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Foreword 

Children and Young People’s Services in Leicestershire are working to embed involvement within practice – our aim is that work in an inclusive and involving way with families sits at the core of our practice; that all of our practitioners and managers have a good understanding of the importance of all forms of involvement.

This strategy sits side by side with the Leicestershire Children’s Trust Active Involvement Strategy for Children and Young People.  We recognise the importance of working with whole families to ensure that the services we provide are the services that are needed.  We understand that the involvement of families is the best way to ensure this.  It is also acknowledged that sometimes there may be tension between the involvement of children and the involvement of their parent and carers – they might sometimes want different things – but that all times we must act in the best interests of the child and support families to achieve the best possible outcomes for their children.  Sometimes this will mean listening to children first.

Why Actively Involve Parents and Carers?
Everyone has a responsibility to listen, involve and respond to parents and carers in order to make services better tailored to needs, therefore achieving improved outcomes for children, young people and families.
In April 2009 a new legal “duty to involve
” came into force for local authorities and health.  This duty: 

· Requires local authorities to “embed a culture of engagement and empowerment. This means that authorities consider, as a matter of course, the possibilities for provision of information to, consultation with and involvement of representative local persons across all authority functions”

· Highlights the need to demonstrate how stakeholders and service users are consulted, informed and involved. 

Involving parents and carers brings clear benefits and is key in supporting local strategies.
Benefits:
Involving parents and carers in decision making can bring real benefits.  

Benefits for families:

· When services listen to families, families are more likely to receive the services they need rather than the services which agencies think they should have; 

· Parents and Carers may better understand how organisations work and therefore how to influence them in the future;
· Families benefit from appropriate and effective services that have been changed and improved in response to their needs.
Benefits for communities:

· Community cohesion is fostered through the inclusion of families in local decision making; 
· There is an empowering environment that raises aspirations among parents and carers and the wider community.
Benefits for services/organisations:

· Information can be gained from parents and carers about their changing attitudes and needs;
· Parents and carers can bring fresh perspectives and new ideas about services, policies and democratic processes, helping tackle key objectives and promoting social inclusion;
· Parents and carers are best placed to identify the priorities and needs of their own families and then work in partnership with services to provide the most efficient and effective response to their needs.
Local Strategies:
Implementation of the Parent and Carer Involvement Strategy will support the following plans and strategies. 

· Leicestershire Local Area Agreement 2008-2011;
· Leicestershire Children and Young People’s Plan 2008-2011;
· Leicestershire Sustainable Community Strategy 2008-2013; 
· Leicestershire Children’s Workforce Development Strategy;
· Leicestershire Children’s Trust, Children and Young people’s Mental Health and Emotional Well Being Strategy 2009 – 2012.
What are we doing?
Vision:
Leicestershire’s vision is that parent and carer involvement is integral to the development and provision of services at local and strategic levels.  This means that:

· All services used by and or likely to impact on parents, carers and their families are developed in partnership with them;

· Responsibility for service development and meeting need is shared between parents and carers, and services;

· The views of parents, carers and families are embedded in service planning and development;

· Parents have a range of opportunities to participate at all levels in the decision-making processes and activities around service planning, development and evaluation;

· Services understand the benefits of, and are committed to, parent and carer involvement.
Definitions and levels:
Participation occurs at different levels, described as a ladder of participation by Wilcox
. At the lowest level parents have little influence; at the highest level they are significantly empowered. 

	Level of involvement
	Typical process
	Typical methods
	The stance of the person in charge of the resources

	Information
	Presentation and promotion
	Leaflets, newsletters, displays
	“Here’s what we are going to do”

	Consultation
	Communication and feedback
	Surveys, meetings
	“Here are our opinions – what do you think?”

	Active Involvement
	Partnership building
	Working groups/forums
	“We want to make decisions together.”


