BEDFORD ROW FAMILY PROJECT

FAMILY SUPPORT AND CRISIS INTERVENTION COURSE
SUMMARY OF EVALUATION REPORT
by 
PROFESSOR BILLY O’CONNOR, GRADUATE ENTRY MEDICAL SCHOOL, UNIVERSITY OF LIMERICK
1. INTRODUCTION

This Summary of the above Evaluation Report is intended as a ‘brief’.  The full Evaluation runs to 21 pages and is available for dissemination to those who would like a more detailed read.

Bedford Row Family Project designed the Family Support and Crisis Intervention Course in 2008 and delivered the first Course from Sep 2009 to Jun 2011.  HSE, Limerick Regeneration Agency, and the RAPID Programme funded the Course and without these Agencies’ generous support the Course could not have gone ahead.

Five factors were prominent in our motivation to design and deliver the Course:

1. People who assist each other in times of deep distress, tragedy, loss, etc. often remain an untapped resource by helping agencies.  However, ‘burn out’ often occurs amongst people from trying to do too much and many give up, exhausted.  Their loss is their communities’ and families’ loss and so the Course aimed to maintain and nurture their unique and delicate knowledge/skill base, as well as their enthusiasm, while teaching them healthy boundaries.

2. Such people tend to stay in communities over the long term, and B/Row believes that longevity (perhaps 1½ generations) in response to families in crisis is crucial if aiming for substantial and enduring change.

3. Needs always seems to outstrip resources in supporting families in continual crisis.  A solution to this dilemma is to give families the skills to help themselves rather than recruiting more professionals, purchasing expensive programmes etc.  This self-help will complement more formal work done by agencies.

4. A large volume of research (as well as our direct experience) shows that children affected by imprisonment need protection though they or their families may never come to the attention of formal Child Protection Systems.  Up-skilling people so that they can support their own extended family or families in their neighbourhood will have a positive effect on the well-being of such children, and finally
5. If such children were being protected we would not have the problems that we have in society in general!

The selection process for students (in Summer 2009) focused on their passion, enthusiasm, life experience, commitment to and connection with family and community, their tendency towards creativity, and, (insofar as it could be measured) their innate intelligence, rather than formal educational qualifications, work achievements, literacy/cognitive skills etc.  The training delivered focused primarily on the emotional dimension (e.g. prevalence of anger, anxiety, fear, guilt etc.) in supporting families that have been debilitated by generations of involvement in crime, imprisonment, and accompanying addiction, with likelihood of accompanying domestic violence, high anxiety, mental illness, high level of indebtedness, school drop-out etc. etc.  This included enhancing students’ abilities to be present in very distressing or painful circumstances that might manifest in irrational behaviour, e.g. angry outbursts etc.
Such was the success of the first Course that a second Course started in 2012 with 16 people, some were Bedford Row volunteers and others worked in various agencies.  As part of the first year of this Course an External Evaluation was done on the methods of teaching and process of learning.  Prof Billy O’Connor, Neuroscientist, and Professor of Physiology of the Graduate Medical School in UL, was engaged by B/Row to do this Evaluation as study/reading by Course Leader on how the brain develops through the life stage in general but in particular during phases of learning had a significant influence on the design of the Course.

The design also had the intention of ensuring that this learning would be transmitted by teachers to students and from students/graduates to families in a seamless manner and this belief was affirmed by experience from the graduates of the first Course.
Prof O’Connor agreed to be involved and visited B/Row, met with the Education Team and students, and then discussed how best to approach the Evaluation in the context of the how the brain develops and how the now well established findings of modern neuroscience can be applied and/or be relevant to this type of work in the future.
2.
TERMS OF REFERENCE 
Prof O’Connor and the Bedford Row Education Team collaborated to formulate the Terms of Reference:

1. Identify state-of-the-art understanding of how people acquire knowledge throughout life, in the context of the rapidly developing knowledge base.
2. Identify potential barriers to knowledge acquisition, including environmental factors, and outline the supporting published evidence.
3. Evaluate the methodology deployed in Bedford Row based on an analysis of a recent evaluation to determine the most effective approaches to the acquisition of knowledge.

4. Formulate options that could have a positive impact on the acquisition of knowledge for families.
5. Document the relative contributions of fundamental and applied published research to the Bedford Row initiative and make recommendations.
Outside the Terms of Reference the following primary and secondary aims can be identified:

PRIMARY:

1. Evaluate the methodology deployed in Bedford Row based on an analysis of a recent evaluation and to recommend changes. 

