wrong, as it turns out. After finishing St.
Johns I went to CIT and studied Computing for 4 years and finished
with a 1st class honours. I then went straight from CIT to
Teamwork.com and have been there ever since. My plan is to achieve
complete financial independence and travel the world. STEP is really
just another "step" in the never ending stairs of life. STEP will help
you gain direction and try to figure out what you want to do, where
you want to be in 10 years and what it'll take to get there, be that
further formal education or something else. Each step you climb is
progress towards something better.
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Sylvia Joy
Centre Cobh YMCA
2008

I felt unsure of what road I was taking in life at the time and thought
STEP would be a good experience and allow me to figure that out. I
also wanted to gain an ECDL Cert. STEP for me was about meeting
great people & facing up to my fears. On STEP I was treated as an
adult and had more responsibility. It allowed us time for finding out
about yourself and your own interests.
Like I said, I gained
confidence, friends & also it taught me to be charitable. I have fond
memories of the friends I've made through STEP and with whom I'm
still friends today. I work in Cobh Youth Services & I'm currently in
UCC working towards a Diploma in Youth & Community studies. For
now I want to get my diploma from UCC. I would say to someone else
looking to participate in the STEP Programme just do it, you have
nothing to lose & a lot to gain. They will have a great experience and
make friends for life.
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Adrian Barry
Centre Cobh YMCA
2008

At that time had I had just quit hotel work and I was feeling lost and
unable to find my way forwards really. I just heard of STEP and went
for it. I remember doing loads of stuff at on STEP, all the time learning
new things. It was a very friendly atmosphere and it helped me with
coming out of my shell. Well we got paid haha! No seriously, it was
very much adult learning and we were treated like grown ups.
Everyone in my group couldn't wait to go in to the course everyday
which was a good sign! New doors were opened up for me and I feel
that I became a better person than I was before doing STEP. Everyday
was different and was great fun. We did the course work and stuff but
we also danced a bit! We did loads of things and it is hard to pick one.
I played Santa one day was great fun. Well I still help out at YMCA
when I’m called upon. I have also done youth work jobs and courses
and I am planning to go to full time work hopefully soon. While I
don't know what the future holds; I try to cross each bridge as it
comes. I’d say to to someone considering STEP make the most of STEP
and remember once you are part of a YMCA you’re always one of us!
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Marsha Gantley
Centre Dublin YMCA
2009

I was finished school a year and wasn't sure about what I wanted to
do and at the time there was a recession and there were no jobs. So I
thought STEP would better my chances of getting a job because of the
ECDL. My memories of STEP where getting to meet new people and
seeing new places. I thought STEP in some ways was very like school
except you got paid for doing the programme. I gained the
knowledge of knowing what type of job I wanted and didn't want.
That I wanted to work with people and not be stuck in a office for the
day. I remember our residential that we went on to Newcastle and
when they were doing First Aid and I had to show them the correct
way to do the sling. I progressed onto college then I cared for my
mother for a couple of years. After this I went back to college and
studied Social Care Studies and now I’m currently working on STEP as
CE worker. I'm progressing on to a high level of study in the coming
weeks. My plan is to return to college and get a job I enjoy doing.
STEP is a great opportunity if you get the chance to do the
programme, as it has various options and is a stepping stone to
progress on to employment or education.
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Daniel Reck
Centre Ballincollig YMCA
2010

I met the tutors for a chat to discuss a place as I was out of work, not
doing anything with my life, I felt it was something I could manage.
My memories of STEP are that it was a very positive, supportive, fun
environment. Nice tutors and additional supports to meet my needs.
STEP was much more relaxed and I was able to get feedback and
improve my marks. Also it was not a teacher student dynamic where I
was given out to but a much more equal supportive role of the tutors.
During the course I got my confidence back for sure and good support
going forward in further education. The practice and ability in doing
assignments, being a part of a group comfortably was great. After
STEP I went to UCC part time at night for 2 years, although I was
terrified and didn't think I belonged in UCC. I completed that course
which helped me develop my abilities and confidence further. I then
did a full time time degree in UCC for 3 years in Youth and Community
Work which I really enjoyed. I now work with young people in
residential care and have started a Masters part time in Play Therapy
and Psychotherapy which I am really enjoying. My plans for the future
are to continue to work with young people and children and be a Play
Therapist in a few years. I needed something that suited me that was
not too challenging and supported me as I had zero confidence.
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Ashling Dinneen
Centre Cobh YMCA
2010