(Adapted from Parent participation: improving services for disabled children; Professionals’ guide, Council for Disabled Children and Contact a Family, 2004)
Information:
The provision of information in a variety of formats to parents and carers which keeps them informed of service provision, updates etc.  
Consultation:
A process which requires the commitment to take on board service users’ views and to feedback what has changed as a result. Consultation involves:
· Surveys;

· One off focus groups;
· Views sought through questionnaires.
Active Involvement:
This is the process of being involved in making decisions which affect ones life. It can include:
· Supporting service users to understand the structures and processes of services;
· Service users being given information to form their own views and opinions on a service area or project;
· Service users being are able to give detailed feedback;
· Service users seeing the benefits of becoming actively involved.
With Active Involvement service users:

· Are involved at all levels of services and organisations;
· Challenge views and have informed ideas of changes required;
· Are involved in a range of activity. Examples include involvement in recruitment, sitting on grants panels, undertaking audits;
· Become researchers & auditors;
· Undertake consultations with other service users to inform planning, evaluation and decision making.
What Parents Have Told Us?
In putting this strategy together the views of both individual and groups of parents have been sought.  Groups of parents include parent’s forums from Sure Start Children’s Centre programmes, parents of disabled children and other issue specific parent groups (See Appendix 1 for examples of views and quotations).
Information:
Parents enjoy receiving information in many different formats and many welcome the use of newer technologies such as texting, web forums and use of websites generally, and e-mail information including newsletters.  Working parents in particular seem to value the provision of information via web pages which can be accessed at a time that suits them and is not dependent on their child being the intermediary between source of information and home.

We heard many positive examples of information provision, many of them coming from parents using pre-school and out of school provision, who felt that they were kept really well informed about their child’s progress and were often supplied with information of a more general nature (i.e. local events, parenting tips, child development information) which they really appreciated.

However the majority of parents we spoke to also identified some issues around receiving and accessing information.  The issues included trying to find a reliable source of information, conflicting messages, information overload and lack of timeliness around the provision of information.  Too much jargon in written information was identified as a problem for some, with written information sometimes being considered inaccessible.  Timeliness of information was particularly an issue for working parents, i.e. lack of recognition that parents might have to make arrangements at work in order to be able to attend appointments or events.  
Parents of disabled children identified particular problems with being bombarded with too much information to the point where it was overwhelming, and this was generally echoed by parents of primary aged children.
Consultation:
Parents and carers told us that they really value having the opportunity to give feedback through consultation exercises.  Having their opinions heard help parents to feel supported by agencies and that their thoughts and feelings matter and can contribute to service improvement.

The majority of parents felt that they were consulted on services that their child accessed.  Many parents could identify receipt of regular questionnaires and evaluation forms at the end of service provision.  Out of school and pre-school provision seems to be particularly strong in this area and parents were kept informed of changes that were made as a consequence of their feedback.  However a point was made that universal services seem less interested in receiving feedback and there is sometimes a failure to let parents know what has happened to their feedback i.e. has anything changed?
However there were also some suggestions that consultation can sometimes be tokenistic, i.e. a decision has already been made but the service wants to be seen to be consulting.  Parents and carers are clear that they only want to be consulted on things that they can influence and where changes may occur as a result of their input.
A third theme which arose was that parents and carers felt some services do not want feedback and do not listen if you give it anyway.  There was a feeling that some services are more interested in providing what suits them rather than what might be best for children and families.
Active Involvement:
As outlined above (“Why Actively involve Parents”) all parents and carers should, at some level, be given the opportunity to be actively involved in the services they and their children receive.  This means that services should listen to what their service users are seeking and put the family at the centre of their planning on an individual level.  For example when working with families who require additional support we should be actively involving them and working in partnership to achieve improved outcomes as services are more likely to be successful when done with rather than to families.  Parents and carers emphasised that it is important for them not to feel judged, but to be enabled to speak up.
On a more strategic level, there are many opportunities for the active involvement of parents and carers.  Again parents and carers told us that they appreciated the opportunity to get involved and feel that they were contributing to service provision.  Parents often speak of ‘giving something back’ and also wanting services to be better for future families.  The important point was made though that involvement must not raise expectations which cannot be met.
However, the vast majority of individual parents consulted were not actively involved in any aspect of their child’s service provision.  One of the main issues that were identified as a barrier to involvement was both caring responsibilities (lack of crèche provision, particularly for disabled children) and for working parents, the time of day.  Suggestions for improvement included rotating times and days and looking at opportunities outside of working hours.  Some parents felt that involvement opportunities would be dominated by middle class and articulate parents and therefore not really open to all and so it is important to ensure that parents feel safe and supported.   It is also important to note though that many parents and carers also stated that they did not want to be more involved in service planning and delivery.
Principles of Involvement: 
The following principles have been developed by professionals and amended following parent and carer consultation exercises.
Principles:
· Parents and carers feel safe and supported during involvement opportunities;