2. Assess ‘what is changing’ from cognitive and emotional points of view.

3. Describe what might be happening in the brain as the change is taking place.

4. Advise on the efficacy of various therapies for emotional trauma.

SECONDARY:

1. To assess the need to introduce neuroscience (in general) to Community Work so that new information can be incorporated into course planning and design, and integrated into life skills.

2. To promote research, and how the Course can be strengthened.
The above were deemed to be the most important aspects to be addressed.  However the Evaluator felt that further exploration of principles of neuroscience would be helpful particularly in how they apply to life-long learning.  He thus included Appendices as marked by * below:

Appendix A:
Questions and rationale 

Appendix B: 
Itemised feedback from the questionnaire
Appendix C: `
Twenty three factors that influence learning* 

Appendix D: 
From Theory to Practice; Creating an Optimal Learning Environment in Bedford Row*. 

Appendix E: 
The Science of the Brain*

Appendix E:
References/Bibliography* 
‘Twenty three factors that influence learning’; ‘The Science of the Brain’; and the Bibliography are not included in this Summary.  ‘From Theory to Practice; Creating an Optimal Learning Environment in Bedford Row’ is included as it is very relevant to the Evaluation.  ‘Questions and rationale’, and ‘Itemised feedback from the questionnaire’ are not included in their entirety but quotations from students are.
The following narrative, directly quoted from the Evaluation, sums up the Terms of Reference. 

“The challenges are formidable and deep-rooted.  A high level of anxiety is frequently the norm in many such families
 with many of the participants on the Course (though not all) raised in unstable/fearful home and/or local community environments and also reporting anxiety in formal learning/educational settings.  The inappropriate expression of difficult emotions, in particular anger and fear was also an issue. 

Working with the now well established evidence that fear kills learning, the Course encourages creativity by fostering an emotional climate which is optimal for brain learning.  (See Appendix D for further discussion of ‘optimal learning environment’ with relevance to the Course)

Learning disorders such as dyscalculia (math difficulty), dyslexia, dysgraphia, specific language development disability and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are also present in some families affected by imprisonment.  School drop-out is a significant determinant in involvement in anti-social behaviour, crime and ultimately imprisonment so this is important.
Recent neuroscience research suggests that these learning disorders can be best understood and treated as disorders in certain brain circuits and emphasise the importance of early detection usually by the parents, followed by intensive one-on-one remediation focused on re-wiring specific nerve circuits within regions in the brain”.
3 METHODOLOGY
(This is a brief description – full methodology is in Evaluation proper)
The methodology was phenomenological in nature, as students were asked questions where they had to describe the how they were experiencing, in real time, learning on the Course.  Data collection and analysis phase was performed at end of April 2013, with a total of 13 out of 14 students (age range: 25-58 years) sampled.  Nine questions were asked. (Appendix A).  The questionnaire was presented to the students and the responses were facilitated by small group discussion.  Students were then allowed 15 minutes (in private) to reflect on the discussion and write down the points that were of most relevance for them personally.  Evaluations were completed individually and anonymously (students did not put their names on the evaluation form).  Data was grouped and collated in a qualitative manner (Appendix B).  (Note as stated above neither Appendix A or B are included in this Summary as they are quite lengthy).

4 RESULTS
Another lengthy part of the main Evaluation is the collation and graphical representation of the results of the questionnaires.  These are not reproduced but the main points, directly taken from the Evaluation, are hereunder:
4.1 SUMMARY
4.1.1 Most replies were directed toward the rewarding aspect of the Course.
4.1.2 The high consensus views suggests that the learning experience is increasing reward (motivation), a sense of hope (inspiration) and an empathic and understanding time/space to explore options (compassion) in a constructive and nurturing way.
4.1.3 The consensus views on compassion and belonging indicate agreement on a sense of camaraderie and inclusion towards the Course.
4.1.4 Low consensus was reported for self-esteem (confidence) and warmth/joy (happiness).
4.2 CONCLUSIONS

4.2.1 The high number of replies toward the rewarding aspects may indicate enthusiasm for the Course and the acknowledgement by the participants as a positive experience in their lives.
4.2.2 The highest consensus observed for reward, inspiration and compassion may indicate synergy/cohesion and how the Course may be influencing core beliefs.
4.2.3 The low number of consensus views reported for self-esteem (confidence) and warmth/joy (happiness) may reflect an on-going challenge in regulating difficult emotions and suggests a need for more knowledge and/or tuition in the area of self-esteem and coping skills.
4.2.4 While these measures alone do not reflect the total picture they provide valuable information on the needs and expectations of the students and can help in strengthening the Course.
4.2.5 As stated previously many families affected by imprisonment report that some or all of their children are severely affected by ADHD and related factors.  It is recommended that early assessment of needs be highlighted to the students so that appropriate and timely interventions can be offered in partner agencies if such are identified and appropriate. 
5 RECOMMENDATIONS (These Recommendations are quoted directly from the Evaluation in their entirety)
Many of these Recommendations refer to education in general.  Their implementation would optimise learning in any setting but in particular in a setting where students may come from homes and/or communities as described in Paragraph 1.2 above, experiencing multiple layers of disadvantage in education, health, financial, housing, etc. inhibiting learning.

