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Anna:  if you had one piece of advice to give – one thing you'd like to say to people with money - to raise money to keep it going, what would you say?

Young person:  the younger generation grows up so quickly...

YP:  be careful with what you're throwing away... you're throwing away so much...

YP:  I'd just say come along and watch what we're doing... 

YP:  it is just too beneficial to throw away

YP:  it's not just kids... everyone benefits. And once you've got that chance in a community, you should not let it go

YP:  I'd just take it all into Town Hall and tell them they'd be nuts to throw all this away... completely nuts.

YP:  we feel strongly about this and we feel we need to give this back to the community

YP:  we should go to Downing Street with this. 

(From a focus group discussion with 6th Formers volunteering as Sports Coaches)

***   ***   ***   ***   ***

Introduction

The National Evaluation of the Children's Fund (NECF) opens its final summary report with a caution:

The scale of the task facing the Children's Fund as a key strand in the government's commitment to tackle social exclusion ... was substantial... [E]xpectations of the initiative need to be realistic and it should not be expected to punch above its weight in changing local practices. (Edwards et al. 2006: i)

As previously established, the MKCF's Community Mobiliser initiative has punched above its weight, in two important respects: through what the Mobilisers themselves call their 'mediator' role, the service has overcome barriers to inter-agency collaboration; and with their unique non-specialist approach, the Mobilisers have reached a broad base of service users by creating a non-stigmatising environment for service provision (Lærke 2006a, 2006b).

Exploring the views and experiences of children using the service, we have found that it is most likely the latter  -   providing a service that does not stigmatise its users  -  which has had the greatest influence on younger service users' experience of community.  It should be noted here, though, that 'de-stigmatisation' was not a word children used themselves, and nor did children seem to be aware of any stigmatisation in relation to the communities they live in, the school they attend, or the services they access.  In fact, ironically, de-stigmatisation may have reached an extent which itself could pose a challenge for the empowerment agenda.  I shall return to this.

Methods

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.  Focusing our enquiry on perceptions of service impact, purpose and value, we have been met with exceptionally positive responses.  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 likely to suffer from what we could call 'initiative fatigue'.

Based on previous experiences in the CM areas, we chose to limit our enquiry to three: Wolverton, Greenleys, and the 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.

· Case study evidence

The use of the digital cameras led to outcomes we had not anticipated. We had originally given cameras to several young people in order to give them independence and control over data collection.  We wanted them to take pictures of people and events they considered important, rather than simply responding to an agenda we were setting for them.  The young people’s responses to the Mobiliser service were uniformly positive – we wanted to encourage them to explore independently some of the issues that had been raised, thereby giving a richer picture of their relationship with the service.  Two of the young people spontaneously offered to turn these photos into presentations.  They worked independently on these presentations and eventually brought them to the Milton Keynes Children’s Fund Board on May 24.  Both presentations brought new insights into how children and young people view the Mobiliser service and once again reflected, though this time in a more complex and dynamic way, the high regard the young people had for the work of the mobilisers.  The youngest presenter, Nicholas, aged 9, based his presentation on the five outcomes of the Every Child Matters agenda, which we had earlier discussed with him. 

Similarly, in order to bring our evaluation into line with the objectives of the Milton Keynes Children Fund (MKCF), we structure data presentation with reference to the five Every Child Matters (ECM) outcomes (ECM website).

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: 8, 34, 37, 40).  Young service users also consistently stress Mobilisers' ability to enable and support individuals' participation in the planning of service activities.  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 to] not 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're more approachable (young person)

For many children and young people, simply having something worthwhile to do was an important part of what the Mobiliser service offered.  Below are transcripts of letters, addressed to me:

Dear Anna.

My name is Harry and I live in [CM Area].  I am 4 but will be 5 in August.  I like [the previous Mobiliser, the current Mobiliser, and the former Community Champion].  When it is school holidays we have lots of things to do and I can see my friends every day and [6 year old girl] who doesn't come to my school.

In the Easter holidays we went to Salcey Forest on a coach, I sat next to [8 year old girl]. We went to the spider park and done some football with the MK Dons. We made turtle badges and fruit smoothies with [former Community Champion] and [current Mobiliser].  [Former Community Champion] done face painting. We had a disco and I won some bubbles.

