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Writing on work with
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Preface

This collection of writing begins in the year before the
2010 general election and concludes just before the
2015 poll.
It covers social care, employment and unemployment,
sex and relationships education, the experiences of
children and young people in and leaving care and,
finally, a few thoughts on the importance of relationships
with young people as the means to ensuring their
successful transition to adulthood.
Young people continue to find themselves at the sharp
end of government policy, not always helpfully. There is
plenty more work to do.
Lucy Sweetman
August 2015.
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2. Why do we hate our children?
3. Aspiration, learning, employment
4. Dr. Maggie Atkinson
5. Sex and relationships - don’t tell the children?

Alfie the boy father
Last autumn the Government announced that PSHE would become a statutory part of the National Curriculum. A review is being led to determine how this should happen. It will include education on Sex and Relationships from the age of five to sixteen.
This is a welcome step in the right direction but comes too late
for Alfie, a father to Maisie at the age of thirteen. I get so infuriated listening to the discussion that develops around this issue.
More often than not, it is ill-informed and guided by selfappointed moral guardians in the press. Let us begin with the
facts. There is an enormous, I mean really vast, amount of evidence from across Europe that shows that high-quality sex and
relationships education from the age of five onwards delays
young people's first sexual experience and keeps the teenage
pregnancy rate low.
There is nothing new about this. I began my career working in
the field of sexual health education with young people and even
then we were looking at evidence that was fifteen years old.
These are long-made arguments that have been ignored over
time. We should also acknowledge that the environment we subject our children to is filled with messages about sex. We made
it, not them. Here again, we fail to provide them with the skills
and knowledge they need to navigate a world we have created
for them, not least to address the messages they experience
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about gender. Thirdly, children and young people have the right
to an unfettered childhood and a positive transition to adulthood.
I'm tired and frankly bored of hearing the Daily Mail bark about
young people's access to contraception. Look at the facts. Well
informed young people, empowered with the skills to negotiate
their personal relationships will delay sex, use condoms and
other forms of contraception and have better early sexual experiences as a result. They will avoid exploitation and sexual bullying. Surely this is a better state of affairs?

Why do we hate our children?
It is a cliche to rage about teenagers being out of control. Every
generation has fretted about its children, their deviant behaviour, their lawlessness. And yet, this current foaming at the
mouth seems powered by a dark heart.
If you examine Government policy aimed at children and young
people you find two departments at either corner of the ring. In
the red corner, the Department of Children, Schools and Families and in the blue corner the Home Office-Ministry of Justice.
In the red corner the aim is to reduce child poverty and raise
young people's aspirations, achievement and life chances. In
the blue corner are ASBOs, mosquito alarms, youth offending
teams and one of the youngest ages of criminal responsibility in
Europe.
To add to the complications, there are cross-departmental Public Service Agreements (PSA). The current PSAs commit, for example, all Government departments to improve outcomes for
children and young people, to advance their opportunities to participate, provide educational opportunities and prevent school
drop-out. They make very clear that positive engagement with
young people will bring about the kinds of changes in outcome
that the Government seeks.
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This duality of policy is reflected in the public and media view of
our children and young people. The public makes charitable donations to Children in Need because it recognises that there are
children and young people who are vulnerable, living in poverty,
or subjected to violence and abuse and yet, when faced with a
young person who has been on the receiving end of that upbringing, we cannot stomach the consequences. Young people
who present as violent, criminal or anti-social are not deserving
of compassion. These young people need punishment.
Why is it impossible in the public realm to reflect that the "yob"
you see in front of you might be the same child who needs your
help?

Aspiration, learning, employment
Department of Work and Pensions asked us for thoughts on engagement of young people in activities that would encourage
them off Job Seekers Allowance and into employment. This is
what I wrote. It's not quite formed, and I've fiddled with it, but it's
a start.
We know that creative and sporting opportunities are excellent
ways to engage young people who won't normally engage. The
reason they work is that these activities tap into young people's
interests and talents and are often the very thing they don't
have enough access to through the usual channels such as
school or universal youth service provision (partly because the
latter has been deconstructed in favour of discreet crimeprevention Positive Activities for Young People projects - a
whole other issue, don't get me started). Tapping into young
people's interests and talents should always be the first port of
call for anyone trying to engage them. However, you cannot divorce this area from aspirations and learning and starting that
process through schools and colleges.
The key to it is offering a range of opportunity through many different channels so that young people have a choice of what
they can engage with, where, how and with whom. The opportunities need to be varied so that the young person who has a talent for art has the opportunity to experience a work taster in
5

graphic design, a college course, web-design, advertising. The
young person who is interested in music should have access to
the teaching and equipment they need to pursue it alongside a
course in sound engineering. The young person who writes
should get free access to writing courses, work placements with
newspapers, access to the internet so they can blog. You know
the drill, it's very straightforward.
This is what we should be aiming to achieve for young people
but it is absolutely linked to learning and aspiration building in
young people from an early age and that means the opportunity
to try stuff out, not like it, try something else. We know that's
good corporate parenting and it is an approach that could work
for young people on JSA who are struggling to move on. I think
the important message for DWP is that the opportunities need
to be offered by a range of providers and that they need to tap
into young people's creativity. Creativity is the mot de jour in
education at the moment and we should be thinking of it for
young adults too. It is critical to us maintaining a view of learning as an end in itself and a continuing activity, it's one way in
which we will help learners understand their learning process
and it's also the only way the economy in this country will survive the next century.

Dr. Maggie Atkinson
As part of the Children Act 2004, the Government established
the post of Children’s Commissioner for England. I welcomed
this move, particularly after spending a few years working in
Children’s Rights. I’m not entirely sure that Sir Al Aynsley Green
made the most of his few years in post but having the position
was a move in the right direction.
A few months ago the position of Commissioner was advertised
broadly across the children and young people’s sector and in
the Guardian’s Society section. For a nano-second even I
thought about throwing in an application. Nevertheless an open
process of application and selection had begun.
In the second week of October Dr Maggie Atkinson, Director of
Children’s Services in Gateshead and former head of the
ADCS, was announced as the successful candidate from the
selection process, having been recommended by the selection
panel which included children and young people. In line with a
recent and pilot policy, Dr Atkinson went forward to meet with
the Children, Schools and Families Select Committee for scrutiny of the appointment.
Last night the Select Committee released their report which set
out their misgivings about Dr Atkinson’s appointment and recommended that the Secretary of State choose a different candi6

date for the post. The headline for their rejection of Dr Atkinson
came in two parts, firstly that she was not strong enough as an
advocate for children’s rights and secondly that she would not
be strong enough to stand up to a Secretary of State who likes
to get his own way. At the same time that the Select Committee
report was released, the Secretary of State made a rebuttal by
letter to its chairman Barry Sheerman MP, setting out his responses to the Select Committees findings and asserting, as is
his right, that the appointment would stand.
This morning Mr Sheerman was interviewed on the Today programme on BBC Radio 4. During the interview, rather than focus on the reasons why the committee felt that Dr Atkinson was
not suitable for the post, he launched an extraordinarily personal attack on the Secretary of State.

backbenchers who it seemed felt able to ignore the independent and open process that had taken place to appoint her. Her
character and professionalism were slandered in her absence
by politicians who were very keen to use her to jump on an opportunity to destabilise the position of the Secretary of State.
The Schools Secretary himself had to point out to the Chamber
that Dr Atkinson was not there to defend her professionalism
and reputation and that it was not their place to question it.
Barry Sheerman has this afternoon owned up to his interest in
the leadership of the Parliamentary Labour Party. His use of
this issue as a hobby horse for his own careerism and the shallow opportunism shown by Michael Gove are the last things
that will endear the voting public to their Houses of Parliament.

Mr Sheerman’s use of the term “bully” ensured that the story
flew all over the newswires for the rest of the day and, by
3.40pm, Michael Gove MP the Shadow Secretary for Children,
Schools and Families was at the despatch box asking an urgent
question about the overrule of the appointment.
What followed was one of the most extraordinary fifteen minutes of parliamentary discussion that I have seen in years.
Gove’s question insinuated that Dr Atkinson was an inside appointment at the behest of the Secretary of State and virtually
accused her of being a Labour Party apparatchik. It was a disgraceful line that was pursued by Tory and Liberal Democrat
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Sex and relationships - don’t tell the
children?

tion. Crucially they need to learn and think about sexual feelings, sexuality, relationships and how to manage those unfamiliar but overwhelming adult feelings that are starting to emerge.

Today the Government has announced that Sex and Relationships education will be compulsory within PSHE from September 2011. Parents will have the right to withdraw their children
from this curriculum time up to the age of fifteen, this has
dropped from nineteen years old under current law.

How are we preparing young people for healthy adult relationships of all kinds if we allow parents to refuse their children the
experience of exploring these issues in a safe, supportive, learning environment?

So the Government has decided to stand up and defend the
right of young people to information about sex and relationships
unfettered by their parents views, but only once they are fifteen
years old. A quick glance at teenage pregnancy and other data
illustrates that many young people in Britain are sexually active
much earlier than their fifteenth birthday and that some at fifteen will already be parents. A quick glance around the shelves
of any newsagent or supermarket shows you why young people
need to have a place to explore these issues very early in their
adolescence.
Young people need time and a place in which they can learn
facts about their bodies and their biology, it is perverse that we
have endured such a long period in which girls and boys have
been withdrawn from information about puberty and reproduction as though these topics were somehow distasteful. The prevention of unwanted pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease is a health issue, young people need access to informa-

The Government argues that only one tenth of one percent of
parents have removed their children from sex education in science lessons so far, mostly for religious reasons. They seem to
imply that maintaining the right to withdraw children is acceptable because only a small number will bother to do it. I disagree. The hysteria that will follow this announcement will inevitably focus on ‘homosexuality and abortion being taught in lessons,’ and may very well encourage parents to withdraw their
children. And even if it doesn’t, just having the right to withdraw
sends out the wrong message: it says that parents are right to
be suspicious, to be concerned. It’s not a positive position.
Remove the right of parents to withdraw and we’ll be getting
somewhere towards a culture in which young people can be
adequately prepared for the complications of adult life before
they get there alone.
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The campaign
Apparently we will go the polls in early May, if it is to be believed that Bob “who’s he again?” Ainsworth has let the official
cat out of the bag. That’s pretty soon and, for those of us working with central and regional civil servants, going to come very
quickly as they all go into pre-election purdah for a month prior
to the vote.

Posts
1. The campaign
2. Casualties of the wash-up
3. Gove installed as Secretary of State for Education
4. Getting to know the Coalition
5. Changing times, big questions
6. Relationships are at the heart of public service
7. A response to the Conservative Home post on adoption
8. Share decision-making with young people and watch
them fly
9. The Lib Dems are the enablers of a furious assault on
young people

It makes life rather tricky for those of us in the voluntary and
public sectors, this democracy business. We are now so utterly
dependent on the stability of priorities, policy and funding that a
long established government can offer, a change causes huge
problems of planning and management. Add to that the threat
of impending cuts and an increasing sense of doom in local government and the picture looks pretty bleak. Stability of structure,
policy and process seems far off and when that happens, we
lose focus on the people we are there to serve.
We also lose focus when our area of work is under scrutiny as
the political parties pick their preferred public service footballs
to kick about. The case of the two young boys in Doncaster
who carried out an appallingly violent attack on two other children, is being cited as evidence of “Broken Britain” by the Conservative Party. It’s a cruel and sorry tactic. A certain Tony Blair,
of Her Majesty’s Opposition, was not averse to using it himself
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during the Jamie Bulger case, seeking to illustrate the apparent
alienation of young people in impoverished northern communities in the post-Thatcher era. Any in-depth analysis is avoided
and instead easy stereotypes are put forward to illustrate
sweeping generalisations. The press gets in a froth and “something must be done”, regardless of whether it’s the right or
wrong thing to do. In the Doncaster case, the press says the
boys should be put away for a longer term while professionals
who work with young people recognise the need for therapeutic
intervention and rehabilitation for two children who were so brutalised themselves, it was only a matter of time before they took
it out on someone else.
There always seems to be a reality gap in the debate and
these are serious times. Our public services are critical to our
ability to survive the recession and to protecting the most vulnerable. So a plea for the election and indeed to the next Government: please go gently, give us stability and sensible funding,
help us to help you.
We’re not your football.

Casualties of the wash-up
Last night as Parliament sat, the Government hoped to force
through its final pieces of legislation. In amongst all the horsetrading and confusion there were a few controversies, there
are other places that are discussing in detail the ins and outs of
the Digital Economy Bill so I won’t get into it here. Instead I
want to focus on the Schools Bill.
This Bill has been well prepared for, DCSF have been putting
work into it for over two years and some of its flagship elements
have been well-publicised and announced. Last night, at the behest of Michael Gove, a number of incredibly important elements of the bill were scrapped to ensure its passage.
If you want an idea of the damage that will be done to the prospects of young people in and out of schools in the event of a
Tory win, look no further than to the actions of the Conservative
Party last night. Michael Gove, the Shadow Schools Secretary,
refused to support individual tuition for young people struggling
with learning, the implementation of a new primary curriculum
and most egregiously, the implementation of compulsory PSHE
- including sex and relationships education - even with the right
of parents to withdraw their children up to the age of fifteen.
When I wrote about the announcement on PSHE I was cross
that parents were still being allowed to withdraw their offspring
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up to fifteen and that faith schools would still be free to teach
PSHE within the “context of the values of their faith”, whatever
that means. It was clear that an accommodation had been
reached with parents’ and faith groups to ensure wider support
for the measures. In a response to a hectoring tweet I sent the
Secretary of State, he indicated as much to me - that more radical steps would be difficult to achieve.

explore the personal and complex issues associated with the
journey to adulthood - will be worse off if it comes to pass.

