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Colophon 
 

This is a publication of Don Bosco Youth-Net ivzw.  Don Bosco Youth-Net ivzw is an international 

network of Salesian youth work offices and youth organizations which work in the style of don 

Bosco. 

 

The international secretariat of Don Bosco Youth-Net ivzw is financially supported by the European 

Commission, through its „Youth in Action‟-programme.  This programme supports youth projects 

and organizations involved in the field of non-formal education in Europe and the rest of the world.   

 

 

 

This publication reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held 

responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 
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“Few words and a lot of action ...” 
 

Don Bosco Youth-Net is a part of the worldwide Don Bosco Movement.  This movement is based 

on the legacy of its founder: Don Bosco.  Don Bosco developed an educational system based on a 

dialogue between the Christian tradition and the needs of the society he was living in.  It is this 

educational system which still connects all people active in the Don Bosco Movement today; Don 

Bosco‟s working style is our common denominator. 

But the present-day society is different than that of Don Bosco‟s time.  A new sociological 

perspective of mankind and the differences between cultures within the Don Bosco Movement1 

demand for a contemporary translation of the system2.  In order to do so we need to position Don 

Bosco Youth-Net within the current society and also within the current Don Bosco Movement.  

Afterwards we can present Don Bosco Youth-Net‟s working style by focussing on 3 key elements: 

the themes of youth work Don Bosco Youth-Net is active in, the way we use the model of the 

“Oratory” as a method to structure our projects, and the style of work of the educators involved in 

our network. 

This document aims at defining the work we do, and how we do it.  This is a challenging job for 

several reasons. On the one hand people involved in the Don Bosco Movement are more used to 

working through the system rather than defining it - Don Bosco‟s statement that in assisting, 

educators should use “few words and a lot of action ...”3 only strengthens this tradition.  On the 

other hand people from outside the Don Bosco Movement are asking what we are doing and in 

which manner it is different than that of others.  Therefore we wrote this document in a style which 

we hope will be understandable for both.4 

                                                
1
 R. MEUS, Don Bosco Youth-Net’s identity as an International Don Bosco Youth Organisation, pg. 21-22. 

2
 Since the Salesian General Chapter of 1978, the Salesian provinces are encouraged to make this translation in 

the form as a ‘pedagogical concept’ which fits their working reality. 
3
 G. BOSCO, De ‘Algemene artikelen’ van het ‘Reglement voor de huizen’, pg. 27, 29. 

4
 This document is inspired by the article of J.M PETITCLERC, Het preventief system in een geseculariseerde 

wereld, which is based on a lecture he gave at the XXII Colloquio Internazionale sulla Vita Selesiana in Krakow, 
August 2001. 
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A man who started a Movement5 
 

Giovanni Bosco was born to a poor farmer‟s family on the 16th of August 1815 in Becchi, a small 

village in Northern Italy‟s countryside near the city of Turin.  This was a turbulent period in 

European history; it was the time of the rise and fall of the Napoleonic Empire and the industrial 

revolution. 

 

Turin was in the middle of this turbulence.  The Napoleonic wars consumed tens of thousands of 

Italian men.  The Council of Vienna divided Italy again into smaller states, resulting in a 50 years 

period of political instability and more wars.  People fled from the countryside to the city in search 

for a better life in the factories.  Under the minimal industrial legislation the living conditions were 

hard: exploitation of the working class, child labour, bad housing, high crime rates, overcrowded 

prisons, high level of illiteracy were a daily reality. 

 

After his ordination in 1841, Don Bosco moved to Turin to continue his studies.  Part of his work as 

a priest was to visit the prisons around Turin, where he was confronted with young boys being 

imprisoned together with serious criminals.  In the streets he met homeless boys roaming around 

aimlessly, most of whom were unable to find work, and those that could were generally doing so in 

terrible conditions.  Don Bosco was profoundly touched by the circumstances the boys were living in 

and decided to dedicate himself to their wellbeing. 

 

Not everyone approved of the idea of a priest dedicating his ministry to working with street children.  