From Harry  (written by Mum)

Hello Anna

I went to a world war trip with my mum, dad and sister that was arranged by [the Mobiliser] and i really learned a lot.

Coming to the games club is really fun because i can play on the computer and play lots of board games.

Laura

Pride

All children emphasised the importance of mutual respect, response and recognition.  It was important to them, not only that the Mobilisers respected their views, but also that the activities they arranged fostered a sense of respect for others – for other children and other parents.  Many commented on the fact that the Mobiliser not just listens to their views but also responds appropriately, that is, acts on the views expressed.  Such recognition has 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 Mobiliser service.  This boy took part in the recent interviewing process to appoint three new Community Mobilisers.

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. (Interview with 9 year old)

In this one interview, all the main features of the 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)

However, when we encouraged children in focus groups to discuss the five outcomes, responses were not nearly as enthusiastic, nuanced and insightful as responses to questions about the local community or the Mobiliser.  Not only does this suggest that the ECM outcomes are formulated in terms somewhat alien and irrelevant to children's and young people's lives, it may also point towards a more problematic irrelevancy.  It may suggest, namely, that children and young people in the target areas are unaware of that targeting and its origin and overall purpose.  I shall return to this. 

Having explained and talked through the five ECM outcomes, we asked focus group participants to discuss each outcome in some detail.  Responses were brief, hesitant and sporadic.  Here are some of them:

Staying healthy

Child 1:  'it's healthy eating and that' 

Child 2: 'keeping fit'

Child 1: 'yeah, and doing sports'

Child 3: 'making cakes...

Child 2: '... and fruit smoothies... not cakes, REMEMBER?!'

Child 4: 'training with the MK Dons'

Child 5: 'we walked round Salcey Forest...'

Child 1: 'yeah, like Nature walks'

Child 6: 'cheer leading, we're gonna do cheer leading... and gymnastics'  (focus group, ages 5-14)

Comments on the other outcomes were delivered in similarly staccato, almost monotonous, fashion:

Staying safe

Child a : 'it's road safety...'

Child b: 'stay away from pervs!' (lots of giggling)

Child c: 'like stranger danger.... you could get...'

Child d: '...get kidnapped!'

Child e: 'don't make graffiti... and that'

Child f: 'keep away from monsters!'

Child a: 'monsters don't exist'

Child f: 'they do'

Child b: 'they don't... just because he's so little, he says that' (focus group, ages 4-12)

Enjoy and achieve

Child 1: 'it's having fun... have fun and helping people'

Child 2: 'when you achieve something, you can enjoy it more....'

Child 3: 'I have achieved work in school... and it's also about don't be a bully, I think'

Child 2: 'yes, if you bully people, you don't enjoy things so much, do you?'

Child 4: 'I learned to ride a bike when that policeman came...'

Child 1: 'yeah, at the Fun Day...'

Child 2: 'no, the Fun Day isn't [arranged by] [the Mobiliser], that's Sure Start' (focus group, ages 5-14)

Making a positive contribution

Child 1: 'be positive about yourself... and...'

Child 2: 'not really sure...'

Child 3: 'it's also having fun and sharing with other people... and learning how to cook and make pizza with [the Mobiliser]

Child 2: 'we made badges...'

Child 4: 'playing football... ' (focus group, ages 7-11)

Achieving economic well-being

Child a: 'give to charity...'

Child b: 'like Red Nose Day... give to charity'

Child a: 'it's about the environment... you have to look after the environment' (focus group, ages 7-11)

Thus, in our experience, framing questions and discussions around the five ECM outcomes elicits only limited data.   The limitations imposed by the five outcomes, moreover, seem likely to stem from the vagueness of their wording and not, as one might expect, from a focus that is too narrow.  When trying to make sense of the five outcomes, children either reproduced a similar vagueness ('when you achieve something you enjoy it more') or they presented us with statements so specific as to becoming near meaningless ('we made badges').  

I shall later suggest additions and adaptations which might prove useful in moving the MKCF's 'target agenda' into greater alignment with practitioners' and service-users' views and experience.  Before doing so, however, I wish to raise some methodological issues, and then  to draw attention to patterns emerging from our data. 