I left school at a young age without any qualifications - I had been
parenting and working part time and I'd lost my confidence after
being at home so long and needed help finding my path. On STEP I
remember taking part in the Mini-Marathon, doing Fundraisers, going
snorkelling and a lot of laughs! I didn't do STEP until I was 24 and I
found STEP was more relaxed an environment and there was more
one to one support. I definitely gained confidence, as well as
qualifications, friends and experience. All of the programme was fun
in my memory. I really just feel that STEP pointed me in the right
direction. I went on to do a Healthcare Assistant traineeship at Level
6 which ran for a year, from there I signed up with a company and
started Home Help, working with elderly in their own homes, which
lasted for 3 years. My first experience of Care Work was when I was on
STEP. I spoke with James about going to the Park Road Day Centre as
he recommended it after we did a session on “What sort of career we
wanted”, and so I did my work experience there. That was my first
time working with the elderly and now it's my career and I really
enjoy my work. I have my career path on track, I got married, I have
children. I remember we had to write a letter to ourselves when we
were on STEP about what we hoped to achieve and I think I've
achieved all of that now! I would say to anyone GO FOR IT, best
decision I ever made.
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Michelle Cremin
Centre Cork YMCA
2010

I came to STEP as I wanted to complete my education. I have
wonderful memories of STEP and a lot of gratitude towards staff for
always believing in me and encouraging me when I felt I couldn't
complete my modules. I went on to get my Full Award and
Distinctions to boot! I have brilliant memories of traveling to Dublin
with TJ and taking part in a Youth Conference where I presented to
and spoke with Government Ministers on the needs of young people,
that was a great confidence booster. STEP I feel, caters to the
individual, unlike school. On the programme I learned a huge deal
about myself, I gained a lot of confidence and I was also lucky enough
to avail of the wonderful counselling service the YMCA provided.
STEP has changed my life both physically and mentally. I am now
well equipped for life's challenges and have dealt with the past, I am
now able to move on in a healthier manner making better decisions
for myself and kids. Now I am rearing my family and am working in
Childcare. I would say to anyone thinking about STEP go for it! It will
change your life.
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Colin Murphy
Centre Cork YMCA
2011 & 2012
STEP was actually recommended by an old contact of mine.
Surprisingly, a lot of my memories aren't actually of the daily course,
but instead they are of the help and support I received from the staff. I
was a two time attendee, where the second attendance was as an
assistant as I had completed my work the prior year. My experience of
school was relatively poor, I quickly became the class clown once I
realised school was hierarchical and less about open debate and
discussion. Hiking up mountains, paintballing, water activities are all
great memories. Witnessing the endless hours put in by staff after
standard working hours to ensure the students assignments were
marked and their work experience arranged helped me to become
dedicated, have willpower and how to keep moving forward.
Following STEP, I moved on to college and eventually moved to the
UK in 2015. Since moving to the UK, I’ve worked in two companies as
a software engineer, the second being the long lasting career which is
also my current workplace. Currently I am a team/technical leader and
senior software engineer at TransUnion UK. I now want to progress
my career further. I’d say to someone thinking about STEP make the
most of it, believe in yourself, most importantly realize that if you
want your life to go somewhere then you must get it there. My life
was in a relatively bleak place, but following STEP I am now a team
leader of a software development team in an organisation of 10,000
people.
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Brid Murphy
Centre Bantry YMCA
2011

I found a supportive staff with great, innovative ideas. This is really
where I learned so much about adult education in Ireland. There is a
truly holistic approach in the programme. STEP is very focused on the
learner and the course content closely reflects the learner. It was a
steep learning curve for me but I learned facilitation, communication,
assessment and leadership skills. Plenty of funny memories from my
time in Bantry - not sure they are for repeating! Since leaving STEP I
am working in Adult Education.
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Tara Kenneally
Centre Bantry YMCA
2011

I chose to do STEP to further my education and through this I made
friends, found my true self and my ability to learn.
STEP was
different to school as it had a laid back approach and learning about
the real world. From attending I was able to go on to attend college.
My main memory of STEP was all of it. I loved it and didn't want to
leave. When I left I got into College doing a Diploma and then BA
Degree. I had very little education prior to STEP but they believed
that I was well able for University. My plans now are to become a
social care worker and go on to do my Masters in Social Work. I would
say to someone thinking about STEP, go for it. This programme is
amazing and completely changed my life!
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Jessica Delaney
Centre Cork YMCA
2011