· Opportunities for involvement will be wide ranging, flexible, accessible and inclusive; 
· Parents and carers will be supported to participate in a range of involvement opportunities;
· The views of parents and carers will be respected and listened to;
· Agencies will acknowledge that parents know their children best and need to be involved in planning services and making decisions about their child;
· Parents and carers will be informed about the decisions that are made;
· Agencies will work in partnership to avoid duplication and therefore achieve better outcomes for families;
· There will be honest dialogue between parents, carers and services about what parents and carers can actually influence and what can be achieved;
· The involvement of parents and carers should promote their self-esteem and confidence;

· All parents and carers are given the opportunity to be involved or not to be involved;
· Parents and carers must be made aware exactly what is involved including time commitments, monetary support etc. so that they can make informed choices around their participation.
Where are we going?
A key element of this strategy is an action plan which supports its implementation.  The action plan includes the following key priorities:  
1. Sharing best practice for the involvement of parents and carers between services and agencies;
2. Providing services with the tools to assess their current practice and consider improvements for the future;

3. Encouraging services and agencies to systematically record the outcomes of involvement and make the available to all partners.
How will we measure success?
The Active Involvement Group will be responsible for the monitoring and evaluation of the strategy and will report its findings directly to the Children and Young People’s Service Executive.
Methods used to monitor involvement will include:

· Quality Assurance work; 

· Specific consultation exercises as required;
·  ‘What’s Changed’ documents (See Appendix 3) and other similar formats;
· Use of the participation website.
Appendix 1: Examples of comments from parents

Information:
· “Finding information about services is difficult – often its down to luck, i.e. asking the right person who happens to know”;
· “We seem to get told different things by different people – its difficult to get a consistent response about lots of things”;
· “There is a real lack of information on activities and resources for new mothers – for example even though I went to clinic regularly I only found out about Mother and Baby groups through friends.  I got an invitation to a weaning workshop too late – surely they could send information out at set times, i.e. at the 6 week check”;
· “Information from my child’s nursery is really excellent”;
· “We didn’t receive summer play scheme activity until after the end of the academic term.  Information needs to be relevant and timely – parents often have to make special arrangements to get their children to activities”;
· “At Primary School you get deluged with information (far too much!) but at Secondary you get a newsletter and it is often left to your child to pass on information – like your child has been in internal exclusion today – and this isn’t explained to the parents, I only get my child’s version of events which leads to unnecessary anxiety and confrontation.  Use of texting might be a good way forward”;
· “Parents evening used all of the foundation stage acronyms which were confusing to me and my questions about it were swept under the carpet.  Need more information about how children are observed and graded”.
Consultation:
· “Sure Start asked for evaluation at the end of the workshops I attended”;
· “Out of school provision do regular questionnaires and are really good at feeding back about changes, for example they did some consultation about the menu and seem to have listened to some extent.  They followed up with a letter to all parents detailing the changes they made.  However I’m not sure that they also asked the children what they thought”;
· “I’ve done the childcare survey”;
· “I was invited to a meeting at secondary school about academy status but the school had obviously made up their mind”;
· “Consultation needs to be able to change minds”;
· “Need to recognise that many parents work so timely information and forward planning is crucial”;
· “They need to feedback what they have changed”;
· “More focus could be given on gaining feedback on universal provisions – sometimes focus too heavily on obtaining views from priority families.  I have attempted via two routes to highlight inefficiencies in universal service but have seen no change and received no feedback”.
Involvement:
· “I want opportunities to get involved in the decisions that affect my child’s life with the people that make those decisions”;
· “Communication is key.  If parents and carers feel they are involved and in control they are more likely to be receptive and get so much more out of the service provided”;
· “Experts can talk about their knowledge in a general way but each child in a family is unique and should be treated as such.  Involving parents supports this”;
· “Getting involved can help with duplication.  It is very annoying to have to repeat sensitive information to different agencies; you feel that they don’t know what they are doing if they can’t even talk to each other”;
· “I like the opportunity to get involved and discuss issues with other people – and have people who are willing to listen”;
· “We need to feel comfortable in expressing our views – we are exposing our points of view and life experiences”;
· “Being involved makes me feel that I matter”.
Appendix 2: The Participation Website