Methodological Challenges

At the best of times, it is difficult to ask people about their personal experiences in connection with issues such as family life, money and social position.  As a researcher, you may find yourself asking questions that people have not anticipated or which they find it difficult or upsetting to contemplate.  In a poignant study of poverty and social exclusion in England, Ridge notes:

Poverty is in many ways a socially unacceptable word, heavily imbued with stigma and prejudices. Therefore, research which seeks to explore the nature and impact of poverty needs to be conducted with great sensitivity. (Ridge 2002: 9)  

Such research, when conducted with children and young people, calls for particular discretion and respect and demands that the researcher establish a relationship of trust, not only with the children themselves, but also with adults in those children's lives.  In other words, doing research with individuals and families considered 'at risk of social exclusion' is potentially very difficult, methodologically, analytically, and also inter-personally.

Another, related, challenge, for researchers as well as for service providers, is reaching those who do not access local community activities and services.  As the Mobilisers themselves observed early on, reaching and engaging those who are 'hard to reach' is indeed hard (Lærke 2006b).  As evaluators, we have the very same problem.  In order for a truly balanced evaluation to be made, ideally as much should be known about those who do not use the service as about those who do.  However, we do not.  And in this, we are no exception.  The issue is raised by the NECF in its final report:

NECF is... only able to report from the perspectives of families identified by service providers as willing to talk to us and who were likely to have had positive experiences of the service they were accessing. (Edwards et al. 2006: 167; see also 112-14, 122, 160-161).

Surprisingly, the NECF, as well as the vast majority of local evaluations consulted, fail to address this issue in any detail.  Similarly, reaching the hard to reach appears not to be a subject matter that CF Partnership Boards have discussed or problematised in any systematic way.  Of the 149 local Boards, just one has a published 'Hard to Reach Strategy/Toolkit' (Children's Fund Medway 2005: 6).  This is interesting, in that reaching 'beyond the comfort zone' (Lærke 2006b: 20, 26-29) is an issue repeatedly raised and discussed by practitioners.  Those who work with people on the ground – that is, service providers and service evaluators – know that inclusion is crucial to sustainability, and they experience in practice how complex are the interrelationships between inclusion, sustainability, participation, trust and empowerment.   Perhaps most importantly, practitioners also know that genuine inclusion takes time.  It takes a lot of time (see Lærke 2006a; 2006b).  Whilst 'the hard to reach' are labelled thus for a reason, and although 'poverty' is among the most difficult subjects one could possibly raise with near-strangers, drawing attention to the problems – even when we cannot offer any solutions – seems to us the more constructive approach.  Throughout the on-going evaluation, we therefore continue to explore ways in which we might ask questions about poverty and social exclusion, and we will keep asking questions, if not of, then at least about, those who do not engage with the Mobiliser service.

Issues and Patterns Emerging

The Mobiliser service is immensely popular among its users  -  children as well as young people and adults.  As evaluators, we must acknowledge that, but we must also consider our data critically and independently.  Having done so, we saw the following issues emerge:

Individualising service participation and usage

It is a common for publications and websites concerned with social exclusion and deprivation to stress the importance of support for individuals and individual families in building resilience, overcoming barriers to social inclusion, fulfilling their potential, and building pathways away from social exclusion, abuse, victimisation, crime, unemployment, and so on (Social Exclusion Task Force website, NECF website, Sure Start website).  Emphasis is on the individual, as is also evident in the way the ECM objectives are formulated, and, indeed, in the very project title 'Every Child Matters'.  The following story illustrates how every child does matter, but it also shows that the way in which each child matters can only be understood in relation to the social context of that child.  The story was told to us by two young people who, supported by their Mobiliser, work with children in the local community.  Among these children are three who live with their mother, stepfather, and older brother:

There are four children in this family. Three of them come to activities. The oldest one doesn't. The youngest is a girl of five, and then there are the two boys of eight and ten.  They came from the beginning... They were naughty, a real pain sometimes, and the boys fought and the girl didn't want to do anything we suggested. They wore inappropriate clothing.... we started off with sports, but the girl didn't like to do anything physical. So we got this idea and gave her the option of being a coach assistant. We gave her a whistle, and she knew the rules through her brothers.  She liked that, and now she is often refereeing in football matches.... You could see that she began to see that rules are there for a reason.... The middle child, he learned to behave... and the boys get on much better. Now they stick up for their sister... before they were just rude to her. The children have bonded. (Young people working with children)

