Promoting and Developing Children and Young Peoples Participation in Voluntary and Community Sector Organisations in Leicestershire
1. Background.
Leicestershire Children and Young Peoples Board (CYPB) has made a commitment to increasing the involvement of children and young people in services run by all partners involved in the children’s trust arrangements.  The VCS Children and Young People’s Services Forum is represented on the board and as an active partner is keen to contribute to this commitment.  As a body of organisations working with children and young people who are often disengaged from, or find it hard to reach, mainstream services we are well placed to ensure that these groups’ voices are represented.

Voluntary and community sector organisations are already displaying a range of good practice in actively involving children and young people in their work. The intention of this strategy is not to devalue this work but rather to build on it and to ensure that it is recognised.

Leicestershire’s CYPB has adopted the Hear by Right Standards as a framework for assessing the extent to which children and young people are actively involved and a way of planning how they can be included more effectively.  Leicestershire’s Local Area Agreement (LAA) has targets for the number of agencies achieving “emerging” level of the standards by 2008.  The LAA also includes an action to “develop a strategy and operational plan to promote and develop children and young people’s participation in the voluntary and community sector, informed by the Hear by Right Standards”.  This paper lays out a proposed strategy to achieve this aim.  It has been developed by a participation sub group of the Forum Working Group.

2. Aims of the strategy.

1) For all VCS organisations within the VCS Children & Young People’s Services Forum (VCS CYPSF) to understand the Hear by Right framework and what it would mean in practice for their organisation.
2) For all VCS organisations within the VCS CYPSF to have an opportunity to use a consistent process based on the HBR framework to demonstrate how effectively they engage children and young people in planning, decision making, service delivery and evaluation; and for them to agree with children and young people how this involvement will be developed and extended.  As a result a proportion will be able to assess themselves, by 2008, as having reached the “emerging” level.
3) For projects, children and young people to understand the ways in which the voice of children and young people can be heard beyond the project itself and are able to gain access to systems and structures to allow this to happen.
3. How is this to be achieved?
1) By enabling VCS organisations to use the Hear By Rights framework (in an amended form where appropriate) 

2) By putting into place a process of awareness raising, training and support.

3) By working within existing and recognised arrangements.

4) By involving children and young people from the outset.

4. What is Hear by Right?
HBR is a tool developed by the National Youth Agency to help organisations to systematically map and record the areas of their work in which young people are actively involved, to plan how to develop this further and to track their progress. The framework is designed to involve children and young people in the mapping and planning process.  It is based on the 7 - S model of organisations and encourages groups to consider how children and young people can influence their shared values, strategy, structures, systems, staff, skills and style of leadership.  It allows groups to assess themselves as “emerging”, “established” or “advanced” in relation to each of the seven standards.

5. Why should we use HBR?

It is a widely recognised and consistent framework which acts as a “kite mark” or quality standard.  Use of the standard is likely to be a requirement of organisations with whom the children’s trust arrangement partners wish to enter into contractual / funding agreements in the future.
6. Barriers to adopting HBR
It must however be acknowledged that HBR was designed for use with teenagers and that its language and concepts do not always transfer easily to settings working with younger children and those with additional needs. Children with communication difficulties and those who find theoretical concepts difficult would find it difficult to use the HBR framework without considerable adaptation and support.

A further barrier is the lack of knowledge and awareness on the part of many groups across the board including some in the voluntary sector.

In addition, the framework is time consuming to complete and VCS organisations are likely to struggle with identifying staff capacity to undertake this task.  It can also appear complex and difficult to understand for organisations not familiar with the framework.

Finally, there is a danger that the use of the framework may appear a bureaucratic exercise that is being externally imposed on groups. We need to ensure that it is sufficiently flexible for VCS organisations to find it helpful to use to record the strengths of their existing practice and identify ways of building on this.

7. Solutions

In order to address these barriers the following action plan is proposed.

1) Obtain agreement to strategy.

NB. The strategy was introduced at the VCS CYPSF event on 1st March 2007 and comments sought. A draft was also circulated to the VCS CYPSF contact network. The main amendments suggested were to ensure that the perspective of disabled children and young people was more clearly recognised and acknowledged. This has now been incorporated (see below). In the absence of any objections to the strategy it is deemed to be accepted by the Forum.

2) Map existing participation work within the sector and demonstrate the extent to which organisations are already working towards the standards.

3) Develop a modified framework with simpler language and concepts, and accompanying tools and ideas, which can be used flexibly within groups (while ensuring that it is still recognisably and credibly grounded in HBR principles).  It will be necessary to ensure that this work includes groups working with disabled children, very young children and those with communication difficulties to ensure that the modified framework is meaningful to them.

4) Develop a group of VCS HBR “champions” who have used HBR (in its original or adapted form) in their own organisations.

· Working Group members (and other interested organisations) to be asked to take on champion role.

· Champions to undertake to deliver presentation and training to at least one VCS CYPSF network group.

· Young People to be invited to join group of champions.

5) Deliver familiarisation, awareness raising and skills development sessions.

· Initial workshop at forum meeting 1.3.07.

· A standard presentation to be produced to be delivered by champions.