I chose STEP because I was lost and couldn't even sit at an interview.
I was so nervous and I had zero to no confidence and I needed help
and direction. In STEP nobody is left out because we're taught from
day one to "treat others how you'd like to be treated". The tutors
genuinely care about you, you're not just a number. I can't put into
words how much it changed my life, I can talk in big crowds, I've
travelled the world alone and met so many friends along the way and
I've been in jobs that I always thought were out of my reach. STEP
taught me that I can do anything once I work hard and believe in
myself and I'll be forever grateful. I gained happiness, strength,
confidence, understanding, positive mind frame and life long friends.
On finishing the course I worked in a couple of jobs, until I finally
found the job where I genuinely never felt happier. Working with
paints, I started to grow and became comfortable giving advice on
colours. My boss asked me to start an Interior Design course so I did.
But I was faced with another huge dream of mine, to travel, so I did. I
travelled for almost three years and now I'm only after returning. I
landed myself a job today in a huge company, My plans are to stay
focused and to challenge myself each and everyday. I’d say to anyone,
do you want to be the best you can be? Well STEP is the place for you.
25

Philip Molloy
Centre Cobh YMCA
2012

I wanted the ECDL and a routine from STEP. When I applied for STEP
I was in limbo between school and my hoped for career in the Navy. I
was brutal on computers, and the opportunity to do the ECDL caught
my eye. I wasn't selected for the course after the first interviews but I
asked to be kept in mind if anyone pulled out, and to my luck
someone did and I got the place. On STEP you were treated like an
adult, it wasn't like being in school. We were treated well and not
judged. I got on with everyone, including a fella I used to fight with in
school, but in STEP it was different. How so many different people
could work together and develop such a good relationship surprised
me and STEP gave me another perspective and taught me that despite
differences and different backgrounds, that you can get along. I made
good friends, friends for life, which was something I was not
expecting. My funny memories are the badger song! (*editor/coordinators’
note: a particularly mindless and annoyingly repetitive youtube song! ) Bouncing around at
lunch times, having the craic. Also, the sharing personal things! It was
awkward at the start, but towards the end we were very open with
each other. I joined the Navy, did a 2 year cadetship, then a 3 year
Level 8 Nautical Science degree. I’m now serving as Military assistant
to the Flag Officer Commanding the Naval Service (FOCONS).
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Jessica Mullins
Centre Cork YMCA
2012

I chose to apply to STEP as I failed my leaving cert and I had a family
member and friends that had completed the course. I have so many
memories of STEP that I could probably write a book. Between our
day trips out to building a boat as part of our teamwork course and
being picked to go to Moldavia. In STEP you are actually treated like
an individual and not just another person in a class. I think I mainly
gained more confidence and outgoing and I now have no problem
going up and starting a conversation with somebody. Since leaving
STEP I completed a year in Cork College of Commerce doing business
studies. Then I went to work in Smyths Toys, Kinsale Road in the
Nursery/Baby Department. I have become Head of the Department
and am being sent to England to become a trainer. The bigger goal
for me would be one day to own and run my own nursery store. I’d
say to someone considering STEP to just do it. It will be an
experience you will never forget. You will have brilliant memories and
great opportunities to learn or develop your skills.
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Chris Russell
Centre Cobh YMCA
2012

My memories of STEP would be working and learning in a comfortable
environment - being treated as an individual, in small group sizes. If
someone had an issue, they had time to help, to listen and be patient
with us, rather than say in school, where we were one of 30 in a class.
There wasn't as much pressure; same level of work was required but I
felt at ease and able to do it at my pace with the help of the tutors.
My confidence grew. I discovered a bit of belief and pride in myself.
I'm a different person now and believe that STEP helped me. I also
got a sense of achievement - I got 35 points in my Leaving and it was
my own fault but doing STEP gave me back belief in myself. Some
funny memories, yes; once I did the Leap of Faith! I gave a load of
abuse out as I went off the edge! James had a bit of a heart attack
over us setting an Air Horn off once, or twice....or more! I got a job as a
kitchen porter in the Titanic but I wanted a career in the forces and
applied for the Navy - James and Kate gave me a mock interview and I
got in. I’ve been in the Navy for 2½ years now, trained in GMDSS Global Maritime Distress Signalling System (using Morse code with
flags, lights, sounds, encryption systems). To anyone considering STEP
I'd say 100% thumbs-up; great programme that teaches a lot more
than what the modules say - it's about the real world.
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Tamara Laird
Centre Donegal YMCA
2014

The ETB Advisor suggested STEP for me. I really enjoyed the
modules, the activities and the trips away. STEP was different - it had
a relaxed environment, smaller groups and approachable staff. A
funny memory of STEP was on our last day our group all sat on the
table to get a group picture and the table broke mid way through the
picture... a lot of funny memories from STEP. From my module in
Career Planning I decided I would like a career in the Healthcare
Sector. After STEP I then went on to complete my FETAC Level 5 in
Healthcare Support and qualified with a merit as a Care Assistant. My
dream now is to continue my education and become a nurse. I would
100% recommend STEP. I would do it again if i could. The support
and encouragement from the staff is great. I hated going to school but
I woke up every morning looking forward to going to STEP.
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Shaun Morrison
Centre Cobh YMCA
2014

