Children’s Champions Briefing Note 20th May 2010
The attached are extracts from news and political briefing services accessed by Highland Children’s Forum. We hope that you find them of interest and assistance.

Consultation Toolkit

In support of the very welcome move by partners in the Joint Committee on Children and Young People to require wider consultation with young service users we would encourage you to look at the Scottish Government funded consultation toolkit available on the Forum website www.highlandchildrensforum.org/listen-to-us.asp  

If you have colleagues or staff who should be consulting with service users in support of For Highland’s Children 3 or service provision in general please direct them to the site. Gillian Newman, the Forum’s Children’s Consultation Worker on gillian@highlandchildrensforum.org will be happy to give advice on using the toolbox.

Are drugs the solution to the problem of ADHD among young people?
The Guardian 11.5.10
Figures revealed to Education Guardian show a huge increase in spending on Ritalin. Are teachers doing all they could to help children without drugs?

There are no statistics for how many young people are taking drugs such as Ritalin, despite the fact that they have lots of side-effects. Photograph: Murdo Macleod

Leon Perry is in trouble for insulting his teacher. Fidgeting on a chair in the assistant head's office of Queen's Park community school (QPCS) in north London, the 13-year-old admits he skipped his medication the day the trouble started.

"I can get a bit hyperactive when I come off," he says. "I'll be honest, I can be violent. When I'm on my tablet, I think before I act, when I'm off, I think after. If teachers get on my nerves, I'll say what I want. When I'm on my tablet, I can't be bothered."

Leon has been taking Ritalin since he was diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) when he was six. He's not alone. According to data obtained exclusively by Education Guardian under Freedom of Information legislation, there has been a 65% increase in spending on drugs to treat ADHD over the last four years. Such treatments now cost the taxpayer over £31m a year.*

With such a vast increase in figures, a growing number of academics are raising concerns that some teachers are either recommending these drugs as an easy alternative to dealing with bad behaviour, or simply turning a blind eye to those on medication when they should be investigating the root cause of their problems. In the worst cases, schools have been known to put significant pressure on students or their parents to seek the medication.

Take Leon. He insists he didn't want to start taking Ritalin. His mum didn't want him to, either. It was his last school that gave him an ultimatum: go on the drug and act with more respect, or leave the school. Seven years later, he still relies on Concerta Exel – a slow-release form of Ritalin – to control his moods.

"I know it helps me in some ways, but I hate taking it," he says, "There are days when I deliberately avoid it. You just don't feel yourself, you feel so drained out. It makes you feel disgusted and down. Like you've got no soul or something. My mum doesn't want me to take it, but what can she do? She wants me to get an education."

The drugs most frequently prescribed for ADHD are atomoxetine, dexamfetamine and methylphenidate3 – the last most commonly known by the brand name Ritalin.

Since ADHD first gained recognition as a medical condition in the mid-1980s, professionals have argued over the use of such drugs. Some believe they treat a legitimate problem. Others, such as education expert Dr Gwynedd Lloyd from the University of Edinburgh, refuse to acknowledge that ADHD is even a medical condition.

"You can't do a blood test to check whether you've got ADHD – it's diagnosed through a behavioural checklist," says Lloyd. "Getting out of your seat and running about is an example –half the kids in a school could qualify under that criterion. I know a lot of children have genuine difficulties, and some of these are biological, but most are social and cultural."

The growth in popularity of the drugs throws up serious questions for teachers. There may be a variety of causes for a child's challenging behaviour. Leon, for example, has had problems at home after his mother found it difficult to cope with him. But with huge pressure on time and resources – pressure that is only likely to increase in the current economic climate – teachers have fewer incentives to investigate the root causes of disruptive behaviour.

"Ideally, schools would prefer to offer intensive one-to-one support, but if the resources are limited – which they usually are – then we're pushed into a choice between medication or exclusion," says Tim Bown, assistant head at QPCS. "Hearing a student say that a drug 'takes away his soul' doesn't sit comfortably with us as a school, but permanent exclusion doesn't, either. There is no doubt his behaviour becomes more aggressive and disruptive when he comes off."

