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Foreword

Tusla - Child and Family Agency, has always been committed to supporting children and young
people in care to participate in decisions that affect their lives.

Participation must be embedded in the very core of all our work. True participation is attained
through engagement in dialogue in an interactive, on-going and inclusive process. True dialogue
and change require space, voice, audience and influence (Lundy Model).

In 2015, as part of the Atlantic Philanthropies PPFS funding, Tusla committed to developing
the ethos and practice in relation to participation across a range of services, including children
in care. Under this commitment, 12 area-based children’s fora were established in partnership
between Tusla and Empowering People in Care (EPIC), an independent advocacy organisation
for children and young people in care.

These fora were established to create a space for children and young people in care to give
voice to their experiences, to meet other young people in care and to use the forum to influence
national policy and national and local practice. The fora were also established to support
participatory practice in promoting and engaging in dialogue with children and young people
in care.

With the commitment of staff and support from EPIC under the Child and Youth Participation
Strategy 2019-2023, the fora are now sustainable within Tusla and have the ability to flourish.
This document is a guide to support staff in establishing fora in their area. There is recognition
that each fora is individual to each area and every group of children and young people may have
different identified needs and requests, which are negotiated with staff. This starter kit was
developed as a framework for staff to work within.

Tusla would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the commitment of staff around the
country, to hearing the voices of children and young people in care, for supporting the children
and young people to participate in their local fora and for engaging children and young people in
the process of improving Tusla services.

Grainne Collins

Grainne Collins

National Policy Manager for Alternative Care

Please read this Starter Kit in conjunction with Tusla’s Child and Youth
Participation Toolkit. Please note the information in this Starter Kit can be

applied to the set up of any group of children or young people.
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Lundy Model

Participation of children and young people is a legal right, and this is aligned with international
and national legislation, policies and standards.

The right of children and young people to have their views heard in the decision-making process
is enshrined in Article 12(1) of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN,
1989), which was ratified by Ireland in 1992.

The Department of Children and Youth Affairs has adopted the Lundy Model of Participation
(Lundy 2007), which is grounded in Article 12 of the UNCRC, as its preferred model of practice.
Tusla has also adopted this model to underpin its approach and training in participatory
practice (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Lundy Model of Participation
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This model provides a way of conceptualising Article 12 of the UNCRC which is
intended to focus educational decision-makers on the distinct, albeit interrelated,
elements of the provision. The four elements have a rational chronological order:

SPACE: Children must be given safe, inclusive opportunities to form and express
their view

VOICE: Children must be facilitated to express their view

AUDIENCE: The view must be listened to

INFLUENCE: The view must be acted upon, as appropriate.

o, :
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The Lundy model and accompanying checklist (see Figure 2) provides a framework to
ensure that children and young people’s participation in the fora is true and meaningful.
Implementation of the Lundy Model requires more time and energy to create safe emotional
spaces for children to fully form and express their views. This extra time and energy should not

be viewed as a barrier to participation in the fora but rather an investment in valuable feedback
and improved services.

Figure 2: Checklist for the Lundy Model of Participation

*

Provide a safe and HOW: Provide appropriate
inclusive space for children information and facilitate the
to express their views expression of children’s views

Have children’s views been * Have children been given the

actively sought? information they need to form

Was there a safe space in which a view?

children can express themselves Do children know that they do

freely? not have to take part?

Have steps been taken to ensure Have children been given

that all children can take part? a range of options as to how
they might choose to express
themselves?

AUDIENCE INFLUENCE

HOW: Ensure that children’s HOW: Ensure that children’s
views are communicated views are taken seriously and
to someone with the acted upon, where appropriate

responsibility to listen
P v Were the children’s views considered by

S those with the power to effect change?
* Is there a process for communicating
children’s views? Are there procedures in place that ensure

that the children’s views have been taken

* Do children know who their views )
seriously?

are being communicated to?
* Does that person/body have the
power to make decisions?

Have the children and young people been
provided with feedback explaining the
reasons for decisions taken?