In order to support agencies to learn from each other about what works the participation web section of the Leicestershire County Council website currently being designed for children and young people’s involvement will be enhanced to include parent and carer involvement.
In the first instance the web pages will be aimed at professionals although will contain information for parents, carers and children about how they can get involved with the services they use.

The main aims of the website will be to share information about the good practice that is going on in the county and give examples of how services have changed and improved through the involvement of parents and carers.

It will also provide an opportunity for sharing the results of consultation exercises so that the views and opinions of parents and carers can be shared as widely as possible.  The aim of this is to help inform other services that may be considering similar issues and to avoid duplication of effort in ascertaining parent and carers views on similar issues.  

Through the inclusion of a consultation timetable / list of proposed consultation events services may also be able to combine resources and work together to seek the views of parents and carers.

The website will contain similar information for the involvement of children and young people.
Appendix 3: ‘What’s Changed’ Service Self-assessment Tool

These simple tools have been developed for services, teams and individuals to reflect on their current practice, and then make plans for improvements and future developments.
	Level
	What do you currently do?

	Information
	Example: we send out a newsletter to parents using school book bags, once every term.


	Consultation
	Example: we ask parents to complete a questionnaire when they use our service and we get about 30% of them back.  We collate the comments and consider them at team meetings every 8 weeks.



	Involvement
	Example: We set up a parent's forum which meets every two months - they monitor our performance against our action plan and also get involved in the induction of new staff.




	Level
	What do you plan to do more of / do differently? (Where possible identify timescales, resources needed etc)

	Information
	Example?


	Consultation
	Example?



	Involvement
	Example?




	Level
	What has changed?

	Information
	Example: We reviewed all of our leaflets and now plan to test out new drafts with a group of service users



	Consultation
	Example: We consulted with parents and carers about our opening hours and as a result of their feedback have now moved our afternoon session to start an hour later.  The result of this has been that attendance is consistently 40% higher meaning that the session is much more cost effective and more parents are benefiting.



	Involvement
	Example: Our parents group spent some time considering their fears and feelings experienced before coming to a first session.  By gaining this insight from them we were able to put things in place to try and make things a bit easier for future parents – for example giving new parents an encouraging phone call on the morning of the session and making sure that a member of staff was outside the building welcoming new parents in.  We then made sure we got feedback from the new group and they all felt that this had made it easier for them.