Now even this hammered-out political compromise has been
up-ended by the man who would like to be your next Education
Secretary. Mark me, this is not a man who is interested in
schools as part of Children’s Services, despite the positive impact of the Children Act 2004. He is interested in Schooling: the
filling of impressionable young minds with facts, the instilling of
discipline with force if necessary and the exclusion of children
with special educational needs and behavioural problems to the
backwaters of separate schooling and Pupil Referral Units.
Don’t believe me? Think he sounds reasonable when he talks
about parent-founded schools? Then I direct you to his speech
last July at the RSA. I think you will find it informative.
No, last night Michael Gove flexed his political muscles well in
advance of receiving a mandate and it was a disgraceful act, illustrating the shape of things to come if he does indeed find
himself in the big chair at Sanctuary House. Young people - desperately in need of information, support and the opportunity to

12

Gove installed as Secretary of State for
Education
Alas, the worst has happened: Michael Gove is Secretary of
State for Education.
I’ve written about my anxieties at this prospect before, I think
they need revisiting but let’s just summarise what we’re up
against:
Free schools created by parents, charities and other interested
organisations - creating a market for the provision of schools in
every area and based on a model in Sweden that hasn’t improved attainment, more academies out of local authority control, heads able to permanently exclude without right of appeal
for children - leaving them to Pupil Referral Units, less inclusion
in mainstream for disabled children and more segregation into
special schools, discipline a higher priority than need, children
sitting in rows, wearing ties, learning the kings and queens of
England, removal of Children’s Plans for local authorities. No
compulsory sex and relationships education in the PHSE curriculum for children and young people, no one-to-one tutoring
for struggling learners. No promise to continue with the school
leavers guarantee of a place in education, training or work on
leaving school.

The focus of the Department will be “educational attainment”,
as though children and young people exist in a bubble, apart
from their families, peers and other influences and stresses. As
though no other factors influence their readiness, their ability or
their capacity to learn. As though one way of learning suits everyone, as though every child is in a family with two functioning
parents. As though every child is free from disability or illness,
as though there are no children and young people in need, who
are vulnerable, who might struggle in school and need extra
help, who might need a second chance.
I thought about trying to make an argument but do I need to say
anything else?
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Getting to know the Coalition
Now we are getting to know our new government and it is a peculiar beast. The Prime Minister seems terribly comfortable in
his new role, as though his expectation of power has finally
been met and he’s had enough time in opposition to rehearse
his style of leadership. Hence we get a handful of PM Cameron
poses: tough ‘war-time’ leader delivering unpalatable medicine
on cuts; patrician leader born to power and, finally, oikish football man of the people, raising the Cross of Saint George above
Downing Street with a cry of “Come on, England”.
The Deputy Prime Minister is wheeled out to speak about his
hobby-horse policies, in particular proportional representation,
although he is hazy on the details when it comes to a referendum. He is sent to Europe to act as the emollient to his Eurosceptic coalition partners, speaking in Spanish, German and
Dutch to impress the locals. At the same time, he and his colleagues are unusually quiet about some of their least favoured
coalition polices such as the Conservative noise on increased
tuition fees and degree courses being taught in local Further
Education colleges to save on the costs of university living. Similarly, one only has to watch ministerial questions in the House
of Commons to see Liberal Democrat ministers of state squirm
next to their Tory colleagues as they defend policies they must
instinctively know to be counter-intuitive to their own values.

This is in contrast to the new Conservative ministers who lean
over the Despatch Box with an entitled air. Sarah Teather, at
Education Questions recently, had to explain away changes to
policies on Special Educational Needs which she must know
will lead to more young people being filtered away from their local peers into specialist, separate provision - hardly a motif of
the social justice to which her party claims to be committed.
There is a lot of talk about where and when the fatal cracks in
the coalition will appear but I think the Opposition should be
wary of expecting implosion any time soon. It’s in the interests
of both governing parties to make this arrangement work but it
is particularly critical to the Liberal Democrats who must show
that coalitions can function in British politics if they are to make
a strong argument for proportional representation.
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Changing times, big questions
The Coalition has its feet under the table finally. Clearly there
have been some rather serious teething problems but, whether
thought through or not, they have some Big Ideas and they are
determined to make their presence felt immediately with some
Big Changes. Some of these changes are being paraded as unavoidable in the economic climate but most are clearly guided
by a view that the state must be rolled back from the
individual. The purpose of this new blog is to examine those
changes, uncover the ideology within and attempt to propose
some alternatives.

What is clear is that even before the Comprehensive Spending
Review in October the plans are already afoot for radical
change, not least in the shape of the Academies Bill - being
rushed through the Commons this week - and last week's NHS
White Paper which proposes a violent overhaul of commissioning structures that will cost £1.2bn alone.
These are dangerous times and those of us that that find ourselves alarmed by these changes must give thought to our arguments and propose solid and equitable alternatives.

So there are three areas that I want to explore:
The Big Society
Localism
The role of the private and voluntary sectors in the delivery of
public service
These areas of policy are starting to be talked about already
but, as the Government finds its feet, they are yet to be entirely
clear on the detail. In that vacuum, the public sector unions, the
voluntary and private sectors have been making noise and positioning themselves either for a fight or the spoils - it's hard to tell
at the moment.
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Relationships are at the heart of public
service
It's not the economy, stupid. It's the relationship.
Think of the public services that you use regularly. The school
your kids go to? The health centre where you visit your GP?
Maybe it's the specialist disability team or aged care support for
your parents? At the point of entry and interaction with that service, it's the relationship you develop with the staff that shapes
your experience, your feeling of being looked after and your
sense of whether the service is meeting your needs.
In my field we talk about the concept of Corporate Parenting,
the idea that the local authority is both an organisational structure holding and administering a legal responsibility around a
child or young person taken into care and their parent in the absence of care from their own family. This is a complex position,
forcing an often unwieldy organisation into the role of carer and
protector. It's a peculiar and oxymoronic expression and yet it
encapsulates exactly the role a local authority must take when it
makes the decision to protect a child.

sonal adviser. When young people who have left the care system talk about what made a positive difference to their experience, they don't say "Well the crucial factor was the management structure of the children in care team" or "The Corporate
Parenting Strategy made me feel really cared for". No, young
people will tell you it was the relationship with the trusted adult
who believed in them, put an arm around them when they were
fed up, celebrated their successes with them and helped them
see a future more positive than their present.
It's the relationship that counts at the point of entry and the relationship that sustains the success of the service, whatever it is.
But it only works if the organisation creates the structures that
maintain the accountability while enabling the service to be delivered through that relationship.
Some councils are suggesting that they will outsource most of
their services including some of their statutory functions such
as children's social care. Will a culture of contract management
be enough to maintain accountability, high quality services and
the relationship as the beating heart of public service delivery?

The structures, services and bureaucracy, however complex,
must exist to support the heart of a successful system: the relationship between the looked after child and their closest carer. It
might be a foster carer, a social worker, or a care leaver's per16

A response to the Conservative Home
post on adoption
I've just read this article on @ConHom written by your friend
and mine @TimMontgomerie. I've added the comment below
at the end of the article because I'm really tired of the public
peddling of inaccuracies about the success of public care for
children. Read the article and judge for yourself but I felt very
moved to write.
"The last few years has seen a marked increase in efforts to
support vulnerable families to prevent their children coming into
care. This can be very successful and keeps families together.
Sometimes though, the emphasis on keeping families together
and children out of care, can leave children in vulnerable circumstances for longer. The upshot of this is when family support is
finally discarded as an option, the child comes into the care system at a later age and having experienced greater damage.
Older children are less likely to be adopted because potential
adoptive parents prefer babies and younger children, not complex and damaged 11 year olds. Statistics show us that children
are coming into the care system at a later and later age and are
therefore less likely candidates for adoption. This would explain
the drop in numbers of children being adopted.

The Demos report, which Tim Montgomerie has misrepresented, makes this point and argues that children should be
taken into care earlier because the damage done to them in
their families over a long period, plays out in poor and expensive outcomes in later life.
The Demos report argues that it is better from a Cost Benefit
Analysis point of view, to take children into care earlier and invest in their care and their future, thereby avoiding the outcomes that are often blamed on 'the care system' rather than
the pre-care experiences of damaged and neglected children.
The Demos report makes precisely the argument that in fact, a
stable and well supported journey through care can lead to very
positive outcomes for young people, at less cost in the
longterm. Leaving children with their families and inadequate
support, leaves children more damaged and more likely to fail
when they arrive into care. The headline argument of the
Demos report is that we should junk our notion that the care system will always fail children.
Perhaps you should read it, Tim?”
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Share decision-making with young people and watch them fly
I've been working with young people since the early nineties
and in all that time, it has been my conviction that the way to ensure they use services and benefit from them, is by involving
them in decision-making and providing opportunities for them to
learn and use unexpected new skills.
When I trained as a youth worker in Salford, I learned about the
Brazilian Paulo Freire, a radical theorist whose ideas about
equality and pedagogy are central to the roots of modern youth
work practice. He argued that education should be a process of
liberation, enabling young people to understand the world they
live in and to develop the skills that enable them to participate
in and change it.
Freire's principles are in evidence in youth work and in very recent innovations in teaching and learning although not so much
in school governance. In the last fifteen years, these ideas have
extended into public services for children and young people and
into the voluntary sector organisations who represent their concerns. Not all organisations do it well, often falling back into

"consultation" or "voice" projects rather than true partnership
and joint decision-making. But many have made huge leaps, offering young people the chance to share their views but also to
collaborate with adults in the shaping of services to meet their
needs.
The positive impact of these experiences on young people and
the resulting quality of services, is evidenced in research papers from all over the world. But the evidence is also on your
doorstep. Every town has a youth project where young people
have been invited to collaborate and share decisions, where
they've been taken seriously and asked to take responsibility.
When it happens, you begin to see young people who feel valued and included, who feel their views are important and who
grow in confidence, discovering talents they never knew they
had and beginning journeys they could never have anticipated.
These principles are also critical to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which the UK signed up to in
1991. Article 12 enshrines the right of children and young people to be involved in decision-making that affects them. One
place where it was always considered difficult to apply these
ideas, is at school. Even now, as we enter an era of change yet
again in our education system it is our new Secretary of State
who tells us that 'failing schools' will only be redeemed and recovered through smart uniforms and strong teacher discipline,
including physical restraint.
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So today it's rather wonderful to see the UNCRC principles and
Freire's ideas transforming the school experience for children
and young people in Bolton. Here you see clear evidence that
when you take young people seriously and give them responsibility, they show you that they don't need to be controlled. They
just need to be involved.

The Lib Dems are the enablers of a furious assault on young people
The Lib Dems proved themselves this week to be not the purveyors of a "new" honest politics but entirely corruptible given
the sniff of power. Charles Kennedy and Ming Campbell, the
two remaining statesmen in their ranks, cannot know where to
look, such is the bile being directed at their party.
Sarah Teather, now a minister in Michael Gove's Department of
Education, was once a new backbencher, excoriating the Labour Government over tuition fees in her maiden speech. How
things change.
And Don Foster, my Member of Parliament. Don Foster whose
election literature pleaded with me not to waste my vote on Labour but to support him to keep the Tories out. Don Foster who
campaigned vigorously for Bath's enormous student support
with a pledge to vote against rises in tuition fees and a policy in
favour of their abolition. Don Foster who this week called himself a victim after a brick was thrown through his constituency
office.
What disgraces they are. What flibbertigibbets.
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And what damage, in their compliance with their Tory masters,
they are doing to the life chances and the optimism of young
people. Future Jobs Fund gone, EMA gone, tuition fees up,
youth services destroyed by local cuts, Connexions gone, disadvantaged secondary students patronised with old money
dressed up as a new pupil premium, while their schools are
given permission to exclude them more easily and control them
with physical force.
You think there was violence in Parliament Square this week?
That was nothing. The violence being done by this Coalition to
the futures of our young people will have repercussions down
the generations.
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The Education Bill is an attack on vulnerable children & young people
Last week it was NHS reform, this week the Education Bill
comes before Parliament.

Posts
1. The Education Bill is an attack on vulnerable children and
young people
2. Forget social mobility...
3. When the state is also the parent
4. Children’s Commissioner argues for student involvement in
decision-making
5. We must not let them roll back twenty years of progress
6. Is imposter syndrome holding the third sector back?

Before the election I wrote about my fears of an Education Department run by Michael Gove. This is what I said:
“Mark me, this is not a man who is interested in schools as part
of Children’s Services, despite the positive impact of the Children Act 2004. He is interested in Schooling: the filling of impressionable young minds with facts, the instilling of discipline
with force if necessary and the exclusion of children with special educational needs and behavioural problems to the backwaters of separate schooling and Pupil Referral Units. Don’t believe me? Think he sounds reasonable when he talks about
parent-founded schools? Then I direct you to his speech last
July at the RSA. I think you will find it informative.”

