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The Big Deal

A programme for 

children and young people 


NETWORK 4 YOUTH
Recommended Good Practice Guidance on Consulting with

Children and Young People

“All people, however young are entitled to be participants in their own lives, to influence what happens to them, to be involved in creating their own environments, to exercise choices and to have their views respected and valued”                                                Gerrison Lansdown (2005)

“Play, by its very nature is a participative process, children empower themselves through playing much more than through any formal consultation process. By observing children at play, responding to children’s play cues, reflecting on this experience with colleagues play workers can learn a lot about the quality of their play provision without the need for any formal consultation”.                      Bob Hughes (1996)

Introduction

PlayBoard, the lead agency for children’s play in Northern Ireland, is a delivery partner and stakeholder in The Big Deal programme funded by the Big Lottery Fund. The aim of The Big Deal is to encourage children and young people age 0-25 to become involved in participatory activities which enhance their personal and social development. The Play Quest team deliver the 0-10 strategy of the Big Deal programme.
We have been asked by the Youth Council to assist them with an initiative they are co-ordinating which seeks to consult with children to inform the development of a Network 4 Youth (please note that the consultation documents refer to the title ‘Network 4 Youth’ as a  provisional one which does not reflect the age range 0-25). 

The aim of the Network 4 Youthis to create new ways to give children and young people access to government and to enable them to have their voice heard on matters that affect their lives. Decision makers also need to find ways to hear the views of children, to understand their lives and the issues that are of significance to them.

The consultation document attached provides details about the type of structures that could be put in place, in Northern Ireland.  This shows how it is difficult to get a “one size fits all” network. The working group facilitating the consultation want to find ways to involve younger children within the Network, so the key question is: 
“How can the Network involve younger children?”

In order to help us understand how to include the children you work with, in a Network 4 Youth, we are asking you to facilitate some consultations with children. We would ask you to create space to listen to their views in appropriate ways – for example through music, movement, dance, story-telling, role play, drawing, painting and photography. This will provide information on ways children can have a direct say in, for example, education, health, services in their area, and what’s there for/impacts upon them.
At the request of the  Network 4 Youth working group,  the Play Quest team have drawn up guidance to support you with this consultation. These guidance notes are targeted at those working with young children within an organisation. They are based on good practice and recognise the importance of incorporating a range of approaches and methodologies to elicit the views of children and young people when working with a diverse age range and needs.
Additionally you are asked to provide your professional opinion, based on feedback from children, by sending us information from the consultations. When sending this in, please include the name of your group, the numbers/age of the young people who took part and the key findings from your consultation so we can clearly understand and incorporate their views. 
As a professional worker, you are also encouraged to complete the questionnaire at the back of the consultation document available at www.ycni.org.  All this will provide us with a good idea about how to meaningfully include children and young people.  
All reports and questionnaires can be sent freepost to: Youth Council,  Freepost BE2161, Belfast BT8 4BR. If you have any questions, please contact Clare Harvey @ 028 9064 3882

Thank you for your support in enabling us to do this
Consulting with children

A willingness to consult with children reflects an acknowledgement that adults do not have all the necessary expertise through which to provide adequately for children.  Lansdown (2005) indicates that political structures in most countries in the world offer little space for the views and concerns of young children.  She highlights the importance of setting up mechanisms to elicit children’s perspectives and then use them to influence and inform legislation, policy and practice relevant to children’s lives.
Children’s Rights
The underpinning of this guidance is the United Nations Convention on the rights of the Child. There are five specific rights that are considered essential in consulting with younger children; these are:

   Article 2 non discrimination:

All rights apply to all children without exception. It is the State's obligation to protect children from any form of discrimination and to take positive action to promote their rights. 

Article 3 Best interest of the child

There is a responsibility on government and public bodies under Article 3 to do everything on the basis of the best interests of the child: 

 “All actions concerning the child shall take full account of his or her best interest”

Article 12 Childs opinion to be expressed and considered

The child has the right to express his or her opinion freely and to have that opinion taken into account in any matter or procedure affecting the child.
Article 23 The rights of disabled children to be included fully in the life of the community

Article 31 the right to play: 
Play is a crucial part of any child’s development and provision of opportunities to play and inclusive access to engage in play is a child’s right.
These rights place a responsibility on adults and all professionals to ensure adherence to the spirit and letter of the UNCRC. For example in respect to consulting children; ensuring children’s rights are not abused through tokenism by giving priority to organisational targets, agendas and timescales over the needs of children or applying inappropriate approaches to seeking the views of children. 
It is important that adults and professionals understand the importance of valuing children’s views and recognise how as adults their own social and cultural values, beliefs, assumptions and perspectives can impact on consultations. In order to respect children’s competencies, adults need to learn to hear and see what children are saying and doing without subjecting it to the filtering process that often diminishes their contribution simply because they are young (Lansdown 2005).

