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1. Introduction

This resource booklet has been drawn up as part of the DfES funded
project “Communicating with Children : A Two Way Process”.

National Children's Bureau (NCB) worked with 10 childcare organisations,
nine local authority and one private, to promote effective communication
with children and young people - a list of those involved can be found in
Appendix A,

The project was developed in response to evidence from research that,
despite the relative success of the implementation of the ‘Framework for
Assessment of Children in Need and their Families’, practitioners lacked
skills and confidence in communicating effectively with chiidren during
assessments.

The project aimed to improve assessment in childcare practice by working
with social work managers, trainers and senior practitioners to assist them
in developing a learning programme for staff in their own agencies.

Learning sets and seminars were held centrally and locaily with the aim of
awareness raising, developing expertise, analysing barriers to good
communication and increasing knowledge about tools and techniques.

This resource pack summarises the learning from the project, and provides
a description of resources available to assist managers and practitioners.
The central focus is on communication with children on an individual level,
but there is some reference to collective participation of children and
young people.

1.1 Policy context / government guidance

The legislation and policy context underpinning the need to communicate
with children and young people is extensive, and a comprehensive list can
be found on the Children's Rights Alliance for England (CRAE) website
Www.crae.org.uk

Listed below are the essential statutory requirements:

o UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
In December 1991 the UK Government ratified the Convention on the
Rights of the Child, thus agreeing to follow the articles within the
convention. The convention is an international human rights treaty that
applies to all children and young people aged 17 and under. It gives
children and young people a set of comprehensive rights, including the
right to express and have their views taken into account on all matters
that affect them (article 12)



o Children Act 2004

Section 53 of the Children Act 2004 amended the Children Act 1989 in
two places:

Children in need

There is a new section 17(4A) duty on local authorities to, sofaras is
reasonably practicable and consistent with the child’s welfare, ascertain
the child’s wishes and feelings and give them due consideration
(having regard to the child’s age and understanding).

Child protection enquiries

There is a new section 47(5A) duty on local authorities to,sofarasis
reasonably practicable and consistent with the child’s welfare, ascertain
the child’s wishes and feelings and give them due consideration
(having regard to the child’s age and understanding).

o Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need

The Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need was published
by the Government in 2000 and outiines the requirements for initial and
core assessments of children’s needs.

The points below are taken directly from the document and outline
clearly the expectations of practitioners:

Direct work with children is an essential part of assessment, as well as
recognising their rights to be involved and consuited about matters
which affect their lives. This applies to all children, including disabled
children.

The document outlines five critical components in direct work with
children: seeing, observing, talking, doing and engaging:

Seeing children: an assessment cannot be made without seeing the
child, however young and whatever the circumstances. The more
complex or unclear a situation or the greater the level of concern, the
more important it will be to see the child regularly and to take note of
appearance, physical condition, emotional well-being, behaviour and
any changes which are occurring.

Observing children: the child’s responses and interactions in different
situations should be carefully observed wherever possible, alone, with
siblings, with parents and/or caregivers or in school! or other settings.
Children may hide or suppress their feelings in situations, which are
difficult or unsafe for them, so it is important that general conclusions
are not reached from only limited observations.



Engaging children: this involves developing a relationship with
children so that they can be enabled to express their thoughts,
concerns and opinions as part of the process of helping them make
real choices, in a way that is age and developmentally appropriate.
Children should clearly understand the parameters within which they
can exercise choice. In offering children such options, adults must not
abdicate their responsibilities for taking decisions about a child’s
welfare.

Talking to children: although this may seem an obvious part of
communicating with children, it is clear from research that this is often
not done at all or not done well. It requires time, skill, confidence and
careful preparation by practitioners. Issues of geographical distance,
culture, language or communication needs because of impairments
may require specific consideration before deciding how best to
communicate with the child. Children themselves are particularly
sensitive to how and when professionals talk to them and consult
them. Their views must be sought before key meetings. Again, a range
of opportunities for talking to children may be needed, appropriate to
the child’s circumstances, age and stage of development, which may
include talking to the child on their own, in a family meeting or
accompanied by or with the assistance of a trusted person.

Activities with children: undertaking activities with children can have
a number of purposes and beneficial effects. It is important that they
are activities, which the child understands and enjoys, in which trust
with the worker can develop and which give the child an experience of
safety. They can allow positive interaction between the worker and the
child to grow and enable the professional to gain a better
understanding of the child’s responses and needs. !

o Every Child Matters — the 5 outcomes

Every Child Matters: Change for Children has been introduced by the
Government to provide a new approach to the well being of children
and young people from birth to age 19. The Government's aim is for
every child, whatever their background or their circumstances, to have
the support they need to:

Be healthy

Stay safe

Enjoy and achieve

Make a positive contribution
Achieve economic weli-being

L] @ ] 2 o

Of particular relevance is ‘making a positive contribution’. Achieving
this outcome for children and young people requires them to engage in

' Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need. Dept of Health 2000



decision making about their lives, and to develop self confidence in
representing their views.



2. Organisational context — what needs to be in place?

To support effective communication with children and young people on the
front line, attention needs to be paid to building foundations at all levels of
children's services departments.

It is essential that the service be based on child centred principles, that
there is commitment from managers at all levels, and that practical
considerations are given attention. The sections below indicate the basic
framework that should be in place to support the development of best
practice in communicating with children and young people.