Under Article 12, children and young people do not have the definitive say in the decision-
making process, but their views should be given due weight in accordance with their age and
maturity. As expressed by Lansdown (2010), adults retain responsibility for the outcome, while
being informed and influenced by the views of the child or young person. However, the decision-
maker must inform the child or young person on the outcome of the process and explain how
their views were taken into consideration (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2009).
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Background to Fora

Tusla has implemented a comprehensive programme of action related to participation. As part
of this programme, in 2015, Tusla initiated a model of collective participation for children in
care, in partnership with EPIC. This initiative involved the establishment of local groups for
children and young people in care, known as the Tusla/EPIC Fora.

The initiative aimed to improve service delivery and prompt policy development by ensuring
that the views and experiences of children and young people in care were articulated to Tusla
management. An additional aim of the fora was to promote the social and emotional well-being
of young people in care through participation in group processes.

Many of these fora wanted to create materials which they felt would benefit other children and
young people in care and support improved practice based on their own experiences. After a
national consultation process, the materials listed below are now available to all staff nationally
and copies are available on the Tusla website.

Animation Awareness Video Louth/Meath
Awareness Video Mid-West

Accessing Files Leaflet Dublin South Central
Care Dictionary Dublin North City
Top Tips Poster Dublin North City
Placement Move Booklet Donegal

Rap - My Life My Choice Cork

Rap - Whatever they say; I will do my own thing Cork

Calendar Mayo

In 2018 the UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre (UCFRC) found that there were
important benefits for the children and young people who took part in the fora. The primary
benefit was the opportunity to be social in a space free of stigma where it was not necessary to
explain any differences in your lived experience to your peers.
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The research also highlighted the opportunity for young people =4 el -
to access help, guidance and support on aspects of the care e
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experience. There was also evidence of direct changes to social / «This group has
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work processes arising from the work of the fora. The research : taught me that Y

found that for some young participants, the transformative \ oplnlon matters.
output was not necessarily the most vital component of fora \\ YOUNG PERSON
participation but rather the social support was considered a vital AN - —
resource. Sm—me=———T
iI‘o the end of July 201? there were 5,990 children ,’ “We think we're \
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What are fora?

* %

e

“A forum is a safe, comfortable and inclusive space where children and young people aged 8 to 17 can
come together to share and explore their positive and challenging experiences of being in care and the
services they are engaged in. The aim is that the views, opinions and experiences of the children and
young people participating in the fora will positively influence service delivery, policy and practice
change both locally and nationally.”

Suzanne O’Brien, EPIC

Speaking out
and
being heard

Having a
safe space to find
out information
about the care
system

Benefits

of a Fora

Participating Meeting other
in games, art, people who are
music etc in care

Speaking
about your
experiences

The functions of the fora are to bring together children and young people who have a shared
experience of being in care, in order to:

“%  Hear the voices of young people in care and listen to those views as experts on their own
experience

*

Engage young people in dynamic interactive group work which facilitates empowerment and
informal support through participation

Facilitate consultation with young people as key stakeholders on specific policies and practices
Identify areas for change within policy and practice from the young person’s perspective

Empower young people to work together to make positive changes in the care system

* ¥ ¥ %

Create a consistent communication stream between the fora and Tusla at local, regional and
national levels

*

Create opportunities for Tusla to consult, collaborate and develop policy with fora members who
are invested stakeholders

¢ Have fun!!!
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Top Tips for Children and Young People. Accessed 10.10.2019 from https: //cdn2.hubspot.net/
hubfs/522228/documents /top-tips-for-children-and-young—peoples-participation.]ﬂf
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Getting started: a suggested guide

1.

Put together a fora planning committee that might include a Principal Social Worker or
Team Leader, Social Worker, Social Care Leader or Social Care Worker from children in care
and fostering teams (Fostering staff will know the foster carers which can be key!).

Identify a suitable child friendly venue (e.g. youth club, community hall) which is accessible
to children and young people and contact the management.

Decide on target age group and get names, addresses and contact details of children and
young people in this target group from the relevant teams.