7. Charities must campaign for the inclusion of disabled people
8. The voluntary sector should be helping our young people find
jobs
9. It’s the relationship, stupid

I was scared then, I think I'm more scared now.
My job over the last few years has been focused on helping local authorities improve their services to children and young people in and leaving care. Part of that work has been about addressing the difficulties some young people face in school. Un22

der the previous government we were heading in the right direction, creating more joint working and shared responsibility between schools and the rest of the local authority to support
young people to stay in school and get the support they need.
This Education Bill has at its core some elements that will undo
all that good, not just for young people in care but other groups
of vulnerable young people too.
You will have heard about the English Baccalaureate; it's not
just a limitation of subjects that will harm the chances of vulnerable young people:
• The requirement on schools to collaborate with the local
authority to ensure the wellbeing of children and young people is removed.
• Schools will find it easier to exclude young people whose behaviour is challenging.
• The assumption that children and young people with Special
Educational Needs will be educated in mainstream schools is
removed.
• Pupil Referral Units will be expanded and inspected.
When these measures are taken alongside the expansion of
Academies and Free Schools, the inevitable consequence will
be increasing numbers of the most vulnerable young people be-

ing excluded or channeled away from their schools and into special schools or pupil referral units.
We will be told that the move to different provision will be "in
their best interests" or will "more appropriately meet their
needs". This will be an argument familiar to those who have
fought for their disabled child to be educated in mainstream
school alongside their peers.
League tables and the notion of parental 'choice' are at the root
of this. This new legislation is an inevitable extension of a policy
that has moved us away from providing a good local school for
every child and into a market of schools competing for students.
In that competitive market, where schools must publicise their
good results and show off their well behaved students in order
to attract parents, vulnerable children create a problem.
Our comprehensive system is founded on the belief that all
young people are entitled to a high quality education and that it
is socially beneficial for young people to learn together, regardless of their background or circumstances. Huge strides have
been made over the last decades, even against the background
of league tables, to provide the support needed to vulnerable
young people to enable them to stay in school with their peers.
These measures will fracture that protection.
The Coalition will argue that the Pupil Premium is the remedy to
ensure that schools will take on pupils from what they would
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call disadvantaged backgrounds - including children and young
people from care. But increased competition with other schools
will focus on reputation and regardless of whether a school has
the money to support a young person, if they get a reputation
for having the "difficult" kids they will worry that they are not attractive to the parents of high achieving students.
The government knows this too which is why these measures
have been brought in. Strengthening provision in Pupil Referral
Units (more money, Ofsted inspections and full-time teaching),
illustrates very clearly that the Coalition aims to filter some
young people out of mainstream education. Schools will be
more easily able to exclude their students and the government
will argue that the alternative provision of Pupil Referral Units
will be an acceptable and well-funded alternative.
These measures are designed to clear our schools of vulnerable and challenging children and young people and educate
them separately from their peers. This is absolutely not acceptable and is entirely at odds with the principles of our comprehensive system.
We must fight the Education Bill.

Forget social mobility, this government's agenda is all about social exclusivity
The story in the Mail on Sunday about premium internships being auctioned off for thousands of pounds at Tory fundraisers
should surprise no one.
The Conservative party is infused with privilege and money;
these elements in tandem provide the golden ladder of opportunity straight to the penthouse suite of establishment Britain.
Once there, a lifetime of continued privilege and wealth is all
but guaranteed. It makes sense then, to ensure that privilege
continues to be handed down to the next generation.
So finding itself in power once again, the party is busying itself
with manoeuvres that will cement those privileges for its own
while at the same time persuading a corner of the electorate
that it is working entirely in their interests. Whether it's 'alarm
clock Britain' or 'hard-working families', the government is keen
to show the public that it is actually most concerned with their
family's social mobility.
But explore the policies in more detail and they start to look a
little more exclusive than inclusive, a little bit like social mobility
for you but not for you.
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It seems to me that the government thinks that 'disadvantage'
means being poor and that poverty is simply the absence of
money. That would explain Gove's obsession with the number
of children on free school meals who get into Oxford each year.
It's the spectre of the deserving poor again, those children that
are grubby and living in penury but simply need the attention of
the noble squire who takes an interest, recognises with delight
the giant brain that lurks beneath the unkempt hair and coaldusted face and immediately sends them up to Oxford to fulfill
their promise.
Last week I wrote about the Education Bill and tried to show
that a number of distinct measures in the legislation, when
taken alongside the increase in Academy, Free and UTC
schools, will result in thousands of children being excluded from
the opportunity to learn with their peers. These children and
young people will be those who have special educational
needs, physical disabilities and mental health problems. They
might be young people who are refugees or have English as a
second language. They might live in the care of their local
authority.
Excluding these young people from their peers is not a commitment to social mobility for the disadvantaged, it is an act of social exclusion that will have the exact opposite effect. In addition, these problems are not exclusively found alongside poverty and the government should consider a careful approach if

it's to convince the parents and carers of disabled children that
it has social mobility at heart while excluding their children from
the local school.
There has been a lot of anxiety recently about attacks on disabled people by teenagers. How can we be surprised by this if
we insist on learning and socialising separately from our disabled fellow citizens? It is social exclusion and it is deeply
damaging.
Alongside education policy for the young, Disabled young people and adults are seeing their physical mobility and transport
allowances cut back, with devastating consequences. What on
earth are we to make of that? Social mobility good, actual mobility which contributes to social inclusion (including the opportunity to work) bad?
When we look at the aspects of policy that have improved people's life chances and enhanced their social mobility in recent
years, they are all now being cut back. Higher tuition fees are
putting middle-income families off sending their children to university because they are fearful of such high levels of debt, despite the government's reassurances that repayment will come
later. Education Maintenance Allowance kept young people in
further and higher education who might not have attended otherwise. Sure Start centres provided essential nurture for children
and parenting support for vulnerable families, giving them a
head start. Aim Higher gave young people who had never con25

sidered higher education, the opportunity to explore it as a real
option. I could go on.

When the state is also the parent

Social mobility is meaningless without social inclusion. But I
don't think the government wants to talk about that.

Childline reports today that the number of young people in care
who contact them has increased by a third over the last five
years.

Post script: On Monday 14th February, the Prime Minister relaunched his Big Society initiative with a speech to social entrepreneurs and representatives of the voluntary sector. During
questions, David Cameron talked about the National Citizen
Service, his new scheme to provide six week community activity courses for sixteen year olds after their GCSEs. The big selling point, which he emphasised several times, was that the
NCS would provide the opportunity for young people from different backgrounds to get to know and understand each other
through their work together and that this was critical to the Big
Society and social cohesion.
So why can't they get to know each other at school?

This is an interesting statistic coinciding as it does with five
years of concentration on better outcomes for looked after children and care leavers that began under Labour with the Care
Matters green paper in 2006.
But it also coincides with a five year push to place the views of
young people at the heart of planning for their care. Every local
authority should have a 'Pledge' to the children and young people it cares for, detailing the kind of care and support they
should expect. Each local authority should also have a 'Children in Care Council', created to be the focal point for the expression of those views.
Perhaps it is unsurprising that over a period of time where local
authorities have been asked to show evidence of how they involve young people in care planning, the young people themselves should find the strength to give voice to their own misgivings when they have them.
This often leads to a rise in calls for an advocate for every
young person in care to 'fight their corner' against the 'system'.
We always argued against that and our view was often backed
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up by the young people we worked with, who told us that the
last thing they wanted was yet another adult involved in their
lives.

that even the strong authorities with good reputations for their
care will struggle under that burden.

What they wanted was to be listened to, involved in the decisions affecting their lives and cared for by people who were interested in them and their future. They wanted to be parented.
It is a tall order to be both the state and the parent. The phrase
Corporate Parent always raises eyebrows and it does seem oxymoronic. However those local authorities that do well are usually those which hand over power. They use all the resources
available to them to provide the opportunities for young people
that will support their progress and they ensure that the carers
and workers around children and young people are empowered
to be the parent, freed from unnecessary protocols.
There is no doubt that there are still young people who are not
adequately cared for and protected by their corporate parents.
Childline is clearly hearing their stories. It has always been the
case that any young person's experience will depend on the local authority that cares for them and there are still too many
that are failing.
A particular concern now is the reduction in wider services to
children and young people that will inevitably have an impact on
the resources available to children in and leaving care. I worry
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Children's Commissioner argues for
student involvement in school
decision-making
I thought Dr. Maggie Atkinson, the Children's Commissioner for
England, gave a storming performance this evening as she delivered the National Education Trust's 5th Annual Lecture at Inner Temple on London's Victoria Embankment.
I've long been an admirer of Maggie Atkinson, she had a great
reputation before she came into post and I know her appointment was widely welcomed in the sector. Incidentally I wrote
about her appointment when it came, specifically the scandalous accusations made in the House of Commons by Michael
Gove that she was a Labour insider, unworthy of a public position. Once in power of course, Gove immediately announced
that the post of Children's Commissioner would be subject to review. Thankfully the review, which was published earlier this
year, concluded what we all knew: that the post of Commissioner was critical to policy-making if the views, wishes and
needs of children and young people were to be properly
addressed.
Tonight Maggie Atkinson challenged educators to grapple with
the effective engagement of children and young people in
decision-making in their school communities, as part of a wider

review of education policy seen through the prism of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Her speech was
passionate and clear, underscored by her commitment to the
moral duty to involve and collaborate with children and young
people as well as the years of evidence from research and children and young people themselves illustrating the value of that
collaboration both for the young and the institutions in which
they find themselves.
Ten years ago I worked for the Children's Rights Development
Team in Oxfordshire, a joint project between Save the Children
and Oxfordshire County Council. Our role was to focus on the
delivery of children's rights, my role was to lead on participation
of young people in decision-making. Of all the professionals
that I worked with, it was teachers who most resisted the concept of shared decision-making with their students. It was hard
for them to engage with something that seemed to them to challenge utterly their natural authority in the school environment.
Like I said, this was ten years ago and things have moved on
considerably since then but, as Maggie made clear, we have far
to go and she is a fantastic advocate for it. Particularly in a climate of policy which leans towards didactic teaching, the English Baccalaureate and the right of teachers to search and restrain young people, it is critical that we all continue to make
these arguments.
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I asked Maggie a question tonight outlining my concern that the
changes to educational structures were a way of filtering 'difficult' young people, or those considered not to be 'academic',
away from an education with their peers and into segregated
provision. She argued that her concern is the deal that young
people are getting, not how and by whom it is delivered. That's
a fair argument but my concerns are broader, I want to see
young people educated in a system which is equitable, transparent and overseen by local democratic structures.
I think the reduction of local authority oversight is a serious problem and could lead to young people being marginalised even
further, especially those without parents who join local pressure
groups to advocate directly for the quality of their education. As
we argue for young people's participation in decision-making,
let's not allow an educational system to emerge that is itself removed from the democratic process.
And so as I make my way home, I know for certain both politically and through my experience over twenty years spent working with young people, that when the young are trusted to share
their ideas and collaborate with adults around them, they show
themselves to be stellar. Let's create a system that enables
that!

We must not let them roll back twenty
years of progress
The acreage of theorising about the causes of the recent riots
and looting around England, is giving way to postulation about
the solution.
Unfortunately for young people, a popular idea appears to be
the rolling back of 20 years’ worth of progress in children and
young people’s rights and participation.
After the sight of children and young people (and plenty of
adults, frankly) running wild in our cities and exiting broken windows with televisions and trainers, the media and some politicians’ first port of call for blame was the parents.
But the parents weren’t having it, instead numerous of them
have appeared on television and in the press over recent days
to tell us that the problem is that they are scared to ‘discipline’
their children, for fear of retribution from the government, that a
culture of young people’s ‘rights’ has led to an out of control
sense of entitlement and the rejection of adult authority, including that of parents.
We are at serious risk here. Over the last 20 years, we had begun to establish a political and policy culture in which it was recognised that the engagement of children and young people in
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decision-making has a positive impact on their self-esteem,
skills and sense of community, as well as creating better services.

ticipation and engagement. In the case of the young people
who rioted and looted over the last week, it is to make the case
that this is needed now more than ever.

Efforts were made at all levels of government to work alongside children and young people in the planning and in some
cases, delivery of services to their users. The Children’s Commissioner was established, obligations to consult and engage
were included in legislation. Importantly, years and years of evidence was building to reinforce a message that it works, that
the impact on young people and politics is positive.

If we don’t, the ‘discipline’ lobby will win. Let’s be clear what that
means. These are people who still believe that the best response to their children’s violence and disorder, is more violence, not love.
We must stand up for what we know is true. We cannot let them
win this battle, we must not let them roll back years of progress.

Participation helps children and young people understand their
place in their communities, it shapes a feeling of responsibility
for each other, it helps young people experience self-efficacy,
and the ability to affect their surroundings. It teaches them
about politics and the importance of political engagement, it
teaches them about the impact of their actions. It helps them to
make an argument, not throw a brick. It tells them that they are
valued. It tells them that they have responsibilities, not a carte
blanche to do as they please.
The third sector, alongside colleagues in local government
youth services, has been at the forefront of the promotion of children and young people’s rights and participation. Now that local
authority youth services are being gutted or, in some cases,
obliterated, it is left to the voluntary sector to stand up for young
people and make a case for the continued commitment to par30

Is Imposter Syndrome holding the third
sector back?
Last week, the writer Tobias Wolff said in a Guardian interview
that he expected one day to be found out as a fake, as though
his renown and talent were imagined, his success fabricated.
Once thought only to affect high-achieving women, Imposter
Syndrome is now known to be common in both sexes. Many
people in positions of authority or influence have, at the back of
their minds, a nagging worry that one day someone will unmask
them, revealing them to be ill-qualified for their senior position
or power.
But perhaps it’s something we all worry about, whatever our responsibilities, or gender. Increasingly, we are defined by the
work we do or the work-related attributes we have. As a job or
even a career for life gives way to ‘portfolio’ working, our individual characteristics, attitudes and skills become the headlines
through which we sell ourselves. And, as ‘personal branding’ becomes an even greater concern for young people entering the
job market (children at primary schools in the US are hearing
these messages too), we stop being a workforce and instead
become a sea of individual mini-brands, vying for the attention
of employers as jobs become more scarce.