Although some doctors are more inclined to recommend the medication than others, Ritalin is fairly accessible through the NHS, although GPs have to refer the patient to a specialist before the initial prescription can be given. Many professionals do not take the recommended step of checking whether ADHD behaviour is exhibited at school as well as at home before signing off the medication.

Getting these decisions right is essential, because ADHD drugs can have significant side-effects, and the long-term effects of them on very young children whose brains are still developing remains unclear.

Twenty-one-year-old Mikaela Green knows all about the costs and benefits of Ritalin. Mikaela sought the diagnosis herself when she was 18, after severe disruption at school.

"The drugs helped me gain more control over my moods," she says. "I was a lot more focused and I didn't get distracted or distract others. I was far less impulsive – I wouldn't shout in lessons and my family life improved."

But after three years on the drug, she wants to come off. "They're not physically addictive, but I do feel dependent on them. If you've not had enough sleep they keep you going, if you're low they pick you up. I'm worried that if I stop taking them my world might fall apart.

"There are physical effects, too. For a good year they suppressed my appetite – and for an 18-year-old girl that's easy to abuse. I got involuntary muscle twitches because I wasn't sleeping or eating enough. I have to take sleeping pills now.

"Sometimes I think they make me more ADHD. If I take it in its pure form I get something I call 'Ritalin golden hour' when I can talk solidly the whole time, a bit like I'm on speed. I might have got some advantages out of the drug, but I wouldn't recommend it for younger children."

Schools like Queen's Park are doing their best to avoid medication. Employing several counsellors and psychotherapists, QPCS is participating in the Marlborough project, which is part of the Brent delivery of Targeted Mental Health in School (TaMHS). This invites challenging students and their parents to discuss poor behaviour once a week after school. Leon says the targets he is set there have helped him to improve. But as Bown points out, although there are only a handful of pupils at QPCS who need this service, it's still incredibly resource-intensive.

"All schools are facing cuts and it may well be these sorts of services – therapists, councillors, mentors – that will be the targets because, understandably, schools don't want to lose teachers."

This isn't the only economic incentive for choosing medication over other treatment methods. Parents whose children are diagnosed with ADHD are eligible for disability living allowance, and drugs companies can make huge profits from selling solutions to children's problems. According to Dr Lloyd, the explosion of ADHD diagnoses in the mid-1990s corresponded with an increase in marketing from US drugs companies, which felt they'd saturated the American market.

No records are currently kept about how many young people are on these drugs in the UK, and little research has been done into what the future might hold for them. Talk to Mikaela and Leon, however, and both of them want to reduce their intake.

"It's difficult to accept that without medication you're not good to be around," says Mikaela. "But I need to figure out what I'm really like. I might be worried about coming off, but I'm not sure I'm comfortable saying I am who I am because of medication."

Some names have been changed
* The figures of 65% and £31m do not include prescriptions dispensed in the private sector. They also do not include prescriptions that are dispensed from hospital pharmacies. 
These figures include all prescriptions for methylphenidate, which are sometimes used to treat narcolepsy as well as ADHD. However,this would be for a very small number of patients, and is unlikely to distort the figures. 
The figures may also include prescriptions for some older ADHD patients who have remained on the drugs since their youth, but researchers say the vast majority of these users are likely to be young people.
Children in Scotland 13.5.10
CHILDREN MUST EAT MORE FRUIT AND VEG, CHARITY URGES
Children must be encouraged to eat more fruit and vegetables to reduce the risk of cancer in later life, a charity has said.

Scotsman

Click here to read more
GRAPHIC NOVELS ARE LATEST WEAPON IN BID TO GET YOUNG SCOTS READING 
Graphic novels – including the popular and violent comic book 'Kick-Ass' – are to be used to encourage young Scots to read.