2.1 Principles and values

It is likely that all children’s services departments will have a set of their
own principles and values on which the service is based. Those outlined
below? give an example of the essential elements of the service principles,
which are required in promoting a child centred approach to
communicating with children.

o Children and young people should be respected and valued. The
construct of children as individuals with rights is central to effective
communication — they should not be seen only as victims, or
alternatively as people whose behaviour must be curbed, or as adults
in the making.

o Children should be given choice, control and be enabled to contribute
to the decisions that are made on their behalf.

o The needs of children and young people should be put ahead of those
of the agencies and adults involved with them.,

o Children should be seen in the round: their interests and abilities
should be included in assessments alongside their needs and wants.

o Children and young people are competent. Given time, information and
explanations they can effectively contribute to their assessments and
decision making.

o All children are able to communicate their needs and wants in some
way. Children with disabilities, communication needs or those who are
very young should not be excluded from giving their views.

* Partly derived from ‘Start with the Child, Stay with the Child: A Blueprint for a child centred
approach to children and young people in care’.  VCC/ NCB 2004



o The organisation should promote a culture in which it is assumed that
all children and young people will be fistened to about all decisions —
both personal and public — that affect their lives®

2.2 Commitment from management within an authority

It is the responsibility of managers within child care organisations to provide
the commitment, structures and systems, which will facilitate good
communication with children and young people. Front line practitioners have
personal responsibility to acquire the skills and competence required, but the
culture, expectations and support of managers is a crucial element to the
development of this competence.

The essential requirements from managers at all levels are:

o Belief that children are competent — that all children are able to
contribute effectively to assessment, decision making and care
planning

o Realistic expectations - an understanding of the time it takes to
communicate effectively with children and young people

o Prioritising communication with children by making sure that time is
allocated for workers to spend time with children and young people.
This means putting this activity above other competing priorities,
including paperwork and meeting timescale deadlines that may be in
conflict with this

o Understanding the importance of developing trust and a strong working
relationship — and that this takes time

o Practical resources — a commitment to provision of good venues,
materials, efficient technology, refreshments for children etc

o Provision of essential services, for example, interpreters, advocates

Finally, managers are very influential in influencing the culture of
organisations. Child care organisations which are committed to
collective participation, and active involvement of children and young
people in the activities and service development of their departments,
will be more likely to promote good communication at an individual
level.

A child centred approach across the whole organisation is essential.

? This point is taken from ‘Building a Cultore of Participation” — P.Kirby, C.Lanyon, K.Cronin and
R.Sinclair DIES 2003




2.3 Practical considerations

o Venues are important, and a room which is set up with toys, craft
materials, story books etc, will assist practitioners in creating a rapport
with younger children.

o For teenagers, an office venue is less likely to be as important. It is
worth noting that some young people have said their best
conversations with social workers took place in the car, when they
where being driven from one place to another.

o Use of interpreters is essential for some children, particularly
unaccompanied asylum seeking children. Availability of trained
interpreters is essential to good communication

o Children and young people respond well to new technologies and
conversation can be helped along by using computer games and
programmes, use of the internet, mobile phone texting and so on.

o Thought should go into the timing of meetings with children — avoiding
clashes with activities that they have planned, or favourite TV
programmes for example. Children and young peopie have spoken
frequently about social workers being late, or not turning up at all, and
the negative impact this has on establishing a trusting relationship

o Use of language — keep it simple, and take time to learn about modern
slang and phrases

2.4 What every team/individual should have - building up a resource
Every practitioner needs skill, confidence and easy access to materials to
ensure that the dialogue they have with children and young people is a
meaningful one.
Skills:
The skills required have recently been drawn up by a consortium of
government and voluntary sector agencies and published as the ‘Common
Core of Skills and Knowledge for the Children’s Workforce' *

The skills required include:

- active listening
- empathising with the point of view of children and young people

* Common Core of Skills and Knowledge for the Children’s Workforce. DIES 2005



- developing trusting relationships with children and young people
- understand non-verbal communication — body language and tone
- building a rapport

- explaining, summarising and providing information

- giving feedback in a clear way

- understanding and explaining the boundaries of confidentiality

Toolkit:

It is useful to have a bag containing some a few toys, coloured pencils, pens,
coloured paper, flash cards, felt tips, children’s books, play dough, magazines,
make-up and so on. Worksheets, happy/sad faces and similar tools to talk
about feelings are useful. If possible, a camera and laptop are also good
resources to have easy access to.

It may be that there are not the resources for every individual to have a full
toolkit but as a minimum for good practice, these materials should be
available for every team.

A comprehensive guide ‘Say it Your Own Way’, and associated materials (up
to 70 worksheets) is to be published shortly by Barnardos, and brings together
a number of tools and techniques to use in undertaking assessments®.

Learning from others:

Teams will have members with differing levels of skill and experience. Using
the expertise of other team members, being encouraged to observe
practitioners, and asking advice and guidance, are all essential in building a
resource within the team.

Similarly the expertise, experience and knowledge of other professionals, for
example, youth workers, psychologists, foster carers, can provide new and
creative ideas and help less experienced practitioners develop confidence.

Every team should provide materials, and a list of sources of advice and
guidance in communicating with children and young people.

3 ‘Say it your own way’ Including children’s voices in assessment: A guide and resources. Barnardos
2006
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