In a changing economy, all the talk is of ‘soft’ skills: social and
communication aptitudes, emotional intelligence, leadership, collaborative and creative abilities. These are the attributes that
employers seek in a modern workforce for our informationdriven age. For the well-educated and advantaged, a plethora
of character-building extra-curricular activities provide some
of these skills for the young to brandish on their UCAS forms.
For the less well off and disadvantaged, the youth clubs and
schemes that offered opportunities are dwindling, placing them
out of reach.
But even if we mourn the loss of opportunity for so many young
people (not to mention those adults forced by economics into a
career change), should we not also worry about the commodification of those attributes? Once, an individual might have
sought to be a collaborative and cheerful team player because
that was a nice thing to be, a quality apparent in the sort of person that other people like to have around. Instead, it is imperative to have the skills of a team player for the edge it will give in
a competitive employment process.
Have we really commodified some of our best human qualities?
Or does business finally understand that success is built on relationships, not bullying? The continuing rise of Imposter Syndrome suggests that we are spending so much time trying to
convince others of our talents, we have stopped believing our
own publicity.
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As the government concentrates on its welfare to work programme and those of us concerned for the wellbeing of young
people find ways to help them develop these personal skills and
attributes, we would do well to remember that we are human,
after all.
Our sector must firmly root itself in a belief in our attributes as
valuable in their own right; not to be developed simply to secure
personal, economic advancement but to be used collaboratively
to improve our world and our mutual experience of it.

Charities must campaign for the inclusion of disabled people
After Mencap’s ‘Don’t Stand By’ report and the Equality and Human Rights Commission’s release this week of ‘Hidden in Plain
Sight’, it is very clear that we have a serious problem in this
country with hate crimes, bullying and abuse directed at disabled people.
The case studies described in the EHRC report cast a long
shadow over any claim our country might have to being an
open and accepting society. This kind of harm, directed at a single but diverse group, has gone unnoticed for too long.
Worryingly, the perpetrators of some of these attacks and campaigns of abuse and bullying, have been young people. Why is
that and what can we do about it?
For three decades, disabled children and young people have
had the right to be educated in mainstream schools with their
non-disabled peers, if it meets their educational needs. Under
the last government this entitlement was strengthened, as it
had been by the Disability Discrimination Act 1995. However,
there has always been a strongly pro-special school movement
among parents of disabled children, partly out of anxiety about
bullying.
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The Coalition agreement presented after the general election
in 2010, had a very clear policy on the issue. The assumption of
inclusion in mainstream schooling for disabled children was to
be removed and all regulation and policy around Special Education Needs would be reviewed and new proposals made in a
green paper. This was a policy strongly backed by the Prime
Minister as a parent of a disabled child, although he discovered
on the campaign trail that not every similar parent agreed with
him.
The green paper was delayed and then published. The proposals are still being reviewed and consulted on and there is yet to
be a firm set of proposals from Sarah Teather, the minister responsible.
This area of policy is fraught and there is no denying that
there strong feelings on all sides about the benefits and drawbacks of inclusion which are also mired in the complicated processes around assessing, meeting and paying for each individual young person’s educational needs.
Putting the educational issues to one side, the social principle
is an important one. We have had an assumption of inclusion
but more often than not, and particularly for those with complex
physical or emotional needs, special schooling has been the parental preference for many children and young people. There
have also been cases where schools have actively resisted enrolling children because their physical needs (such as wheel-

chair use) have been argued to be a health and safety concern
for others in the school community.
The consequence has been that many non-disabled children
and young people have no experience of sharing their immediate community with their disabled peers. They have never had
the opportunity to know, understand and build relationships with
disabled students. We surely can’t be surprised, then, that for
some non-disabled children and young people, disabled adults
or other children in their communities are targets for the kind of
bullying and harassment born of ignorance and fear.
As the government removes the assumption of inclusion, we
can only expect this situation to get worse.
So it seems to me that it falls on our sector to address this
issue. It’s time for our numerous disability charities to come together not just to raise awareness through publicity and marketing campaigns but to create the programmes for children and
young people that will bring them together from all their backgrounds, with all their abilities and capacities, whatever they
are.
There is a social purpose to it that sits at the heart of our sector:
to help people understand each other, to ensure that opportunity is available to all, and to enable people to build relationships that create the stronger communities we all crave.
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The voluntary sector should be helping
our young people find jobs
These are grim times. High inflation, lower salaries, rising unemployment and a lack of investment are the ingredients of economic torpor, and we are being fed them in shovelfuls.
Most of us would be hard pressed to find someone in our lives
who hasn’t been affected by the gloom – unless you have a
wide circle of wealthy hedge fund-supported pals, that is. Some
of us have taken some pretty hair raising decisions over the last
few months; my partner and I have just downsized to protect
ourselves from the continuing depression. It’s been traumatic
and difficult but at least we had the means to us to do it.
The ones who are really suffering are the young. While those of
us who are older and more experienced in the labour market
can bounce back after a period of unemployment, not working
at the beginning of a career has far reaching consequences.
The economist, David Blanchflower, expands on this issue in an
excellent article based on his research and published by the
Royal Society for the Arts two years ago.
“For the young, a spell of unemployment does not end with that
spell; it raises the probability of being unemployed in later years

and carries with it a wage penalty. The consequences of unemployment are thus more far-reaching than for older people.”
Blanchflower goes on to say that this is everyone’s problem.
High levels of youth unemployment are bad for all of us, creating low morale in the country and the economy. Our happiness
quotient drops enormously when our children aren’t reaching
their potential.
So what are we going to do about it? One of the pressure
points for youth unemployment is that entry level jobs are being
taken by graduates who can’t find graduate-level employment
opportunities. Another is that, increasingly, opportunities are offered as unpaid internships which are therefore only available
to those who can self-fund valuable work experience. This is an
unsustainable mess and harms the prospects of thousands of
young people who need access to work experience to help
them on their way.
Since 2009 a brilliant project, led by the National Care Advisory
Service, has been working to improve the employment prospects of care leavers. From Care2Work has recruited
employers from across the economy (including the voluntary
and public sectors), to offer work experience, employment opportunities and apprenticeships to young people leaving care,
recognising that this particular group faces an even bigger struggle to find their way into work. The success comes from wraparound support and offering a range of opportunities to young
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people that increase their exposure to the workplace, but also
from training employers to understand the unique barriers that
care leavers face when trying to find work for the first time.
Only this week, New Deal of the Mind have published an evaluation of their Future Jobs Fund scheme, which showed that a
small amount of investment in providing work experience for
young people in the creative industries has paid huge dividends: three quarters of their participants have gone into work
or learning.

young person’s ability to secure a position, as well as building
their confidence.
And for those who are living in areas where jobs really are impossible to come by, work experience with a supportive organisation can be the difference between despair and hope.
Even in hard times, don’t we have that in our gift?

Good practice abounds, let’s put it to work.
We now have thousands of young people who are struggling,
some facing more complicated barriers than others, some who
simply cannot find a job after hundreds of applications.
It seems to me that the voluntary sector could do its bit to
help. Perhaps it’s time to step away from offering long-term unpaid internships and instead move into offering short, paid work
placements and traineeship opportunities, or working in partnership with job centres to provide work experience for young people who are claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance.
Isn’t it possible that the voluntary sector, always so keen to innovate, can find a way to help our young get the work experience
they need while paying them a training wage to do it? Even
short periods of work experience can have a huge impact on a
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It’s the relationship, stupid

reflecting on the article, it struck me that, really, coaching as a
method has little to do with the success of the scheme.

Tower Hamlets council in east London has announced that a
valuable and successful scheme for young people has been
saved from the axe through the combined efforts of two voluntary sector organisations, the Private Equity Foundation and Tomorrow’s People.

The success is that committed, interested adults with skills in
building relationships with young people, are being paid a good
salary to be there for that young person – in a relationship that
sustains and supports, shows interest, love and care.

The scheme, providing coaching for young people who are not
in education, employment or training, or at risk of being in that
situation, will now continue for the next two years using the
Tower Hamlets model, which has been hailed as a huge success. It’s been partly funded by Big Society Capital and has applied for Innovation Fund payment by results finance.
So far, so big society. Putting aside views of the funding model,
it’s great that the young people of Tower Hamlets will continue
to have access to such a high level of support.
Many of us who have been around long enough know that a
new panacea comes around every few years and that most of
them are simply a re-hashing of best practice in a different,
brightly-coloured hat.
Part of the fanfare connected with the scheme is that it has
been billed as a triumph for coaching as an approach to supporting young people. Even Ernst and Young have been drafted in
to “codify” what it is that the coaches do. But while reading and

A few years ago I worked for a large, European-funded voluntary sector project, improving services and support to young
people leaving care. We did some research with young people
to find out what made their journey through care easier.
The most common response was a relationship with an adult
who cared, who was consistent, who came back even when
they were being obnoxious, who persisted. An adult who challenged them, helped them find out answers, helped them develop new skills, encouraged them, had high aspirations for
them and who believed they could go far.
In the Guardian piece, the coaching aspect of the role plays its
part – helping a young person understand their skills and abilities, address the self-limiting beliefs that hold them back, and
set and achieve goals. But it goes on to describe the coaches
who visit a young person every day to get them to school, or
who text them in the afternoon to see how school has been,
who badger them into action because they believe in them.
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Back in that European project we had a secret short-hand for
one of our main messages, that we didn’t use publicly. We borrowed heavily from President Clinton’s famous campaigning
phrase on the economy: “It’s the relationship, stupid”. And you
know what? It really is that simple.
I volunteer for Mentoring Plus in Bath. Adults in our local community volunteer to train and work as mentors for vulnerable
young people. Mentor, coach, youth worker, personal adviser,
project worker, even ‘troubled families’ troubleshooter’ – it’s the
same role with a different name.
I’ll bet if you ask the young people in Tower Hamlets, “So what
was it about the coaching technique that really worked for
you?”, you’ll get a blank look. Ask them what they liked about
their experience being coached and I’m sure you’ll hear how
great it is to have a nice adult to talk to, who cares about them
and shows an interest in their success.
It’s a truth universally acknowledged. Every one of us working
in the voluntary sector, with vulnerable adults and young people
alike, knows that the time to build a relationship which fosters
resilience and self-reliance and which is caring and consistent
can be the key that unlocks even the most intransigent of issues.

It’s the relationship. It’s not a new technique, or a new way of
asking the same question. So why don’t we stop calling it something new every 10 years?
Let’s be the sector that says, we can help by building a relationship and let’s acknowledge that it takes a serious commitment.
It’s expensive whether you’re counting time or money. It’s a lot
to ask of a volunteer and, more often than not, we don’t pay
those that do this work a great deal of money.
Maybe the problem we have is that we find it hard to argue for
funding if all we’re apparently offering is a “relationship” with a
group of clients? That doesn’t sound sexy or innovative and it
certainly doesn’t sound expensive or technical enough. We
need to be braver.
I hope Ernst and Young discover that it’s the relationship, stupid. And I hope that we can start to be more honest about what
works.
Humanity works. It’s that simple.
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NEET
Close to a million young people aged between 16 and 24, now
find themselves saddled with that ghastly moniker NEET (not in
education or training).
A toxic combination of factors, not least our nose-diving economy, the removal of Education Maintenance Allowance and the
tripling of tuition fees in higher education, is making it nearimpossible to get an economic foothold. Add to this the government’s war on vocational learning and many young people must
be wondering what’s out there for them.
There’s been plenty of hand-wringing in the media over youth
unemployment as each month’s figures come out and even
Nick Clegg has been making more noise about his Youth Charter, aware that concern is growing that we are seeing a new lost
generation emerge.
But where are the young people?
Since the EMA protests last year, the voices of young people
have gone very quiet. Perhaps they have been cowed by the
failure to prevent the loss of EMA or the aftermath of the August
riots which led to sentences for some that were four times
longer than for others prosecuted for equivalent crimes in 2010.

15. As fires burn in the BBC, an old youth worker adds her thoughts
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So are our young people resigned to their cris de coeur going
unheard?
The public debate on young people is fraught with contradiction. Nick Clegg offers help and there is sympathy for the lack
of work while at the same time, Ian Duncan Smith labels the
young as X Factor obsessed “job snobs” who think shelfstacking for dole with expenses is beneath them.

So come on UK Youth Parliament and others, stop planning
your golden futures as hot-shot young political operatives! Get
out there with your young comrades and make a stink!

There are many strong child and young people focused charities who have been dutifully writing press releases and letters
to the papers about the struggles their charges, particularly
those from disadvantaged backgrounds, are facing. But, it’s
time for the young people-led organisations to step up to the
mic and for the bigger youth charities to put their beneficiaries
front and centre.
Let’s see some young people out there in the press talking
about the impact of these appalling circumstances and the ad
hominem attacks that young people are enduring from politicians and papers alike.
I know there are young people out there who are brave and articulate, who have something to say about their lives, who without doubt need the platform to say it.
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If we stop learning, we’re hardly living
I have always been curious about the world. When I was very
young, I loved science and astronomy books. I wanted to understand how the universe worked and I was overwhelmed by a romantic wonder at its complexity.
Before everyone realised that I couldn’t add up, my mother assumed that I would be an astro-physicist. But, eventually, we
were all resigned to the life I would have: craning my neck on a
dark night and holding my breath at the majesty of it all.
I still hold my breath and I still want to understand. It’s lucky for
me that the internet provides me with endless sources of new
stuff to know, that science on television has learned a visual language that can explain some of the most complex aspects of
our universe.

Today I spent the morning with brilliant and interesting people
who wanted to share their ideas and knowledge with me. The
internet has done this to us. We’ve realised that we can talk to
each other, that there are others out there: the geeks, the
nerds, the info-philes, the artists, the creatives, the thinkers, the
dreamers. We can find each other with a hashtag.
And then this afternoon, my brother-in-law shared this on Facebook: http://youtu.be/XGK84Poeynk
It made me really emotional. It reminded me that awe, wonder,
curiosity and the desire to learn and understand, are the other
forces that connect us to each other and bind us to the universe
we share.