Good Practice Approach to Consultation
Safety of the child
Any consultation must address the safety, needs and rights of the children and young people so it is important that the children know there is someone they can talk to if they need help or advice. Those undertaking consultations must know what to do if they see or hear something that raises concerns about a child’s safety. This requires an understanding of the limits of confidentiality for facilitators and children.

An ethical approach

An ethical approach to consultation is an absolute; no harm should come to a child, children must not be manipulated and must be treated honestly, (for further reading see background reading material Connolly 2003; Alderson 1995). 

Consultation with children must be on the basis of informed consent and that their participation is voluntary. They need to understand that they have the right to ask questions and to withdraw from the consultation to at any point.  

All participating children must know why they are being consulted, be informed of the reason for the consultation and what is expected of them. It is essential that children know the background, purpose, potential risks and outcomes of the consultation exercise.

Participating children must be asked for their permission to allow adults to ask them their opinion. The child must only be asked about matters relating to the consultation and no personal details should be sought that are not related to the consultation. 
Matters that organisations wish to consult on with children, must be appropriate and relevant to children. Issues that are practical and relate to their own local community are more likely to have relevance than abstract or global issues.

All information about the consultation must be provided in an appropriate child friendly format they will understand and in a timely manner.

Parental Permission

As well as parental permission being sought for their children to take part in a consultation, parents also need to be informed of the purpose and nature of the consultation, what will be involved, location, times, the role of adults, etc. Also permission must be sought for any future use of materials such as documents, video, photos and recordings which have the images and views of children.

Respect for Diversity and Difference

Children, like adults, have different views and opinions about issues based on their own experience and social / cultural background. These differences must be respected and appreciated.

Whilst consulting with children it is important to respect the different values held by those from diverse cultures and traditions, their families, parents and community. For example there may be a preference to have single sex groups or that specific issues should not be discussed.

It is a priority that children’s needs are met and that children from a range of backgrounds abilities and experiences are involved to ensure representation. The involvement of disadvantaged and excluded individuals, groups and those working with them is central to the consultation process. 

Those children who are vulnerable and marginalised, those from ethnic backgrounds and those with speech or learning difficulties, those with hearing or sight impairments may need additional support in terms of language, written materials or joining in activities.  

Listening to and valuing the views of children

Adults involved in consultation must ensure that children will have their views taken seriously and that the consultation is for their benefit. Agencies and staff must have an approach that values the views of children and acknowledges that they can learn from children. 
Consultation requires skilful interactions with children; this involves responding to ideas and suggestions non-judgementally rather than dismissing or rejecting the child’s view. 
The use of language is an important factor to be considered for the different age ranges as some concepts may be too abstract to understand. It is also important that the adult checks out with the child to ensure understanding and clarity as to what the child meant. 

Skilful approaches

It is important to involve those with expertise from childcare and youth organisations to carry out the consultation exercises. Skills needed by facilitators consulting with children include being: a good listener, aware of children with specific or additional needs, ability to be flexible and creative, ensure everyone gets a say, able to respond to children in a way that is respectful, able to ensure consultation is focussed and fun and allowing children to lead as much as possible are all. 

Environment

Supportive and familiar adults must be present with younger children to ensure that all children who participate feel safe and able to take part in a way they are comfortable with. Adults supporting children in a consultation setting could include familiar people such as teachers, classroom assistants, play and youth workers, parents and volunteers. 

The environment where consultation takes place should be welcoming and if possible of the child’s own choosing. Safe environments are those where the space is accessible, culturally familiar, physically and emotionally safe, for example their friends may be there. Local organisations working with children under the age of eleven that could be involved in any consultation process with younger children could include Community Play Groups, Primary schools, Parent and Toddler groups, Out of Schools Clubs, Youth and Church groups.
If a consultation takes place in a different environment or using new exercises workers must undertake a risk assessment of the activities and the location to ensure it is safe for use on the day. 
Hospitality and a form of acknowledgement should be provided to ensure that children feel valued and respected for their contribution, especially where children have to travel and may have limited access to transport.

Time
Prior to and during any consultation consideration must be given to ensuring enough time is given to children. Time is required to build up relationships with children and allow them to fully understand what is going on during the consultation. Time needs to be given to convey and for the children to understand all of the information and questions. Children may take longer to express themselves and work out for themselves what the consultation is about and what it means to them. 
A number of sessions are recommended to help children understand concepts, develop ideas and come up with realistic recommendations for consultations. This is particularly important to ensure that children who are less confident and not use to participating can be supported. Sessions should be short with regular breaks with appropriate food and refreshments available for the children.

Consultation methods

PlayBoard has undertaken a number of consultations with children; examples include the development of Play Policy for OFMDFM and the development of the Equality Commission Draft Guidance on Consulting with Children. We have previously drawn up guidance for these consultations and it is embedded in this document. 

