Dreamwall evaluation

July 05 – December 06


Southampton partnership with Dreamwall began in the summer of 2004, as a resource to provide respite for foster carers and at the same time giving young people an opportunity to experience an activity break.  It was at the instigation of Dreamwall who approached Southampton County Council with a convincing outline of the work they had done with young people.  This included building young people’s self esteem, group work and social skills.

Social Service Teams quickly appreciated how much their own young people benefited from the first few visits.  Dreamwall’s capacity to cope with disruptive and non co-operating youngsters surprised even our experienced staff.  

From then on it has been a firm policy within the children and families teams to give every young person between the ages of 10 -16 in the care of Southampton the opportunity, if they wish, to do the Dreamwall experience.  The trips are arranged with the experience and ability of each youngster and progression of behaviour and skills are taken into account when deciding on activities.  

Dreamwall are willing and able to work with young people with disabilities and have offered time for our team working with ‘children with disabilities’.  This is addition to the holistic approach they have to each young person to include each in a diverse and meaningful group.

Southampton Social Services also recognised the respite aspect of the trips, giving children and carers an opportunity to have a break and think over recent issues they feel strongly that the benefits of young people spending time at Dreamwall are considerable for all involved. 

The aims and objectives of Dreamwall’s service have been met well.

1. Improve self esteem

Young people are always keen to attend Dreamwall; it would seem that it is place where they feel valued and cared for.  A place where they are recognised as individuals and also where they can be part of a team.  For many vulnerable children and young people self-esteem is low and affects the way they see themselves and then behave.  By building their self esteem Dreamwall are also allowing the young people to see themselves in a different light, they can see how they can achieve, how they are able to work in a team, be reliable and trustworthy.

2. Improve confidence 
This period has also seen the first Junior Team Leaders, young people who were identified to work alongside the Dreamwall staff to help with the activity breaks.  Becoming a Junior Leader has been given such high credibility by the young people that professionals who work with them put high value on it.  Often at planning or review meetings people will ask how Dreamwall is going, is there any chance of an identified young person becoming a Junior Leader the role is seen as important by Dreamwall staff and other young people.  They are expected to be good role models, be welcoming to new young people, engage with the more reserved teenagers and generally help with the setting up and running of the camp, activities and meals.  It is not a role that is taken lightly and Dreamwall need to be very sure of the young person’s abilities before they are given the Junior Leader status.  This is a remarkable boost to the young person’s perception of themselves and their ability.

As well as helping at the Southampton Residentials the Junior Leaders also attend other groups from different authorities.  This is amazing work, our young people being seen as skilled and capable to help others.

They now have a second tier of Junior Leaders, six young people who have also been able to demonstrate that they have leadership and organisational skills.  This group of youngsters are following the footsteps of their peers and appear to be delighted to be chosen as leaders.  Dreamwall have recognised the contribution of all leaders, tee-shirts, sweatshirts and hats are given to the young people so that they are able to be proud of their achievement and these are definitely seen as a ‘badge of honour’.

HG was a particularly insular young person who lives with her grandparents writes

I liked all the activity we do at Dreamwall because it gets me out of the house....doing night walks on my own and achieving confidence....

This from a young woman whom appeared to be very shy at the beginning of her time with Dreamwall and has slowly began to make new friends with her new found confidence – a pure delight for me to witness

Her grandmother writes

What can I say about her activity breaks, she loves them ... whatever the weather... she would like to go again but for a week.... weekend is not long enough

3. Develop identified life skills

Due to the good partnership and open communication Dreamwall have been involved in working with specific needs for young people.  

There are many examples of teenagers who are experiencing difficulties, either by lack of confidence or opportunities to learn new life skills.  Dreamwall have worked with these on an individual basis, working beyond the presenting difficult behaviour to the causes and effect of the behaviour for the youngster.  

4. Develop relationships with peer group and others.

During the past eighteen months from June 05 – December 06 Dreamwall has worked with 84 young people providing 16 four-day breaks during the summer and half term holidays and 14 weekend breaks.  This includes, over the eighteen months, working with 47 new young people, who have either just reached the age of 10 or who are newly known to social services.  