We recognise that collectives or communities are made up of individuals, and also that developments - constructive as well as destructive and communal as well as individual -  must in some sense be rooted in the practices and beliefs of individuals.  Nevertheless, we would argue that provisions such as the Children's Fund must also  be understood sociologically, that is, they must be understood as a form of social engineering.  Failure to recognise the 'identification power' of charitable and preventative intervention would be to leave out of sight a crucial aspect of their impact.  Or, put more simply, as one group in society is identified as 'at risk', another is identified as 'protected', and, further, within the 'at risk' group, the process by which participants become involved is also the process by which non-participants become excluded.  In short, a sociological perspective can reveal, not only that, but also how, among those 'at risk of exclusion', some are more 'excluded' than others (for a more detailed discussion, see Lærke 2006c).  Arguably, it is from within that perspective that the MKCF's 'targeted universalism' has emerged.   For behind 'targeted universalism' lies, of course, the understanding that each part of a community is intricately, substantially, linked to all the other parts.  A similar perspective underlies both policy and practice of the Community Mobiliser service.

Community Mobilisers do encourage individuals and individual families to pursue own aims and develop own potential, but they do so with reference to, and practical basis in, the community.  This, as we saw, has engendered a sense among young service users of the importance of local community (see above).  At the same time, however, children seemed unaware of the larger societal bases upon which the Mobiliser and other MKCF services rest.  This unawareness was expressed in two distinct ways.  One concerns the children's noticeable silence as regards the issue of own relative poverty; and the other has to do with the children misrecognising the 'us' and 'them' divisions inadvertently produced by those children's own participation.

The 'othering' of poverty

As illustrated by the children's responses to the fifth ECM outcome (which, puzzlingly, the NECF left out when collecting evidence from children and young people, see Edwards et al. 2006: 184-85), those who engage with the Mobiliser service seemed to be generally unaware that the service is predicated on the assessment of 'deprivation', 'poverty', 'need' and 'lack' in the areas where they live.  As reported previously, adult service users, too, were apparently similarly unaware or uninterested (Lærke 2006a: 30).  A typical reaction by the young service users was one of confusion or surprise at the suggestion that 'economic well-being' could have to do with anything other than overseas charity.

As mentioned earlier, poverty is a sensitive subject to raise.  However, we would in all probability be able to access richer data in this regard if we were to dedicate the next, fourth, stage of the evaluation to this issue alone.  Suffice it here to note that the apparent lack of self-awareness in terms of relative poverty sheds light on at least three closely related matters:

Firstly, if awareness of 'community' does not encompass an awareness of the shared social production of relative wealth and relative poverty, does that mean that individuals are necessarily also unaware of associated stigma?  And if it does, how do you empower people when the basis upon which you seek to do so is not recognised or experienced by those people themselves?

Secondly, and following directly from this, we must ask whether or not it is a positive and promising sign that service users do not perceive themselves as 'at risk of' deprivation or exclusion, that is, whether or not the silence with regards to own relative poverty is the result of successful de-stigmatisation and empowerment?

Thirdly, when asked specifically about people they might know who do not use the service, children and young people either echoed adults in dismissing non-users as people who 'can't be bothered' or are 'just too lazy' (see Lærke 2006a: 30) or they believed it to be only a small minority of their peers who do not take part in clubs and holiday activities.  

