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Meeting REYS Youth Service Benchmarks 

Regional Seminars Report

Introduction

The National Youth Agency (NYA) is committed to supporting youth services in their work towards meeting the youth service performance benchmarks laid out in Resourcing Excellent Youth Services and Margaret Hodge’s subsequent letter (Dec 2003).  During January and February 2005 The NYA organised and delivered a series of six regional seminars to assist youth services as they work towards meeting the benchmarks.  The seminars were planned and facilitated by Fidelma O’Neill, Wendy Flint and Pete Loewenstein.

This report identifies the purpose of the seminars and attendance figures. It charts the key messages from participants to The NYA, the Department for Education & Skills (DfES) and local youth services.  It identifies the range of challenges participants are facing and highlights current practice or ideas for overcoming those challenges. It draws together the main recommendations offered to regional youth work units, identifies what further support participants would like in future and concludes with the main findings.

Purpose and outcomes of the seminar

The seminars sought to give delegates an opportunity to share good practice, to discuss methods and approaches used for recording and accrediting outcomes as well as identifying the key challenges and exploring ways to address them. The seminars were set up in partnership with regional youth work units to provide an opportunity to identify common ground, as a region, around effective delivery against those benchmarks.

The seminars were targeted at accreditation officers within local authorities or those managers with an accreditation brief. 

The objectives for each event were that on completion participants would have had an opportunity to:

· explore and discuss the implications of delivering against the REYS benchmarks

· reflect on the challenges facing services to deliver against the benchmarks and ways of overcoming those challenges

· share good practice within the region and identified ways of working together at a regional level

· hear about good practice taking place outside the region.

Regionalisation of events also enabled The NYA to gather examples of the paperwork and processes youth services are using across the country in their work to meet the benchmarks.

The majority of the seminars concentrated on meeting the recorded outcome benchmark as evidence from the November data collection, queries to The NYA and early consultation with course participants identified that this was proving the 
greater challenge.  However, the format of the seminars enabled participants to focus on accreditation issues if they preferred.

Attendance

Some 94 different youth services attended the seminars, with a total of 111 participants. Of those, 95 completed an evaluation form, with 22% saying they thought the seminar was very useful, 68% said it was useful and 10% said it was slightly useful.  Participants ranged from heads of service to face-to-face project workers and the services represented were at very different stages in terms of developing processes to meet the benchmarks; some were just starting to develop implementation strategies whilst others had well-developed methods for enabling young people to gain both recorded and accredited outcomes.

Key messages/observations for The NYA, the DfES and local Youth Services

At each event a record was kept of significant issues, suggested action and observations identified by participants.  The NYA undertook to represent them in this report:

Possible action

· Update the resource Credit Where it’s Due and produce it in a more user-friendly format. Ensure language is consistent, with definitions clearly explained

· The standard of local awards needs to be consistent across services. Clarification is needed about whether they count as recorded or accredited outcomes

· Further consider whether the accredited outcomes from school-based Duke of Edinburgh’s Award groups can count towards the youth service benchmark.

· Clarify how these benchmarks contribute to the five outcomes identified in Every Child Matters.

· Research the cost of delivering against the benchmarks for youth services

Observation/issue/action

· Re-assess the model of the part-time worker delivering three hours per week. In order to deliver the benchmarks more substantial posts needed to be created.
· Create a standard national IT system to avoid services spending time and money delivering their own

· If the benchmarks are based on the £100 spend per head identified in REYS, then services should be able to deliver against those benchmarks in proportion to the amount they receive from local authorities

· The DfES cannot usefully compare youth services, in how far they are meeting the benchmarks, if definitions of recorded and accredited outcomes differ across the country (e.g. some services count  a section of the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award as an accredited outcome, some count the whole award only)

· Some services are concerned that awarding bodies will increase their prices due to the ‘captive’ market

Key challenges and potential resolutions

Summarised below are the key challenges participants identified across the seminars and a range of suggestions for action to address these challenges.  Suggestions varied from strategic implementation plans, whole service responses to more local operational solutions.

1. At every seminar, participants identified that culture change is essential in order to deliver against the benchmarks and presents the biggest challenge. 

There was discussion and recognition of the key youth service function in leading and managing staff to effectively deliver against the benchmarks and in guiding them through the changes. 

Grouped below are ways in which the participants intend to meet the range of challenges.  We have divided the tasks into two groups; management functions and training development and support functions, although provision of training and support across the service is clearly a central management responsibility. 