The new participants have had many different needs and the Dreamwall team have worked to get to know the young people during their first week break with them before deciding which established team of youngsters they would best be placed with.  It is by using their expertise that they are able to ensure that individuals get their needs met while ensuring that group dynamics remain constructive and workable

One of our carers writes

Dreamwall has been the making of john, it has given him confidence in himself and also to help others – team work

It is excellent to have a resource that can give a view of the positive aspects of the child’s behaviour.  Generally it helps greatly in getting young people to be seen as worthwhile and important by professionals.

The Dreamwall organisation has been discussed at children’s reviews, Linda Stone (wo) writes 

Dreamwall staff are consistent, far and extremely enthusiastic.  The young people gain, by seeing adults working together, showing respect and valuing difference.

The performance indictors have been achieved well.

· The prevention of relationships and foster placements breaking down in the home

· To reduce the need for emergency respite
As always it is hard to qualify how successful Dreamwall have been in terms of outputs.  Respite requests have reduced in the past two years significantly; a Social Worker post dedicated to arranging respite is now encompassed in the duty team.  Apart from the savings from this it is also a much better option for a child to be offered a weekend at Dreamwall as opposed to being placed with alternative carers.

· To engage with young people at risk in diversionary actions

· To impart life skills, promote resilience and improve the psychological/emotional well being of young people
Dreamwall work with young people who have put themselves at risk, either by breaking the law or by engaging in dangerous activities.  Dreamwall staff are very proactive to get alongside these youngsters, working in smaller groups and also meeting them outside of the Dreamwall events to be either advocates, advisors or befrienders.  

The teenagers involved have certainly benefited by having people in their lives who can be there for them, who expect better and work with them to improve life skills and expectations.

An open day was organised for local dignities and professionals.  Every young person who had attended Dreamwall was invited to come.  This day there was (50) young people present, this was an excellent turnout – many of the other youngsters were on holiday or had family activities planned.  The local newspaper reported on the day and everyone was most impressed and enthusiastic about Dreamwall and the event.  Some of these young people have a history of being difficult to work with and yet here they all were participating in sport and team activities.  Enthusiastic, competitive and yet able to listen and respond to instructions.   These open events are very worthwhile, as it is hard to describe the impact that Dreamwall has on the young people who are lucky enough to experience it.

· impart knowledge about life, social situations and problems specific to need and age of group

Dreamwall work with young people in teams.  The dynamics of groupwork provide the youngsters with opportunities to experience social situations, preparing, cooking and eating meals together are given high importance.  The young people have been able to experience working as a team for everyone’s benefit.  

There has been trips to restaurants, museums and theatre.  These are seen as treats for doing well but have the benefit of showing the teenagers how you behave when out on social occasions.  

MC a young woman who has attended for 2 years wrote in her evaluation 

The thing I like the most was having people around, people who have helped by the week, it was nice being with people who know a lot of stuff and have good skills that I could learn......

· being healthy

· economic well being

As the participants become grow in age, self esteem and confidence so do the expectations of them by Dreamwall staff.  They begin to look at independence skills and I know of several times when they have been given a budget to shop for and then cook a low cost meal.  The young people have spoke about this with humour and pride.  They not only have their own learning experience to draw on but also from others in their group.  

· enjoying and achieving

· making a positive contribution

For me the best thing about Dreamwall is how the young people enjoy going there, social workers are often checking on dates that young people will attend, nobody wants to miss their turn.  

At the end of each break Dreamwall key staff talk to the youngsters about the time that they have spent together.  It is wonderful to hear how they recognise the contribution of each youngster.  Discussion is about how the group has worked and how individual young people have behaved and responded to activities

Meridan television did a feature on Dreamwall and their reporter Kerry Swain spent a night camping.  The teenagers were very proud to be part of this project and Kerry reported on this success story on the local news.  A good story about young people who are in care is a very positive achievement. 

· staying safe
Clear rules and boundaries are in place regarding young people keeping themselves and others in the group safe.  There are many activities that are challenging and could be described as risky.  However by being direct, consistent and clear these risks are kept to a minimum and are managed by Dreamwall.