Don Bosco was offered the choice – to continue with his vocation as a priest or to continue his 

work with the boys.  He chose the latter.  This was not an easy decision to make because it led to 

his dismissal from the Church, leaving him without housing, without promotion prospects or, indeed, 

much of a future or an income.  He chose to live his life on the streets like the boys he was working 

with. 

 

The core of his work was done in the “Oratory”.  The oratory started as a kind of Sunday school 

where Don Bosco would meet boys from the street for worship, a breakfast and catechesis.  

Gradually the oratory developed into a youth centre, which was the combination of a boarding 

house, a school, a playground and a church. 

 

The development process from this “ad hoc-structured” Sunday school to the “formal-structured” 

youth centre is a good example of his pragmatic approach to reality: 

 

The boarding house grew out of the need of orphans looking for a shelter. It was important for him 

was that the boys would not only find a shelter, but also a home in the oratory.  By offering 

vocational training, such as cobbling or tailoring, the boys learned a trade and could earn a honest 

living.  Don Bosco identified playing as essential to the development of the boys.  This is why in the 

oratory many activities were done for the boys to enjoy themselves, ranging from playing games to 

                                                
5
 The majority of this chapter is based on the 1979’ biographies ‘Don Bosco’ of T. BOSCO and ‘Saint John Bosco. 

The priest, the man, the times’ written by W.R. AINSWORTH. 
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developing theatre and wind orchestras.  As a Catholic priest Don Bosco used worship, catechesis 

and confession to teach the boys to become good Christians. 

 

A vital part of this fourfold pattern was balance.  No child was pushed to pursue one thing at the 

expense of the other.  If he saw a person was constantly in Church and never in the playground, he 

was concerned.  If a young person was regularly alone and did not feel at home with the rest of the 

group, he wanted to find out why.  If someone was always studying and not spending time with his 

friends,  he would talk to his teachers to balance things up.  Don Bosco used this fourfold approach 

to young people as a way of seeing into their world.6 

 

Over the years, through working in the oratories he had set-up, Don Bosco developed a pedagogical 

approach to work with the boys which he called the „preventive system‟.  The system Don Bosco 

propagates is to prevent dysfunctional behaviour by a pro-active encouragement of young people, so 

there is no need to enforce authority.  The key element in the system was the constant presence of 

the educators amongst the boys.7  The preventive system is based, as Don Bosco calls it, on the 

triad: reason – religion – loving kindness. 

 

Of course all this work could not be done alone.  First it was his family, friends and the elder boys 

who helped run the oratories.  When the work was growing too big, the congregation of the 

„Salesians‟ was founded.  The expansion to girls came with the establishment of the order of „Salesian 

Sisters‟.  Over the years many lay people from different social classes helped out as well.  They were 

eventually organised by the establishment of the „Salesian Co-operators‟.  Also geographically the 

movement started to expand: France, Spain, Argentina and elsewhere.   

 

When Don Bosco died on the 31st of January 1888, the Don Bosco Movement was only just starting.  

In the following hundred years, 2600 houses of the Salesians and Salesian Sisters would open all over 

the world. 

                                                
6
  GARDNER, B., Salesian Skills in working with the Young, pg 1. 

7
 G. BOSCO, Het preventief systeem in de opvoeding van de jeugd, pg.61. & G. BOSCO, Twee brieven uit Rome – 

mei 1884, pg. 44-45. 
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21st Century, a new context8 
 

As societies in different parts in the world differ so much, we first need to set a boundary.  Although 

our work does not stop at European borders, Don Bosco Youth-Net is aware that it is a network 

consisting of European organisations.  In order to continue it is therefore necessary to translate Don 

Bosco‟s work to this new context. 

 

The modernisation of European society, which began during Don Bosco‟s time continues nowadays, 

the pace of much of which has quickened in today‟s society: globalisation, secularisation, 

individualisation, migration. Because of globalisation and migration, societies have become more and 

more multicultural. Many more nationalities and religions have been mixing living together compared 

with earlier days. Don Bosco often met people of other denominations himself though, and in those 

contacts, he always showed respect. 

 

Despite the differences between our time and Don Bosco‟s days, the questions young people are 

struggling with are still largely the same as the questions that young people put forward in Don 

Bosco‟s days: What am I doing here? What is the use of my life? What are my skills and abilities? 

