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CHILDREN’S HEARINGS SYSTEM CONSULTATION

A Report to the Scottish Children's Panel Chairs Group

October 2005

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Young Scot worked with the Scottish Children's Panel Chairs Group to run a consultation event exploring the views of young people on the second phase of the review of the Scottish Children’s Hearing system.  This report outlines the feedback received from young people during the event.

BACKGROUND

During 2004, Young Scot worked with the Scottish Executive to run a survey and a consultation event around phase one of the Children’s Hearing Consultation.  This looked at the principles of the system and whether it should be kept in the form it was in.

The Scottish Executive has now moved on to the second phase of their consultation (running from June to September 2005). Young Scot met with George Anderson, Chair of the Children's Panel Chairs Group, to discuss ways we could assist them in seeking the views of young people to provide additional feedback and inform the Chair’s Group.

It was agreed that Young Scot would facilitate a one-day event bringing young people together to look in detail at the Children’s Hearings System and what improvements or changes could be made to make it better for young people. 

METHODOLOGY

Young Scot worked in partnership with the national network of Dialogue Youth units to bring together a group of seven young people from North Lanarkshire and Edinburgh to form a focus group to examine their views on the Children’s Hearings system. 

Young Scot ensured that some of the young people in attendance had some experience of the Children’s Hearing System, in order to facilitate more informed debate.  Young Scot staff worked with the George Anderson of the Chair’s Group to get a detailed brief of their desired outcomes, as well as seeking their advice and input in developing the detailed programme for the day.

The day-long event was held at Young Scot’s offices in Edinburgh on Friday 16th September 2005. The morning session was spent raising awareness of the system as it is, using practical examples and workshop activities to illustrate it for those who did not have the depth of knowledge of others in attendance. The afternoon session then focused on exploring young people’s views on proposed changes, about how they felt improvements could be made, and how they felt young people could be engaged more positively with the Children’s Hearings System.
The views expressed by young people at the consultation event were recorded and interpreted by experienced Young Scot staff into key points, forming the basis of this report. The views of young people in relation to the Children’s Hearings System are outlined in the Findings section of this report.

FINDINGS

The first session involved asking young people for one word or phrase about Children’s Hearings without giving any prompting or background information. This exercise aimed to get a general feel for what young people knew and felt about the Children’s Hearings System before explaining and building their knowledge to ensure informed participation. The result of this exercise showed that most of the young people had some understanding of the system, with comments such as those below.

“Members are made up of the general public”

“Looks at improving the lives of young people”

“Where they can make a decision and see what’s in your best interests”

Although there was clearly some understanding of the system, there appeared to be a general view amongst the young people that the Children’s Hearings System was a court system for young people.

“A court for young people”

“A special court for children”

The exercise provided a range of positive and negative responses from the young people about the Children’s Hearings System. Some negative comments from the young people, and especially those with personal experience of being in the system, are noted below.

“They don’t include you enough”

“Make wrong decisions that you don’t want”

“Some people find it unfair”

These comments were noted during the session, giving an ideal platform for subsequent exercises examining proposed changes to improve the Children’s Hearings System.

The second session was designed to build a greater understanding and knowledge of the Children’s Hearings System amongst the young people in attendance, by considering fictitious case studies of Children’s Hearings referrals and discussing what powers and actions a Children’s Hearing should be able to use to help young people.  There was a range of views expressed during these group sessions. Some general themes emerged from this session which are worthy of note. It was generally felt that punishment was not helpful, and counselling, support and psychiatric care should be considered as options to help some young people. There was also a clear view that young people should only be taken away from their family and placed in care as a last resort.

During discussions, it was a concurrent theme that Children’s Hearings needed to consider the needs of the whole family unit and have powers to provide more support for families in general and not only for the child.  Support such as relationship/marriage counselling, psychiatric care, anger management, respite, and anti-alcohol or drug abuse were suggested as ways to help ‘turn around’ the family and make life better for the child.

A range of other issues were mentioned during this session, such as working with schools to provide support for young people through befriending/mentoring schemes and working with guidance teachers.  It was also mentioned that helplines such as ‘Includem’ should be highlighted to young people to make sure that they always have access to someone they can talk to.