Students from such backgrounds would be common in Bedford Row Family Project.  The ‘teachers’ referred to in the Recommendations might not be traditional teachers as such but are those who use creative and innovative methods to facilitate the inclusion of both adults and children from such homes and communities.  These recommendations are thus applicable to Bedford Row and would be seen to augment the efforts already under way in the Project in this regard.

In terms of these Recommendations, 1 to 5 are well under way in Bedford Row and are present, in different forms, on the Family Support Course; 6 to 9 are being attended to some degree in the Project; and 10 to 12 would represent new training and development programmes that would need investment in future years.  It is my opinion that such investment would be money well spent.

Hereunder are the Recommendations:

1. The reporting of learning should be personalised. Rather than grading a student’s performance on the standardised curriculum for their grade, reports would indicate what learning progress a learner had made, recognising that some students can make excellent learning progress in a year, while still being behind the majority of students of the same age. This raises an interesting question about ‘standards’.

Recommendation:  Instead of specifying learning expectations in terms of year-level standards, could standards be set in terms of the learning progress expected of students?

2. Promote a positive sense of student identity, encourage leadership and foster high expectations amongst both the students and teachers as this has shown strong potential to improve the learning outcomes of marginalised students.

3. Explore individual differences and how specific environmental and emotional factors work to amplify or modify individuals’ strengths and weaknesses with regard to learning.
4. Learning opportunities should be personalised. Rather than being given learning opportunities based on their age or year level, learners would be provided with opportunities tailored to their needs and readiness and, ideally, interests and motivations.

5. Continue to investigate and evaluate non-traditional models of schooling and pilot new forms of alternative educational provision to establish an evidence base to guide innovations in education. 

6. Give teachers the opportunity to learn directly from observing other teachers. Many brilliant teachers exist within our schools and their skills and experience, when shared; represent a rich, valuable and cost-effective learning resource. 

7. Provide tuition in attention management skills including meditation and mindfulness.

8. Increase involvement of families as a way of educating parents and siblings about current theories about development and learning.

9. Introduce a module incorporating lifestyle changes including physical exercise into the teaching and learning and emphasise the importance of physical exercise in brain learning and mental health.

10. Involve parents in a teacher professional development program as parents are usually the primary educators in the first years of a child’s life and it is the teacher who controls what formal learning is delivered and how.

11. Provide an opportunity for teachers and students to understand the science behind effective techniques, highlighting key features. This knowledge could then be broadly disseminated. An introductory course in neuroscience (in particular on the brain science of learning) may be helpful for teachers and students engaged in Community Work as a means to become more resilient and adaptable to change. 
12. Adopt cyber-learning - learning that is mediated by networked computing and communications technologies - as it has enormous potential in the convergence of learning and technology.

APPENDIX A
SELECTED QUOTES FROM STUDENTS
These quotes are selected from a much larger sample which were replies that students gave to the detailed questionnaire
Creativity in your learning environment
‘The Course is a completely new learning experience’
‘Learning requires and encourages engagement of the whole self’
What do you think is rewarded?
‘You cannot place a monetary value on peace of mind’
‘Being ok about not being right and being honest and open about it’
The Course’s effect on the brain
‘The Course enables a new way of thinking’
‘My brain can explore different areas with different words, pictures, people, thinking and places’.
Level of overall happiness
‘This is like no other Course I have done and I look forward to it every week’
‘I am more able to cope with life’s struggles and obstacles  in my way’
Feelings of confidence and how they changed
‘I am confident enough to say that ex-prisoners are friends; this came from the Course’
‘I have increased self-belief in my opinion’
Inspiration on this Course
‘Our humanity is our greatest tool in this work’
‘I am inspired by other Group members, their honesty, integrity, and life stories’
Feeling included on this Course
‘I express my feelings without fear of judgement and this is inclusive’
‘Being included has opened my eyes to those who are not’
Effect of compassion
‘Compassion is a signal of common humanity amongst all peoples’


‘I am learning to have compassion for myself as well as others’
Other quotes:
These quotes were also selected but not assigned any category as the straddle many categories.

