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Speaker Box provides support to looked after children and care leavers, targeting those aged from 8 to 24 years. It ensures that they have a voice; that the messages from consultation are heard and acted on by decision-makers. Speaker Box operates independently, and is run by those in care and care leavers. It is supported by children’s services practitioners, senior managers, elected members and other agencies including health and youth services. 
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Speaker Box was established following the council’s children’s services commissioning an independent consultation project in 2004 and has been running since 2005. ‘It has taken a while to get here, but this is about valuing each other, developing relationships, and building trust’. 

Jaimee Hendry, participation officer (and care leaver)
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Key principles
· To support looked after children and care leavers to speak out on matters which are important to them.
· To regularly train and participate in the recruitment of all existing and newly recruited social care staff and carers linked with looked after children
· To develop policy on provision
· Finding innovative ways of informing service planning 

To make a positive difference to a range of service areas for looked after children and care leavers.
Structure
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The council provides management and support for the workers involved with Speaker Box but does not exert control over their work programme, priorities or objectives. These are determined by active members of Speaker Box and the wider group of Southwark’s looked after children ensuring that Speaker Box is supported by the council, but led by young people.
The council offers 20% of its available apprenticeships to looked after children and, as part of this commitment, employs a care leaver to support the Speaker Box group. The current apprentice, Ivie, values the training she receives, learning from the interpersonal skills of the professionals that she meets. A past apprentice, Faria, is passionate about the provision being young-person led, with all decisions determined by them, and not by the adults providing support.

The group distributes a quarterly magazine, in two versions, to different age groups. This helps the group reach over 700 children, young people and young adults. The attractive presentation of the magazine is created entirely by the group and has regular features, including an Agony Aunt page. Using vouchers as an incentive, they seek feedback through a range of approaches. They also use individual and group settings to elicit the authentic voices of those within, or that have recently left the care system. 

Achievements 
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Key achievements include: 
· hosting a number of local and national conferences , including the annual Safeguarding Conference;
· developed ‘Understanding Us’ training and staff development programme which focuses on building good quality and honest relationships to improve outcomes for vulnerable children; 
using social media to increase the reach of the network

directly influencing several local policy decisions through lobbying and partnership working with the local authority including significant change in the way that initial assessments are undertaken for care leavers a who are also parents-to-be ensuring that this is based on individual levels of risk.
The group has also worked together to create 10 Golden Rules for social workers, although, there are 13 of them in practice! Social workers are not only aware of the rules, through mandatory training, but also know that these expectations form the core of sound social work practice for working with children and young people. 

Through themes identified in the annual ‘Tell Us How it Was’ survey the group has also achieved: securing free Fusion gym cards for all looked after young people enabling completely free access to all council run leisure services and increasing what is available through the care leavers package. Part of this work has included developing guidance on how the increased grant element of the package should be used, setting up bank accounts for all 16-year olds and better support for housing and further education.
Extra mile awards
Speaker Box now organises an annual ‘extra mile’ awards ceremony where awards are given to social workers, personal advisers and foster carers who have done exactly that. Many workers and carers have been nominated and recognised for the extra efforts they have made and on a monthly basis ‘extra mile flowers’ are awarded. 
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   I felt honoured and rewarded for the work I do. It motivates me and makes me want to go that extra mile.[image: image6.png]



Etienne Spa, recipient extra mile award, 2012 
Aqasa Nu who received the extra mile award in 2011 said, ‘It recognises that I add value by spending time listening to care leavers as opposed to just following the requirements of the job’.
Work with the Corporate Parenting Committee 
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Joint meetings are held regularly between Speaker Box and members of the Corporate Parenting Committee where members of Speaker Box have been able to present powerful messages directly to those with responsibilities for service direction and funding. These meetings are chaired by Speaker Box helping to focus on the areas that are most important to them, but also enabling the group to respond to queries from elected members. Councillor Dixon-Fyle, the lead member for children’s services, said: ‘they bring the real voice of young people in care to us and others, making a strong impact on all of us, with our corporate parenting responsibilities … so much so that we have made their “understanding us” training mandatory for all with responsibilities towards looked after children’.
Plans for future developments
Forty interviews with care leavers were conducted recently which identified issues about support for young people, particularly around monetary advice and accommodation stability. Elected council members are keen to resolve these issues.
Speaker Box and the council want to continue to strengthen the offer of training allowing access from a wider audience and reviewing gaps in what has been delivered to date. There are plans to engage in regular group-work activity, particularly for those leaving care, entitled Know Your Rights, which aims to make sure that young people are in the best position to make informed choices.
Training and development activities, which support the provision of sexual health for vulnerable young people, have taken place within a number of schools across the borough and it is hoped that peer-related one-to-one work can be developed in the future, reaching out to those who are most vulnerable and/or resistant to engaging with protective approaches from professionals.
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Southwark has a resident population of approximately 61,600 children and young people aged 0 to 19, representing about 21% of the total population of the area. In January 2012, 78.7% of the school population was classified as belonging to an ethnic group other than White British compared to 22.5% in England overall; 43.4% of pupils speak English as an additional language. Yoruba (5.9%) and Spanish (3.0%) are the most recorded commonly spoken community languages in the area. Some 12.8% of pupils are of Nigerian background. 


Empowering involvement and ensuring a voice for looked after children and care leavers: Southwark’s Speaker Box
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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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Good practice example: Remit 
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Speaker Box – London Borough of Southwark
Good practice example: Children and Families Services


