Careers: Children's advocate
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Children's advocates champion the rights of looked-after young people, writes Charlotte Goddard.


Advocates can help to empower children and young people

What does a children's advocate do?
A children's advocate aims to empower a child or young person to make their views and wishes known. By law, local authorities must provide advocates for looked-after children who wish to make a complaint against the authority. But some councils extend this duty to all children receiving social care services. Increasingly, advocates are becoming involved in family group conferences, where the child and family take the lead in making a plan that will safeguard the child's welfare.

The role can vary from council to council. Some advocates will include children's rights work, checking that policy and decisions comply with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Some will also do participation work, ensuring children's voices are heard in policy decisions. Advocacy can also become muddled with the role of independent visitors, volunteers who support and give advice to looked-after young people. But the Children's Rights Officers & Advocates (Croa) organisation says the crucial thing about advocates is that they work directly with the young person and are there to do what the young person wants.

Who employs children's advocates?
Most are employed by voluntary sector organisations such as Voice and the National Youth Advocacy Service, or private sector companies such as Reconstruct, which are commissioned by local authorities. Councils also employ advocates directly. According to Croa, in the last year advocates have also begun to set up businesses themselves, selling their services to the local authority directly.

A study by the Office of the Children's Commissioner reveals that the majority of local authorities commission advocacy from independent providers. Ninety-six (63 per cent) commission advocacy from national independent providers and 10 from local independent providers. Forty authorities (26 per cent) have in-house children's rights services, spot purchasing agreements or a register of advocates.

Is the work full-time or part-time?
Many advocates work as sessional staff, providing advocacy as it is needed. Others are employed full-time. Croa training development officer Jane Menday says advocates can pick and choose the hours they work, although most need to be available after 3pm. Pay varies from £13 an hour for a sessional advocate to £32,000 a year for a children's rights officer. On average, a sessional worker will hold two or three cases at one time, while a full-time worker could have 20 to 30. But the amount of time spent with each young person depends on the issue.

What qualifications are needed?
Some employers ask for a degree in a child-related subject such as social work or youth work. Others are satisfied with ensuring applicants have the skills to listen to and empower young people. "They don't need to know all the relevant legislation inside out. True advocacy is in empowering the young person to find that information out for themselves," says Menday.

John Kemmis, former head of the charity Voice, is working with the Office of the Children's Commissioner on a national advocacy strategy, which will set out training requirements and professional standards for advocacy services across England.

What are the rewards and challenges of a career in advocacy?
Croa's Menday says: "The best thing is when a young person says 'thank you for listening'.

It is also very rewarding when you get what a young person wants - someone apologises to them." A challenge of advocacy work can be the relationship with other professionals, who may perceive advocates as "out to make their lives difficult".

Is now a good time to become an advocate?
According to Menday: "Local authorities are spot-picking advocacy services as needed rather than providing a service that is open to all. Posts are being cut, advocates are being paid less." However, she says the consultation on the role of the children's rights director provides a fresh opportunity: "It is a chance to embed the word advocacy in legislation very clearly. Then we will need more advocates."

 

FIND OUT MORE
· Children's Rights Officers & Advocates is a membership body for advocates, which offers training and networking opportunities. www.croa.org.uk
· Children's Rights Alliance for England lobbies for the full implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. www.crae.org.uk
· The National Youth Advocacy Agency is the largest provider in England and a significant provider in Wales of advocacy services for children who are looked after, and children who are subject to child protection plans.www.nyas.net
· Voice is a charity that specialises in providing advocacy to children and young people cared for by the state. Voice also offers advocacy training. www.voiceyp.org