What do I think is of value? For what projects do I want to work?  Don Bosco organisations try to 

offer young people a place where they can help them to discover answers to these questions. 

 

Another similarity to Don Bosco‟s time is that there are still many young people who are on the 

margins of society: the homeless, young offenders, asylum seekers and others. Young people who do 

not get the opportunities that others have, or who are looking for meaning in this affluent society. 

Don Bosco educators still work for this group of young people put in underprivileged positions, in 

the same way as the Don Bosco educators 150 years ago.   

 

Not only is Don Bosco‟s wish to help young people in disadvantaged positions still alive, but also the 

system he used, his method of working and his attitude to life. Don Bosco educators still feel 

themselves inspired by this method, which is continued not because of tradition, but because it is still 

relevant and it still works. Nowadays, many basic principles of Don Bosco‟s educating ideas can also 

be found again in social or pedagogic developments, and in views, as „problem-oriented working‟, 

„prevention work‟, starting a dialogue on „values and standards‟, „stimulating social responsibility‟ and 

„looking for the inner motivation of children and young people.‟  Therefore the Don Bosco method 

of working is also „of this time‟ in the 21st century. 

                                                
8
 This chapter is an adapted version of the second chapter of C. MERCKEN’s Charter for Don Bosco educators. 
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The Don Bosco Movement and Don Bosco 

Youth-Net 
 

The current Don Bosco Movement is built on 2 pillars:  The 

first pillar is the Salesian Family.  The Salesian Family consists 

of 23 different groups9.  The Salesians (Brothers), the 

Daughters of Mary Help of Christians (Sisters), the Co-

operators (Lay helpers) and the Past-pupils are just a few 

examples.  The second pillar is made of the Don Bosco 

works.  These are organisations which work with young 

people.  There are close links between the Salesian Family and 

the Don Bosco works because many of the works are 

connected to the houses of the Salesian Family.  There is also 

a methodological link between both -  Don Bosco‟s style of 

working with young people. 

 

Don Bosco Youth-Net is a network of Don Bosco Works, connected to the Salesians.  To clarify our 

position it is necessary to focus on how the Salesians are structured: 

 

Worldwide the Salesian structure is divided into 

8 regions, the regions into 98 Provinces and the 

Provinces into 1873 Houses.  Throughout these 

houses live 16645 Salesians. 

 

The head of the structure is the General 

Directorate, with its president the Rector 

Mayor.  The General Directorate is divided into 

5 working areas: Economy, Missions, 

Communication, Youth Ministry and Formation.  

These working areas are managed through head 

offices, which are responsible for the follow-up 

towards the provinces. 

                                                
9
 A full overview of all members of the Salesian Family can be found on www.sdb.org. 

Young  
People 

Salesian Family 

Don Bosco Works 

General  

Directorate 

Regions 

Houses 

Provinces 

Local 

Works 

International  

networks 

http://www.sdb.org/
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Like the scheme further shows, the Salesians are connected with local Don Bosco works.  The 

international networks communicate mainly on the level of the regions and the General Directorate.  

At the moment there are 4 main networks: 

 

1. PGS – International: international network of sport clubs connected to Don Bosco schools 

and youth centres. 

2. Don Bosco Network: international network of Development NGO‟s. 

3. Don Bosco International: international network for communication and advocacy work. 

4. Don Bosco Youth-Net: international network for non-formal youth work. 

 

All the networks were created for practical reasons.  Worldwide, there are many Don Bosco works 

as the scheme below illustrates.  Such a size offers many opportunities to work together and learn 

from each other, but without a formal structure it is difficult to do so.  Therefore the international 

networks were started-up to coordinate the cooperation within specific fields of work. 

 

Working areas10 Works Beneficiaries 

Oratories & youth centres 1.325 479.400 

Schools 961 857.847 

Professional agricultural schools 520 167.226 

Boarding hostels 448 39.471 

Parishes & missions 1.902 14.147.121 

Works of Social promotion 564 456.802 

Social communication 1.283 / 

Provincial services 527 / 

Vocational orientation 266 5.100 

Formation of Salesians 219 3.149 

 

                                                
10

 These numbers are taken from the SDB website: www.sdb.org.  Statistics are relative and need a continued 
updating.  In 2008 the Salesians will hold their next General Chapter where they will publish new statistics. 

http://www.sdb.org/
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The Don Bosco style for Don Bosco Youth-Net 
 

In the previous chapter we mentioned that it is the working style of Don Bosco which unites the 

Don Bosco Movement.  At the same time we need to differentiate approaches within this style: 

working with street children in Africa creates different needs in approach compared with offering 

formal education in a secondary school in Europe.  When the setting is different, the goals are 

different and the approach needs to be adapted. 