As regards their views of those who could not 'be bothered', the children were obviously constructing non-users as a group distinct from themselves as a group of users (and, I would argue, doing so unprompted by our mode of questioning).  They were, in other words, dividing the community up into an 'us' and a 'them'.  This is not, in itself, all that surprising.  Arguably, all group identities are premised on the mutual construction of an 'inside' and an 'outside'.  What is potentially interesting is that this 'othering' was supported by a (misguided) impression that non-users comprised a very small minority.  An example illustrates my point:

I was meeting with five children who are all engaged with the Mobiliser service.  As we were talking about classmates or neighbours not using the service, a group of about six boys gathered at the open door, making faces at us.  I invited them to join us but was immediately informed by one of my interviewees that these boys should not take part, as they 'did not know anything about the Mobiliser' and consequently would have nothing to contribute.  The boys themselves simply giggled and ran off, apparently in agreement with this assessment.  The whole exchange struck me as odd, since we were in fact talking about the usefulness (for me) in knowing about people who do not know the Mobiliser.  To me, it seemed as if, even with evidence literally on the doorstep, the focus group children failed to see their peers as potential service users.  This, I would suggest, is not because these children were deliberately exclusive, but it might be because an un-challenged distinction between 'us' and 'them' – between those who take part and those who do not – was so deeply embedded in users' as well as non-users' perceptions of self and others that it simply did not occur to either to question it  -  not even when that particular question was the focus of our discussion at the time.

It was striking, moreover, that the children we talked with consistently 'blamed' parents for children's non-participation.  Asked why some children did not know and engage with the Mobiliser, children typically replied that “they aren't allowed”, “parents haven't got the time” or “their mam won't let them”.

The Young Sports Coaches on the Lakes Estate

One particular project has proved remarkably successful, in involving local children and young people, in mobilising young people to contribute actively to their local community, and in building an infrastructure of learning which is likely to substantially support the project's longer term sustainability.  The project was initiated and remains supported by the local Mobiliser.  A group of 6th Form students at the local Leon Sports College received training and clearance enabling them to work with children as sports coaches.  The Coaches have subsequently taken over the planning, delivery, and supervision of a wide range of holiday activities for local children.  As the older students have prepared to leave college, they have recruited and trained younger students to take over.  Recently, some of the Coaches have acted as advocates and advisers in other areas of the city where interest in the project is growing (see You Tube links for video presentations).  The following is an excerpt of a transcribed focus group discussion between six Coaches, facilitated by Katy and Anna.  It speaks for itself.

Anna:  what would you say that the Mobiliser service is about?

Young Person:  providing opportunities for youngsters..... get fit...

YP:  get fit the cheap way – gyms are expensive

YP:  and you have to be of a certain age as well

Katy:  is there one thing that the Mobiliser has done which has really made a difference?

YP:  what she's done is a MIRACLE

YP:  she's made me a better person...

YP:  yeah, and not only has she helped us, sort of mentally, but then we can pass that on down to the kids... like a chain reaction.

YP:  things have just grown and grown... how long have we been doing this?

YP:  we started last summer... we weren't in charge then... we were under [the Mobiliser]... but now we are in charge. 

YP:  must have been six half-terms [holidays] now...

A:  you said it has grown?

YP:  yes, last time we had something like a hundred kids coming to our activities and of those there would be about 90 kids off the Estate... you can't really ask for more... than 90 kids coming to do sports and fun activities... it gives them something to do... instead of going round causing trouble.

YP:  we started off with about ten to fifteen kids...

A:  and am I right in thinking that you planned these activities?

YP:  yeah, we take responsibility for our services

YP:  we organise it and plan what areas need improving, and we meet up and finalise it and then we advertise it and we end up with one hundred, two hundred kids...

A:  have you learned anything in particular from that whole process of planning?

YP:  we're learning some stuff that didn't work last time, some things that need improving.. so we're all learning different things, like

YP:  like, for the first time this term we've done arts and crafts, and it worked really well, so we'll probably do it again

YP:  and team work... before we worked more on our own, but we learned some great management skills, and it obviously paid off

A:  it must make you proud to know you've done all this?

YP:  you know... when we've done it, it's like... a self-pride sort of thing

YP:  and we learn things to take with us  into the future

YP:  yeah, organisation skills... so when you leave, you take it with you...

A:  so is it something you put on your CVs?

Several YPs:  Yes, definitely!

...

YP:  I haven't been involved in anything like this before... it's just so well organised... and when I started, the team just took me in straight away... I didn't feel any pressure... I just went straight in... I started this year, and I've learned a lot from it already

K:  do you think people on the Estate are aware of what you guys are doing?