‘The value of the elastic, dynamic type of learning is spectacular’ (brain, creativity)
‘The potential of the whole is huge when everyone brings a part’ (included, confidence, reward)
 ‘The entire Bedford Row experience is one of warmth and welcome and this is replicated on the Course’ (included, compassion, happiness, confidence)
‘When I felt safe to learn it was a lot easier to retain more information than I ever would normally’ (brain, included, compassion)
‘I would recommend this Course to anyone’ (included, inspiration, creativity)
‘I have gained so much from this Course – mentally and physically’ (brain)[interesting to have ‘gained physically’] 
‘I grew up in a world of addiction and imprisonment and the self-awareness on the Course enables me to 

use my journey to help others’ (included, compassion, inspiration)
‘It’s a privilege to be part of a Group where people’s life experiences inspire and support others in self-discovery’ (inspiration, included, creativity)
‘Courses like this should be accredited and properly funded because they offer a way of making a big difference to a person and family’s life’ (reward)
APPENDIX D
(Reproduced directly from Main Report)
FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE – CREATING AN OPTIMAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT IN BEDFORD ROW
In learning environments that are aimed at successfully undertaking specific tasks on completion it is universally considered to be necessary to replicate the conditions that will exist in the graduates’ workplace during the training itself.  This readies the brain for performing such tasks as will be needed to be done and skills that are necessary under as many diverse circumstances as is possible.  For example, a mechanic will experience the many different skills required, in different locations and with different subjects (that is, different cars, trucks, old and new, etc.) as is practicable during the period of his/her training.  The same is true for any trade or profession.  On completion of training, the real work starts and the best method of ongoing learning is thought to be gaining experience ‘on the job’.

When the tasks to be completed on graduation involve building relationships, offering support, and (inevitably) challenging people who are angry and fearful, suspicious and distrustful and whose self-esteem may be low, due to generations of involvement in crime, anti-social behaviour, and imprisonment, it throws up particular challenges for prospective trainers.  After all, it can be convincingly argued that if what is being delivered universally in this area was working well, we would not have the social problems in society that we have.

Replicating the environment that the graduates will meet on completion of training, i.e. their subsequent work in the field, is far more challenging in this area of learning than it may be for more ‘technical’ type activities.  The reason for this is that the student cannot be distanced, emotionally, from the subject matter that he/she is immersed in.  If she/he is ‘distanced’, we are not really replicating the subject matter!  So we are faced with a dilemma.

The brain’s optimal learning environment on a course such as this could easily be upset by poor judgment and over emphasis on replicating traumatic elements only rather than balancing that with the joy, rewards and satisfaction of working.  Alternatively the difficult issues of how the brain reacts to trauma and emotional distress could be avoided altogether, and the learning could be academic, focusing on assignments with marks given for correctly written bibliographies, with extensive learning of the ‘theories of change’ instead of real-time immersion in the actual experiences of the work.  (This would be analogous to the mechanic mentioned above learning how to fix a car by reading a book).

Brain research shows that optimal learning takes place in an environment that is creative, inclusive, rewarding and bolstered by good, healthy boundaries.  People in deep distress due to imprisonment, frequent tragedy, addiction, financial worries, and high anxiety also benefit greatly from an environment that is creative, inclusive and boundaried.

In this respect the Bedford Row course endeavours to, and is successful in, the goal of creating an optimal learning environment for the brain to learn the necessary skills that will be needed ‘in the field’.

The challenge for the course is to attend to the overall self-esteem of students as was evidenced in the questionnaire responses.  As stated above, the low number of consensus views reported for self-esteem (confidence) and warmth/joy (happiness) reflects this as an on-going challenge and also reflects well on the honesty of the students, self-awareness, and ability and willingness to reflect.

Ongoing and consistent supervision as the work is taking place will assist in regulating the difficult emotions that are an inevitable consequence of ongoing work. In addition to supervision, further training is recommended that would focus on the areas of self-esteem and general coping skills that would enhance the long term effectiveness of graduates in the field.

It is also recommended that evaluations on future courses should include a base line of the matters thought to create an optimal learning environment prior to the course starting and this would add significant meaning to what is sampled at end of the course.  If further training is undertaken with this cohort this evaluation would constitute a good baseline for that.
� Voices of Families Affected By Imprisonment, Chapter 3, Bedford Row Family Project, Limerick, 2008.
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