As an organisation PlayBoard understands that play is vital to the holistic development of all children and young people. Play is a fundamental drive that we have throughout life; from early childhood when we discover the pleasure of peek-a-boo through to adulthood, when we engage in leisure time activities and social interactions. Civic responsibility, in respect of children and young people, begins with understanding children’s culture and their need for play.

Children communicate in many different ways; however consultation implies an emphasis on verbal communication. Therefore it is important to think of consulting with children as being not just verbal but also non-verbal, visual, observational and creative.  
A range of activities should be utilised in consultation that are both fun and interesting. Children should be encouraged to play and engage in a range of creative activities which they choose to undertake and engage in whilst being consulted in an age appropriate manner to identify what their views are. The value and importance of this approach is recognised as exampled in the Equality Commission NI draft Guidance on consulting with children and young people (2007):
          Children aged 0-5 years:

With regard to facilitating a face to face discussion with under 5 year olds, puppets, splodge storyboards and wish catcher nets are examples of play aids which could be used by the person carrying out the consultation to actively engage with the children;  


Children aged 6-12 years:

It is important to use play and creative methodologies that are both fun and meaningful to engage children in the consultation process, for example, the use of Graffiti Boards, 3D models and pictures.       
A range of play activities including arts and crafts, games, photographs, songs, music, dance, poems, pictures, dressing up, climbing, making swings, making dens, using loose parts creatively, running, skipping, football, bat and ball games can be used in consultation. Small group discussion, circle time, and children’s panels/committees work well and can be used with open or guided discussion. 
Having a flexible session plan allows play workers to adapt their approach for different ages and needs of children. However it may be helpful if you are clear about the following:

· How will you explain why you want to consult children on this topic?
· What do you think they will gain from it?
· How long will the session last?
· What are the key questions you are going to look for answers to from the children?
· How will you do this, i.e. what methods will you use? 

· Do you have a session plan? 

· Do you have enough time, resources and staff available to undertake the exercise effectively?

· Do you feel confident in the skills you have to facilitate consultations?
· Can you get help / advice or support from others, if needed?
A check list to support you is also attached in this guidance.

Recording Information

Adults attending can be supportive by recording their observations, having an understanding of what materials produced by the children mean and encouraging children to express their views. 
Information can be recorded using computers/internet, video, cameras, tape recording, graffiti walls/boards, suggestion boxes, etc. Additionally question lists can be drawn up to cover specific areas relating to the consultation, these can be used as a guide or as a questionnaire. Examples for this consultation may include:

· Identifying things that are important to children

· What children would like to be asked about?

· What would they want to tell government about?

· How would they like to be involved in the Network for Children and young people in Northern Ireland?

· Where would they want to do this?

· Who would they want to tell about these issues?

Feed back to participants
Organisations should be clear that consultations are about turning ideas and suggestions into actions and ensuring children know when and how this has happened, or not.

It is the responsibility of organisations commissioning a consultation to have an agreed process in order to feed back to children any report published. These must be written in child friendly, plain language, circulated to staff who took part to ensure that views are accurate and representative. Feedback should be provided quickly with an explanation of how views will be taken forward. 

Evaluation and reflective practice

Children should be able to give feedback about the process of consultation and raise any concerns or make suggestions about how to improve sessions. They need to feel safe about the evaluation process so they can say what they really think, not what adults want to hear.

Evaluation and reflective practice for workers who undertake consultation enables them to explore what worked or could be improved as well as identify learning, for example about how the facilitators performed or worked with others.

Evaluations can be written, verbal or non verbal, drawn, provided by individuals or through group feedback.

consultation Checklist

	Project Name

	Brief DESCRIPTION of project

· Why is the consultation needed for the organisation?



	what is the purpose and goal for involving children

· Why are children being involved?


	what is the agencies capacity to deliver the consultation

· Is training needed for staff?
· Are staff experienced in facilitating groups of children?
· Will external facilitators be required?
· Are the sufficient resources available to undertake the consultation?


	what are the participation methods to be used to involve children

· Play

· Discussion

· Art

· Creative expression

· Written

· Other



	which children will be involved

· Consider the target group of the project

· The range of children (age, gender, abilities etc)


	how will children be invited to take part

· How will the organisation find children and contact them?


	what are the practical issues to be dealt with involving children

· Process and timeframe

· Where, when and frequency?
· Resources required – people, finances, equipment, venue

· Who will facilitate the meeting and how?
· Group size makeup and structure

· Ethics and informed consent

· Child Protection

· Risk assessment

· Communicating with children

· Communicating with parents/carers

· Acknowledgement



	how will the information be recorded, analysed and fed back to the children

· Written

· Multi media

· Newsletter/comic
· Other


	how will the CHILDREN’S participation in the consultation be evaluated

· How will children be involved in evaluating process
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