There was a feeling that young people should have alternatives to talking to the Children’s Hearing as many young people feel intimidated in this environment. Young people should be offered advocacy prior to the hearing, and if they are particularly distressed about talking at the hearing they could be offered the choice of creating a video for the hearing. It was also felt that young people should always be allowed to speak confidentially, without their parents in attendance, if they wish.

The third session examined in greater detail with young people, their views and opinions on the proposed changes to the Children’s Hearings System.  The following highlighted sections are statements which were given to the young people.  Young Scot staff then explored their views and opinions about these proposed changes in small groups.

Sometimes children have to repeat their problems lots of times to different people which can be really annoying. So we think people who work with children should write everything down so that it can be shared with other organisations and people working with children and young people, to make sure they don’t have to keep saying the same things or going to lots of meetings. To do this, organisations would have to be allowed to share information about you.

Young People were asked if they thought this was a good idea, and if they could think of any reasons why it might a bad idea. The young people were also asked to consider how they would feel about lots of different organisations sharing information about them.  The general feeling seemed to be that it was a good idea to have all the information written down for accuracy, but there was some concern over who would have access to the information, and who the person that wrote everything down would be.  It was felt that while it was a hassle to repeat yourself, it was preferable to everyone having access to personal information. One suggested solution was that a social worker could write everything down, but individuals and organisations would only be able to access the information which they specifically required, rather than all information. It was also mentioned that this change would be better for younger children and more serious situations.

We think children who need help from more than one service should have an Action Plan. This would set out what needs a child has, who is going to help, what they will do to help and by when. It would also say what the child and those who look after them will do.

Young People were asked if having an Action Plan for children needing help was a good idea, and what information they thought should be included in an Action Plan.  It was agreed that having one plan from all professionals summarising all the help for the child was a good idea, as it would provide something concrete outlining who is responsible for each action.  It was noted that young people should be able to see the plan and have input into it.  It was also mentioned that the plan must be realistic, and that professionals should be accountable if actions are not carried out.

When a child is getting help from more than one service, someone in one of the services should be put in charge of making sure people work together. They would be the person the child or family had to contact if they needed to talk about what was happening.

Young People were asked if they thought this was a good idea, and who they thought would be a good person to have as a contact.  It was generally felt by the young people that having one ‘lead professional’ was a good idea as communication breakdown would be less likely and there would be one person dedicated to the child.  It was however noted that there was a potential danger if this one person was not competent. It was suggested that to avoid this, there may be a need for training or certification to make sure the ‘lead professional’ is properly trained and acts independently and in the interests of the child.

We think that you should only go to a Hearing if you have really serious problems. Or, if you or those who look after you don’t agree to accept help or don’t work with those who are trying to help.

Young People were asked what they thought would be a serious problem for a Children’s Hearing to take a decision about, and what they thought should happen in less serious cases.  It was decided amongst the groups, that consistent offending or non-attendance at school and neglect are serious problems which should be dealt with. It was also stated that young people should be involved in a Children’s Hearing from the first time they offend, even if it is minor, in an attempt to change their future behaviour from an early stage before they re-offend.  It was also mentioned that more powers, such as ASBOS, were needed to make sure that parents and families must agree to help in order to change behaviour and make people take responsibility.

Sometimes children keep getting in trouble and the support they are being given doesn’t seem to be helping them to change that behaviour. The Hearing could invite along the people most affected by this behaviour to explain how it is affecting them. The child would then have to explain their behaviour to these people.

Young People were asked if this would this would help children to stop their actions, and how they thought it might work in practice.  There was some difference of opinion amongst the group on this issue. Many thought it was a good idea to invite ‘victims’ along to hearings to help offenders realise the impact of their actions and give them the chance to apologise. Others felt that it would not be constructive as the offender or victim may be angry about the situation which could make things worse. It was broadly agreed that it should depend upon the circumstances, and whether the victim was willing to attend the hearing.

People don’t really know enough about what a Children’s Hearing does and what it’s for. We think that we should let people know what happens at Children’s Hearings in their area (without giving any names).