I’ve learned more in the last few years about physics and chemistry than I ever learned in school and I also know that physics
in school is way better now than it was for me. I was never told
that I was made of stars, that understanding forces with weights
and pulleys could help me understand space-time. I wish I’d
learned that then.
But never mind, it’s important to me that I’m still learning and
I’m always interested in learning something new. Understanding
something.
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If you work with vulnerable young people, watch this
This morning, my partner showed me a fantastic TED video.
The speaker is Dr. Brené Brown, a research scientist in social
work. She talks about the years she’s spent trying to understand some of our most complex human emotions, through the
collection of qualitative data – our stories.
She has some really interesting things to say about vulnerability
and our avoidance of it at all costs. It really struck a chord with
me after an interesting conversation during the training I was
running yesterday. We talked about how some care leavers are
quick to throw the emotional shutters down because they don’t
want to open up, mostly because it’s too hard and there’s no
trust. I think Dr. Brown has a lot to say to us and them. If we
can open up and embrace our vulnerability, we can be happier.
It’s worth 18 minutes of your time. Really.
http://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_on_vulnerability

We have a duty to be curious (part one)
In 2008, I spoke to a group of care and leaving care service
managers and practitioners in the East of England, to report
back on the findings of a project I had been involved in. As I sat
during the coffee break waiting to speak, I made a few additions
to my script.
I had been mulling the role of the frontline practitioner working
with young people and how they are the conduits through which
any service is delivered. Thinking on this and the focus on educational attainment of my presentation, I wrote: “You have a
duty to be curious”.
My point was to suggest that young people in and leaving care
need us to model the qualities and characteristics we want
them to develop. We were talking about fostering a love of learning in young people and supporting the development of high aspirations but we weren’t talking about how we do that for ourselves.
So “you have a duty to be curious” sort of fell out of my head,
framed in those terms because the language of duties is so familiar to all of us working with vulnerable young people, and because I felt it was both pleasingly whimsical and incredibly important.
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I still believe it and it’s never been far from one of my presentations since. It’s not just relevant to young people in and leaving
care either. Vulnerable and disadvantaged young people often
have a very complex or disrupted educational experience and
this can lead to a failure to engage with learning for its own
sake, never mind to acquire a handful of GCSEs.
As adults working with these groups, we need to look at our
own engagement with the world, our openness to new ideas or
knowledge, our willingness to explore and ask questions, to critically appraise. If we don’t do these things ourselves, how can
we help young people re-engage with school or discover an enthusiasm for learning? We must model it for them, help them
see that curiosity about the world.
There’s a link of course between a critical mind that is asking
questions and an engagement with the political process. We’re
getting better at helping young people get involved in decisionmaking about the services they receive but there are still places
where this is done badly or not at all. We should work to build
that link and help young people realise their role as social actors.

Carl Sagan, the renowned astrophysicist, was a great believer
in the importance of asking questions. He was clear that an enquiring mind was fundamentally linked to the preservation of democracy. In his final television interview before his death in
1996, he said:
“Science is more than a body of knowledge. It is a way of thinking; a way of skeptically interrogating the universe with a fine
understanding of human fallibility.
If we are not able to ask skeptical questions, to interrogate
those who tell us that something is true, to be skeptical of those
in authority, then, we are up for grabs for the next charlatan (political or religious) who comes rambling along.”
He had a point, don’t you think?

So many of us in the voluntary sector are working with vulnerable and disadvantaged young people, whether we are delivering a statutory duty or not. If our role is to help young people develop into the happy, engaged, educated and secure adults we
want them to be, we must show them what one looks like.
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We have a duty to be curious (part two)
I had an interesting chat with Marie Huxtable yesterday morning. Marie is a senior educational psychologist and involved
in Living Theory action research, alongside Jack Whitehead.
To quote Jack’s site, “In a living educational theory approach to
action research, individuals hold their lives to account by producing explanations of their educational influences in their own
learning in enquiries of the kind, ‘How am I improving what I am
doing?’ They do this in contexts where they are seeking to live
the values they use to give life meaning and purpose as fully as
they can.”
There are lots of things that are particularly striking about this
whole approach but our wide-ranging discussion caused me to
focus on the importance of having a space in which to be reflective and articulate our learning and understanding to improve
our practice. Where Marie’s interest is the classroom, I was
thinking about implications in my field of youth work and young
people’s social care.
I am a naturally curious person. I like to learn, to explore ideas
and see how they chime with my views, philosophies and values. Whenever I’m learning about something new in whatever
field, I’m thinking about how I can use this new knowledge or

way of thinking in my work. Inevitably, and this has always been
the case, I am a reflective practitioner.
I think because this has been my habit, I’ve always assumed
that it is true of most people that I come across through my
work, especially those involved in supporting the learning and
development of others. It’s very human work, why wouldn’t you
be curious enough to interrogate it and ask what else you can
contribute to it? But I have learned over the years that I’m often
wrong. Very many of us in these influential roles, fail to develop
our own broader learning or a sense of ourselves in the wider
world, not just in the context of our everyday concerns. Not only
that, we assume this pose while exhorting those we teach or
support to be good learners and citizens: curious, interested
and engaged.
My line to social workers, foster carers and others involved in
supporting young people as they prepare to leave care has
been, “you have a duty to be curious”. I phrased it this way simply because these hardworking people are overloaded with
statutory duties relating to their charges, so this seemed like a
nice one to add.
What I was urging was for those closest to young people to
model curiosity, to take an interest in learning, to show that
learning was not something that always took place in a classroom, that finding out new things could teach you about yourself and your place in the world.
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So if it’s not a personal habit, how do we ensure that professionals working with young people have the opportunity to learn, explore and reflect as part of their roles? Usually, particularly in social care, these opportunities will be delivered through supervision and training days. Supervision will almost certainly be filled
with addressing difficult casework rather than personal development or reflection.
Training days are interesting. My experience is that participants
often expect to be told something new, rather than to experience an opportunity to reflect on their practice, in a less directive way. This tells us a lot about adults thinking about training
as they experienced school – someone stands at the front and
tells you something, you learn it. However, if a session goes
well, evaluation forms will say, “it was good to get the chance to
reflect on my work”, even if that wasn’t what they were expecting at the outset.
So perhaps we need to create those curious and reflective habits more explicitly at work? We should be clear that reflection
and exploration of practice, asking questions about what we do
and how we do it, is still critical to our doing it well and that
spending time doing these things will improve our practice.
This is a big issue and I’ve been thinking about it a lot in different ways over the last few years. Now that I’m freelance, I want
to write about it in more depth. So these are first thoughts, I
want to take the time to unpick them.

The papers fret about teenage sex. The
answer? Compulsory SRE in schools
I first worked for Brook in 1994. Even then the arguments for
compulsory sex and relationships education were well rehearsed. More than that, they were backed up with evidence
from across northern Europe that showed that with high-quality
sex and relationships education from the age of five, focused
on relationships and developing confidence and self-worth, teenagers had their first sexual experiences much later and were
much less likely to experience exploitation. Add to that the provision of sexual health and contraceptive services and the result
was low levels of teenage pregnancy and happy, fulfilled teenagers. Marvellous.
But, we continue to ignore this evidence and apply the tabloid
rules of hysteria and hand-wringing with a side of parental and
religious ‘rights’ over children’s access to SRE. Great work has
been done through the teenage pregnancy strategy since 1997
and the rate has come down. In some areas the impact has
been phenomenal. But now the strategy team is being deconstructed, funding lost and posts deleted all over the country. We
will the see the impact of this move very soon.
Today a report for the NHS recommends that girls as young as
thirteen have access to the pill without seeing a GP. Once
again, the same arguments will be re-hashed. By 1995-6, we
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had nurse-prescribing of the pill at our Brook clinic for young
people who showed that they could understand the implications
of what they were doing, the so-called ‘Gillick Competence’.
This is not terribly new. If you’re worried that girls as young as
thirteen are having sex, then it’s time to introduce compulsory
sex and relationships education.
I looked back at my blog because I knew this has been coming
up regularly over the last few years. This is some of what I
found there:
February 2009
Last autumn the Government announced that PSHE would become a statutory part of the National Curriculum. A review is being led to determine how this should happen. It will include education on Sex and Relationships from the age of five to sixteen.
This is a welcome step in the right direction but comes too late
for Alfie, a father to Maisie at the age of thirteen. I get so infuriated listening to the discussion that develops around this issue.
More often than not, it is ill-informed and guided by selfappointed moral guardians in the press. Let us begin with the
facts. There is an enormous, I mean really vast, amount of evidence from across Europe that shows that high-quality sex and
relationships education from the age of five onwards delays
young people’s first sexual experience and keeps the teenage
pregnancy rate low.

There is nothing new about this. I began my career working in
the field of sexual health education with young people and even
then we were looking at evidence that was fifteen years old.
These are long-made arguments that have been ignored over
time. We should also acknowledge that the environment we subject our children to is filled with messages about sex. We made
it, not them. Here again, we fail to provide them with the skills
and knowledge they need to navigate a world we have created
for them, not least to address the messages they experience
about gender. Thirdly, children and young people have the right
to an unfettered childhood and a positive transition to adulthood.
November 2009
Today the Government has announced that Sex and Relationships education will be compulsory within PSHE from September 2011. Parents will have the right to withdraw their children
from this curriculum time up to the age of fifteen, this has
dropped from nineteen years old under current law.
So the Government has decided to stand up and defend the
right of young people to information about sex and relationships
unfettered by their parents’ views, but only once they are fifteen
years old. A quick glance at teenage pregnancy and other data
illustrates that many young people in Britain are sexually active
much earlier than their fifteenth birthday and that some at fifteen will already be parents. A quick glance around the shelves
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of any newsagent or supermarket shows you why young people
need to have a place to explore these issues very early in their
adolescence.
Young people need time and a place in which they can learn
facts about their bodies, their biology and themselves. The prevention of unwanted pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease is a health issue, young people need access to information. Crucially they need to learn and think about sexual feelings, sexuality, relationships and how to manage those unfamiliar but overwhelming adult feelings that are starting to emerge.
How are we preparing young people for healthy adult relationships of all kinds if we allow parents to refuse their children the
experience of exploring these issues in a safe, supportive, learning environment?
The Government argues that only one tenth of one percent of
parents have removed their children from sex education in science lessons so far, mostly for religious reasons. They seem to
imply that maintaining the right to withdraw children is acceptable because only a small number will bother to do it. I disagree. The hysteria that will follow this announcement will inevitably focus on ‘homosexuality and abortion being taught in lessons,’ and may very well encourage parents to withdraw their
children. And even if it doesn’t, just having the right to withdraw
sends out the wrong message: it says that parents are right to
be suspicious, to be concerned. It’s not a positive position.

And then this in April 2010, just before the election
If you want an idea of the damage that will be done to the prospects of young people in and out of schools in the event of a
Tory win, look no further than to the actions of the Conservative
Party last night. Michael Gove, the Shadow Schools Secretary,
refused to support individual tuition for young people struggling
with learning, the implementation of a new primary curriculum
and most egregiously, the implementation of compulsory PSHE
– including sex and relationships education – even with the
right of parents to withdraw their children up to the age of fifteen.
When I wrote about the announcement on PSHE I was cross
that parents were still being allowed to withdraw their offspring
up to fifteen and that faith schools would still be free to teach
PSHE within the “context of the values of their faith”, whatever
that means. It was clear that an accommodation had been
reached with parents and faith groups to ensure wider support
for the measures. In a response to a hectoring tweet I sent the
Secretary of State, he indicated as much to me – that more radical steps would be difficult to achieve.
Now even this hammered-out political compromise has been
up-ended by the man who would like to be your next Education
Secretary. Mark me, this is not a man who is interested in
schools as part of Children’s Services, despite the positive impact of the Children Act 2004. He is interested in Schooling: the
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filling of impressionable young minds with facts, the instilling of
discipline with force if necessary and the exclusion of children
with special educational needs and behavioural problems to the
backwaters of separate schooling and Pupil Referral Units.
Don’t believe me? Think he sounds reasonable when he talks
about parent-founded schools? Then I direct you to his speech
last July at the RSA. I think you will find it informative.
No, last night Michael Gove flexed his political muscles well in
advance of receiving a mandate and it was a disgraceful act, illustrating the shape of things to come if he does indeed find
himself in the big chair at Sanctuary House. Young people –
desperately in need of information, support and the opportunity
to explore the personal and complex issues associated with the
journey to adulthood – will be worse off if it comes to pass.
And so it has.

If we’re all too busy being social businesses, who’s going to inspire the
young?
I’m glad we’re starting to see a bit of discussion about the value
of charitable status and the different roles and purposes of the
multitude of non-profit organisations and companies that are
springing up.
I’ve been worried for a long time that the sector’s charities have
been drifting too far from their campaigning and fundraising
roots and into service delivery. What started out in the sector as
an interesting stroll down a path towards the creation of diverse
public service partners has opened up into a gigantic free-forall. Predictably, the sector is now populated with social enterprises, social businesses, community interest companies and
others, all willing to be in receipt of the state’s dollar to deliver
our public services. And they are all competing with the charities that paved the way through the Compact.
Public service delivery is now a vast and open market. Ask
Serco.
But when the large children and young people’s charities prefer
to call themselves ‘social businesses’ in order to compete in
this overcrowded marketplace, we move inexorably into territory
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where charitable purpose becomes meaningless and even undesirable.
For vulnerable and disadvantaged young people this is not
good news. As we have seen with the Work Programme, the
need to meet targets in order to justify or even receive funding
for a service, leads to the people with the most complex needs
being ignored. They are those who cannot be ‘resolved’ or
moved on quickly and inexpensively.
So if charities stop thinking like charities entirely, who will be
there for the most disadvantaged, those most in need of the
long-term, expensive solutions? And who will take the time to
set up and fund the types of projects that have less tangible outcomes, like those devoted to raising young people’s selfesteem or engaging them in the arts?
That problem speaks to a wider issue. We are told that in a time
of austerity, those ‘fluffy’ projects with ‘soft’ outcomes cannot be
prioritised. Projects that help young people get to know themselves, identify their talents and abilities and begin to explore
them, projects that help them manage their relationships or develop their communication skills and ability to work with others
– these are difficult to fund, hard to justify.

