ECAY4001 – Advocacy in a Contemporary World            Student Number: 1804460

How should an independent advocate ensure that they support the needs of their client and hear their voice. Link to theory, policy and practice.

This assignment, together with the accompanying portfolio of evidence will highlight the importance and need for child advocacy in the UK. With a particular focus on the Ecological Model, practice and policies that support the need for child advocacy will also be explored. Solution focused practice will be considered as a strategy of empowerment to enable support, and ensure that a child’s voice is heard, with a conclusion of potential barriers that Independent Professional Advocates (IPA) may face in the contemporary world, as well as those facing children and young people.
Advocacy can take on many different forms, from a quasi-legal approach to a very personal approach and as such can make it very difficult to define. It is agreed, however, that advocacy contains a core skill set that is needed for it to be effective and is common throughout all forms of advocacy; in other words, ‘helping another person obtain something from someone with power,’ (Bateman, 2000, p.16). In relation to an IPA, it is important to consider that independent professional advocacy does not replace advocacy in other forms. It is paramount that professional’s and carers alike continue to speak up for people’s rights and their care. The role of an IPA is specific in its function as they have no other role in a person’s life, so their only focus is to maximize the voice of the individual, along with their involvement, their rights and the control they have over their own life, (Age Cymru, N.D).                                                                         
[bookmark: _GoBack]Child advocacy can be described as acting as the voice of the child, it can be identifying problems and addressing those who hold a position of power and/or authority in society. The main aim of the advocate is to engage and involve them in helping to solve problems on behalf of the child, (Kirst – Ashman and Hull, 2008). Children are in particular need of advocacy, and especially an IPA. Children are discriminated against and marginalized for many different reasons as their power and agency are removed; age, race and ethnicity, social class, socioeconomic status and family structure all contribute to this discrimination, so it is crucial to consider the needs, wants, and rights of the child when advocating on their behalf, (Wright and Jaffe, 2014). It could be argued that advocacy takes on a rights-based approach, as Donnison (1991) states, advocacy is predominantly concerned with securing people’s rights;
‘the people most likely to be deprived of rights are the powerless, the people whose interests can most safely be neglected by the powerful. And the rights they are most likely to want will be things which the powerful already have and do not want to surrender.’ 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989), is an international legal instrument that recognizes that all children have universal needs and rights and that it is the obligation of the adult to ensure that their needs/rights are met. Different categories of rights established by the UNCRC include; general rights, every child has a right to life and freedom of thought. The right to protection against abuse, exploitation and neglect. Children also have a civil right, for example, to remain or be reunited with a member of their family when it is in the best interest of the child. The development and welfare rights of the child are also considered in the terms of living arrangements, the access they have to education and their access to health services. The UNCRC also considers the rights for the children in special circumstances, those who have been affected by armed conflict for example, (Muntabhorn, 1992). Article 12 of the UNCRC states that;
‘Every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously. This right applies at all times.’
From this, it can be argued strongly in favour the need for independent advocacy for children. IPA’s can play a crucial role in ensuring that strategies for the empowerment of a child through areas such as meaningful participation and solution focused practice are implemented. Meaningful participation takes on three different forms; the consultative process refers to asking the child to provide information with the aim of informing policy or services. Participative initiatives involve enabling children to apply and understand the main democratic principles that have a direct hand in shaping policy or services, and the promotion of self-advocacy, empowering children to develop their own goals and initiatives. The first two of these processes are led by adults or IPA’s, wherein comparison self-advocacy places the advocate in more of a supportive and advisory role, resulting in the child having primary responsibility, (Landsdowne, 2001). Using the UNCRC as a starting point and guide for advocacy, suggests using the needs of the child to establish a foundation for communicating the ethical and moral imperatives for adults to be able to meet these needs.
Within the accompanying portfolio of evidence (Appendix One), is evidence of how the UNCRC accommodates the importance for children to understand their rights. This breakdown of the UNCRC into child-friendly language is particularly useful to an IPA as a resource to help develop a child’s understanding and knowledge, in particular, Article 12. Further to the recommendations set out in the UNCRC, advocates should also aim to practice within the guidelines of the Advocacy Code of Practice (2014). The key principles that should be followed (Appendix Two) include but are not limited to; The person-centered approach, additionally, the need for the empowerment of clients, and the importance of safeguarding. Empowerment is an important skill for all advocates to develop. Empowerment is done with people, not too, or for them (Thompson, 2007, p.22), and the practice of empowering children is conducted with the end result being that, children, are not coerced or suppressed, instead, they move towards taking greater control over their own lives (Thompson. 2007, p.24). Corey (2013) believed that;
 ‘People are competent and that given a climate where they can experience their competency they are able to solve their own problems, enabling them to live a richer life’ 
An example of how children can be empowered to recognize their own competency can be seen in the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) Solution Focused Practice Tool Kit. One of the tools used by the NSPCC is Problem – free talk, (Appendix Three).
‘Engaging in problem-free talk provides a positive start to the solution-focused process. Inviting the child to describe their likes and strengths will communicate to them that there is more to them than just the problem’ (NSPCC, 2014)
Professional bodies such as the NSPCC use solution focused practice to empower children and young people by helping them to understand the amount of power they already possess, simply by focusing on the positives and their strengths, rather than the negatives and perceived weaknesses. Therefore, empowerment strategies that promote self-advocacy can aid in confidence building and the child establishing solutions based on the power and strengths they already have. As seen in appendix four of the provided portfolio, the case studies provided by the NSPCC show how effective this strategy can be in terms of advocating for children in real life scenarios.
