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Introduction

Special School Congress took place on 4" February 2010 at The Bethel Centre, Leek Road, Abbey Hulton
which was a different venue to usual but proved to be a real asset. 16 children from 3 schools attended
along with 6 school staff. Partnership working was once again very effective, supporting the VAST Children
and Families team with the delivery of the event were staff from 5 further services and 4 young volunteers.
(Characteristics of the participants and the delivery staff are provided in the two tables below). Sue
Thomas, Champion for Children attended to get a feel for what young people were saying and Tracy
Perrins from Aiming High attended to carry out a lunch time consultation around transition.

Both Primary and Special School congresses were planned and designed simultaneously as they were
being held just one week apart, the materials were designed with special schools in mind and incorporated
the Widget software to produce symbols to help explain the text.

The four volunteers from local high schools opened the event with their presentation introducing the theme
which was the Children and Young People’s plan summary version fo r young people . They made the
correlation between the plan and a cake recipe book; asking the participants what ingredients are crucial to
baking a cake, where ingredients are purchased and how shop keepers know what to stock for when you
want to bake. Then asking what young people need to develop and grow, where they go to address those
needs i.e. which services and then, how does the City know which services to provide. Thus enabling the
participants to reach the conclusion that needs are assessed and young people are consulted to assist the
City in meeting their needs.

Table 1 — characteristics of the participants

Age No Gender No Ethnicity No Children in care No
10 1 female 4 White British 12 Not known 16
11 1 male 12 British Muslem 1

12 2 African British 2

13 4 Mixed race 1

14 3

15 4

16 1

Table 2 — partnership at the event

Fleur Marriot — Youth and Play Service Alice — Edensor High School — Young Volunteer
Gareth Williams — Young Minds Zac — Edensor High School — Young Volunteer

Zoe Booth — Joint Commissioning — Aiming High Jackie - Edensor High School — Young Volunteer
Olwyn Twomy — Policy and Development Team Alex — Middlehurst Special School — Young Volunteer
Chris Hill — Police Community Support Officer

Simon Holmes - Police Community Support Officer Tracy Perrins — Aiming High & Transitions

Sarah Emery — Youth & Play Service Visitors — Sue Thomas — Champion for Children
Janet Lee — Policy & Development Team
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Aims and methodology
There were three workshops broken up by fun activities in-between.
Workshop 1: To inform young people of the priorities identified for the Children and Young
People’s Plan and to ascertain what information around the priorities they wanted in the young
people’s version
Workshop 2: To explore what materials appealed to young people to be included in the design of
their version of the plan and to identify the most effective methods of communicating with young
people
Workshop 3: To explore what young people feel the content of the Engagement Toolkit should be
in terms of information, activities and examples
As workshop 1 covered a lot of material it was broken down so that each table looked at just 2 priorities
from one of the ECM targets and all the actions that fell within those 2 priorities. There were five tables
with three children on each except for one which had four children. In view of the lower number of
participants we were only able to cover two ECM outcomes in full and one outcome in part.

Findings
Workshop 1: Content of the Children and Young Peopl  e’s Plan — summary version
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Workshop 2: Design of the Children and Young People  ’'s Plan — summary version

This didn’t reveal any definitive answers; just that one size does not fit all. Overall it had to have images
and not too much writing.

Easy to understand wording, pictures with speech bubbles, bright fun characters
When asked how they like to receive information / communications the young people had a couple of sticky
stars to indicate what methods they are already using and a couple of sticky wishing wells to indicate
methods they would like to use. Many found phones, texting and technology quite challenging for them as a
way of communicating although some had mastered gaming consoles.

Bill boards, leaflets, via teachers and carers.

Workshop 3: Content of the Engagement Toolkit for p ractitioners

There were lots of ideas for games to play and they liked to play games as it helped them to relax and feel
included. Some key ideas put forward for the Engagement toolkit included:

Learn people’s names

Find out about what children want to do, ask them what they think and show interest

Find out if children are feeling safe and happy

Food has to be healthy

Activities needs to be near to home

Evaluation

Venue: This was the first time for holding the congress at The Bethel Centre. The venue was fantastic, it
would also be an ideal venue for more severely disabled children, the cafe area is tucked away from public
gaze so no-one would be watching the children eat, the staff were very friendly, welcoming and helpful and
it had a soft play area outside so in summer they would be able to get a little fresh air. The walls were
painted with child friendly illustrations and everywhere was bright and cheerful. The creche area would be
a back up facility to the disabled toilet should older children require changing facilities. We had the entire
building to ourselves to improve security and safety and the food was fabulous with plenty of tasty healthy
options.

Recreational activities: In between the workshops the children took part in fun activities. During the
morning session they enjoyed a lively game of ‘Balloon Tick’ then a calmer game of ‘Communications’. In
the afternoon they participated in parachute activities.

Workshops: The workshop material for workshops 1 and 3 were quite challenging as the theme of the
Children and Young People’s Plan and the Engagement Toolkit are heavy concepts for anyone the first
time they encounter them. However, breaking it down into small component parts and using symbols on
laminated card helped to make it more interactive and easier to explain. The children were also
encouraged to draw pictures to illustrate their understanding of what Being Healthy or Staying Safe means
to them.

Challenges —there was a very tight time frame within which to operate this time around due to the theme
for consultation. The draft of the plan was only released one week prior to the congress event on 4"
February. In that time we had to familiarise ourselves with the content of the plan then break it down into
something manageable for children from Primary and Special Schools to comprehend.

Two of the five special schools in Stoke opted out of the Congress saying that they didn't feel this particular
one was appropriate. Both schools were visited and we took our new Learning Difficulties and Disabilities
(LDD) specialist worker along too. We had a tour and met the young people as well as speaking with the
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deputy heads at length about how to ensure that their young people are listened to. Both schools cater for
very severe LDD young people. Schools agree that the young people benefit from the social side of
congress but feel that the child’s comprehension of the topic is challenged further by their limited
communication skills and that the school staff are specialised in that child’s communication so can translate
it more accurately. They also felt that the children who can attend congress are the tip of the iceberg, many
of their students have no motor or communication skills and they wanted to ensure a process that would
ensure that their views are heard too.

Recommendations for future events were:
School staff to be involved in the design of the workshops
School staff to have the option of staying in the workshop with their young people (these young
people are not able to feed back to the school council or staff what the congress was about etc so a
member of staff needs this understanding to make it a whole school concept)
School staff to explore the theme/topic on behalf of the very server LDD young people to put
forward issues as an advocate for them

Staffordshire schools that have a high proportion of Stoke children on their records have said they would
like to bring their Stoke young people to be part of future congresses.

Adult Workshops : Whilst the children are in workshops the school staff took part in adult workshops that
mirrored the themes for the children’s workshops. A key theme emerged around a core group of parents
who are a challenge to schools in that they won't engage, they don’t turn up for children’s’ reviews etc.
Ideas to help with this were parenting / family support teams who were trained and skilled to work with
children and/or parents with additional needs

Young People’'s Evaluations:
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There is a full report which captures everything the young people said to or told us on the day. This will be
sent to all the schools so that they can use the information in their school assemblies, school council
meetings and in the classroom to ensure that all the young people are aware that they have been listened
to. For a copy of the full report or further information about anything within this summary please contact us,
using the details below.

For further information contact:
Christine Mynett — Engagement Officer
VAST, The Dudson Centre,

Hope Street, Hanley

ST15DD

Tel: 01782-683080

E: Christine@vast.org.uk
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