Charities must not forget their roots. Yes, funding is hard to
come by and contracts with government offer an attractive
source of reliable income. But let’s not forget who we are and
why we came here.
Young people under the age of sixteen are now prevented from
walking the streets of Bangor town centre at night, unless a responsible adult is with them.
The Education Secretary is to consult on the reintroduction of O
Levels and CSEs, meaning that young people would have the
limit of their ability to achieve determined for them at the age of
thirteen.
The number of young people aged 16-18 who are not in education, employment or training, rose again in the last quarter.
It’s getting harder and harder to be young. Charities have a job
to do and it is at the side of the children and young people who
need us.

And yet, it is these skills, dispositions and aptitudes that will
help our young people navigate the years to come and the barriers we have left in the road.
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Military schools? No thanks.
Stephen Twigg is Labour’s Shadow Secretary of State for Education. No really, he is. The Silent One made an appearance today to tell the world that his party wants to establish Military
Schools for children in poor areas.
This, essentially, is an extension of Michael Gove’s policy to
bring retired military personnel into schools to be beacons of discipline in our most challenging ‘inner city’ schools. And this is
the problem for Stephen Twigg and Labour’s education policy
more generally.
Gove’s policies have Blairite roots and Twigg is nothing if not a
card carrying member of the Blairite posse. It’s nearly impossible for him to criticise the extension of academies or even
tackle free schools, after years of Labour setting up academies
in the first place and then banging on about parental choice and
league tables. The result is months of silence while teachers
and those even marginally connected with the educational and
learning needs of our young people, howl in pain at the decimation of our state education system.
Instead, he pops up to announce a rehash of an existing Tory
policy.
So, military schools, just for kids in disadvantaged areas. Brilliant. They will apparently raise aspirations and improve social

mobility while at the same time indoctrinating the feckless poor
with values of self-discipline, service and team work.
Lots of people who support this policy speak glowingly of the
values and attributes a military schooling will engender. They
talk about a career in the armed forces as though it is a benign
thing, as though it doesn’t come with the risk of serious harm or
death.
But it’s not for their children.
Which think tank director or politician would welcome the news
that their own child was planning to enlist, leading to a life serving in Afghanistan or other ill-fated ventures yet to come? I suspect they would beg them to rethink, to choose a less risky occupation. And yet, these are the voices we hear in support because it is a good, solid choice for the poor.
And that is the depressing thing. Our leaders think our poorest
young people are so lost and hopeless, the only thing that will
sort them out is military service in school and the promise of an
occupation that comes with a high percentage risk of maiming
or death.
Nice.
The thing is that learning is about exploration, the testing of
boundaries and ideas, asking questions, getting things wrong
as well as right or establishing that ‘wrong’ and ‘right’ are mean50

ingless. Learning is about working together, helping each other
and being part of a community committed to finding stuff out
and challenging orthodoxies.

When it comes to learning, it’s a question of values

In which military school will these be the values of the learning
community? I suspect it will look like something very different:
authority, discipline, homogeneity.

I spent yesterday at an APEX Living Legacies event for young
people. I was there to run a workshop for the young people on
how to publicise their Living Theory research projects. I was
also there to learn, alongside the other adult leaders and the
young people too.

Poor children and young people are not immune to those nice,
warm learning values, so why is military school the only option
for them?
I spent yesterday evening with a group of LGBT young people,
talking about their experience of homophobia in school. What
would military school feel like for them?
So it’s a no from me, Stephen. I don’t want your militaryindustrial fetish in our schools and I urge you to speak out for
the educational success of all disadvantaged young people.
They deserve more from you than this.

I learned a huge amount, met some fantastic young people and
connected with some brilliant and committed practitioners.
I am always struck when I attend events like this by the values
that underpin them. For Living Theory, this means recognising
the unique value of each person and what their own learning experience can contribute to our collective knowledge. To that
end, each participant was asked to describe their passions and
interests and how they will pursue them in order to create their
own Living Theory legacy for the APEX programme. For the record, mine is to continue researching and working on the value
for disadvantaged young people of positive relationships with
trusted adults.
Anyway, the values of the day were explicit and they chimed
with my own. Every person, whatever their age, had something
of value to contribute. No single contribution was more valuable
than any other by virtue of the age or status of its originator. It
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was an egalitarian approach and one that worked well in an environment in which we were asked to learn with and from each
other.
APEX is a programe funded by Bath and North East Somerset
council to provide enrichment activities for more able young people, those with ‘gifts’ and ‘talents’, from the area’s state schools.
This summer’s APEX events will be the last. Funding for the programme is being withdrawn at the end of August.
Today, I read Toby Young‘s article in the Spectator (reproduced
on his own site) reflecting on his Newsnight appearance to discuss Michael Gove’s proposal to reintroduce O Levels and
CSEs.
In his article, Young briefly lambasts the notion of
educational Inclusion - young people of all abilities learning together in mainstream school. He argues that the inclusion of
young people with disabilities and the need for departments of
Special Educational Needs in our mainstream schools is a ‘politically correct’ relic of the new Labour era.
On this matter, Young sits very closely to the Secretary of State
for Education and the Prime Minister. The assumption in law
that a child with special educational needs will be educated in
mainstream school has been removed, the Prime Minister himself spoke about it regularly before and after the 2010 general
election. This move has been bolstered by the development of

academies and free schools and the raising of the status of Pupil Referral Units and special schools. Young people with disabilities and special educational needs will be filtered from our
mainstream schools and an argument will be made that this
“better meets their needs”.
But will it? And this is where the values come in. My values tell
me we benefit as a society when we know each other and collaborate with each other. For me, this process must start as we
learn together. Inclusion means young people of all abilities and
backgrounds learning together in schools in their own communities, not filtered out and grouped according to ability, background, faith or their parents’ income. It includes those who are
very bright, like those young people I met yesterday at APEX,
and those who struggle in school, who need extra support to
succeed.
Inclusion is not some namby-pamby, politically correct idea. It is
a value, and it values everyone for their individual abilities, talents and their contribution to the wider world. It says that we
are better as a whole when we learn from and with each other.
It is humane. It does not believe, as Toby Young apparently
does, that learning together is some kind of distraction from the
pursuit of higher standards.
Higher standards for whom?
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Nor is Inclusion an exercise in social engineering. It is simply an
acknowledgement that we live and work in communities together and so must we learn.

He presents no evidence for his assertion that ‘Inclusion’ is
used as an excuse to dumb down the available curriculum.
Where is this happening?

__________________________________________________

Finally, the language he used in his original post quite clearly
linked wheelchair ramps & SEN departments to the hallmarks
of ‘ghastly’ inclusion. I didn’t even bother to mention his reference to “..the complete works of Alice Walker in the library..”
What is he implying? That reading a prolific and important African American author is a pointless nod to political correctness?

10.10am Monday 2nd July 2012
Toby Young has added this paragraph to his original post:
“Some people have misunderstood this paragraph. I’m using “inclusive” in the broad sense to mean a dumbed down, one-sizefits-all curriculum, rather than the narrow sense of providing
equal access to mainstream education for people with disabilities. I’ve absolutely nothing against inclusion in that sense.
Rather, what I’m against is the way in which opponents of education reform often invoke the low intelligence of some (nonSEN) children as a reason not to introduce more intellectual rigour into a national curriculum that’s meant to be fully inclusive.
That’s the context in which I use the word “troglodyte”. It’s supposed to conjure up the fictional, cave-dwelling creatures from
the movie 2000 Years BC – someone whom it’s plainly ridiculous to try and tailor the national curriculum for. It’s not supposed to be a synonym for a child with SEN.”
Firstly, he chooses a rather different definition of Inclusion from
the one the rest of us broadly accept, that children of all abilities
should have access to education in a mainstream school.
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What the sector can learn from the G4S
debacle
The failure of G4S to fulfil its contract is occupying most of the
headlines as we bowl headlong towards the Olympic opening
ceremony. Within the story are tales of inadequate training and
inappropriate working conditions. Watching the television news,
potential candidates for roles with G4S look very young. Strikingly so.
These are temporary positions in security at the Olympics, recruited at the last minute in order to save money. Most of the
people applying for these roles can only expect to get four
weeks work from them, then they’ll be back to signing on.
The G4S debacle is a stark illustration of an economy full of
fixed-term, temporary, low-paid jobs with poor training. If these
are the jobs being offered to young people, what view are they
forming of what a good, secure job looks like?

staff in bunk bed dormitories with up to 75 sharing a shower
and then charging them for the accommodation. That’s quite a
step on from requiring workers to pay for the uniform they are
obliged to wear during work hours.
Dignity in work is disappearing. If these are the conditions available in entry-level employment, who would choose it? What incentive is there to work at all? Everything those of us who are
slightly longer of tooth took for granted – regular and limited
hours, good levels of pay, safety at work, fair treatment – is not
on offer for those that follow behind us.
It’s called the ‘flexible workforce’ but it means cheap, disposable labour and exploitation. There are too many part-time jobs
and too many ‘zero hours’ contracts, too many unreasonable
shift-patterns and not enough protection at work.
So, what can the third sector do about it?

We are in dangerous territory if young people don’t even recognise that the conditions they are being asked to work under are
unacceptable, or they simply don’t expect to get a better deal.
Maybe they fear losing a job it took them months to find.

We must offer work placements, volunteering experiences and
jobs that show young people that it is possible to work without
being exploited, that there is dignity in a working life and that
they should expect to be treated fairly and well in their job.
Equally, they should work in a safe environment and not be put
at risk from overwork or dangerous conditions.

It’s also emerged that the cleaning company with the main contract for the Olympic Park, is housing its mostly foreign cleaning

We should reflect on our heritage of campaigning for safety at
work, fair pay and limited working hours. It is in the DNA of the
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charitable and trade union sector. And it is our responsibility to
carry that inheritance forward, ensuring that the opportunities
we offer to our young people, provide dignity and fairness at
work.
If we must model it for the über-corporations, then so be it.

The government has pushed the sector
into a corner
It should not surprise anyone to find Serco building a partnership with a number of children’s and young people’s charities in
order to deliver the expansion of the National Citizen Service.
Even those larger charities involved, big as they are, could not
deliver that level of ‘scaling up’ across so many regions without
the support of Serco’s expansive infrastructure.
For Serco, of course, this kind of project is an obvious move: a
secure government contract with a veneer of corporate social
responsibility through partnering with the third sector.
Serco’s involvement in such a partnership raises a number of
questions. We know from the recent Olympic security fiasco
that G4S had still expected to receive its £50million ‘management fee’, despite its extraordinary organisational errors. So
what financial guarantees are there for Serco in its joint bid with
some of the most well-known children’s and young people’s
charities? The charities involved will certainly take some funding to their “centres” to fund their core functions: can we assume it will be much less than Serco?
Of course there have always been partnerships between the voluntary and private sectors and they offer significant benefits to
both parties. For charities, the endorsement and support of a
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significant brand can bring a huge boost to income. For the
brands, although it’s never explicit, involvement with a major
charity is always part of a strategy to increase profits. But these
relationships are not about co-delivering a contract.
This collaboration with Serco is a different kind of partnership
and it reflects the direction of travel for all sorts of public service
delivery. Let’s not forget that when the government announced
the National Citizen Service, it was to exemplify the Big Society
agenda, the coming together of the voluntary sector to deliver
better, more targeted interventions for young people. But Serco
is not the third sector, it exists to make a profit. We are moving
into territory that is shifting yet again.
More than that, the NCS was trumpeted as a more liberalminded alternative to national military service, a way to sort out
errant and aimless young people by giving them something
structured to do. But the NCS was funded at the expense of existing youth service provision across the country and at much
greater per capita cost, something some of the partners involved in this new shared endeavour raised when they appeared at the Education Select Committee in January 2011.

the work they themselves argued already existed and was
cheaper.
And this is the problem. The government shifts the goal posts
so that funding sources for the existing, effective, evidenced
work created over time by these organisations disappear, forcing them to participate in the government’s own ideological pet
project.
Finding themselves only able to support their work through the
government’s own favoured project, they are no longer able to
criticise it but instead must argue that it is the best possible way
to support young people throughout the country.
It is an exemplary political move on the part of the government
but it is deeply harmful to the third sector. Not least because it
inevitably leads to the doorstep of yet another gigantic, corporate monster, sucking its profit from our very own back pockets,
while failing to support the future of the third sector as a movement.

The common response to this argument is that those of us who
make it must realise that this is “the real world” and we should
live in it like everyone else. No doubt those organisations now
working with Serco, who gave evidence at the select committee, would argue that this partnership is the only way to support
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Could using journals with care leavers
improve the quality of pathway plans?

Young Person: Not really, no, it’s just like where, like where you
are now, it’s not like anything (Young man, age 16, pilot authority).

I’ve been thinking a lot about pathway plans for care leavers.
Since the Children (Leaving Care) Act introduced them over ten
years ago, services have often struggled to get them right and
really make them work for young people as a tool to help them
through the transition to adulthood.

It doesn’t really help, it’s just a waste of paper. Might help others but it doesn’t help me.(Young woman, age 19, pilot authority).”

