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Introduction 

This booklet provides a short information guide for schools, offering some key ideas that teachers, schools and governors can adopt to improve the quality of support offered to Harrow’s young carers.  Following this, is a brief guide to how Harrow Young Carers Project can work with schools to help them achieve this aim and improve the multi-agency communication and partnership that is so important to ensure appropriate support is given to these young people.  
It represents a summary of what is a complex area.  
We hope we can work together to ensure that all our local young people are given the opportunity to achieve the 5 key Every Child Matters outcomes.


Young Carers Project – An Information Pack for Schools in Harrow
What is a young carer and why does it matter?
In Harrow, our young carers are young people (under the age of 18) who look after someone in their family who has an illness, a disability, a mental health problem or a substance misuse problem, taking on caring responsibilities that would normally be expected of an adult.  Care may involve practical care such as cooking and cleaning, physical care such as lifting, personal care such as washing, administering medication, emotional support and interpreting.  Each case is completely unique!  A young person becomes vulnerable when the level of care or responsibility they have is excessive or inappropriate.  
For these young people, school can become a haven where they can be normal.  For others it is a site of underachievement, lack of support, pressure and bullying, where they are not understood and experience feelings of great isolation.  It is the barriers to learning and wellbeing that are faced by these young people in schools that we are seeking to address. 
How are young carers effected?
Negative: Being a young carer can have a massive effect on all aspects of well-being, education and life-chances.  Physical health can be affected by lack of sleep, poor diet, and/ or stress.  The caring role can lead to a variety of emotions such as resentment, resistance to the impingement on their young lives, and consequent feelings of guilt.   Mental health problems can be common in young carers.  Socially, these young people can experience isolation from their peer group or bullying.  Self-esteem is often badly affected with regards to educational achievement, and this in turn contributes to difficulties in making the transition into adulthood, for example through lack of qualifications.  
Positive: However, there are a variety of positive effects on the young individual, which cannot be ignored e.g. feelings of intense love and loyalty.  A real sense of pride can come from knowing that they are doing something worthwhile for someone they love, and are not selfish.  It can intensify feelings of inner-strength, increase confidence/ self-efficacy, help develop patience and maturity, and can often lead young carers into a caring profession. 

Key indicators that someone is a carer – warning signs in school
Many young people will be reluctant to come forward about their caring role, for a variety of reasons.  For example:
 

· Fear that ‘everyone will find out’

· Embarrassment that peers will laugh at them/ they will stand out as ‘different’ 

· Feelings of disloyalty

· Fear of the family being split up by outside statutory agencies

· The stigma surrounding the reason their family member requires care

· Not knowing that their situation is abnormal/ not knowing they are a ‘young carer’

· Not knowing that support is available
As such, it is worthwhile keeping a look out for the following indicators (there may be others).  Pupils do not present uniformly.  Each caring situation is vastly different from others and will vary with individuals’ coping mechanisms and emotional/ physical tolerance:

· Persistent lateness and/ or absence for no apparent reason.   They may have notes from parents who want them to stay at home when things are difficult.
· Secrecy about home life
· Tiredness/ withdrawn attitude/ poor concentration

· Lack of interest in extra-curricular activities/ turning down of trip opportunities

· Social isolation from peers/ bullying
· Poor/ late/ uncompleted homework with unconvincing excuses
· Anxiety/ concern over relative

· Behavioural problems (may be due to stress and anxiety).  A fifth of local young carers develop significant behavioural difficulties.
· Physical problems (e.g. back ache from lifting)

· Young carers are often described as “mature”. Many find it easier to mix with adults than their peers. 

· Young carers may have parents that are wary or defensive when you try to contact them. The young people themselves may be defensive when you try and contact home.  It may be hard to meet parents, for example they may miss parents’ evenings.  Families who have care needs can often be scared of services separating the family.  
What can teachers do?
· Look out for the warning signs/ key indicators.  “Are you helping to look after anyone at home?” can be a useful question when approaching a pupil about whom you are concerned.
· Be careful of stereotypes and assumptions – not all young people with a family member needing care, are young carers.  Be careful of brandishing labels.
· Speak to the young person in private - do not confront them in front of their peers/ in class. Explain the confidentiality rules that you operate within in age-appropriate language. Tell only those staff that need to know, and only with the young person’s permission.  Most young carers say they want teachers to know, but they do not want to be treated any differently.