 

Themes 
 

Don Bosco Youth-Net is an international network of Don Bosco youth work organisations.  Within 

youth work we focus on following themes: 

 Non-formal education:  The Don Bosco Movement has been utilising non-formal methods for 

education since the days of Don Bosco.  Don Bosco Youth-Net is part of this tradition.  In all our 

projects there is an element of learning in a playful way.  The goal of all our projects is to assist 

young people in their growth towards a full person and a conscious participant of society. 

 

 Voluntarism:  Volunteers are catering for young people in all our partner organisations.  Don 

Bosco Youth-Net strengthens this practice by creating opportunities for volunteers on an 

international level.  Furthermore we help with youth work development.  By creating 

opportunities where our partners can exchange experiences and good practice, we support those 

partners who are just starting up or are looking for answers to the challenges they are 

confronted with. 

 

 Social Inclusion:  Working with young people coming from disadvantaged backgrounds was the 

origin of the Don Bosco Movement.  All our partner organisations are working locally with this 

target group.  Within the network we exchange this expertise through study visits, seminars and 

publications.  Our international volunteers go to work in street children projects in development 

countries.  We try to lower the barriers to participation in our international activities as best as 

we can, so the young, and the disadvantaged especially, can better participate. 

 

 Participation:  Our organisational structure is constructed in such a way we ensure young are 

being included on all levels of our organisation.  It is young people who govern the decision 

making bodies, it is young people who set-up and manage our international projects, it is young 

people who train other young people to become involved in our network, ...   
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The Oratory criterion11 
 

As mentioned in the first chapter, the oratory was the main place of work for Don Bosco.  The 

combination of a home, a school, a playground and a church made the oratory a safe learning 

environment for the young people Don Bosco was working with.  The oratory became the 

foundation of Don Bosco‟s youth work, and has been used ever since in the Don Bosco Movement. 

 

Over the years the “Oratory” was abstracted into a model called the “Oratory criterion”.  This 

model makes it possible to adapt for use on different levels of work.  The idea of this model is that 

the 4 places of the oratory always need to be present and balanced in Don Bosco youth work, 

but they can be translated to the needs of the situation. 

 

For example, within Don Bosco Youth-Net we use the Oratory criterion to organise our activities.  

First of all we make sure that everyone feels at home.  When the participants of an international 

meeting feel at ease, this will improve the working atmosphere.  Secondly we see every activity as a 

learning experience, offering training adapted to the type of activity.  Thirdly we make sure there are 

enough informal moments, so the participants can have a chat or play a game, in short: to have fun 

together.  Finally, we make sure there is time and space available to reflect, to pray, to come to 

silence. 

 

Oratory 
(4 places) 

Oratory criterion 
(Don Bosco Youth-Net) 

Values 
(Educational goals) 

Home A place of their own Freedom 

School A place to learn Responsibility 

Playground A place to play Solidarity 

Church A place of sense Meaning 

 

We also use the Oratory criterion on an educational level:  young people themselves are responsible 

for their development.  This development is stimulated by communicating with people around them 

(other young people and adults) and by critically reflecting the world they are living in.  This process 

of growth is stimulated for all, (whether as an organisation, as a volunteer, as an educator, or a 

trainer) by focussing on 4 values we set as educational goals.  The values are symbolically linked to 

the four places of the Oratory criterion. 

 

Freedom ... a place of their own  
 

Young people need a place “of their own”, where they feel at home and where they get the necessary space 

to be themselves, to express their feelings and to shape their own personality. 

 

                                                
11

 This section of the document is largely based on the third chapter of ‘In dialoog met Don Bosco.  Een 
opvoedingsproject’, in a translation by our Belgian partner organization Jeugddienst Don Bosco vzw.  Their text 
has been used in the past as a basis for training sessions and representations on Don Bosco style. 