Appendix 4: Action Plan
	1. Sharing best practice for the involvement of parents and carers between services and agencies

	Objective
	How we will achieve
	Timescale
	Lead

	Create opportunities for agencies, services and practitioners to share best practice 
	· Organise an annual event or information sharing exercise to showcase best practice in the involvement of children, young people and parents and carers

· See also 3. below
	Annually 
	Active Involvement Group

	2. Provide services with the tools to assess their current practice and consider improvements for the future

	Objective
	How we will achieve
	Timescale
	Lead

	Develop a simple tool for services to self-assess and plan improvements.
	· Tool progressed as part of the development of this strategy
	In place by November 2010
	Active Involvement Lead

	3. Encouraging services and agencies to systematically record the outcomes of involvement and make the available to all partners

	Objective
	How we will achieve
	Timescale
	Lead

	To develop a county wide participation website
	· Set up a section of the Leicestershire County Council Website which will allow agencies to share plans for future consultation and involvement work and thus opportunities for collaborative working; 

· Make provision for the sharing of results of consultation work to ensure services are well informed of parent and carers views;

· Enable agencies to post examples of good practice to encourage others and share learning.
	Web pages live from December 2010
	Active Involvement  Group


Appendix 5: Strategic Active Involvement Group - Membership List:
	Member
	Service
	Email address

	Andrea Clark
	Leicester, County and Rutland NHS
	andrea.clark@lcr.nhs.uk 

	Angie Lymer-Cox
	Leaving Care, LCC
	angie.lymer-cox@leics.gov.uk

	Claire MacRory
	North West Leics. District Council
	clairemacrory@nwleicestershire.gov.uk

	Hazel McSweeney
	Representing Schools, LCC
	hazel55@googlemail.com

	Helen Sadler
	Home Education, LCC
	Helen.sadler@leics.gov.uk

	Helga Gardiner
	Parent Partnership, LCC 
	helga.gardiner@leics.gov.uk

	James Hunter
	The Jitty, LCC
	james.hunter@leics.gov.uk

	Jane Roberts
	Healthy Schools Service, LCC
	jane.roberts@leics.gov.uk

	Janet Gower-Johnson
	Youth Service, LCC
	janet.gowerjohnson@leics.gov.uk

	Jenna Hall
	Find Your Talent
	jenna.hall@leics.gov.uk 

	Jo Fisher
	Early Learning & Childcare
	jo.fisher@leics.gov.uk

	John Preston
	LCVYS
	john.preston@leicestershirecvys.org.uk

	Julie Knight
	Aiming High for Disabled Children, LCC
	julie.knight@leics.gov.uk

	Kate O’Farrell
	Connexions
	kofarrell@connexions-leics.org

	Katie Phillips
	Teenage Pregnancy, LCC
	katie.phillips@leics.gov.uk

	Kim Cotton
	Planning & Commissioning, LCC
	kim.cotton@leics.gov.uk

	Maggie Boyd
	Library Services Development, LCC
	maggie.boyd@leics.gov.uk

	Mark Thomas
	Substance Misuse Commissioning, LCC
	mark.thomas@leics.gov.uk

	Michelle James
	Chair - Planning & Commissioning, LCC
	michelle.james@leics.gov.uk

	Olivia Pitt
	Catch 22               Representing the Voluntary Sector
	olivia.pitt@catch-22.org.uk 

	Rebecca Ball
	Hinckley & Bosworth Borough Council
	rebecca.ball@hinckley-bosworth.gov.uk

	Sharon Gregory
	Leicester, County & Rutland Community Health Services
	sharon.gregory@lcrchs.nhs.uk 

	Simon Hardcastle
	Rainbows Hospice for Children and Young People
	simon.hardcastle@rainbows.co.uk

	Steve Boud
	Locality Partnerships
	stephen.boud@charnwood.gov.uk

	Sue Carter
	Corporate Parenting, LCC
	sue.carter@leics.gov.uk

	Tom Moore
	Leicestershire Constabulary
	thomas.moore@leicestershire.pnn.police.uk

	Tracy Green
	YOS, Chief Executive’s Dept, LCC
	tracy.green@leics.gov.uk

	Trish Hoult
	Rainbows Hospice for Children and Young People
	youthworker@rainbows.co.uk


� Local Government and Public involvement Act 2007


� Wilcox, David (1994) The Guide to Effective Participation, Joseph Rowntree Foundation
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