Applying to STEP I felt that I had nowhere else to turn at that time. I
had failed the Leaving Cert and the YMCA in Cobh was the only way
to go for me. I remember making new friends and overcoming
challenges, things that I would never have done were it not for STEP!
In the programme they treat you like an adult and respect you. You
give them the respect because they give you respect. I definitely got
more confidence from doing STEP. I got it from talking in front of big
groups, even just the 10 of us, and especially doing formal
presentations. I loved doing the movie, Dining with Disaster; it was a
comedy Cobh version of Come Dine with Me. I still tell people to this
day about it, and it’s still online. So being included in the making of
the STEP movie with everyone in the group was fun. I went on to do a
course in Cork College of Commerce and I’ve nearly done the first
year. I hope then to progress on to CIT. My hopes for now are just to
be happy doing whatever I’m doing. I’d say to someone think about
STEP Do it! Don't hold back, if you have no qualifications or anything
or need something for that CV, then this is the course for you: a
stepping stone to the career you want and great staff to support you.
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Kiara McNally
Centre Ballincollig YMCA
2016

I finished school early at 17 and I didn't know what I wanted to do.
One of my friends suggested the STEP course. STEP was different from
school because it was smaller numbers, the tutors were different and
the classes suited me for what I needed. I matured a lot and found my
passion for life through the many supports that the STEP offered me.
One highlight was rafting and paintballing. Being outdoors with my
group really brought us together, we bonded through team games and
activities. I took part in a Youth Exchange to Iceland and so many
memories were made on that trip; the class banter and the outings.
Since 2015 I have been volunteering at YMCA PAKT groups, I finished
my first course in Youthwork which involved psychology and
criminology. Currently I’m living in Greenhill YMCA where I am
receiving further training. I hope to be an outdoor instructor by 2020.
After that: college to become a qualified Youth Worker.. To someone
starting I would say for them to take hold of that opportunity to be
supported as a young adult because it is all set up for your benefit.
Many great things can come from being part of the YMCA STEP.
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Killian Derwin
Centre Ballincollig YMCA
2016

I chose to do The STEP programme to keep myself occupied and it
turned out to be a great decision. My main memories of STEP are
meeting the tremendous staff and growing as a person. The
programme had its own unique way of teaching students about
learning. I gained the confidence to move forward with my life and to
discover my goals and aspects. My fond memory of STEP was working
with Sharon the Coordinator. At present I'm happy in a full time job at
the moment. I hope to maintain a happy and healthy relationship
with my family and to fulfil my potential as a person. I’d say to give
STEP a go even if you don't have an understanding of the course. You
must try first to understand if it's for you or not. Either way the staff
will help you progress further in life.
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Evan Fitzgerald
Centre Ballincollig YMCA
2016

I heard about the course from a friend who previously did it, and he
only had great words to say. I felt comfortable there right away!
Amazing people!! Everyone is so so kind and helpful. Was able to
have the laugh and learn together while meeting new people and
learning great life skills. Everyone involved in the YMCA really were
amazing, couldn't have asked for better staff to work with. I found it
much different to school, I never liked school and would never even
open a book, I came to STEP and I actually enjoyed learning because
there was a sense of fun and good atmosphere around it. We learned
much more practical stuff in life and how to cope in the future and
that benefited me a lot.
The programme gave me confidence,
maturity, experience, practical skills, life skills and coping skills.
Every day was a good day in our group, we always had the laugh even
with the teachers. There was a good bond between our group
everyone was close together. I went to Iceland on an Erasmus+
Exchange trip, which was an incredible experience and one that will
stay with me for life. I completed a course on Early Years and Special
Needs, however the course wasn't really for me so I decided to work
instead in the meantime. I am working, maintaining happiness and
good health. I would say to anyone think about STEP, do it 100%, you
won't regret it.
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Kenneth Sweeney
Centre Ballincollig YMCA
2016
I saw STEP advertised on Facebook oddly enough never knew it
existed! I arrived a little late but settled in Sharon, Kate, Kay and Tom
are a brilliant team. My best memory from STEP is the level of
support I received from the people there. Even when I was on the
brink of failing myself they refused to give up on me. I didn't believe
in magic but my life's in a different place now. For me being a little
older it helped me look at myself from different angles and allowed
me realise there was still lots of options. They build your confidence
and I’m still seeing results that I trace back to STEP. I'm now in
college studying cloud computing, working and living out in my own
place. I don't rely on anyone for anything. I really remember Sharon
speaking of me in such a position light at graduation it felt nice
knowing I had achieved something. I have also been blessed with a
child who's eight weeks old now and flying it. For me I need to keep
moving forward and get a job that supports my family properly and
make the best life possible for us . Acknowledge where I was accept it
and move away from that person and won't return there thanks to
STEP. I would say to anyone to be grateful you have been given a
place and that people are going to put this much effort into you. Use
your time efficiently because the year will fly. Appreciate your
mentors because they give a damn when not many did and enjoy
yourself most importantly.
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Erin Murray
Centre Cork YMCA
2016