Herald

Click here to read more
A Sense of Place 
Environments, community and services for young children aged 0-10 
Conference in Inverness, Tuesday 8 June 2010 
 

Place and community 

Place and community are fundamental in shaping children's lives, and services are more effective when they identify with the communities they serve.  Rooting services in what is local not only makes them more relevant but also nurtures and supports the community as a whole, and rural settings pose even more challenges to those delivering services.  This conference is for all those working in the planning and delivery of services for children aged 0-10 years across education, health, social work, family services and early years, rural and community development in rural and urban settings.  

The conference will 

· look at how services relate to communities they serve 

· consider new approaches to delivering services for young children in rural areas 

· examine how family learning can help build understanding across cultures 

 More information
 Please visit www.childreninscotland.org.uk/place
 Discounts

 Discounts may be available for delegates from the Highlands and Islands- call 0131 222 2446 for details

Together Scotland Bulletin 14.5.10
State of Children’s Rights Report 2010
by Together 

Children’s organisations from across Scotland are encouraged to complete a online questionnaire to offer their views and experiences on children’s rights in Scotland. The report will provide the most comprehensive picture of the “State of Children’s Rights” in Scotland in recent years and will be used to monitor progress in implementing the UNCRC in Scotland. If you have not already signed up to get involved, please email Juliet Harris to find out more, or telephone 0131 225 8864.

  
Reports and Publications 
'Seen and Not Heard, Exploring issues facing children and young people living with long term conditions'
by Long Term Conditions Alliance Scotland 

This report includes the key points arising from the ‘Seen and not Heard?’ conference held in November 2009 and provides a brief overview of policy relevant to children and young people living with long term conditions. The report focuses on three themes which were identified by the working group: school education; mental health and wellbeing; and transitions. 

» Read ‘Seen and Not Heard” on the LTCAS website. (PDF 890 Kb) 

Consultations 

Underage Sexual Activity: Meeting the Needs of Children and Young People and Identifying Child Protection Concerns
by The Scottish Government 

Consultation on draft guidance for practitioners working with children and young people to consider what local policy and procedures are required to effectively support those engaged in under-age sexual activity, in particular where there might be a child protection concern. The guidance reflects the principles set out by the Sexual Offences (Scotland) Act 2009. 

» Read the more about the consultation here. (PDF 362 Kb) 

Events 
Everyone's Responsibility – protecting Scotland's children – new developments and key challenges 
by Children 1st 

Date: Thursday 20th May 2010
Location: Dynamic Earth, Holyrood Road, Edinburgh 

Children 1st is holding this timely and influential conference which will consider where we are with effectively protecting children and young people in Scotland, will examine new research and developments around child protection, and debate key challenges for the future. 

» For more information and to book tickets, please click here. 

  

Getting it Right for every Disabled Child - a conference for professionals planning, commissioning or delivering services for disabled children and their families – new developments and key challenges
by Scotland's Disabled Children 

Date: Wednesday 26th May 2010
Location: Stirling Management Centre, Stirling 

This conference aims to bring together those who design, plan and deliver services and support for disabled children to discuss how we are getting it right and explore what else we could do to get it right. 

Your knowledge and expertise will help inform the start of a review of services for disabled children and their families which is being led by the Scottish Government and COSLA during 2010. 

There is no delegate fee, lunch and refreshments will be provided. Please email Donna Tomlin or phone her on 0131 659 2949 for more information and to book a place. 

Increase in eligibility for free school meals signals widening poverty gap

By Ross Watson
Children & Young People Now
14 May 2010 

The number of pupils eligible for free school meals has risen dramatically, according to the latest government figures.

Numbers rose for the first time in four years in 2009. But the 2010 school census, published yesterday, shows that in the past year they have gone from 16 per cent to 17.3 per cent in nursery and primary schools, from 13.4 per cent to 14.2 per cent in secondary schools, and from 32.1 per cent to 33.3 per cent in special schools.

The National Union of Teachers (NUT) claimed that the rise is partly due to extra funds for free school meals provided in the last pre-Budget report. But NUT general secretary Christine Blower also warned the new government that child poverty targets could be slipping.

