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Focus on children and young people
Over the past months, data collection has focused on the views and experiences of children and young people involved with the Milton Keynes Community Mobiliser Service.  We have been met with exceptionally positive responses, and the children and young people, like previously the adults, have been helpful and eager to express their opinions.  This in itself is an endorsement of a service operating in areas traditionally over-exposed to social and family intervention programmes and therefore also suffering from what we could call 'initiative fatigue'.

Methods and data collected

Based on previous experiences in the CM areas, we chose to limit our enquiry to three: Wolverton, Greenleys, and Lakes Estate. Through the Mobilisers, the schools, and parents, we established contact with children and young people, aged 3-18, who were willing and able to work with us.  Data were collected by Katy Simmons and Anna Lærke, using the following methods:

· Focus group discussions with children and young people.

· Participant observation of activities supported by the Mobiliser service.

· One-to-one interviews.

· Digital cameras made available to a few children and young people who took photographs of local community activities and events they found important.

· Initiation and collection of children's letters and written comments.

· Participation in and collection of children's drawings.

In addition, a small group of children and young people has collected own photographic data and on that basis produced slide show presentations.

The data

The evidence we have been able to collect is overwhelmingly positive and suggests particular success with regards to two of the MKCF Board's underlying principles: 'targeted universalism' and sustainability (see Lærke 2006b).  Young service users also consistently stress Mobilisers' ability to enable and support individuals' participation in the design, planning, and delivery of services.  According to many younger service users, a sense of 'community' has developed in their area since the Mobiliser service arrived:

The Mobiliser is a friendly face for the community to recognise – someone you can relate to, who you know (young person)

[The Mobiliser] is completely different to the others [agency workers]. The others just come in and do their thing. They come in, maybe a couple of hours, on the Estate. [The Mobiliser] is quite often here all day, she is flexible and she can listen - whereas the others, they can't listen (young person)

[The Mobiliser] helps out in the community, and our parents get involved. And it's good because children have a say in what they want to happen – like holiday activities and sports and clubs and that (child, aged 9)

[The Mobiliser] has got everyone working and everyone working together. (young person)

There are more adults looking after the children... before there were just a lot of children and not many parents (child, aged 8)

Community and safety

Interestingly, many children explicitly linked 'community' with safety.  When asked what Mobilisers do, children typically replied:

We do fun things with other children and learn about things... like [how] not to talk to strangers. Don't take sweets from strangers (child, aged 10)

[The Mobiliser] has changed lots of things. I think he has made the school safer (child, aged 9)

It's all about recognising each other... on the street, in the shops, you recognise people and they become more approachable (young person)

Self-confidence

All children emphasised the importance of mutual respect, response and recognition.  It was important to them, not only that the Mobiliser respected their views, but also that the activities the Mobilisers arranged fostered a sense of respect for others – for other children and other parents.  Many commented on the fact that the Mobiliser not just listened to their views but also responded appropriately, that is, acted on the views expressed. Such recognition had clearly imbued youngsters with a sense of pride and self-worth, and an experience of achievement which many readily identified:

We made lanterns for the lanterns festival, and I felt really proud of what we did (child, aged 10)

We help each other, you feel you have achieved something when you help with the younger children (child, aged 11)

I can kick a football now! [The Mobiliser] got the footballer from the Dons to come and show us... (child, aged 12)

We made pizza and brownies and my brownies are better than my mum's now (child, aged 10)

The five Every Child Matters outcomes

The following is an excerpt from an interview with a nine year old boy.  He is the eldest of three children. They all regularly attend Mobiliser activities. Their mother comes along and is very supportive of the work done by the Mobilisers.  This boy was selected as an interviewer for the recent Community Mobiliser appointments.

Katy: can you tell me if there was anything in particular that you remember about the work [the Mobiliser] has done?

Boy: the clubs. Some of the clubs he runs have helped me a lot. Especially football. He shows you things….I practice and practice and practice…and I get better. And it's safer and it’s got a lot cleaner…the school..

K: cleaner?

B: yes, [the Mobiliser] put up signs…and he did a Newsletter..The alleys round [the school]... they are cleaner now. Without him, the streets were messy. He put up signs saying ‘Don’t throw rubbish’. It’s cleaner... but he made it fun.

K: can you think of other ways he’s made a difference?

B: yes…he really gets in with the children. Not everyone does that. He plays games. And there are lots of options…like lego or the computer. You can do computer here. I sometimes can do my homework. There are loads of different things. And I think people are getting healthier. There are clubs in the summer. So you don’t just have to stay in. And there’s breakfast club... it’s cereal, cheese and ham toasties…lots of different things…they are really healthy.

K: how to do you feel about him changing jobs?

B: I’m going to miss him but I’m glad he can get the most out of what he can do…

K : you mean you are glad he’s got a better job? Promoted?

B: yes that’s right…

K: how do you think you’ll get on with the new Mobiliser?

B: I think I’ll get on really well. I helped to choose her. She’s fun, but sensible. Being sensible is really important. You know…having fun: (squeaky voice ) ‘let’s all have fun…! Wheeee!!!’ Then they are not paying attention and… Bang! ( he collapses onto desk)... too late. Yes. Being sensible is really important... You know, I got 4 letters. They started ‘Dear colleague’ (he laughs) I know who the new Mobilisers are. I know what they’ll spend the money on. I know who’s going to be where. And I know how much money they will spend on things.

In this one interview, all the main features of the Every Child Matters (ECM) outcomes appear, although they are not presented as such.  The five outcomes are:

· Stay healthy

· Stay safe

· Enjoy and achieve

· Make a positive contribution

· Achieve economic well-being (ECM website)

In our Report, we have linked the views of children and young people to these 5 outcomes, since they form the basis for the overall evaluation of the Childrens’ Fund’s work.

Presentations by young people

In the course of our work, we found we had two ‘problems’. One was that the children and young people were universally positive about the CM service. ‘It’s great!’’, ‘We think they are wonderful’ was very much what they had to say. Secondly, it was hard to get beyond their appreciation of the trips and games afternoons. That particular issue arose largely because our time spent with the children was of necessity limited: the kind of rich data we were hoping for would come only from longer term contact with the children. So – we decided to turn the project over to them, in the hopes of getting richer data. We gave some of the young people a digital camera and, having talked to them about what we were looking for, asked them to go out and capture the images that reflected their view of what CMs do.
That is exactly what they did. Their projects went far beyond what we had imagined they might do. Two of the young people offered to make presentations, rather than collect photographs. Young people, in our view, are powerful advocates for the service and as further efforts are made to identify continuing funding, they should be actively drawn in to help make the case.
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