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Reference: 130028
Whitehaven and its surrounding community have endured a series of devastating tragedies over the past two years, with widespread flooding, a fatal coach crash involving local school children and a widely publicised shooting which left 12 people dead. The centre’s highly skilled team played an integral role in supporting families in the aftermath of these events and has significantly improved the emotional health and well-being of many of its local families and children. 
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‘Through regular group work with outstanding professionals, families have worked together through difficult issues at a pace and time appropriate for them. Many have made significant progress and re-commenced life journeys which had been brought to a distressing stop.  Children and young people are re-gaining the ability to function and support each other; even celebrating together with funds raised by the community.’
Russell Norman, Chief Executive
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Background

Howgill Family Centre, the registered charity which runs the centre on behalf of the local authority, has developed projects in the community for the last 35 years and is trusted by local people. Through local knowledge and assertive outreach, practitioners have targeted those most at risk and in vulnerable circumstances. 
Their sensitive, responsive, empathic support was needed more than ever when it was recognized that children and young people who had experienced bereavement were suffering in many ways. Focusing entirely on their needs, the bereavement service was developed to enable children to express their feelings, acknowledge their loss and develop skills to cope with their changed lives. 

Children express their feelings of loss in different ways according to their age, their stage of emotional development, and their own individual personalities. Some adults find it difficult to understand and support children’s responses to bereavement, so the centre has developed a unique service which reaches out and strengthens families who have suffered loss, providing them with care, guidance and support that inspectors judged to be outstanding. 
The bereavement service

Ashley Lloyd, the infant health development worker, and local health professional Sue Stoke, originally started a children’s bereavement group. The aim was to provide a safe and protected space where children felt safe to talk, express their grief and felt listened to. This has subsequently developed to provide parents and carers with opportunities to share their experiences. As Ashley explains: ‘After running the children’s bereavement group, we discovered there was also a need for parents and carers to be offered time to express themselves and to be listened to with respect and acceptance.’ ‘Harry Hedgehogs Time to Share’ group now brings the whole family together in a compassionate environment, where members are supported to express their feelings, acknowledge their loss and develop skills to cope with their changed lives. Ashley also works with Kay McMahon, a stress management therapeutic practitioner, to provide flexible, sensitive support for children and adults, both separately and together. While each group session is planned, practitioners are adept at altering provision so that it is always led by individual needs.
Over the past three years the group has supported over 70 families, through what for many may be the most difficult and challenging time of their lives. By offering time for parents and children separately, adults are allowed space to grieve openly without fear of worrying their children. Equally, children are able to express their emotions or ask those questions which they might keep to themselves for fear of upsetting their parents or saying the wrong thing. One child who had attended this group felt that seeing other adults crying and being angry enabled her to see that this was a normal reaction to death, and that it wasn’t her parent acting strangely or differently. 

Therapeutic advice and activities are offered alongside the group work, using play therapy, art, music and massage. As the eight-week course progresses, children and adults are perceptively guided and encouraged to share their thoughts and experiences with the group. They learn that all emotions are acceptable, including laughter and fun as well as time for reflection and acknowledgement of the pain. 

The impact of the bereavement group on the emotional health and well-being of families and their children has been life-changing. The key to its success lies in the skilful, astute manner in which the centre staff support families, always focusing on their specific needs and recognising that there is no universal route to supporting someone through bereavement. Because a group situation is not always right for everyone, staff also offer one-to-one support in their own homes. The centre also organises an annual outing for all families who have been part of their bereavement work. This year over 70 families visited Camelot theme park. As Ashley says: ‘We take our reward from seeing how well these special people are coping with their losses; taking strength both from within themselves and the new friendships they have made.’ 
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South Whitehaven Children’s Centre was designated a phase 1 children’s centre in 2005 covering the whole of Whitehaven. In 2009 the reach area of the centre was reduced to cover the South Whitehaven area. Howgill Family Centre, a registered charity and company limited by guarantee is commissioned by the local authority to run the centre.


Time to share – supporting children and families through bereavement: South Whitehaven Sure Start Children’s Centre








 





 





Brief description





Overview – the centre’s message





 





 





The good practice in detail





�…through play and art we all learned about our feelings; that it is OK to laugh or feel sad or cry, or be angry.� �





One individual explains what is so special about the group: ‘…they don’t just offer you a sticking plaster to hide the wound and then send you away. Instead they offer you time to grow and heal at a pace that suits you and your children.’� Kay explains that most bereaved people are often relieved to be given permission to talk, to just spend time with others who have a shared experience, without anyone trying to provide answers: ‘The one thing they all want is to have their loved one back and no one can give them this. All we can do is to allow them to tell their story without interruption, offer them support to move forward and enable them to treasure their memories of the ones they love’. �


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�








The centre’s background





 





Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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South Whitehaven Children’s Centre
Good practice example: Early Years