Decide on the day, time and venue for the first fora as children and young people need to
know where they are meeting and at what time, well in advance. From here, staff, children
and young people can negotiate days and times for future fora (usually a mixture of
weekends, midterms and evenings).

Compose a letter of invitation to the children and young people letting them know the date,
time and place of the first fora meeting and a little about what they can expect on the day (See
template on page 18). Usually one member of the planning committee takes responsibility for
composing and sends to the group for approval. Compose a similar letter for the foster carers
(see template on page 19). Ensure social workers’ and fostering link workers’ contact details
are included on the letter in case the foster carers or children and young people have any
queries.

Send out letters of invitation and consent forms two weeks before the first fora meeting.
A copy must go to each foster carer, child/young person and birth parents. (Depending on
circumstances, the relevant social worker can advise where this may be an issue). This is the
most labour intensive task and you may need administrative support.

Follow up with phone calls once letters are received. This is an important step and how
most children and young people are recruited. It is common to send out 100-150 letters
and only get 8-10 participants for the first fora. Hopefully this will increase as the fora
continues. Phone ‘maybes’ in the week before to see if they have changed their minds. Send a
text reminder to children and young people who have confirmed the day before. A fora runs
best with a minimum of 5 children and young people and a maximum of 18.

Let social workers (not on planning committee) know if their allocated child is attending the
fora so they can check in with them and provide support if necessary.

Decide on how many staff from the planning committee will attend each fora meeting. This
will depend on the numbers of children and young people who have confirmed. (e.g. for eight
participants, no more than four staff, two of which will co-facilitate the discussion, one
designated as the child safe guarding person if a child gets upset and wants to leave the room,
and one note taker jotting down the children and young people’s suggestions).

10. Plan the first session (see template on page 20).

X
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Case Study: Donegal Fora

Suzanne O’Brien from EPIC describes the life cycle of a fora through the case study below. The
Donegal fora is considered according to Lundy’s Model of Participation (2007).

It is important to note that prior to the first meeting an invitation letter was posted to each young
person letting them know the purpose of the fora, what to expect, who they could contact if they had
any questions or concerns and how they might benefit from being part of the group. A similar letter
was posted to their foster carers and their birth parents to inform them of the same.

All young people in Donegal living in foster care and aged 12 -17 were invited to participate in the
fora. A total of 96 invitation letters were sent out. In agreement with the local social work team

a neutral venue was chosen; one where family access, child in care reviews or other meetings did

not occur as these places can often represent mixed feelings and experiences for young people.
Other considerations at this time included having enough space for icebreakers and games, break
out rooms for discussions and accessibility of the venue to children, young people and their

foster carers.

For the first meeting particular efforts were made to support young people to get to know each
other and overcome any anxieties that they may have. This was done through icebreakers/games
and generally creating a fun, happy, light and engaging atmosphere. During this first meeting,
the group were also asked to come up with their own set of rules/ group contract and what we

should all expect from each other during our time together.

Their contract was as follows:
Phones on silent
Listen to each other
No posting on social media about being in the group
When someone is speaking, everyone should listen

What’s said here; stays here

Respect each other ,
Don’t bully each other P
Have fun |
|
Try not to swear \
\
- es o> b e a» e e \
P - - - ~
“ \
/ “We can make \
/ a difference when \
I given the opportunity ||
'\ tobe heard.” p
\ YOUNG PERSON (16) /I
* - - - - s
- - as an o
\

L
h_*

—-__—----

- ~
- \
-~ -
“Iy’s really fun a’nd
1feel the Same ", =
everyone else here, 1 don’t
have t0 explain whs,:
live at home-
YOUNG PERSON (14)’ _-7
S -— r
J P4
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In all meetings the young people were asked to explore at their own pace their experiences of
being in care including both the positives and the challenges. For the initial meeting we explored
care in avery broad and general way by asking three questions:

What is good/positive about being in care?
What is not so good about being in care? What is challenging about being in care?

What would you like to change about being in care?

