SOUND OUT – event notes 22 March 2006, Stratford Town Hall, Newham

Speakers: Robert Maragh – Head of Integrated Commissioning for Children and Young People, Newham PCT/Council; Mary Killick – Regional Development Worker and CAMHS Programme Lead; Terry Clark – Policy and Research Officer, Carnegie Young People Initiative; Joe Roberson – Young Persons Advocate/Headspace Project Lead Advocacy in Somerset; Dipti Morjaria – Children’s Right Manager, Newham; Barbara Herts – Director, Young Minds.
Hakim Shakur – a Newham Care Leaver, welcomed speakers. 

Robert Maragh introduced himself as the chair of the NELSHA Every Child Matters work programme. He acknowledged the innovative work in this area, but voiced the need for improvements in the quality of participation by children and young people. RM emphasised that SOUND OUT was a time to share what is happening in terms of participation for young people. Participation is not about just talking about involving children and young people in making decisions; it is about putting this into practice. There is still a lot to learn in this area, but good examples of practice are around to refer to. Increasing participation is a difficult matter to take forward, requiring serious consideration and examination of individual and group practice. RM emphasised his commitment to making it work, recalling his initial experiences of attempting to consult with children and young people. It requires taking risks and being flexible. What may appear to be solutions to adults are not necessarily what children and young people want. It is hard to maintain the space for learning within such performance-driven fields, but it is vital. Support and training, such as the Children’s Rights Training days, are key in this process. With these practical models of how to work, it is possible to start to make a difference.

Mary Killick followed with a North East London perspective on CAMHS. She introduced the self-assessment matrix – a subjective way of measuring CAMHS progress. The results from this cannot be compared, as they are self-assessed, but moderation meetings are held. It is used to target areas that need support. Participation is close to the London average, but could be improved and MK welcomed this event as a chance to address this. A CAMHS good practice toolkit is available to be downloaded from www.camhs.org.uk. MK mentioned some examples, including; ‘Investing in Children’ – similar to Investing in People; ‘Putting Participation into Practice – a Young Minds publication and the Young Londoners Network, run by Esther Orchard at GLA, which matches organisations who wish to consult, with children and young people who are available. YLN also collates participation work in terms of CAMHS. Young Minds has been commissioned by CAMHS to run training days that identify where organisations are in terms of involvement. They aim to have one participation-trained young person and one adult per borough. NELSHA is way ahead of the rest of London in terms of looking at this issue.  MK screened a DVD ‘You are not alone’ – a collaboration between young people, The Children’s Society and a professional filmmaker. It looks at how asking for help can be destigmatised.

Terry Clark introduced Participation Works – an online gateway launched in October 2005. It was developed in the hope that all children and young people should participate in decision-making, by sharing resources and promoting best practice. This was the first time that government, young people and the voluntary sector worked together to deliver a project. The site is primarily a search engine, being continuously developed. It covers UK-wide services, with policies for each area. An online survey ensures that the service works for children and young people. Health will be a future area of research for the project. The Participation Workers Network for England acts as a support for practitioners in the UK. It has developed nine regional networks that are accessible through the website (www.participationworks.co.uk). Carnegie generally works in the area of networking, to share experience and practice. The site includes 950 groups/individuals who work in the field. They share projects to avoid replicating work, looking at the pitfalls and successes. There are also regional catalyst events, working toward more meaningfully local structures rather than national ones. For instance, Lewisham has a Young Mayor and has offered advice to Cambridge, through their process of electing one. The Knowledge Hub underpins the site, searching through partner sites for information. Viewers can rate the relevancy of information. Case studies include aims, objectives and pitfalls for a project. Participation Works establish organisational standards, expanding ‘Hear by Right’ – a record of what’s changing in local authorities as a result of increasing participation. 27 studies are included as evidence of the impact of participation. Training resources are provided for those new to the field, along with space to submit your own findings to the site. TC showed the DVD ‘They help you get respect’ – a film including children and young people from all nine regions. Booklet and DVD can be downloaded from PWNE. 

Joe Roberson discussed how advocacy for children and young people can help them ‘come to voice’. He suggested that within this field a change of dynamics is required, with an examination of how power is shared. Advocacy is best delivered by independent organisations, even if funded by local authorities. It is not therapeutic, but a choice of where to go and who to ask for help. This choice brings empowerment to children and young people, being listened to on their own terms. JR emphasised the importance of young people feeling safe and going at their own pace. He highlighted the resilience and capacity of children and young people, with the abilities to challenge adult’s perceptions. Advocacy supports systemic change, with experiences becoming resources to pass on. It sends a positive message to young people that they can have a voice and cause change. Confidentiality holds issues for sharing good practice – in the past Advocacy have only been able to share practice with other organisations if those involved were at considerable risk. Engaging staff in what advocacy is about has also been a challenge. The Headspace Toolkit, for inpatients, was published by The Children’s Rights Alliance and the DfES, as part of the Ready, Steady Change materials. It includes simple, uncomplicated ways of involving children and young people, including encouraging young people to generate their own questions. JR previously found nothing written for children and young people around mental health that they could understand. Two young people were paid a monthly fee to work on the toolkit for eight months, deciding on the graphics, tools and language. A flexible arrangement was arrived at, around their needs. Consultations took place with those who had used the service, the council, a legal expert who interpreted issues around human rights (RC of Psychiatry), and other professionals. Toolkits are popular here and abroad and will be updated in three years. SCAP (working title) is an advocacy project for 6–18 year olds, in a partnership between Somerset and Cardiff. It will be an information and advice service for CAMHS and non-CAMHS users and set an example of how non-statutory advocacy can work. Adults will be in equal partnership with young people, developing a website and published materials. It will feed back to CAMHS and perhaps those working in schools etc. News of this will appear on the PW site.