· Establish what caring tasks they are performing and why. Find out how their caring role affects them: Are they being bullied? Do they struggle with schoolwork? Do they miss out on extra-curricular activities? Do they worry when they are out of contact with home? How can you help with these issues? 

· With the young person’s permission, speak to their parent/s and explain the effect that the young person’s caring role is having on their education.   Are there other forms of support open to the family or another family member that could help more? Remember – few parents choose a caring role for their child: it is often the only option they are aware of and many feel very guilty about the effect their illness or disability has on their child. 

· Explain to parents and children that they may be entitled to an assessment of their needs from social services, who may be able to help them. 

· Help the family to contact other agencies, and Harrow Young Carers Project if they want you to. Use the referral procedure and forms at the end of this pack.
· Work out a plan with the family that is realistic and achievable and that will let the young carer attend school and get the most from their education.

· Be flexible to individual cases: lateness. By the time many young carers set off for school, they have already helped an adult with washing/ dressing/ using the bathroom, as well as getting younger brothers or sisters ready for school. It may not be their fault if they are late. 
· Be flexible to individual cases: homework.  Young carers may get little support at home with homework, and little time to do it.  Some try to catch up on homework at lunchtime, which can add to their isolation from their peers.  

· Be flexible to individual cases: detentions.  Consider lunchtime/ break time detentions.  
· Problems with issues like these often lead to a break down in the relationship between pupil and school, which eventually leads to long term absenteeism or young carers gaining no GCSEs. 

· Keep expectations of academic achievement in place. Young carers need to hear that their education is important and that their school will look for ways of supporting them. Many feel they have to choose between education and being a carer – and they usually choose being a carer for their loved one. Many young carers lack self-esteem, so any opportunity to achieve at something other than caring can be valuable. 

· Regular contact with a friendly face – mentor, pastoral teacher or youth worker – can encourage an isolated young carer to stay in school and can help you keep up to date with changing circumstances.

What the school can implement: some possibilities
· Work towards building a Young Carers policy in school, perhaps with a Young Carers Charter.
· Look at the enrolment process.  Your enrolment process for new pupils and their families could attempt to establish:  

Does the pupil have parents or other family members who have disabilities or other long term physical or mental health problems?                                                                                

Does the pupil help to look after them and what impact does this have on his/ her education?                                                                                                                                           Is the family in touch with support services that could reduce the pupil’s caring role?  
Some families may choose to keep their problems secret, but offering signposting and information about other services at an early stage may make all the difference.

· Ensure that teachers are adequately trained in identifying and supporting young carers, whilst avoiding stereotypes and assumptions. Ensure that issues affecting young carers and issues around disability, illness and substance misuse are part of your training calendar for teachers.  At the Harrow Young Carers Project, we can help with this.
· Allow young carers to telephone home if they are worried. Allow the young person the use of a phone to contact home during break/ lunchtime. Young carers often stay off school when the care receiver is doing badly, rather than spend all day worrying about them and knowing they cannot contact them.
· Some practical ideas: amend the home school agreement to include a question asking if any extra support is needed or if there is any health issue which may affect the young person meeting the terms of the agreement. Use identity cards/ something they can use to identify themselves in schools, for example in order to be able to use the phone without having to explain their situation to everyone.  Organise for extra-curricular activities to be done at lunch time. However, some young carers value being able to spend time at school after school hours – once they get home, caring takes over. 
· Re-visit your Anti-bullying Policy. Is it working for young carers? Much bullying is related to the stigma attached to some disabilities and health conditions, such as mental health problems or substance misuse. Does your school promote tolerance of disability and mental illness? Young carers often tell us about comments from pupils, or even staff who may not be aware of their caring role, that have upset them. Bullies will often use words like “nutter” or “retard” to describe young carers’ family members. 
· Include young carers’ and disability/ illness issues in PSHE/ PSE/ Citizenship lessons. Again, at the Harrow Young Carers Project, we can often deliver lessons and assemblies or provide some resources.
· Make your school parents’ evenings accessible to parents with disabilities or who find it difficult to leave the house without support. Consider home visits where appropriate.