"We do know that the last government had a programme to eradicate child poverty but we also know that the gap between the richest and poorest in the country was opening up rather than closing," she said. "This combined with the possible effect of job loss through recession may account for the larger numbers of secondary school pupils entitled to free school meals."

The figures also showed that secondary school pupils eligible for free school meals are around half as likely to be identified as "gifted and talented" as their peers.

Under the previous government, those pupils identified as gifted and talented were provided extra support to fulfil their potential. Only 7.5 per cent of secondary school pupils eligible for free school meals have been identified as gifted and talented, compared to 15.9 per cent of all other 11-to 16-year-olds. The gap has increased from 7.4 per cent to 8.4 per cent since 2008.

Children are eligible for free school meals if they live in a household where the total income is less than £16,000 per year.

HCF Comment: This report is based on data from England.
Panel set up for young disabled

Children & Young People Now
11 May 2010 

A youth panel has been set up in Birmingham to give disabled young people a say in how local money is spent on youth projects for disabled peers in the area.

The project is part of the Youth Opportunity Fund (YOF) national initiative established in 2006, which gives young people the power to allocate funding for community projects of their choosing.

Birmingham champion for disabled children and young people Tony Phillips-Jones said it had become apparent that disabled young people were at risk of being left out of the YOF process when it first started because they were not being adequately represented in the awarding panels.

ADVERTISEMENT

One young disabled person said of the scheme: "Able-bodied people rush, they don't give disabled people time to speak. We wouldn't get heard if we didn't have a disabled people's panel."

HCF Comment: An interesting initiative to ensure that the voice of young people with additional needs is heard and acted on.
From Learning Teaching Scotland 17.5.10

The Highland Council

Corbett Centre users spread anti-bullying message http://www.highland.gov.uk/yourcouncil/news/newsreleases/2010/May/2010-05-14-02.htm
A group of adults from the Corbett Centre in Inverness have devised a presentation that hits the mark when it comes to promoting the anti-bullying message to local school children.  A recent visit to Kinmylies Primary School now means 3,000 young  pupils have watched and taken part in this unique anti-bully campaign.

Three members of staff and seven service users from the day centre for adults with learning disabilities are busy with a full diary of school visits planned to make young people more aware on what it is to have a learning disability and of the effects that bullying can have on a person.

The presentations, aimed at P3 to P7 pupils, are informative and interesting with card games used to enable children to interact and enjoy themselves whilst absorbing the important issues surrounding bullying and disability.  The Group also meet with school leavers to discuss the problem bullying has on other people.
Survey reveals majority of young carers lack support from school

By Emily Watson
Children & Young People Now
17 May 2010 

More than half of young carers do not feel supported by their schools, according to the results of a survey by the Princess Royal Trust for Carers and The Children's Society.

The survey of 700 young carers aged six to 18 found that 60 per cent do not feel their teachers understand what life is like for them, 38 per cent worry abut the person they care about while at school and 39 per cent said that none of their teachers are aware of their caring role.

The Princess Royal Trust for Carers chief executive Carole Cochrane said: "It is shocking to discover that so many young carers have to endure bullying, mental health problems and a lack of support from their teachers, all because they care for a family member who is unable to cope without their help.

"Sadly, without the right support, many young carers will underachieve or drop out of school altogether, which has a long and enduring impact on their future prospects."

The trust has launched a resource pack for schools with young carers today in response to the findings. The Supporting Young Carers: a resource for schools information pack will feature alongside a poster campaign in secondary schools across the UK.

"The aim of this resource is to empower schools to start identifying and supporting young carers. We know that when school staff are involved in supporting young carers it can make a huge difference to their lives," added Cochrane.
HCF Comment: Despite the good work done by Connecting Young Carers and the Young Carers groups in Highland this report is borne out by testimony from young carers to the Forum.

NICE consultation on safe outdoor play open until 13 July

By Emily Watson
Children & Young People Now
17 May 2010 

Guidance to help prevent children under five from being injured while playing outside has been published by an NHS body.