 

 

The Don Bosco style for Don Bosco Youth-Net 

  

 

15 

Young people are dynamic people who develop themselves into an integral and unique person.  This 

presupposes a growth in personal freedom though - they want to acquire freedom, even if they 

haven‟t got immediately an ideal in view. Young people must be afforded the necessary space and 

means to do this, how this is done is dependent on the society they are living in. 

This entails a double challenge: on one hand to support young people in their integration into the 

society, on the other hand to let them be critically-constructive towards this society. 

 

Responsibility ... a place to learn 
 

Young people need a place ” to learn”, where they get the space or opportunity to enhance their skills and 

knowledge, where they learn to assume the responsibility for the surrounding reality, where they become 

capable of  playing  their part in society in a constructive way. 

 

Freedom without boundaries is the biggest lack of freedom whilst responsibility creates the correct 

balance.  That‟s why young people should get the opportunity to exercise responsibility in very 

concrete situations, adapted to their age and the already acquired skills. 

By taking up responsibility, young people are challenged to shape the social context and at the same 

time to stand up against unjust systems, poverty and oppression. 

 

Solidarity ... a place to play 
 

Young people need a place “to play”, where they can meet their peers, can talk and discuss openly, build and 

maintain relations with others, where they can accept solidarity and can organise and experience things 

together. 

 

Young people do not stand alone in life.  They should get the chance to experience solidarity, so they 

can integrate it into their lives.  This solidarity should not be limited to their own peer group, but 

needs to be opened towards a broader society. 

 

Meaning ... a place of sense 
 

Young people need a place “of sense”, where young people may find it possible to search for their raison 

d‟être, for meaning in their lives. 

 

A lot of young people are looking for „sense‟ in their life, to see who they can be and what they can 

mean for the broader world they are living in.  That is why it is extremely important to let them feel 

and let them search for what is valuable in their lives, for what they are standing for, for how they 

make their lives meaningful. It is important to help young people qualify their identity concerning the 

core problems of life and of living together. 
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Assistance12 
 

In the historical overview the educational system of Don Bosco was identified as “the Preventive 

System”.  Within this system, the approach of the educator is of the uppermost importance.13 The 

preventive system stands or falls by the manner in which it is implemented by the educator.  

Therefore the concept of “assistance” can be defined as the working style of a Don Bosco educator. 

 

Before continuing, it is important to define the meaning of educator.  Within Don Bosco Youth-Net, 

everyone who has the responsibility to cater for young people is considered as an educator.  He or 

she can be paid staff or volunteer; he or she can be a young person or an adult. 

 

A Don Bosco educator works within an “environment” shaped by the Oratory criterion.  This can be 

a physical place like a youth centre or a school, as well an activity like a training course or a voluntary 

service.  It will accommodate young people with a place for company and entertainment where they 

can explore values and beliefs, can look for the limits of their opportunities and where they are 

allowed to learn from their own mistakes by trial and error. 

 

Having defined the educator and his working environment, we can come to the core of the 

educators working style: the”Assistance” of young people”.  Within assistance the educator should 

have eye for the group as well as for the individual14, focusing on those young persons which need 

the most attention, without forgetting about the group15.  Attendance, reason and encouragement 

are 3 key elements in assistance: 

 

Attendance 
 

In the first place, attendance means to be actively present: the educator is among young people and 

takes parts in their daily life, during moments of education and reflection and during games.  

However, active attendance is not sufficient; the attitude is also important in this.  Often „small 

things‟ matter, such as to remember someone‟s name, to approach people and show interest. The 

major elements of attendance are: 

 

 Authenticity: Being an educator is not just a technique.  Young people will identify instantly if an 

educator is “playing a role” or is being authentic.  Only with this honest approach to education, 

will young people accept an educator. 

 

 Trust: An educator trusts the young people to be able to build their own future.  This growth of 

trust is a two-way process though – with the young person becoming able to trust in the 

educator, and hopefully to learn to trust in others too. Such trust is often fragile, and so the 

educator should consciously protect it, because it can also be a solid basis for education. 