I knew going through the educational system would be difficult for
me so I chose STEP. Learning isn't a problem with me, it was always
authority. I have a lot of memories of the YMCA and we continue to
create some every week. It is a place where I know I am welcomed at
for just being who I am. You're treated as an equal. Instead of looking
at our ages and lack of knowledge coming in, they see our potential
and capability. I gained a lot of confidence I can say within myself, I
never did public speaking and now, it's something that the YMCA Cork
make me do. When we were in Personal Development, we all learnt
each other's stories. Talking about hardships and struggles. You
empathise and sympathise with those people. I never talked about my
problems before coming into the YMCA. I was a firm believer in your
problems were your problems and no one else’s. They helped me to
be more open. I continued in the YMCA and did a Leaders in Training
course which was absolutely amazing but difficult. I hope to work in
the YMCA, I think you guys have an amazing outlook on youth work.
I’d say to someone thinking about STEP go for it! It is hard, I won't
deny that. It's hard getting up every day when some students are off
on mid term but, the reality of it is, if you want it, you'll get it. It's a
great course and the people are amazing.
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The late Barry Kelly

YMCA STEP ECDL Coordinator and past
participant 1975 – 2009

Barry began his involvement with the YMCA as a trainee on the YMCA
STEP programme in Ballincollig in 1989. His love for, and innate
skills in IT quickly came to the fore on the programme. He went on to
do an extended STEP programme which then led on to a Community
Employment placement with STEP. He furthered his studies with the
JEB Computer Teacher Training Diploma where he excelled in his
studies. He became the ECDL coordinator for the STEP team and was
held in high esteem by the Irish Computer Society who monitor the
ECDL programme. He was always given excellent ratings in STEP
programme trainee evaluations, validating his diligent approach to
teaching IT and always managing to bring out the best in the trainees.
He handled his illness with dignity and we can honestly say we never
heard him complain, even in his latter time with us when he had to
carry oxygen with him. Barry was somebody who always put others
first and was always ready to go that extra mile to help a trainee get
through a particular test. For his colleagues in the YMCA he was
always the first port of call when they had either software or hardware
problems, knowing that Barry would deal with it in an efficient and
helpful way.
He indeed made a difference to so many of his
colleagues and all the young people he taught on the STEP
programme. It was a privilege to know Barry. He displayed great
patience and inspired hope in all he came in contact with.
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YMCA STEP Staff 1988-2018
National
Coordinators
Stephen Turner
Cesca Tyrrell
Tom Kent
Cork City STEP
Kieran Beville
Jim Power
Sue Pearmain
Mark Hanratty
Philip Grant
David Coomey
Roger Earl
Paddy
Dwyer
Harrington
Lorraine Browne
Aine O’Callaghan
Kay O’Regan
Patricia Dempsey
Catherine Leahy
Ita O’Regan
Martin O’Sullivan
Eileen McBride

Ballincollig STEP
Anna Moore
Tony Curling
Helen Jary
Barry Kelly
Sharon O’Connell
Bantry & Bandon
STEP
Eric McNally
Keith Kingston
Fizz Collingwood
Sinead Lyons
Trisha Burke
Fran Kelly
Brid Murphy
Jenny Browne
Cobh STEP
James Bilson
Kate Damery
Mike Forde
Dublin STEP
Martha Young
Claire Connolly
Lorraine Cusack
Peter Lee
Shanette Budhai

Siobhan McNulty
Anima Ganguly
David Hogarty
Aoife Foley
Donegal STEP
Noel McHale
Mary Strain
Stewart Morris
Kathleen
Gallagher
Maureen Leppard
Jo Boden
Carol Baxter
Bernie Wilson
Belfast/
Carrickfergus
Geraldine Stinton
Mark Hammond
Ros Stirling
Jeff Whitcroft
Sam McCarthy
Karen
Witherspoon
Malcolm Morgan
West Dublin STEP
Harriet Oxley
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