YP:  the adults don't know so much about us... the kids do. And I just feel that parents don't really understand how much effort we put into running this for the kids

YP: ... yes they just drop their kids off and go...

A:  so you organise activities where parents don't have to come with?

YP:  yep... they can drop their kids off and they know they'll have a fab time

YP:  we all have first aid and child protection and life guard and CRB and stuff

K:  and when I was there [at recent half-term activities], everyone seemed to be on the go... there was no one mucking about...

YP: ... apart from the coaches, you mean... (laughter)

YP:  I think the kids understand that there are rules... there's obviously one or two who try to see how far they can go, and the others see that they can't push it... kids will try and push it... but they realise that they actually enjoy themselves much more if they stick within the rules

K:  what would they be doing if they weren't with you?

YP:  oh, what we used to do... 

YP:  see how high you can get onto the tree branches... 

YP:  see how many car windows you can smash...  

...

A:  all this talk about 'participation' – have you heard about that? What is this participation agenda about, would you say?

YP:  we've got our LAG [local action group]

YP:  we discuss as a group... that's participation

YP:  participation is basically what links everyone together

YP:  the whole community contributes in its own little way...

YP:  sometimes we just hang about by the shop and ask people what they'd like to see and we can take it to the LAG

K:  do people have confidence that you are able to deliver?

YP:  I don't see why not...

YP:  the kids keep wanting to come back

...

YP:  we've got swimming qualifications, coaching qualifications... we can get work

K:  oh, so you can get paid work?

YP:  yes.. we volunteer here

YP:  ... to give something back to the community

YP:  but we all have paid jobs as well... coaching football teams, working in the gym, that sort of thing

YP:  we earn about ten pounds an hour...

K:  that's well above the minimum wage

YP:  yeah, and some of us have already got jobs to go to when we finish [at college which happened a few weeks later]..

YP:  we wouldn't have had that without [the Mobiliser], that's for sure..

K:  what would you say the impact has been on the Estate?

YP:  It's built up the community... it's just brought everyone closer

YP:  before... there was nothing... there was nothing, to be honest... we didn't have anything... but now there's something going on...

YP:  and you make new friends

YP:  most kids say they have made two or three new friends

YP:  it's not just about football skills... For instance, you know, it's about learning to have boundaries... some kids can get away with murder at home.... it's about learning these skills that you need to learn as you're growing up...

YP:  like respect... respect is key

K:  some of the kids seemed to be quite challenging, really ... you seemed to deal with it very competently

YP:  yeah, if you are not clear, or if they are not sure how you're gonna take it, then they'll play up, but if you just make a decision and ...

YP:  kids know when they've reached it... they know how far they can go... and when they realise they're not getting their way, they will stop eventually

YP:  you have to have that sort of authority in place, because as soon as they know you've got a weakness, they're gonna go for it straight away... they're gonna keep on nagging...

A:  have parents come back to you with feedback in terms of how their kids are after having spent time with you?

YP:  yes, they're quite surprised... you know they'll warn you to begin with and say that their kids are really difficult... and then usually they're not, actually

YP:  we do have a couple of kids with behavioural problems, like...

YP:  autism... we've had some... the parents will tell us to take extra care...

YP:  and then it all goes really well (focus group with 6th Formers)

These young people have brought about considerable positive changes in their local community in terms of the accessibility, safety, and pleasantness of public spaces, and in terms of out-of-school sports activities for children who would otherwise have had very little to do 'other than hanging about making trouble', as one of the children themselves put it.

From the point of view of the MKCF Board, perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the Lakes Estate project is its potential for longer term sustainability.  In terms of individual coaches' lives, the impact of this programme is likely to reach well beyond the student years.  The initiative has been crucial in enabling these young people to pursue interests and careers which they themselves readily acknowledge would most likely have been out of their reach otherwise.  In terms of the service they provide, the Coaches have, as one put it, started 'a chain reaction'.  By passing on their skills and experience to younger recruits, and by acting as 'role models' for the children they work with, the Coaches appear to have succeeded in developing enough momentum and interest to secure the service's long-term sustainability.  