                                                
12

 This section of the document is largely based on  the fourth chapter of  ‘In dialoog met Don Bosco.  Een 
opvoedingsproject’ and the third chapter of C. MERCKEN’s Charter for Don Bosco educators. 
13

 G. BOSCO, Het preventief systeem in de opvoeding van de jeugd, pg. 59. 
14

 R. BIESMANS, Assistentie, de essentie van het preventief systeem, pg. 78-88. 
15

 G. BOSCO, De ‘Algemene artikelen’ van het ‘Reglement voor de huizen’, pg. 27-31. 
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 Approachable: An educator is not a supervisor, but an accessible and approachable person that 

associates with the young on equal terms and is able to bring something up in dialogue with 

them. 

 

 Concern: Without imposing himself, a Don Bosco educator is actively present at places where 

young people are.  You can only learn what really matters for young people, if you are among 

them and join in. 

 

 Sincere interest: A Don Bosco educator is sincerely interested in the happiness and the life of the 

young. They are happy when things go well and worry when things go less well. 

 

 Full of life: A Don Bosco educator is fond of being with young people and participates as fully as 

possible in their activities. 

 

 Unconditional: A Don Bosco educator is actively present without any conditions, does not attach 

conditions to the efforts of young people and does not expect that they owe him or her 

something, because he is educating or guiding them.  Young people are accepted as they are, 

broken and whole, and should know that will not be turned away when they make a mistake. 

 

Reason 
 

Don Bosco educators associate with young people in reason.  This means for instance, that they do 

not behave in an authoritative manner and do not decide on any overly harsh rules or sanctions.  It 

also means that they do not arouse false hopes, but indicate what they think is acceptable and why.  

They should approach young people with reason, explain clearly their motives and plans, be confident 

that young people can be reasonable and are able to bear responsibility themselves, and respect a 

young person and his or her opinion, even when it is a different one. 

 

Encouragement 
 

One of the major tasks of a Don Bosco educator is to encourage young people in their ongoing 

development.  This can be done by offering dynamic and creative programmes, or by offering a frame 

for a programme that the young complete themselves.  Delegating responsibility as much as possible, 

adapted to age and (required) skills, is an important aspect of encouragement. In this way, you show 

a young person that you trust him.  In fact, this applies not only to the young people we work with - 

Don Bosco educators are approached in this way too! 
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“Good Christians and Honest Citizens” 
 

Don Bosco‟s aim was to transform the disadvantaged young people he was working with into “Good 

Christians and Honest Citizens”.  But how to interpret this aphorism in the present-day reality of 

Don Bosco Youth-Net? 16 

 

Don Bosco‟s method stems from his religious education, his spirituality. Nowadays, not all Don 

Bosco educators work from a religious faith. However, this does not mean that the evangelical 

character of the Don Bosco method has disappeared; on the contrary, it lives on in the style of 

working, the personal encouragement and strengthening of each other. Don Bosco read the gospel 

from a certain point of view: that of a merciful God that does not let His people down. By dedicating 

himself to young people unconditionally, Don Bosco wanted to live the gospel.  

 

Compassion and an unconditional approach can still be found in Don Bosco projects. At the same 

time, the Don Bosco Movement shows respect for other religions and philosophies of life and it 

realises that every human being, irrespective of his view of faith or belief, struggles with spiritual 

questions, and looks for sources of inspiration. 

 

Citizenship is again a hot topic in national and international debates.  Don Bosco Youth-Net‟s 

approach towards this topic is empowering young people‟s access to real participation in society.  By 

participating they will develop active citizenship and ownership in society. 

 

An example for this is our method of involving international volunteers who are returning from their 

voluntary service in our structure and projects.  We offer them the chance to take on responsibility, 

and share their experiences with others through setting up own projects.  This is a strong act of 

citizenship, because they are able to give back something to the society they learned from. 

 

Therefore Don Bosco Youth-Net aims at making a difference for young people involved in our 

network, assisting them in their growth to a full person characterised by responsibility, shown by 

Unconditional Respect and Active Citizenship. 

                                                
16

 R. BIESMANS, Opvoedingsdoelen van Don Bosco, pg. 58-63. 
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