We all want pathway plans to be better but too many young people find them boring and irrelevant and too many workers want
to throw their computers out of the window as they try to translate a conversation with a young person into a system that prefers short answers in boxes.
These quotations from the Right 2b Cared 4 Final Evaluation
Report will be familiar:
“We do get young people [who] absolutely refuse to do it and
we don’t like that because it backs us into a corner and then it’s
consistent encouragement and we don’t like having to go away
and write an assessment ourselves. I’ve had young people before who have refused to participate, but will say I’ll sign it when
you’ve finished. It sort of defeats the object and it’s not what
we’re about (Social worker, comparator authority).”
Peer researcher: Did you find your pathway plan helpful?

Have bureaucratic demands and the young people who can’t
see the point, driven us from something that was actually quite
a good idea?
Good pathway plans emerge from good relationships between
workers and young people. They come from the skills of a
worker who can encourage, coax and cajole a young person
into sharing, thinking and planning.
But what if we could make that easier? What if we could help
workers and young people refine their reflective skills to create
a rich, personal resource in which to record where they are
now, as well as to get them thinking about where they want to
be? Wouldn’t that really help when it came to writing, updating
and reviewing the plan?
For pathway plans to be effective and useful to young people,
they need the skills to participate in the process of building and
reviewing them. Too many young people find it incredibly hard
or even impossible to identify and describe the simplest aspects
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of themselves: their likes and dislikes, their talents, their skills,
ambitions or plans for the future. Well, I’ve been working with
Bath artist Paula Tew and we think we have a way to help.

give them hands on experience of creating their own. We think
it could make a difference – do you?

Journaling is an excellent tool for self-discovery, helping us to
understand ourselves better by gaining an insight into character, our hopes, dreams, opinions and more. It can be a place to
record events, useful as an aide-mémoire, a place to doodle
ideas and plans or simply somewhere to stick the things that we
collect. It can be developed in any way we choose and could be
written, drawn, collaged or painted; it could be photographic or
even entirely digital.
Whichever way a journal is made and for whatever purpose, it
offers a rich resource upon which to draw. When we think about
using journals with young people, it is to help them understand
themselves better and record their progress of whatever kind.
We think that introducing journaling to care leavers would help
them develop these skills in a way that is enjoyable, personal
and meaningful and that journaling could support the quality of
the relationship with their leaving care worker, contributing to a
more accurate and meaningful pathway plan. We think these
benefits will extend to workers too.
Paula and I have created a workshop for care leavers and workers to introduce them to the different types of journaling and
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The Barnardo’s deal with KFC doesn’t
sit well with me
You know that feeling when you read something and it makes
your heart soar and slouch at the same time? Well, I do and I’m
not afraid to admit to some complex, rather mixed and possibly
entirely contradictory feelings.
Barnardo’s, that consistent defender of disadvantaged and vulnerable children and young people, has partnered up with
“chicken-based quick service” restaurant giant KFC, once but
no longer known as Kentucky Fried Chicken. They have been
piloting a programme of training and work placements in the
North West for Barnardo’s service users, it’s gone very well, so
now the national roll-out is announced.
What sounds brilliant about this partnership is that KFC is well
known for its staff training and development programme; they
have pathways for their workers that can lead to degree-level
qualifications. They have shaped their training to help young
people who are very vulnerable to move into a working environment, building their confidence while providing transferable
skills, and they have clearly created something that has
worked very well. Their publicity includes testimony from young
people who have gone through the programme and benefited
enormously. I’m happy for them.

But, I have to confess to my unease as I read about it.
Let’s get the first thing out of the way. Stop me if you’ve heard
it, but no private company of that size gets into corporate social
responsibility activity and partnering with charities without a
really strong business case, whether it’s sales or workforce. We
all know that, so let’s put it to one side.
No, my first reaction was a sigh that Barnardo’s chose to partner with a fast-food company. We all know that rates of obesity
amongst children and young people are rising and that poor
and disadvantaged communities have more fast food outlets
than their better-off neighbours. Disadvantaged young people in
this country are being harmed by poor diet, so is it wise to partner with one the world’s largest producers of processed food?
And then I thought about the environmental impact of some of
these very large fast food companies. KFC has hired Edelman
to manage their reputation in Australia after accusations that its
paper products are sourced from protected rainforest and, perhaps inevitably, the company is under constant attack by those
who accuse it of animal cruelty – something KFC refutes with
gusto.
Then I felt a bit depressed and wondered if we really ought to
be aspiring to training and work experience for disadvantaged
young people in a wider range of companies and organisations,
not just the food service industry. Was it possible that this is an59

other example of low aspirations in action? Fortunately, I could
cheer myself by thinking about From Care2Work’s partnership
with Marriott Hotels.
I think the thing that bothered me most was the gnawing feeling
that the response to my unease would be the well-founded argument that, in a time of appalling youth unemployment, any job
training – any job – is a good thing, and we shouldn’t be sniffy
about from where those opportunities come, so long as a fair
wage is being paid.
And here’s the thing: despite my unease, I’m concluding that it’s
true, perhaps there are times when we stretch our values a little. Just one proviso though, I still get to argue for something
better.

It’s time to speak out
Last week’s Third Sector poll was instructive. When I voted,
over 94% had clicked ‘Yes’ in response to the question: “Have
public sector contracts inhibited charities from speaking out?”
This was always the danger of an increase in the numbers of
charities delivering government contracts or receiving direct
funding to support government objectives in a particular area of
policy. Plenty of us have written about it, plenty of times. It can
lead to outright silence on an issue but more commonly, it is a
watering down of language so as not to offend the paymasters.
And it is not only the big boys who are subject to it, small charities delivering local services are probably most at risk; a contract with a local authority service can be a lifeline to a tiny, specialist charity that struggles to raise funding elsewhere.
So, if we all think it (94% is a pretty convincing figure) and we
clearly have something to say, then what are we going to do
about it?
My concern is for young people. Increasingly, their life chances
are coming under attack. They are on the receiving end of an
ever-sharpening stick.
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Over a million 16-24 year olds are without work, many are in
low-paid or unstable part-time work. Education Maintenance Allowance is gone for those who might previously have gone on
to further education, tuition fees feel like an insurmountable barrier to those who could consider higher education.
Specialist youth services have been cut across the country with
an average 9 youth work positions per authority being deleted.
Careers support is patchy with the responsibility for its delivery
falling to schools once again since September.
Support services for families, including those with disabled children are being decimated, leading to falling levels of intervention and support for children and young people who need it
most.
The apprenticeships which are much trumpeted as a solution to
youth unemployment have been going to far too many 25 year
olds who are already in employment, a shady practice that’s
been around for a while, amounting to easy money for training
‘providers’. The numbers of 16 year olds walking into high quality apprenticeships are woeful.
The under 25s were under furious attack last week with the government floating once more (the Prime Minister sent this balloon up in June) a plan to remove housing benefit for this age
group. Rhetoric was frilly, full of tales of young people leaving
the family home to walk straight into a flat, financed by you the

taxpayer. All nonsense, a ridiculous plan and terminally illthought through. Take out the young parents, care leavers, vulnerable young adults and you end up with very few young
scroungers to pick on. And in the case of the young parents,
could any government comfortably remove the financial support
of babies without feeling some blowback?
Young people’s educational opportunities are targeted as
schools shift further towards academies and free schools, offering a narrow, centrally approved curriculum of Ebacc qualifications and history that’ll learn you every King and Queen since
Ethelred while the chance to study art, drama, music or even design and technology is pushed to the margins. On top of that,
the modules and coursework that helped many students
achieve are abandoned in favour of all-or-nothing end of year
exams.
And while all this is going on, this week we learn that legitimate
tax avoidance allows a company like Starbucks to pay the exchequer no income tax at all over the last three years, despite
clocking up £1.2bn in UK sales. At the same time, evidence
emerges of the link between Conservative Party donors and the
companies that are awarded public sector contracts to deliver
some of our most cherished services.
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I’m wondering if you can read this parade of grimness that our
young people are facing and not be furious about it? I expect
you are furious about it. And it is true that many individual charities are speaking out on ‘their issues’.
But this is not about single issue threads that need addressing.
This is a tidal wave of hurt and it is, without doubt, going to
cause the largest amount of pain to an entire generation that
we have seen since the early 1980s.
So, back to our poll, it’s too hard to speak out. The money we
take from the government ensures the survival of our organisations. To speak out would be to jeopardise ourselves. Are those
the arguments?
Well, I have two responses: It’s not about you and now the
pressure that is being brought to bear on our youngest and
most vulnerable has reached this level, you have a moral obligation to speak out. In anger.
On the 20th October, the TUC and other organisations will be
marching in London to protest current economic policy. Do you
know what I’d like to see? I’d like to see our biggest children
and young people’s charities at the front of that march, holding
the banner.
Because it’s not about us.

As fires burn in the BBC, an old youth
worker adds her thoughts
In a public firestorm, a complicated issue becomes muddied
very quickly by assumptions and misinformation. For this reason, and despite the fact that the world and his aunt are writing
about it, I have decided to jump in too. Not to talk about the ins
and outs of Savile, Wrexham and Newsnight but to make some
wider points. I hope they seem coherent..
In the aftermath of National Care Leavers Week, there has
been a lot of media interest in the quality of support offered to
children in care and care leavers. The attention is always good,
these are children and young people in the care of the state,
they deserve our concern and a level of public engagement
with their welfare. What’s interesting and infuriating, however, is
the range of articles, comment pieces and polemics that are
based on half-truths or misinformation. Alongside the unfurling
of the Savile and Wrexham cases, two awful stories of institutional abuse and neglect from decades ago, discussion of current practice and the experiences of young people fall into a
general hand-wringing about care that is neither informed nor
useful.
The most usual assumption is that when we talk about children
in care now, we are still talking about children’s homes and residential care. This assumption was not helped in the last two
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weeks by the new minister, Edward Timpson, making comments about teenagers being turfed out of residential care at sixteen without the skills to survive, or sent to children’s homes
well away from their roots. He was talking about a very specific
issue, I’ll come to it later.
So let’s start with the numbers. On the latest figures from ONS,
there are around 67,000 children and young people in the care
of the state. The vast majority, 75%, are in foster care placements – families. Some may even be in a foster care placement
that is with their own extended family. Only 9% of children and
young people are in children’s homes, about 5,900 of those
67,000 children and young people. Those children’s homes
don’t look like they used to either. We don’t have children’s
homes like Wrexham anymore. We have three or four bed
houses that, more often that not, look like regular family homes.
In all likelihood if you’re in care in a children’s home it’s because you came into care late (and these are the young people
that Timpson was talking about). More and more children are
arriving into care after the age of 12. More often that not they
have experienced neglect and, after years of effort from social
workers to support the family to stay together, a situation has
become unsustainable and the child has been removed. In
these circumstances, a fostering placement often won’t work
and young people are placed in residential provision.

Interestingly, the decisions of social workers to support children
in their families are now being vigorously criticised. But it’s a
practice that emerged in the years after Cleveland and Rochdale when a view was prevalent (driven by the press) that social workers and medics were intent on accusing nice families
of abusing their children and then taking them away. Who’d be
a social worker, eh? Once they were accused of taking too
many children from their parents (so they did it less), now they
are criticised for not doing it enough.
Similarly, we moved away from the bigger children’s homes as
a model because of cases of abuse in those institutions and a
view that a more typical “family” environment was the best
place for children to thrive. Many local authorities in England
have no children’s homes or residential provision at all and that
is why some young people find themselves being looked after
out of their authority. The other reason, of course, for a young
person to be looked after away from their home area is because it is safer for them to be completely removed from those
that neglected or abused them. Inevitably, there are private providers of residential care who do it really badly and when this
happens, a conclusion is drawn that this represents a failure
across the board to protect vulnerable children and young
people.
So when the discussion about the awful abuse that happened
in Wrexham in the 70s and 80s is going on and inquiries are,
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quite rightly, argued for to understand the institutional failings,
let’s not assume that this is a culture that exists for children in
care now. Let’s just not. It doesn’t. Children are more likely to
be harmed by a parent, family member or an adult known to
them than a stranger, or a residential care worker. That’s why
they’re in care in the first place.
Pleasingly, the Education Select Committee released a report
this week on the state of Child Protection in England. It’s a
good report that makes excellent points about the needs of
older children, the impact of neglect in early life on behaviour in
later life and that going into care can be positive and a route to
a better outcome than staying in a neglectful or abusive environment. In this, it reflects the arguments made in the DEMOS report of 2010, In Loco Parentis.
However, at the same time, we are reminded that all the excellent progress that was made on child protection in the 1990s
and the guidance that came from it, supporting multi-agency
working and strong investigation of allegations, is about to be
slimmed down by the government – in the interests of reducing
“the burden of red tape”. I recommend this piece in the Guardian for a detailed analysis of the changes, it’s enlightening, if
not a little depressing. If we made so much progress and we
are so horrified by the stories of the past, why would we
weaken it now? Can we hope for a u-turn from the new minister?

Finally, I want to say something about how we view children
and young people. In the 70s and 80s, the assumption was that
the children who found themselves in the homes were there because of their own failings, their behaviour or because they
were just plain bad. Even now, the former head of Duncroft
School, where Savile abused girls and their complaints went unheard, has described the victims coming forward as “delinquents” who are after money.
They were vulnerable and they were there to be cared for but
they were not listened to. They weren’t listened to because they
were looked down upon, not valued, even despised. They
weren’t to be believed, it was only assumed that they were trying to make trouble. They were kids from rough homes, kids
who were neglected, kids who needed love and care.
I find it shocking that in the face of the Savile and Wrexham horrors, the response is “why weren’t they listened to?” It’s almost
as though we’ve forgotten that our desire to listen to children
and young people and take their concerns seriously is a recently acquired habit in public and family life.
Many adults still dismiss the desire of professionals in social
care, youth work or teaching to listen to the views of young people or involve them in decision-making as faddy and pointless,
arguing that they don’t know their own minds – or that adults always know best. But this is a practice that has been argued for
over decades. As an old, grizzled youth worker it has been the
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bedrock of my entire career working with young people, not
least inspired by the work and thinking of Paulo Freire.
So that’s it. These are the thoughts I’ve been thinking while the
BBC eats itself and Esther Rantzen ties herself in knots trying
to justify her inaction over Savile. I’m sure there’ll be more later.