Qu: Did you find yourself unpopular, challenging institutional ideas in this way?

JR: Yes. Then there was the issue of trying to balance advocacy as being neither too friendly nor standoffish – advocates must be independent, they are not friends.

Dipti Morjaria spoke of how her experience of participation grew from working with looked after children and listening to their needs. The Children and Young People’s Partnership Group and the Children’s Rights Reference Group were developed. From this, the Children’s Rights Group was developed, of which Hakim (Event Chair) was a founding member. A young parents group is now run and a disabled children’s forum, based in a school. Positive Vibes is a group for children and young people affected by HIV, that is both support and forum. Young People are active in six commissioning and planning groups. Young people recommended that social workers should all attend children’s rights training, so they now do. Young people also said that they needed counselling services rather than advocacy. This has been developed over two years, according to feedback, with referrals mostly taken from young people and by word-of-mouth. It is child-centred and goes at the individual’s own pace, covering a range of disciplines. It aims to help young people cope with a small part of their problems at any time, in a twelve-week service. Counselling is based in Connexions shops, which are used by young people already and is not labelled as counselling. All sessions are booked and are very busy. They aim for all assessments and referrals to be within one week. Developments include interest from the Young People’s Reference Group to focus on mental health. Quality of referrals are being examined, with relationships built up with those who refer to establish which areas of need can be met. Connexions is a good base, as it is in the community already.

Qu: Do you have a system where you can refer to specialist CAMHS?

DM: Yes, we have built up a relationship with those who refer. Counselling is open to all children and young people up to the age of 25 years.

Qu: Tiers service doesn’t make sense to those outside of CAMHS…

DM: Young people have said that they do not want a psychiatrist to talk to, or specialists, mostly they would like to chat to someone. Some people are not ready to talk intensively straight away… they can be referred on later.

JR: Most of the jump with advocacy is having someone to feed back to who is independent. Children’s Rights and advocacy often cross over.

QU: Is there space for young people to be trained to counsel each other?

DM: Yes, planned for next year. The Children’s Rights Training is a one-day course. It looks at the importance of listening to young people, and how professionals involve them in their work. 

Qu: How do you recruit young people?

DM: Many were working on existing programmes, or by word-of-mouth. Some ads placed through social services. Young people are paid in vouchers – £5 per hour. They are keen on having access to training and courses, often attending national consultation events. 

HS: Young people should not just come along to events for the incentives – they need to build up a relationship with the department they work with.

JR: Have to be even more flexible with young people with mental health issues. 

MK: How do you get started with Children’s Rights?

DM: Ask what young people want to do and support them in attending events. Children’s Rights workers must ensure that the views of young people are listened to and engaged with at those meetings. Notes and information must be available to them ahead of the meetings.

RM: Induction packs are being developed, for workers to go through with young people. Sometimes questions that young people have are not always suitable for a particular meeting – between the worker and young person a timetable must be shaped.

HK: An away day to Brighton looked at the issue from young peoples’ perspective: how can they respond if they don’t have the detail on the issues?

Qu: What sort of supervision should be given to a young person?

?: Adult must bring options and negotiate from there. Ask them what they want. Constant monitoring and setting boundaries. Working as peers.

Barbara Herts described how the Every Child Matters outcomes were key to those who worked around mental health issues. Emotional health and wellbeing now has an increased emphasis and it is agreed that mental health is an entitlement. Mental health services must be available from an early age, in more mainstream settings. Enabling parents to ask relevant questions is also key. Core principles for involving and engaging are included in ‘Learning to Listen’ (available from the DfES website) and can be applied to CAMHS. These are not just services, but ideas about treatment and care for mental health or social workers. Not just about consultation, but true engagement. The subject is being brought to life through drama, writing and art, stimulating children and young people. There are benefits of approaching the subject as The Children’s Trust has done – pooling budgets from health, social services and education to bring services to young people. A good example has been Hampshire Care Leavers based at Hampshire Council, who present ides to the council. Young Minds has been commissioned by the Children and Young People’s Services Commissioner to ask those in inpatient units what they think of their services. There is particular concern over 16/17 years olds and provision for them, along with the affects on mental health of bullying and learning disabilities. BH reiterated the many good resources out there that should not be endlessly replicated including work by ‘Investing in Children’ in Durham, ‘Hear by Right’ and ‘Hear our Voice’ and the work of Kathy Street. Culturally competent CAMHS services are needed, with a learning process of working locally. National standards are required for advocacy, especially with looked after children. Research must lead to change, with reports going back to young people about the outcomes of their participation. How CAMHS is being used needs to be addressed, with music and art proving to be ways of overcoming illness. Local authorities must be flexible in adapting services and all must have young people’s reference groups.

Robert Maragh summarised the mood of the event as ‘fun’ and ‘energising’. Many projects had been presented which showed good examples to work to, with useful further references to follow up. The issue of ‘choice’ recurred and now it was a matter of working toward providing choice. Many resources are available to Newham and north east London and how they are used needs to be addressed. As adults who have the power – how do we use this?