Management functions

· Keep the benchmarks on the agenda at all team meetings and in supervision and appraisal

· Clarify that the benchmarks are not just the remit of the accreditation worker but the responsibility of the whole service

· Agree with staff what they are responsible for delivering (benchmarks broken down across the service) and then provide them with the systems to enable it to happen to the quality standard expected

· Create a working group to establish systems and processes; to formulate and agree recognised standards so that staff have ownership of them. 

· Review processes regularly to ensure consistency, share/celebrate practice and identify areas for development

· Ensure there is a clear system for staff to receive feedback on how their contribution to the benchmarks fits and its impact on the youth service’s strategic priorities as a whole

· Acknowledge/reassure staff that current work is appropriate and sufficient to record outcomes for young people.  A key task is to help staff to sharpen up their recording skills to demonstrate it

· Put in place simple, but effective paperwork so that staff do not feel overwhelmed or feel that this is taking them away from the face-to-face work – promote integrated practice

· Chart and recognise the progress made by staff teams in establishing their new methods of working through supervision, appraisal, visiting projects and peer reviews – providing feedback

· ‘Manage by walking about’ - managers need to visit staff teams and provide regular support and guidance to enable staff to develop confidence in meeting their benchmarks

· Ensure the delivery strategy links to the curriculum

 Training, development & support functions

· Give people practical tools to enable them to work in this way with young people and train them in appropriate use

· Provide initial support and training and update as necessary 

· Share information and good practice across the service

· Enable youth workers to feel their values are central to the work being delivered through appropriate support and communication 

· Ensure that training in recorded/accredited outcomes is part of all new staff’s induction process

· Ensure staff are clear about measuring distance travelled and where young people start from

2. Communicate why the benchmarks are important and how they fit into the overall strategic priorities of the service. 

Although this is fundamental to achieving culture change, some participants feel that communication is a particular challenge throughout the organisation.  

Communication strategies suggested include:

· Identify key staff who can ‘spread the message’ and implement processes needed to deliver against the benchmarks

· Appoint ‘accreditation champions’ who can go out and work alongside youth work colleagues to encourage and support them

· Share good practice and celebrate work achieved to increase understanding and encourage a range of approaches

· Ensure that the work achieved operationally feeds into the organisation’s strategic priorities and that feedback is communicated up and down the organisation

· Develop a strategy for meeting the benchmarks and ensure that managers disseminate the strategy across the organisation

· Involve young people in the design of recording systems

· Ensure part-time staff are clear about how their work fits into the youth service strategy and the wider context with regard to delivering quality work to young people

3. Many services recognised that they have not clearly identified the contribution of the voluntary sector towards meeting the benchmarks. They highlighted that they need to:

· Identify the local authority youth service contribution to voluntary organisations (e.g. in terms of grant-aid and/or seconded staff ) and identify what proportion of their outcomes could count towards meeting the benchmarks

· Develop a contract or service level agreement with voluntary organisations which specifies their contribution

4. Some youth services are finding it difficult to implement the benchmarks due to the tension between open access and targeted provision.   In some areas there is pressure from local politicians to “take young people off the streets” and maintain broad provision at the expense of targeted programmes.  Participants felt that recording outcomes is ‘easier to do’ in 
more targeted provision but would not want to loose the breadth of the work.   Suggestions for tackling this challenge include:

· Heads of service to lobby and influence key stakeholders, including elected members.  To discuss and clarify how the benchmarks fit into/contribute to the local authority’s strategic objectives for children and young people

· Locally, youth services need to demonstrate to elected members the positive impact of recorded and accredited outcomes on young people

· Demonstrate that improving the quality of the work will have an impact on the local community

· Facilitate other stakeholders (e.g. local strategic partnerships) to influence elected members on the value of this type of youth work 

· If the benchmarks become Best Value Performance Indicators these can be used to influence local authority and elected members to back the cost of delivering quality youth work

5. A key challenge in meeting the REYS benchmarks is the implementation of effective management information systems. Ways of overcoming this challenge include:

· Determine who records the outcome – it doesn’t have to be all staff

· Establish a curriculum document which includes national data and records young people’s progress 

· Standardise a recording system across the service

· Clarify who is responsible for gathering information, analysing it and feeding it back to all staff

· Include a recorded outcomes section as part of any management information system

· Involve the IT department with setting up MIS and training staff to use it effectively

· Involve young people in working out a recording system that is relevant to them and ensure that they are clear about the process

Regional recommendations and options

Participants at each seminar had the opportunity to make recommendations to their regional youth work units or regional partnerships. These were sent to regional units and to regional representatives of the ‘Recognising Achievement Reference Group’ set up by The NYA. Suggestions from across the regions were similar, they include:

· Develop a toolkit with a range of approaches youth services can use to enable them to meet the benchmarks. 