· Local active involvement practice exchanges to be developed for practitioners to share experiences of participation work and using the HBR framework.

6) Offer a day workshop to support organisations in addressing the framework.

7) To undertake the above actions in partnership with the County Active Involvement Group to ensure a co-ordinated approach with support from a range of partners 
8. Ensuring children and young people are involved in wider planning structures.

Active involvement in their local groups is important for children and young people.  This strategy is based on a belief that many VCS groups are already effectively involving the children and young people with whom they work, but may need support in demonstrating and recording this.  However, for children and young people really to influence strategy  and the decisions of the children’s trust arrangements there needs to be a clear communication channel between children and young people, the groups working with them and the wider structures of children and young peoples services.

At a strategic level, the participation sub-group of the VCS Children and Young People’s Services Forum Working Group is linked with the County Active Involvement group to ensure a co-ordinated approach to developing the voice of children and young people across the Children’s Trust, in particular by supporting the development of CYCLE. This is Leicestershire’s recognised mechanism for young people’s participation whose pyramid of participation is an effective and accepted way for young people to make a positive contribution at the different levels of the planning structure (i.e. in their local group or school, at District Council level and at County level).  CYCLE is supported by the County Youth Service and therefore is relatively easy for young people involved in statutory youth provision to engage in.  Schools councils are also a part of the pyramid of participation and provide another access route for young people who are engaged in their school council.  However it needs to be acknowledged that many of the hardest to reach young people may be disengaged from school and may be unwilling or unable to participate in mainstream youth provision.  The voluntary and community sector is, nevertheless, working with many of these young people and will therefore be in a position to help them to make their voice heard.

CYCLE is still developing and has acknowledged that its work with the VCS still needs to be developed.  It would also be true to say that at present CYCLE is focused largely on teenagers.  At District Council level, young people’s issues can be raised and discussed at District Youth Forum meetings and then fed upwards into County planning structures.  The process for younger children’s concerns to be discussed locally and fed into the wider arena is less well developed.  However, there are several factors which may provide opportunities for children’s participation to develop a higher profile within District Councils.  One is the proposal that governance of the children’s centre and extended schools agenda be positioned at local strategic partnership level, alongside the work currently being carried out to develop local networks of  providers contributing to the children’s centres/extended schools services.  
Another factor is the development of local play forums, which it is suggested could be a natural place for many of the issues most pertinent to younger children to be discussed.  Play is crucially important for the physical and mental health of children and also for enjoying and achieving.  It is also an area in which children are without doubt the experts and it is therefore eminently sensible and meaningful to involve them in planning and evaluation. It is therefore suggested that in the same way that young people are represented at youth forum meetings, younger children’s pyramid of participation could include them having representatives at District Play Forums.

Further discussion will be necessary, in conjunction with services working with young people with physical, sensory and learning disabilities, about the most effective way for disabled young people’s voices to be heard.

Many District Councils are exploring ways of increasing the extent to which children are actively involved in planning and evaluating services.  VCS groups are well placed to support this, either by arranging consultation events within their own projects about specific issues at the request of LSP’s and District Councils, by supporting their service users to pro actively raise issues in the appropriate place, by offering to take on pieces of evaluation work (children trained as “junior detectives” have already contributed to evaluating play services in North West Leicestershire) or by training children to participate in staff recruitment and service commissioning panels.  These are activities which might well receive financial support from District Councils.

 Most District Councils have staff whose role includes ensuring that children are consulted and involved.  It is suggested that we need to develop relationships with these individuals to ensure that the children involved in VCS organisations have opportunities, perhaps via play forums, to influence planning and commissioning decisions at LSP level and that we ensure that local network groups are able to promote children’s active involvement in the development of children’s centres and extended schools.  One way of strengthening this link might be for the active involvement practice exchange networks proposed in this strategy to be established formally as sub groups of the local children’s services and extended school YCS network groups.  This needs to be more fully explored within the VCS CYPSF Working Group.

9. Involving children and young people in this strategy.

It is clearly important that children and young people are consulted at an early stage about the proposals in this paper.  It is therefore proposed that members of the sub group have early discussions with CYCLE members.  It is also important that they are given an opportunity to contribute to the implementation of the final strategy once this has been consulted on.  For example, young people would be welcome to become HBR “champions”, helping to deliver the presentation to VCS groups.  It would also be very useful if young people could mentor younger children, particularly if we move to a situation where younger children are participating for the first time at forum meetings etc and would appreciate the support of a more experienced young person.

10. Summary of recommendations.

The VCS Children and Young Peoples Services Forum are asked to:

1) Continue to comment on this strategy.  Comments should be sent to Judy Hardman, Assistant Director of Children’s Services, NCH Eastern Region Leicester Office, Unit 2, Forest Business Park, Oswin Road, Leicester. LE3 1HR. Offers to be involved in the participation subgroup and become a participation champion are particularly welcome.
E mail – judy.hardman@nch.org.uk 

2) Agree to use a consistent framework (based on Hear by Rights principles) to measure and develop their involvement of children and young people.

3) Agree to the sub group taking forward the actions outlined in section 7.

4) Agree to the sub group taking forward discussions with CYCLE and with relevant staff within District Councils.[image: image1.png]
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