Young People were asked what the advantages of this were, and how they thought young people generally would like to get information about how Children’s Hearings work.  It was felt by many young people that the media should not be used to convey information, but instead young people should be educated about the system in Personal Social Development (PSD) in schools, through councils, and youth projects.  It was felt that if this happened, all young people would be better informed and it would improve the image of the Children’s Hearings System in the media overall.

In the final session, young people were asked to complete the sentence ‘Children’s Hearings would be better if…’ bearing in mind all the discussions and knowledge accumulated over the day.  This exercise produced a clear result, with five out of seven (over 70%) of comments stating that young people should be consulted and more involved in improving the Children’s Hearings System (see quotes below).  Other comments related to hearings being dealt with “in depth” and the law not being “by-passed”.

Children’s Hearings would be better if…

“…young people are better represented”

“…young people were more involved and listened to”

“…you listened to children’s ideas”

“…children’s thoughts got taken into thought a little more”

“…children get more of a say”

CONCLUSIONS

Young people were asked to complete an evaluation form (See Appendix 1) before departing the event.  The feedback revealed that the young people involved believed the consultation event was successful, with 80% rating it as ‘Fab’.

The young people attending the event clearly had varying degrees of knowledge and pre-conceived ideas about the Children’s Hearings at the start of the event, with many believing it to be a court system for young people.  The case studies and group sessions allowed young people to put themselves ‘in the shoes’ of panel members, and threw up many questions which George Anderson was able to explain quickly to give them all a clear understanding of the role of the Children’s Hearings System.  It also became clear that punishment was not seen as a constructive option for young people, and that instead, more needed to be done to provide support and counselling services for young people and family units to avoid re-offending and improve children’s lives.

Discussions about the proposed changes to the Children’s Hearings System were generally very positive. The feedback also backed up the consensus of feeling at the event, with 60% saying that they were in favour of the proposed changes to the Children’s Hearings System, 40% saying they were ‘OK’ and none thinking they were ‘Rubbish’.  However it should be noted that young people raised a range of concerns and caveats about proposed changes, such as holding professionals to account if targets set in Action Plans are not met.

The majority (80%) of young people thought that they were in favour of the idea of asking young people what they think of the Children’s Hearings.  It was also clear in discussions that young people felt that there was a need to educate young people about the role of the Children’s Hearings System through schools, councils, and youth projects.

Overall, young people clearly indicated that the one thing which would make Children’s Hearings better was listening to young people and involving them in shaping the system.

CONTACT DETAILS

For further information about this report please contact: 

· Daniel Steel, Development Officer (Youth Consultation), on 0131 313 2488 or daniels@youngscot.org 

· Gregor Urquhart, Public Affairs Officer, on 0131 313 2488 or gregoru@youngscot.org
APPENDIX 1

CHILDREN’S HEARINGS CONSULTATION EVENT - EVALUATION (5 responses)
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Question
	

Fab
	

OK I suppose
	

Rubbish
	
Comments

	THE EVENT:


	
	
	
	

	What did you think of ‘Setting the Scene’ - the 1st session?
	3

(60%)
	2 

(40%)
	0

(0%)
	None

	What did you think of ‘What Would You Do?’ – the 2nd session?
	3

(60%)
	2

(40%)
	0

(0%)
	None

	What did you think of ‘What do you think?’ – the 3rd session?
	4

(80%)
	1

(20%)
	0

(0%)
	None

	What did you think of ‘Having A Final Say’– the 4th session?
	4

(80%)
	1

(20%)
	0

(0%)
	None

	What did you think of the consultation event overall?
	4

(80%)
	1

(20%)
	0

(0%)
	None

	CHILDREN’S HEARINGS SYSTEM:


	
	
	
	

	What do you think of the changes planned to the Children’s Hearings System?
	3

(60%)
	2

(40%)
	0

(0%)
	None

	What do you think of the idea of asking young people what they think of Children’s Hearings?
	4

(80%)
	1

(20%)
	0

(0%)
	None


	Please use this box for anything else you want to say about the event or the Children’s Hearings System…



	Lunch was nice!
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