The Preventing unintentional injuries among under 15s: outdoor play and leisure draft guideline consultation, by the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE), aims to equip organisations working with young children with the advice and safety information needed to keep children safe.

ADVERTISEMENT

The guidance also outlines the risks involved with playgrounds, skate parks, canals, fields and farmyards and advises on how best to avoid accidental injuries associated with these outdoor play areas. 

NICE public health excellence centre director Mike Kelly said: "The draft guidance recommends play and leisure activities should maintain a balance between providing exciting, stimulating challenges — which can help children and young people develop skills for managing risk — and minimising the risk of injury.

"The aim of developing this new guidance is to make sure children and young people, their parents and carers have a good understanding about the risks associated with outdoor play and how to stay safe."

The report forms part of NICE's development of a five-part guidance document on how to prevent unintentional injures among children and young people under 15, which will include guidance on road design and modification, education and protective equipment to prevent road injuries, risk assessments to prevent home injuries and providing safety equipment, and strategies, legislation, regulation, enforcement, surveillance and workforce development.

The guidance is now under consultation until 13 July.  It is expected to be completed in November to form a framework of policy and advice for organisations and staff working with young people.
HCF Comment: NICE guidelines are developed in England but do appear as a the basis of “best practice” in some Scottish work.
From Children in Scotland’s News Service 18.5.10

HEALTHY-FOOD RULES AT SCHOOL 'SEND PUPILS SPRINTING TO FAST FOOD JOINTS' 
New rules introduced to make school meals healthier have resulted in tens of thousands of Scottish pupils consuming a worse diet, it has been claimed.

Scotsman

Click here to read more
From Learning Teaching Scotland 19.5.10
The Highland Council
 

Highland schools introduce national music programme http://www.highland.gov.uk/yourcouncil/news/newsreleases/2010/May/2010-05-18-06.htm
 
Schools throughout the Highlands are to benefit from a training event being held this weekend in Inverness which will see participants learning how to deliver the national programme “Active Learning through Music”.
On Saturday 22 May around 70 participants will be attending the event held at Millburn Academy.  Active Learning through Music will be introduced by Margaret Rae, Active Learning through Music Co-ordinator who, with colleagues, will be offering additional training and support to participating schools.
The Highland Council is the first Local Authority to introduce the Active Learning through Music programme to all its schools.  Written by the National Youth Choir of Scotland, the programme was trialled in four Highland schools last year where it was a hit with both staff and pupils.
Fostering seen as a job 'somebody else will do'

By Lauren Higgs
Children & Young People Now
18 May 2010 

Almost 100 per cent of people believe fostering is vital to society, but only 20 per cent would consider becoming a foster carer, a survey of the general public has found.

The survey, which was conducted by Modus, a company that provides fostering services in the North West, also found that two-thirds of people believe fostering is a highly rewarding role.

But the majority of respondents said they had too little time, money, or not enough skills to cope with potentially difficult children.

Sue Hamilton, founder of Modus, said that while there are almost 45,000 foster families across the UK, around 10,000 more families are needed.

"Fewer and fewer people are coming forward to become foster parents — leaving a huge gap in the care we, as a society, can provide to our children and young people," she said.

"This survey shows that while we all think that fostering is hugely important, we all think that it's a job that somebody else will do."

Hamilton added that becoming a foster carer is less difficult than most people think.

"While nobody is denying that fostering can be the most challenging job in the world, with the right training, support and providing you can care for a child in need, there is nothing stopping anyone being a good foster parent," she said.

 

Foster carer shortfall tops 10,000
By Neil Puffett
Children & Young People Now
17 May 2010 

More than 10,000 foster carers are needed to make up the current shortfall across the UK, a fostering charity has warned.

The Fostering Network, which launched its Foster Care Fortnight campaign today, says that 10,000 more carers are needed to ensure every child that needs foster care can be placed with a family that is right for them. One of the contributing factors to the increasing pressure on the system is the higher numbers of children being placed in local authority care.

