Guest blog - Nikki Wilson - Children’s Rights Manager

We are all aware that hearing the voice of children and young people we work with is everyone’s
responsibility; it’s central to all of our roles and for many is the reason we chose a career in working
with children and families.

We have a statutory duty to listen to the voice of the child, underpinned by legislation and the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child. A child’s views, wishes and feelings must be heard and taken
into account when any decisions are made or any services provided and voice should be at the heart
of the system (1989 Children Act, 2004 Children Act and 2008 Children and Young People’s Act). The
UNCRC states that when undertaking any work with children and young people particular
consideration should be given to Article 12 -

“Every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting
them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously.” Article 12, UNCRC
But ultimately it’s because we know that listening, really listening, can make a huge difference to the
lives of the children and young people we work with; a difference in terms of hard outcomes for
children and young people and also the psycho-social benefits, or ‘softer outcomes’. Knowing that
they are being heard helps children to feel valued, respected and empowered (respecting a child by
taking the time to hear them out and empowering them by wherever possible actually doing
something about what they are saying). Listening to children makes outcomes more successful and
our interventions more effective. If young people have been involved in planning and decision making
they are inevitably more likely to engage, plans are more likely to reflect their needs and ultimately
be successful (McLeod, 2008).
However we know that nationally too many children and young people don’t feel that they are being
heard or involved in decisions. The Children’s Commissioner for England stresses this issue in a
number of recent reports, highlighting the sad reality that many young people feel they have no voice,
no choice and an overwhelming sense of powerlessness.
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“We continues to hear day in, day out from children who feel overwhelmed and ignored by
the very system that is meant to protect and empower them. In spite of the vital importance
of making children’s wishes and feelings central to decision-making processes, which so affect
their lives, too often their voices go unheard.” (Children’s Commissioner for England; June
2019).

We do know that in York capturing the voice of the child and ensuring that this has an impact on
assessments, plans and intervention is a priority as we strive to improve our practice. The 2019 Peer
Review into Permanency found good evidence of voice work from with the Permanence Team and
we’ve recently heard that audits have found improvements in the recording of children’s voice within
case files.
We have a number of mechanisms in place for collectively capturing the voice of young people via our
Youth Council (including our Members of Youth Parliament who represent York on the UK Youth
Parliament), our Children in Care Council and Care Leavers Forum (Show Me That I Matter and I Still
Matter) and Access4All (for young people with additional needs or disabilities).
At an individual level, gathering voice and understanding a child’s lived experience is a vital part of the
social work role. As we know, this is not just about asking a child how they feel but making every
attempt to really try to understand the world from their perspective and there are some great
examples of workers using a wide range of effective tools and resources tailored to the particular
needs and interests of the child. It is important to think about the two elements when considering
have you captured the child’s voice; capturing the child’s views, wishes and feelings and understanding
their lived experience by drawing from other information you have, such as from adults who know the
child well or from your observations.
Finding a communication method that works for each individual child and
taking it at their pace is so important if we are to create an environment
where young people are likely to engage. This is not always an easy task
when children may be reluctant to open up and we as professionals have
the inevitable time pressures and competing demands. However, we know
from young people that taking the time to get to know one another and
demonstrating that you are genuinely interested can make all the
difference. One suggestion that our Children in Care Council have made is
for social workers to create personal profiles that can be given to children
and young people; they tell us that having a bit of personal information
about workers can really help to address the imbalance of power, in light of
the amount of information professionals hold about them. Have a look at the Top Tips that they
produced for professionals when communicating with children and please do get in touch if you would
like to see any of the profile templates that we have supported young people to produce.

TOP TIPS.pdf
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In addition to this, as an authority we are also starting to use Mind Of My Own to help to embed voice
within our work. Mind Of My Own is an online platform that enables children and young people to be
more actively involved in decision making and is an accessible and empowering way to tell their
workers about things that are important to them. Mind Of My Own is currently being used by children
and young people with the Permanence Team or accessing
advocacy but will be rolled out more widely across CSC and the
LATs in the autumn, so watch this space.