Through this open discussion, young people felt comfortable to explore their experiences as part of
the group process as they knew that the professionals involved had no set agenda or questions that
they would like an answer to. The professionals involved genuinely wanted to hear what the young
people had to say and so this gave the young people a great sense of autonomy over the direction

of the conversation. These open discussions also gave the young people a better insight into the
lives of other young people in care and supported them to understand that they are not the only
one who has had these experiences or feelings. A common theme emerged from the young people.
The theme that they identified with most was ‘Placement Moves’; how upsetting, frustrating and
worrying moving placements can be and how they often felt that they were not given enough notice
or information prior to these moves. This group also explored how awkward it can be to start
conversations with people that you do not know and how difficult it can be to build relationships
with their foster carers. During these initial discussions, it was important to highlight what
changes the young people could actually make. It was explored with the young people that they
would not always be in a position to choose where they lived or who they would live with but to
think about ways that they could, based on their own lived experiences improve this and make
these placement moves easier for future young people.
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“It’s important that we are

listened to and taken seriously
about our opinions of what it’s
like to be in care.”

\

(]
They identified \ :
\
\

meet this need.” \
(YOUNG PERSON) Ad ~ -

-
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A
Specifically they felt that N
“there should be a standard

)

]
'l information booklet” containing
\
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“ L] L]
up-to-date, practical information
\ about foster carers.”
~ YOUNG PERSON 7’

\N Cd
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/
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"

\

\ YOUNG PERSON (15) y
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Following a series of group discussions, it was clear that what &8
the young people wanted most when moving placements was

information about the home and the people they would be moving
to. From this, the young people decided that they would like to _
create a booklet that foster carers would fill in, that could be given ' 70 U R f 0 5-[ f R

FAMILY AND YoU

to a young person before they moved into their home. The young
people wanted this booklet to contain all of the questions that
caused them concern and anxiety about a placement move and
they hope that this booklet will support

an easier and less stressful move for future young people.

Some of the questions in the booklet include:

What is the name of everyone in the house and what
are their hobbies?

Do other foster children live there?

Do you have any pets?

-—en w» a» > - o
- - - -

Is there Wi-Fi and is access limited? ,’ = . N \\
What is my room like and can I decorate it myself? : t;:gllli f: :‘:}I:a];a':ly \
Where is my school and how will I get there? : opinion matters.”

What activities, sports clubs or youth clubs could I join? ~ V YOUNG PERSON (16) ,I
What are the house rules? \\~______ '__,’
How much pocket money will I receive? ‘L Ad

AUDIENCE:

As the Donegal fora decided to create a ‘Placement Move’ booklet it was important at this stage
to have agreement and support from both local and national senior management within Tusla.
As this initiative was a partnership between EPIC and Tusla, a National Oversight Committee
was established to support the work of the fora. This group included relevant professionals and
senior management from both EPIC and Tusla. This group met monthly to discuss the progress
and any challenges faced in relation to the development of the fora throughout Ireland.

Alocal Tusla planning committee consisting of the Principal Social Worker, Social Care Leaders
and Aftercare Workers was also established to fully support the Donegal fora and to facilitate
the meetings. The meetings with the young people usually took place every six weeks and a
further planning meeting was held prior to each fora meeting to ensure that any needs (e.g.
transport) were taken into consideration. This group had responsibility for updating their local
area management on the progress of the fora and feeding back to them the themes or issues that
the young people were discussing as part of the group process.
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/’ “It’s important for Social \\

e —_ H Workers to hear what young people \\

/ , ‘~\\ / in care have to say about their \
! “I ha?dn t done v/ experience. These projects will \
| anything like that : | support Social Workers to be more |
: before. It was sf:ary | '\ in tune to what is going on for young ,'
\ but I did it/ ,l \\ people in care and the individual ,’
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% \_  YOUNG PERSON L . experiences of children in care.” /

“—————ﬂ - — N\
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INFLUENCE: AN

Working in partnership with active, open, dedicated and engaged young people, senior
management and planning committees were central to the success of the fora. The

¢4

wishes of the young people involved were actively listened to and responded
to throughout the life span of the fora which was one year. During each

fora meeting, comprehensive notes were taken and a report/feedback of
our time together was posted out to the young people. This feedback
included any follow on actions that needed to be undertaken including

the date/time for our next meeting. The young people made several

changes to their booklet over time until they reached the point

where they were happy with the content, design and layout. The

young people also designed their own logo ‘Athrd’.