What the Young Carers Project Does 
The Young Carers Project is part of Harrow Carers, a registered charity which aims to support carers across the borough of Harrow.  The 2001 census showed there were 634 young carers aged 5-17 in Harrow

· 84% provided 1-19 hours of care per week

· 9% provided 20-49 hours of care per week

· 7% provided 50+ hours of care per week

· A priority for the local Carers Strategy is to identify ‘hidden carers’ – part of this is building partnership working with schools and colleges 

At the Young Carers Project, we support young carers aged 11 to 17 in a number of ways, tailoring support to the needs and choices that the young people and their families make:
· We provide fun outings, activities and clubs to increase self esteem, improve confidence and reduce social isolation, by creating social networks of young carers.  
· We offer emotional support, advice (including benefit advice) and counselling. 
· We play an advocacy role for young carers in the borough, working with a number of other agencies, including social services, to work towards all children achieving the 5 key outcomes of the Every Child Matters framework.  We refer young people to relevant services within the borough.

· We adopt a whole family, multi-agency approach to support.

Our aim and how we can work together
It is important to emphasise that we seek to form partnerships with schools that are tailored to the needs, wishes and requirements that each has, and can adapt procedures accordingly.  Below are examples of how we can work together:
· We will seek to identify and work with a link member of staff in the school, who will be the first point of contact for young carers in the school and young carer workers.  This member of staff will also ideally be responsible for facilitating the transition from primary to secondary school.
· Discuss ways in which we can work in sustainable partnership and harmony to raise awareness of Young Carers within the school, by using varied methods for example, awareness sessions to staff and support workers.
· Review any current policies you have in place (where requested), and work together to develop new ones for young carers.
· Discuss ways in which the Young Carers Project can support young people in and out of school.

· Look at support sessions that can be run within the school both for staff and students, including drop in sessions and self referrals.

· Interactive and engaging group assemblies, workshops, and lessons with students (potentially as part of PSHE lessons).  These can be delivered by our staff, or we can look to provide resources for teachers to run their own sessions.

· Posters, leaflets and other ways of raising the profile of the issue and our charity within the school, on notice boards or such like in the school.  
· We aim to facilitate better communication and understanding between young carers, their families and other parties. We believe that young carers are best supported through a whole family approach in conjunction with all relevant professionals. 
· We actively encourage young carers to give us permission to pass appropriate information on to teaching staff and others involved where applicable/appropriate.
· Some young carers request that their parents are not informed that they have contacted us. In these cases we are able to meet in the school environment, with the schools prior consent, before informing parents. However, we would attempt to build up trust with that young person to encourage them to let us build contact with their parents. 

· In exceptional cases, we are able to communicate with young people by post or phone outside of school hours without parental consent. However, we are unable to provide trips, activities or club membership without parental consent.

· We will explain to all young people who contact the Project that while we will always treat information given to us as confidential, we will have to inform the appropriate authorities or services if:

· We become aware of a child protection issue.

· We become aware of actual or potential unlawful activity.


We look forward to hearing from you and forming a productive, sustainable and mutually beneficial partnership!
Contact:
Benjamin White
Children’s Support Services Manager

Nisha Thakershi

Young Carers Schools Outreach & Family

 Support Offer

youngcarers@harrowcarers.org 
We actively encourage teachers to fill out and send us completed referral forms, which are included at the end of this booklet.

Useful resources and references 
Dearden and Becker (2004), Young Carers in the UK: the 2004 report

Guidance for Schools Supporting Young Carers (2009), Healthy Schools publication
Harrow Carers Strategy 2008-2011 (available from www.harrow.gov.uk) 

Supporting Young Carers: A resource for schools (www.carers.org/professionals.  This website has a wealth of resources and advice)
www.teachernet.gov.uk
Model Memorandum of Understanding on working together to support young carers - The Association of Directors of Adult services and the Association of Directors of Children's Services 2009
A Resource Pack for People Working With Young Carers (2006)

Making it work: Good practice with young carers and their families (2002), J.Frank.
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