The NECF identifies two 'types' of local CF partnership board: 'stable' boards and 'developing boards' (Edwards et al. 2006: iii; 112-13).  The Milton Keynes Board is clearly a 'developing' board, exploring alternative grounds for needs assessment as well as new means of service provision (see Lærke 2006b).  As such, perhaps the most important contribution the MKCF has made is creating opportunities for innovation, experimentation and piloting.  In this, the Mobiliser service is no doubt the most remarkable, and in particular, the Lakes Estate Coaching project stands out as innovation, experimentation, and piloting all gone right. 

Perspectives on Participation: some ideas

For the Mobiliser service, 'participation' is a genuine aim, taken seriously in both policy, management, and practice.  However, building on the achievements so far in empowering and engaging local residents, the service might find it useful to think of ways in which the very design, development, management, and implementation of provision could be made more reliant on children's, young people's and families' active participation.  The pride and self-confidence evident in children's comments on the Mobiliser service suggest a potential for taking responsibility  which has, so far, not been fully explored.  With regards to this, the Sports Coach project, discussed above, and the Community Champion initiative (which, in my view, ought to be investigated separately) seem particularly promising.  

Empowerment and inclusivity

The Mobiliser service and the MKCF might find it useful to consider ways in which service users could become more deeply involved, not only in identifying their own 'needs', but also in challenging received notions of 'poverty' and 'deprivation'.  If those considered 'at risk of social exclusion' were to be supported and encouraged in shaping a shared understanding of 'risk', 'deprivation' and 'social exclusivity', participatory practices could be developed much further.  Whilst they feel well involved in deciding what kinds of activities should be on offer, local residents could be more involved than they are now in:

· determining the underlying purposes of Community Mobilisation;

· designing, arranging, and delivering services;

· decision making concerning budgeting and financial priority; and

· active advocacy and fund raising.

Parental participation

From children's point of view, it might be helpful to re-evaluate the common Mobiliser policy that parents must participate alongside their (younger) children in many activities.  Whilst some children said they were pleased that 'more adults join in', parental participation did not seem to be the most important aspect of the Mobiliser service to them.  What seemed important was 'having fun', 'having something to do', and 'finding friends'.  Whilst the ECM and CF agendas emphasise the importance of adult involvement, this is not what emerges as the most crucial concern for the users – child or adult.  Moreover, it is generally recognised that adult participation is difficult to achieve (Edwards et al. 2006: viii, 102-104, 112-114; see also Lærke 2006b: 26-29, 34).  Thus, from a pragmatic, as well as a  child-centred, vantage point, insisting on parental involvement may, at least in the short and medium term, be counter-productive and create barriers for children's participation.  Although it is no doubt true that, in the long term, sustainable and comprehensive prevention can only be achieved through the collaboration and engagement of all members of communities and families, there might well be nothing to sustain or collaborate over if services cannot find a way round the problem that some parents and carers inadvertently, by their inability or unwillingness to participate, partake in the exclusion of their children.

The five ECM outcomes

As previously suggested, for the five outcomes to be applicable, in practice, as evaluative parameters, a framework for continuous and in-depth discussion, refinement and exemplification of their local meaning and implications must be developed.  Developing such a framework would require considerable effort and commitment on the part of both users, providers, and managers of the service.  It would also require painstaking attention to local detail and variation.  Practical proposals as to how this might be achieved are beyond the scope of this interim report.  However, I suggest that one place to start could be the points listed below.  They are a brief summary of three core sets of 'aims': the methodological and practical aims of the Mobilisers themselves, the six aspects of the Mobiliser service identified as most valuable by parents, and the six aspects of the service identified as most important by children and young people. 

The Mobilisers' approach:

Asked what aspects of their role they deemed most important, Community Mobilisers pointed to the following:

1. Developing a relationship of mutual trust between service users and service providers.

2. Providing non-stigmatising and non-patronising support and encouragement for service users to identify and address their own needs.

3. Securing stable funding to ensure long-term sustainability.

4. Acting as mediators and facilitators of inter-agency collaboration.

5. Maintaining a non-specialist approach.

6. Maintaining flexibility. (See also Lærke 2006b: 16-32)

The adult service users' view:

The following aspects of the Mobiliser service emerged as the most highly valued by adult service users:

1. Training and education opportunities which have led to improved social and parenting skills, to better quality of life for individuals and families, and to improved future employment prospects.