Children and young people who are going through the child
protection process, in care, leaving care, or wanting to make a complaint are all entitled to advocacy
support (as outlined in the Children Act 1989, Children (Leaving Care Act 2000 and Adoption and
Children Act 2002). In York advocacy for these groups of children and young people is provided by
Speak Up, our in-house Children’s Rights and Advocacy Service. We provide both issue-based and
non-instructed advocacy and our work is underpinned by the National Standards for the Provision of
Children’s Advocacy which sets out the key principles that should inform the delivery of advocacy
support, primarily that it must be independent, confidential, young person led, is responsive and easily
accessible.
So if voice is such a huge part of the social work role, what added
value can advocacy bring? For many children and young people
Non Instructed Advocacy
independent advocacy isn’t necessary as they have existing
is a rights based, person
relationships with family, carers or professionals who are able to
centred approach that is
help share their views or take forward a particular issue. However
used when children or
if a child is, for whatever reason, not engaging or saying they don’t
young people don’t have
feel listened to, or if they are not in
the capacity to give their
agreement with the plans that are in place
views, wishes and
and wanting support to make their
feelings.
representation and challenge a decision,
then a referral to advocacy must be
[Cite your source here.]
discussed with the young person. That is not to say that advocacy supersedes
the social workers responsibility to gather the wishes and feelings of the child,
but it acts as a safety net and an additional layer of support to some of our
most vulnerable children and young people.
As a Local Authority we have a legal responsibility to ensure that children are aware of their
entitlement to an advocate. For children and young people in care the expectation is that advocacy
should be considered at every review and if a young person requests an advocate we have a legal
duty to provide this (IRO Handbook, 2010). Ensuring that the child’s voice is central to Child
Protection Conferences is another area where there is significant focus and workers may find the
attached animation produced by Coram Voice helpful when explaining to children and young what
they can expect from a Child Protection Conference and the role of an advocate :https://coramvoice.org.uk/latest/child-protection-conference-video-launched/
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What is vital is that whenever you discuss advocacy with a young person, or any
communications are received from a child’s advocate, these are included in your case
recording on the child’s file. Advocacy case recording is held separately to ensure we meet our
national standard regarding confidentiality, and so it is important that social workers routinely include
this if we are to provide evidence of these important communications on a child’s file.

To help raise young people’s awareness of advocacy and how to access it, a representative
from
our
Care
Leavers
Forum
has
produced
the
following
clip:https://www.showmethatimatter.com/speak-up-service.htm. Please do share this with any
children and young people you are working with and email speakup@york.gov.uk to make a
referral.

471 young people with additional needs and disabilities have told us their views on what
needs to change to ensure the city is more inclusive (https://www.yorok.org.uk/families/Local%20Offer/12-moves.htm)

5530 young people aged 11-17 shared their views with York Youth Council via the Make Your
Mark national ballot (https://yorkyouthcouncil.com/make-your-mark-2019-results/).

Young people in care told us that they feel happy and safe in their placements and are able
to identify an adult in their life that they can trust, via the U Matter Consultation that is
carried out every two years (www.yor-ok.org.uk/speak-up-service.htm).

Key messages from our Children in Care Council include:
o
o

o
o

o

Children and young people should be listened to more.
Good quality relationships and how we communicate with children and young people
is really important, including the language we use (see attached Mind Your Language
campaign).
Mental Health should still be a priority, in particular waiting lists should be shorter and
mental health training for professionals should be prioritised.
Social workers should talk to children and young people about whether they are feeling
anxious during this difficult time; thinking about how they are reassuring their own
children and applying this to those they are working with.
Access to the right digital technology is more important than even in helping young
people feel connected to friends, family and professionals.

4

Of the 67 children and young people who accessed advocacy from Speak Up last year, 31% wanted support
to have their voice or rights heard in decision making forums, 23% raised issues relating to their foster or
residential placement and 21% raised their unhappiness with the social work service they had received.
The majority of these young people reported feeling more listened to, involved in decision making and
confident in raising concerns as a result of advocacy.

YP Advocacy Report 2019_20.pdf

Annual Advocacy Report 2019-20.pdf

Finally, I’d like to end on some words provided by our Children in Care Council on how workers can
support children and young people to have their voice heard, gathered as part of a consultation for the
National IRO Managers Network:

“Take our views into account, really pay attention…..make sure young people
have copies of what is said in the meeting……Ensuring before meetings that
they're talking to the young person and effectively gathering their voice. Not
rushing this and helping the young person find a mode of delivering their
wishes and feelings….. If they speak to us more often and in a less formal way
it’d make us all feel more at ease and like we aren’t in trouble, as sometimes
when it’s so formal it makes us clammy.”

What is going well

What is not going well

Comments

Dallas
Nikki Wilson, children’s Rights Manager
Principal Social Worker prinicpalsocialworker@york.gov.uk
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What would you like to
change