The name of their group was Athrii, meaning ‘change’ in Irish
and this was because the group wanted to “make things better”
for children and young people in foster care in Donegal and across
Ireland.

>

After completion of the booklet their next task in conjunction with the

national oversight committee was to find out how they would ensure dissemination of this
invaluable booklet. Following a national consultation the booklet and the young people received
glowing feedback from other young people, professionals and Tusla senior management for their
honesty and courage in designing a very valuable resource. The Donegal fora’s determination
and commitment to be part of change has been hugely recognised and their booklet is

now available for national use to support both young people moving placements and the
professionals who work with them.

The Donegal fora had the opportunity to present their work at their local social work team
meeting, which on the day included the Ombudsman for Children, Niall Muldoon. They also
presented their work at the National Fora conference titled Our Say, Our Way - A Collaborative
Approach to Influence Change. *
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Local facilitators are required to commit for the life span of the fora and must
hold current Garda vetting i.e. being obtained within the previous two years. There must be
consistency in facilitators for this agreed period as this is a key operational component that

ensures good facilitation. The role of facilitators is:

To make children and young people feel welcome and their contribution is valued and that
the purpose and function of the fora is explained to children and young people in a child
friendly manner

To develop a group contract regarding behaviour within the group in collaboration with
children and young people

To manage the expectations of children and young people on how their participation in
the fora will allow them to influence change and improve services having regard to the
statutory and legislative context in a child friendly manner

To ensure that there are appropriate records kept of the children’s fora
To ensure that the children’s fora operates within the agreed budget

To plan and prepare for the fora e.g. venue, schedule for the day etc., in collaboration with
children and young people

To respond to individual issues, queries or concerns raised during the fora

To collate the views and opinions expressed by children in the

fora on specific issues and provide a formal report to r—= T m—-——a

the local planning committee and area manager /&« q S
p g 8 / “The process of this group |\

Provide appropriate feedback on other issues and/ / was as powerful as the \
or queries raised by children and young people outcomes, being part ofa \

group in which children and
young people set the agenda
a,.nd are empowered as young
citizens has heen amazing as
To report any child protection or welfare \\ a Social Worker.” /
concerns that arise to the relevant area in line \\ SOCIAL WORKER (TUSLA) ,/
with Children First \\s‘ g

\
1/
@ * Lot
*

in the fora to the local planning committee and

/
/
!
I
area manager :
To facilitate how children and young people |
\
\

\

\

\

|

|

|

feedback to the local area management /
/
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Promoting the participation of children and young people in the planning committee and
in the planning process

Developing their own terms of reference in consultation with children and young people
Ensuring all items on the planning committee checklist are completed

Gathering and holding written parental consent forms

Maximising the use and experience of other available agencies, voluntary and community
organisations etc.

Developing an invitation letter for children, carers and birth parents regarding the
purpose and function of the fora

Agreeing the age profile of the children they wish to consult

Agreeing a list of priority local issues for consideration by the fora

Selecting suitable facilitators who must commit to being available for the identified
timeframe

Making all children in care aware of the fora and give them an opportunity to participate
Promoting the fora within their local area and support the participation of all stakeholders

Providing regular updates on the fora to Tusla area management

Promote the fora within their local area and support the participation of all stakeholders
Liaise with their local CYPSC (Children and Young People’s Services Committee) to advise
them of the fora and provide feedback on same

Ensure that implementation of the fora becomes a permanent model of service delivery
within their area and that children and young people are consulted a minimum of twice a
year on service development

Nominate a local planning committee which should comprise of at least 3 people

Receive regular updates from the local planning committee

Be avisible presence for the children and young people participating in the fora e.g. the
Area Manager may attend the first or final fora meeting

Provide formal feedback, as required, to the children and young people’s fora

Provide regular updates from the fora at regional management meetings
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