Within society, to successfully advocate on behalf of a child it is important to consider the influences that participate to a child’s environment, an advocate must understand that a child does not exist in isolation, but is part of a wider, interconnected network of many different relationships and changing environments. (Wright and Jaffe, 2014). The Ecological Model created by Bronfenbrenner (1979) is essential to developing this understanding (Appendix five) on the micro, messo and macro levels of society. In terms of advocacy, the ecological model has major implications on all three levels. Firstly, the improvement of children’s lives; as an IPA representing and working with a child, it is often necessary to ensure the chain of environments a child is part of, and that impact them directly are influenced. When assessing the needs of a child these environments need to be given consideration, as efforts expended by an advocate to benefit a child are likely to extend beyond the individual and will include their families, schools and environments, (Wright and Jaffe, 2014). The second factor of the ecological model to consider, is that children are embedded and immersed within relationships. IPA’s can aid with hearing a child voice and help create meaningful change by becoming allies with the important influences in a child’s life, i.e. parents, and teachers. The unification on the child’s behalf can become the catalyst for a greater and more sustainable level of change. This bottom-up approach can be achieved by IPA’s promoting the common good, this is in contrast to the top-down approach where models for advocacy that are professionally led, aim their services at specific problem behaviors based on agendas outlined by governments or institutions, (Lerner and Benson, 2003). 
Thirdly, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model provides advocacy efforts with several target areas. The micro system may be targeted by IPA’s to enact change on behalf of a particular child, for example within the family. Micro advocacy, also referred to as case advocacy recognizes that as children develop their need for advocacy will change, (Alper, Schloss and Schloss, 1995). Within the mesosystem level, mezzo advocates may aim to operate inside the local environments that surround a child in order to create change that will benefit a group of children, an example of this could be within a school or local community. On the exosystem level, IPA’s should be aiming to enact change for children’s social services, such as the welfare and the justice system, and then at the macro level, changes here could involve campaigns and public service announcements in relation to societal issues such as the dangers of drug and alcohol abuse, (Wright and Jaffe, 2014).        
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Model can be seen by examining the report Telling Concerns (2004). As seen in Appendix Six, the report comments that although advocacy practices may differ there are three generic practices that all have value in their own right. On the micro level; issue-based advocacy can be used where a child or young person is assisted by an advocate to make a complaint or specific representation. The messo level; relationship-based advocacy can be particularly suited to children and young people you may be perceived as vulnerable and would benefit from a long-term relationship with an advocate; and on a macro level, general issue - based advocacy can be used by advocates to lobby for change where it would benefit a group or community.  The ecological model is showcased in the case study provided in the report. On the micro level, Jenny’s advocate takes into consideration her thoughts and feelings of the situation, and how she feels about being restricted by her foster parents. On the messo - level, lines of communication, through advocacy were opened with her social worker, and head master of the school in terms of the incident and her voice was heard. In the exo - system, Jenny came to understand that there are rules in regard to safeguarding children that are there for her protection and social services must adhere to these in order to keep her safe, and finally on the macro level where the advocates provided the local authority with a presentation in reflection of the cases they had worked, thereby having the premise to enact change. The Telling Concerns Report (2004) published by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales, highlights the reason and importance for having a child’s voice heard in relation to their thoughts and feelings, but also to ensure that they are part of the decision-making process about any care plan relating to them.  The Social Services and Wellbeing Act (Wales, 2014) chapter three relates to the provision of advocacy services, and the effectiveness they can have, 
 ‘Advocacy services are services which provide assistance (by way of representation or otherwise) to persons for purposes relating to their care and support.’
In conclusion, advocacy services ensuring a person’s voice is heard in matters that are significant to them, especially in regard to children and young people, have been a topic for discussion within local authorities and governments for a substantial amount of time. The National Standards for the Provision of Children’s Advocacy Services (2002) refers to ten minimum standards that advocates should meet and recommendations on how to meet them, (Appendix Seven) as an example, standard one states that children and young people should lead the provision of advocacy and should only receive help if it is what they want. It is paramount that they are in control over the advocacy relationship and where appropriate, the decisions being made about them. Although independent advocacy can be seen to be effective is practice and is starting to make progress in terms of the implementation in legislation and policy, it could be argued that there is still a significant way to go to ensure that the services of an IPA are there when they are required. The report; Independent Advocacy: Impact and Outcomes for Children and Young People (UCLAN, 2016) states that there are still a number of barriers that prevent effective advocacy services being delivered (Appendix Eight), it can be argued that the services for advocacy are developed on an as an when needed basis resulting in some parts of the country being well resourced and others not having the provision to provide advocacy services at all, combined with the statement by Oliver, (2008) that the access children and young people have to advocacy provision are uneven, and that whether or not the services are in place is the decision of the local authority and there spending decisions, it can be seen that it not just advocates these barriers affect but children and young people themselves. As advocacy is still a concept that is difficult to define, Stewart and Macintyre (2013) state that there is still an amount of ‘confusion over what independent advocacy is and how this provision is interpreted by services,’ therefore in terms of child advocacy and having the voice of a child heard, it is crucial that moving forward, governments and local authorities consider the importance of a clear definition for child advocacy and advocacy services as a whole, as well as ensuring every local authority makes provision within their financial remit for the development and delivery of advocacy services, so that more children are heard and empowered to speak about their concerns, ensure that they are satisfied and understand the decisions that are being made on their behalf.
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