The four core members of Dreamwall staff have attended training provided by foster care services, including managing difficult behaviour, health, safer caring.  I have provided a morning of training for all Dreamwall staff regarding safer caring, allegations and how to respond to disclosures by young people.  

Dreamwall are clear about how to access social services during any break and there are clear procedures followed if a child is injured or needs to be returned home due to difficulties.  Record keeping is kept of any incident that could cause concern and is reported to foster care services at the first appropriate opportunity

Junior Leaders help with setting the general norms and values of activity breaks.   They are justifiably proud of their role and clearly have a common sense of achievement.  A celebration evening was organised for the end of the summer school break, certificates and new ‘uniform’ was given out.   

Our Head of Service, Sue Allen, Service Manager, Les Valentine and Team Manager Leigh Clark together with Councillor Mrs Curio and Social Workers were present and were all delighted and impressed by the short play that the young people had prepared and presented for the evening. 

The play was the young people’s view of Dreamwall, including impersonations of staff!! This demonstrates how Dreamwall remain very open about their work and ethics.  Seeing a group of teenagers who could have been previously described as difficult to manage or hard to engage work together for the common good is proof of a job worth doing.  It is great to see them having fun, to be able to laugh with each other and be able to socialise in a meaningful way.

The recent green paper ‘care matters’ (6.3) states that 

It is critical that as their corporate parent we support children in care to flourish.  We know that children in care have the same aspirations for enjoyment and fulfilment in their lives as any other child and we must ensure, for example, that our critical focus on safeguarding does not obscure all the other important aspects of children’s lives.

Southampton are now looking to extend our work with Dreamwall, our team for young people ‘leaving care’ (pathways) is working towards commissioning Dreamwall to work alongside our older teenagers, many have been to Dreamwall when younger and for those who are not team leaders they are missing this social activity.  This group of young people are also at risk of exclusion from society.  It is noted that according to recent government figures over 30% of care leavers are not in education, employment or training at age 19 compared to 13% of all young people.

Dreamwall are working with pathways to try to continue to include these young people, they realise that as their project grows the young people whom they first began working with have become young adults.  They intend to build on their success with building firm relationships with these young people to help with the practical and emotional aspects of leaving care.  

They wish to work with our services to continue to take an active interest in the lives of children who are beyond 16.  Children in care do not have the same life opportunities as other young people and research shows that 23% of adult prisoners had been in care this against the figure that less than 1% of the population spend any time in care.  This statistic shows our need to build up child self worth to look at the holistic view of caring for children.  
Educational achievements are very important but we should also help children to value themselves, have fun, mix with peers, see other opportunities and ways of being.  

The young people meet the same staff on their residentials and with a significant core group of key staff who attend all breaks the young people have a secure and caring framework to face new challenges and look at new opportunities. 

In conclusion the success of Dreamwall has been evident throughout Southampton social services.  We were proud to use it as a contribution in discussions with other local authorities, at a recent consultation about the green paper ‘care matters’.  Southampton see that Dreamwall has a very positive affect on the lives of young people, the success stems from the enthusiasm and commitment of the staff team.  

Dreamwall was also highlighted at a recent directorate’s conference ‘making the difference, showing the difference’ for staff across the city to talk about recent successes and ways forward.   

It is good to have a success story, placement stability has improved and the need for respite for young people has dropped significantly. Recent government figures state that 

around 1 in 10 of the children who ceased to be in care in 2005 had 9 or more placements while in care, and only 65% of children who had been in care for over 21/2 years had been in the same placement for two years or more.  

Anything that can improve these figures must be beneficial to young people.

Mostly though our young people are getting access to a brilliant service where people remain enthusiastic and dedicated.  I have been truly impressed and proud of Dreamwall and value the staff members immensely.  They have been able to remain professional, focussed and child centred.

Working in partnership as been very positive and easy.  Dreamwall have taken over more and more of the organisation and practicalities of the breaks, including arranging and being responsible for the transport.  

We have asked for feedback from participants and carers, all have been positive and some have been referred to in this report, the negative comments have been that everyone wants more opportunities to attend Dreamwall or have longer breaks.

I would like to add that the service has been amazing for the young people in our care

‘children in care are a group who are especially deserving of our help precisely because they are in care.
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