65

2013

5

Section 1

2013

We, in Britain, are a contradictory
bunch
It’s fundraising time again. This March it is the turn of Comic Relief to encourage the nation to step into baths of baked beans
and reach into their pockets for those who are less fortunate.

2. The case of Paris Brown is a warning to us all!

Comic Relief supports projects both in the UK and abroad. It
trumpets, quite rightly, the work it does at home. It emphasises
its quest for social justice and the relief of poverty through its
work. After Children in Need’s success in raising a record total
even in dire economic times, I expect Comic Relief will do well
this year.

3. Let’s help the young resist our political torpor!

But we, Britain, are a contradictory bunch.

4.

If you ask us as a nation, we will tell you that there are too
many scroungers and skivers who are bleeding the state dry
with their demands for housing benefit and new homes for their
football-team-sized families. We’ll overestimate the numbers
who try to cheat the benefits system and the amounts of cash
they get away with. We’ll tell you that immigrants get all the jobs
and houses and hundreds of pounds a week in benefits that are
unavailable to “British people” (there was a Facebook post with
some absurd figures doing the rounds a while ago). We’ll also
tell you that there are lots of people out there who are pretending to be disabled in order to get more money, a house, a park-
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ing permit. Even Department of Work and Pensions minister
Lord Freud thinks having a guide dog is “a lifestyle choice”.
And yet, every Children in Need, every Comic or Sport Relief,
our deeply empathic side comes rolling out. The nation goes
fun-running, sponsored walking and bean-bathing with abandon. Comic and Sport Relief clearly emphasise their work in the
UK as well as abroad; Children in Need raises money for projects only in Britain. So we know we’re raising money for disadvantaged children, young people and families here. This confuses me. If we’re so convinced that most people (not us) that
are in receipt of some kind of benefit (or who are simply poor),
are undeserving swine who are on the fiddle, for whom are we
raising all this cash?
More cognitive dissonance is on display in David Cameron’s decision to appear with One Direction in their Comic Relief single.
Is it not absurd for the Prime Minister to participate in a campaign that raises money for people who, some might say (I
couldn’t possible comment), are disadvantaged because of his
government’s policies?

Dig a little deeper however and it’s clear that these large campaigns lead to funding for small, important projects that do extraordinary work. They fund projects that would struggle to raise
money from the public if they campaigned for them individually.
We’ve always known there’s a hierarchy of giving and that donkeys, cats and dogs are at the top. With its funding, Comic Relief supports projects for destitute asylum seekers (we make
them that way, folks!) and young people with drug and alcohol
addictions. These are projects that depend enormously on this
support.
So it seems to me that we’re content with this odd state of affairs, willing to believe that most jobless people are on the fiddle
while feeling sentimental about kids growing up in poverty.
What a peculiar bunch we are. But what saddens me most is
that there is no challenge to this duality of position.
Imagine if Richard Curtis and Emma Freud put their considerable influence and power behind a campaign showing us that
poverty and disadvantage could be alleviated by political willpower!

Surely this level of depoliticisation is incredibly unhelpful, throwing weight behind a notion that poverty and disadvantage exist
inevitably and there is nothing we can do about them, except
have a sponsored bake-off?
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The case of Paris Brown is a warning
to us all!
Poor old Paris Brown. My heart went out to her at the beginning
of April as the attack-dogs of the Daily Mail were unleashed.
She was was defended admirably (and properly) by her employer, Kent’s Police and Crime Commissioner, Ann Barnes but
the moment her adolescent tweets hit the newsstands and the
associated furore was on the airwaves, one had to assume she
was toast.
I must be honest, I thought the creation of the PCC role was a
‘tough on crime’ rouse too far and didn’t support it. However,
when I heard that Ann Barnes was intent on creating a post for
a young person to assist her, I was pleased. Here was a newlyminted public official walking the talk about engaging with
young people by actually offering a paid role for a young person
to assist with her work. What’s not to like?
Because for years, many of us have been arguing for and implementing participation strategies devoted to bringing young people into decision-making in a meaningful way, providing roles
with clear responsibilities, accountability, influence and the opportunity to see the full extent of that influence in action.

As a crusty old youth worker, my allegiances are with Paulo
Freire. I’m committed to the voluntary principle, the bringing together of young people to engage with their environment and
their communities. To be social actors and citizens.
When I first started working on participation in the voluntary sector and local government, a lot of people still needed convincing
that young people ought to have a say in anything at all. This
despite the fact that John Major’s government, to his credit, had
signed the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, thereby
committing the UK to its Article 12 (the right to express a view
and have it taken into account), years before. I remember
plenty of sticky sessions with professionals who, despite working with children and young people, rather resisted the idea of
sharing any kind of power with them.
It’s pleased me that in the ten years since I left that role, it is
now entirely normal for services in both the voluntary and public
sectors that work with children and young people routinely to involve them in decision-making of one kind or another. Inevitably, the type and quality of this engagement can be patchy but
it’s there and that is progress.
So it was with a very heavy heart that I watched Paris Brown’s
demise, not least because the vitriol poured down upon her
head was not motivated by the Daily Mail’s loathing of racism
and homophobia (and there is no argument from me that the
content of Paris’s tweets were offensive and unpleasant), in69

stead it was a gleefully uncovered opportunity to kick what it perceives as a silly, politically correct notion - that young people
can contribute and should have a voice. If you don’t believe me,
read Melanie Phillips in their pages.
The lessons for our sector are three-fold:
1) Keep involving young people in your organisations. Get them
into roles that develop their skills and improve your services. Reward them.
2) Protect your young people. Paris Brown’s experience shows
that as far some corners of the media are concerned, anyone is
fair game. If you have young people in high-profile roles, prepare them for public scrutiny, support them and get in front of
any stories. Ann Barnes did well but in the end, the scrutiny and
vitriol was too much for Paris.
3) Work with all your young people to help them understand
and manage their digital life. That’s not a ‘personal-branding’
type suggestion, it’s a ‘help young people deal confidently with
an environment that can be scary and exposing’ suggestion.
Help them the develop the skills to protect themselves and express themselves!

Let’s help the young resist our political
torpor!
Young people are generally pretty awesome: interesting, quirky,
passionate, crotchety and entertaining.
And fidgety.
In early adulthood they are giant balls of fizzing energy, desperate for an outlet. They crackle.
They should be straining at the gate, roaring to be released into
the world, full of will to grasp and shape it. Fat with the conviction that they can.
But they’re not. Or at least, not enough of them are. Even those
with a bagful of GCSEs and a couple of A levels must be thinking, “I thought this was going to get me somewhere.” Instead,
they look out gloomily on pitiful job opportunities, unpaid internships, the discriminatory lower-rate national minimum wage
(which even at the high rate is crushed by inflation), interest
rate rises on student loans and the ever-dwindling hope of owning their own home or even affording to rent one.
Not only that, they can’t help but be infected by our political malaise, the gnawing feeling that our politics are more distant from
us, our leaders more unlike us (even if they do want to make
our energy bills lower). If their seniors are so despondent and
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unlikely to vote or agitate, why should they? And when some do
engage, their peers can often be their worst enemies.
Now that 16 and 17 year olds will vote on Scottish independence next year and Ed Miliband has announced his plans to introduce the vote for this age group should he win in 2015, this
issue is all the more urgent.
So, what are we going to do about it?
I was talking to a member of the House of Lords a few months
ago who told me that what we need is a renegotiation of consent. I thought that was a really interesting idea and one which
demands of us a much more detailed and nuanced discussion
about the political future of our country. Not only that but a renegotiation of consent is impossible without agreement on the purpose of our shared political structures.
Critically, those of us over 35 have been brought up in a postwar welfare state, understanding that our contribution is part of
a safety net that supports all of us in difficult times, even if support for this view has been weakening in recent years in the
face of a hostile press and an increasing welfare bill.
Under 35s are the children of the post-eighties neo-liberal consensus. They are much more resistant to the welfare state and,
it turns out, increasingly likely to support the Tories over welfare
reform while support in older age-groups declines. Does that

make 16 and 17 year olds Thatcher’s grandchildren? Francis
Fukuyama had declared the End of History and a victory for
capitalism only a few years before they were born.
However we choose to label or explain their position, 16 and 17
year olds are experiencing a wildly different kind of politics to
that which the rest of us knew at their age. It is a politics of consumerist individualism. We do a lot in the voluntary sector to
help the young have more of a voice in policy. We’ve been helping young people to speak out about the issues that affect
them. Isn’t it time to do more to help them understand the interconnectedness of all our concerns? And I don’t mean more volunteering with vulnerable adults during summer holidays.
If we’re going to give 16 and 17 year olds the vote, let’s talk to
them about how our political structures work, how democracy
works; not to turn them into party political junior-wonks but to
help them see the value of working together to address the local and the global, and not just through the prism of their own
experience.
I’m glad to see organisations like UKYouth talking about the importance of local youth clubs. It seems we are coming full-circle
and I hope Paulo Freire is pleased.
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Posts
1. Young people under attack
2. Helping care leavers into work (and adulthood)

Young people under attack
It’s that time of year again.
The party conference season, particularly in the lead up to a
general election, is a mess of message-making and bottom
drawer appeals to our most selfish instincts. After a glorious
and enlightened democratic battle in Scotland, it’s depressing
to return to politics as usual in the conference halls of Manchester and Birmingham. It’s like it never happened.
Two weeks ago, 16 and 17 year olds in Scotland were right in
there, sleeves rolled up, making arguments for and against independence, experiencing enfranchisement and finding it quite uplifting. How extraordinary to cast your ballot knowing that the future of your nation for centuries to come depended on it.
Yesterday the Chancellor told us that the scourge of young people “who want to sit on the dole” will be dealt with by a future
Conservative government.
I wonder what those Scottish young people made of that? I wonder if they thought, “Who, me?”
And I wonder what 16 and 17 year olds in England, Wales and
Northern Ireland made of it too. Because it sounded to me like
youth unemployment was being blamed on the young. In May,
when the rest of the country goes to the polls for our long over73

due general election, the young Scots will be once again disenfranchised, alongside their UK peers. Ed Miliband promises
them the vote but only if a Labour government is returned –
and they have no power over that in eight months’ time.
So instead they find themselves at the sharp end of cuts to public services, living in families subjected to an appalling rise in
the cost of living, working harder than ever to secure the grades
they’re told they need to get themselves a job and then blamed
when they don’t have one. And when they do have one, they’ll
struggle to live independently as support from the state dwindles even further while rent rises and rises. If they need to live
away from their family, they might get some support but only if
their local services haven’t already been closed down. If they
get to university, they’ll leave with debt and nearly half will walk
into a job that doesn’t require a degree.
If you’re 18 in May 2015, you know what you need to do. Hold
these people to account because they think that you don’t care
enough to vote. Don’t let them get away with it.

Helping care leavers into work (and
adulthood)
This post was first published on the NAFP website during Care
Leavers’ Week 2014.
Our job is to help our care leavers succeed. Most often when
we say this, we’re talking about them being happy, confident
adults who can maintain good relationships, enjoy their own
family life and experience fulfilling work.
In recent years, a lot of focus has been placed on the need to
help care leavers into work, or on the pathway to work, as early
as possible.
We know that young people who get a few GCSEs and make
their way through a level two college course or further, will have
a better chance of finding and holding onto a job. Many of us
know care leavers who have gone through GCSEs, A Levels
and on into graduate and post-graduate programmes. We know
that those young people have a greater chance of working and
earning successfully for the rest of their lives.
Many local authorities have the good sense to offer taster, shadowing and work experience schemes, traineeships and apprenticeships that provide young people in care and care leavers
with the opportunity to experience work in a supportive and con74

structive environment. The best authorities do this in partnership with local and national businesses and charities.
We know where the good work is and, broadly speaking, we
know what it looks like.
Too often, however, we only start thinking about “employability”
for our care leavers when we hit pathway planning time. I think
that’s too late.
Readiness to learn at a higher level or go into work comes from
good preparation. Rather than solely focusing our efforts on providing work experience and careers advice from the age of sixteen, we should be helping our young people develop their aptitudes, skills and capacities from a much earlier age.

teams, cultural events and other sources of inspiration, interest
and excitement. It also depends on the carer or worker, in whatever role they have, maintaining a sense of curiosity and possibility in their own outlook.
We are modelling adulthood to the young people we work with,
we must therefore be the curious, engaged and active citizens
that we want our young people to be. These aptitudes, these experiences of working with and caring for others, the development of relationships and communication skills can all come
from young people’s engagement with us and the wider world.
And this is how we will help them into work that they’ll enjoy.
We can get this right but it’s entirely down to us.

So how do we do it and where do we start?
We start where our young people are. Good preparation means
developing a strong and meaningful relationship with the young
person. Through that relationship, a carer can help them develop new skills and aptitudes by doing two key things: exploring and acknowledging their existing talents and abilities and,
secondly, providing access to new experiences that will
broaden the young person’s horizons.
The ability to do that depends on the fostering agency, residential home or local authority being willing to support young people’s access to outside activities, clubs, hobbies, sporting
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Finally...
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