ADVERTISEMENT

More than 80 per cent of local authorities saw a rise in the number of children needing foster care during the last year and the shortage is so significant that 42 per cent of foster carers have looked after a child outside their area of expertise in the same period.

Robert Tapsfield, chief executive of the Fostering Network, said: "Fostering services had been making progress in recruiting more foster carers and finding children the right foster family, but this has clearly been pushed back by the unprecedented rise in children coming into foster care.

"Fostering services are working really hard to find the right foster family for every child, but with such a shortage of foster carers they are faced with a huge challenge. In some areas there are simply no spare beds."

Tapsfield added: "Children are being sent further away from their schools and friends, and sometimes to foster carers who don't have the skills and experience to deal with the child's specific needs. Some local authorities are saying that it is the worst it has ever been.

"Fostering services urgently need more people with the right skills and qualities to come forward to foster, and they need them now, so children don't lose out."

The Foster Care Fortnight campaign runs until 30 May.

Barnardo's assistant director calls for children to be taken into care earlier

By Lauren Higgs
Children & Young People Now
19 May 2010 

Barnardo's assistant director of policy has called for children suffering neglect to be taken into care earlier, adding his voice to the debate started by outgoing chief executive of the charity, Martin Narey.

Last year, Narey argued that birth families are not always the best place for a child to grow up because some families cannot be "fixed".

Speaking at a conference, Enver Solomon echoed Narey's point. "In recent times there appears to have been a rule of optimism in decision making," he claimed. "In particular the message from research and serious case reviews is that agencies are poor at addressing the impact of chronic neglect and intervening at an early stage to prevent the problems escalating."

Solomon added that a manager of a Barnardo's parenting service, who has worked in social work for many years, told him last week that social services "have not cracked neglect".

"Social workers and legal staff are reluctant to make proactive judgements to remove children living in chronically neglectful circumstances," he said. "There is a tendency to wait for a catapult or decisive event – a clear worsening of circumstances or seeing injuries or bruises that are clear evidence of significant harm."

But Solomon stressed that neither he nor Narey is criticising social workers for the current situation. Instead he blamed the expectations placed on social workers by managers, politicians, the public and the media.

From Learning Teaching Scotland 20.5.10
HMIE
 
Out of site, out of mind? http://www.hmie.gov.uk/documents/publication/oosoom.pdf
 
Out of site, out of mind? is one of a series of reports following up issues identified in the government report, Better Behaviour, Better Learning1. Since the publication of Better Behaviour, Better Learning, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Education (HMIE) has published A Climate for Learning (2005) followed by Case Studies of Good Practice in Improving the Climate for Learning (2006). Out of site, out of mind? focuses on services for children and young people with additional support needs arising from social and emotional factors and family circumstances. It evaluates the quality of provision for children and young people with social, emotional and behavioural needs made by education authorities in on-site and off-site bases, and in special schools.

HCF Comment: The link to this document is malfunctioning at times. The document can be accessed through the main HMIE website by going to the publications page.
 
Children in Scotland
 
Risk aversion is the problem – seminar outlines  http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/html/med_prs.htm
 
While children today may have greater technological freedom, their lives have become more restricted, as a risk-averse society is ever more fearful of predators and danger. But the need to expose children to some risk, in order to develop resilience and life skills, will be the focus of discussion at the ‘Too Safe To Play?’ seminars, held by Children in Scotland and Play Scotland.
Children in Scotland 20.5.10
DECLINE IN NUMBER OF CHILDREN WALKING TO SCHOOL 
Fewer than half of children are walking or cycling to school, despite Government attempts to promote active forms of travel, new figures show. Sustainable travel charity Sustrans found that 49.9% of pupils either walked or travelled by bike, scooter or skateboard to school last year, a drop of 1.3% on the previous year.

Herald

Click here to read more
CHILD BENEFIT SHOULD BE TAXED, THINKTANK SAYS 
Child benefit should be taxed and the money raised given to Britain's poorest families, according to the Institute for Public Policy Research. The idea comes ahead of child poverty statistics to be published today.

Guardian

Click here to read more
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