· Develop a regional website which could include examples of good practice, useful tools and techniques, documents and paperwork used to avoid duplication

· Facilitate a buddy system within a region, whereby services who are further ahead could ‘buddy up’ with developing services and so share lessons and progress

· Establish dialogue between youth services in each region to discuss and agree on interpretations of definitions and guidance – to improve consistency of approach

· Filter information coming through at a national level and translate it for the region

· Develop a regional management information system

· Establish a bidding forum for external funding to support the work

· Negotiate with national award organisations at a regional level to keep costs down

· Set up regular conferences, seminars to share good practice and report on progress

· Create a common curriculum based on the Every Child Matters five outcomes. This should also identify how the benchmarks meet those outcomes

· Ensure that courses for part-time staff include training in delivering recorded and accredited outcomes.

Further support in meeting the benchmarks

Participants identified the following support they would welcome from The NYA in the future (some of these are included in the key messages above). 

We have included alongside each point the action already taken or planned, if this is within our remit.

	Support identified


	Action-taken or planned

	Dissemination of good practice examples/

sharing of simple paperwork systems.

Good practice resources available online.
	Discussions are in progress regarding the type/s of publication that will best meet needs



	Continued updates on national developments


	Regional representatives to the Recognising Achievement Reference Group (RARG) will be updated at regular meetings.  

Updates may also appear in Young People Now, on The NYA website or be sent to Principal Youth Officers as appropriate.



	Clarification on local accreditation models


	Draft criteria for recognition of local awards as accredited outcomes are with regional reps to RARG.  

Responses from regions will come to a meeting in May with the intention to publish a final document to the field in June/July ’05.

The implementation date being discussed is April ‘06

	Assist some services to resolve issues/problems with Youth Base 


	A new version of Youth Base (2.6) will be issued in early May – this will resolve the inherent/current problems in the system.  We are also in discussion with a local authority youth service about additional software to enhance its reporting functions.  The package will provide clear, easily accessible data relating to youth service benchmarks and can be customised to accommodate a range of management information needs.

	Facilitate similar regional events and/or

provide a follow up event following the end of year returns


	Budget restrictions will limit future NYA led action however, we are discussing the possibility of a regionally based ‘surgery’ on recording and accreditation matters.

Funding for this work is also available to local services through the Transforming Youth Work Performance Improvement Fund.

	List of accrediting bodies to support meeting the benchmarks


	The new ‘National Framework of Awards in Non-Formal Educational Settings’ was published by The NYA for The Awards Network in February 2005.  This contains useful information on accreditation programmes that are suitable for use in youth work.

	Protocols on data collection


	The NYA is not in a position to issue protocols for use in local authorities; each authority will have its own data sharing and collection regulations in line with The Data Protection Act.

	Clarification around advice and information work in relation to the benchmarks


	A further revision to ‘Credit where it’s due and Frequently Asked Questions’ guidance will be issued by The NYA in summer 2005.  This update will include answers to a range of queries that have been raised by local authorities and through the six regional seminars.

	Further discussion about what constitutes ‘participation’


	There are no plans to change the definition of participation however, as mentioned above, the current guidance and definitions will be re-visited and further clarification may result.  This point also highlights a more local training and development need.  It is important that workers are enabled to feel confident and trust their professional judgement when deciding whether a young person is a ‘contact’ or ‘participant’.

	Establish regional support mechanisms


	Information from each seminar has been passed to the relevant regional office; copies of this report will also be forwarded. 


Conclusions

The key challenges identified across the seminars are:

· Managing the culture shift  to ensure the commitment of all staff to meeting the benchmarks.  

· Leadership throughout the service in terms of communicating how the benchmarks link to the organisation’s strategic priorities and ensuring staff are clear about how their achievements fit within those priorities. 

· Ensuring that effective and workable systems are in place to support and enable face-to-face workers to deliver against the benchmarks.

Participants also recognised the importance of local strategy; the primary role of elected members and the need to win the hearts and minds of all concerned.  This is fundamental to ensuring that the contribution of youth work is valued in the local authority and in the communities where young people live. 

Participants said that they found the seminars useful with a good mix of presentations and group work. They particularly welcomed the time opportunity to share paperwork in relation to recorded outcomes and discuss their progress to date. 
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