2. Development of mutually supportive community networks and pathways out of individual / family isolation.

3. Increased communication between local residents which has led to increased confidence and improved access to sources of information.

4. The experience of being taken seriously and not 'spoken down to' as 'just a mum in a deprived neighbourhood'.

5. 'Having something to do': opportunities for both adults and children to get involved in all stages of activity planning.  Affordable holiday activities for children and opportunities for adults to meet other adults.

6. Empowerment. (Lærke 2006a: 10)

The views of young service users:

The children and young people identified as important the following outcomes of the Mobiliser service:

1. Becoming streetwise.  Feeling safe as a means to becoming more involved and familiar with one's neighbourhood and local community. 

2. Being secure.  Having access to and use of safe, clean places outside school.

3. Having fun and being organised.  Having access to regular, reliable activities/clubs and planned one-off events.

4. Being involved and informed.  Learning new skills and being proud.

5. Socialising.  Getting to know and make friends with new people.

6. Being taken seriously.  Being listened to and treated with respect.

I suggest that developing means by which these three separate perspectives could communicate with and influence one another, as well as address meaningfully the five ECM outcomes, would result in a better adapted, and more easily adaptable, infrastructure for self-evaluation and for sharing good practice.  

In Summary

The young service users made it clear to us that what matters more than anything is being treated with respect.  Being asked and listened to on matters concerning their everyday lives was not only appreciated, it was also recognised as something rare and specific to the children's experiences with the Mobilsers.  And, indeed, the very fact that the MKCF Managing Board has specifically called for and commissioned an evaluation which takes into serious consideration the views of children and young people testifies to a genuine intent to extend consultation beyond the merely tokenistic.  

From the young people's point of view, there are three general issues that should be considered when developing future community-based services for children and families.  These are:

First, in those areas where the Mobiliser service is by now well established, there is scope for deeper local involvement in the process of service policy development.  The CVO might find it useful to consult children, young people, and families on the wording and underlying principles of service provision.  In consultation, policy statements such as, for instance, the five ECM objectives, would become more accessible to, and thus also more open to challenge by, those whose welfare they concern.  The Mobilisers already consult local residents, formally through the LAGs and informally through their everyday interaction with local communities.  Being no stranger to experimentation, the CM service would be well placed to take the lead in developing a consultation framework strong and flexible enough to embrace and tackle such local conflicts as are likely to emerge, from time to time, when individuals become practically – and not just notionally – empowered.

Secondly, issues concerning service reach emerged clearly from our talks with young service users.  Efforts to de-stigmatise service use are crucial in  many respects.  However, with the Mobiliser Service, such efforts can work almost 'too well', by inadvertently concealing the 'social exclusion' and 'deprivation' discourse that drives service policy and provision.  As mentioned above (p. 2), we noticed that many children and parents seemed unaware that Mobilisers work in particular communities because these communities  are thought to be somehow 'deprived'.  This unawareness may create two problems:  First, those who use the service can have a tendency to stigmatise those who do not, seeing non-users as the 'socially deprived' families.  Second, when this happens, an 'us' and 'them' distinction prevents communities as a whole from acknowledging that, in terms of general stigma, everyone is 'in the same boat'.  It 'protects' service users from seeing themselves as 'deprived' or 'at risk'.

An open and honest dialogue, about stigma and exclusion, within and between Mobiliser communities, might begin to bridge the 'us' and 'them' gap.  And  that might, ultimately, enable members of these communities to challenge any service approach founded on the assumption that their communities 'lack' or 'need' something (see above, p. 13-15;  see also Lærke 2006b: 29-31, 33; Lærke 2006c).

Finally, and on a very different note, what we learned from working with the young Sports Coaches in the Lakes Estate was, first and foremost, that where the aim is to encourage, enthuse, and support children to take active part in the life of their local communities, teenagers and young adults might well be more successful as 'role models' than older adults.
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Every Child Matters:   http://www.everychildmatters.gov.uk/
National Evaluation of Children's Fund:  http://www.ne-cf.org/
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Sure Start:  http://www.surestart.gov.uk
You Tube presentations:
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