Teens and odd ers
By Eve Menezes Cunningham

44 The biggest buzz
is the changes we
see happening in the
young people. They are
phenomenally different,
engaging with their
education, raising hopes
and dreams and helping
them recognise their
potential f f

T

eens and Toddlers was created to give teenagers
an experience of the realities of parenting. By
pairing disadvantaged 13 to 16 year olds with
3 to 5 year olds, the teens gain training as well as an
experience of mentoring and contributing. Research
revealed that 95.6 per cent of Teens and Toddlers
graduates under 18 did not report pregnancy within a
minimum of six months of completing the programme,
95.4 per cent were in education, employment or
training, and 68 per cent obtained five or more grade
A-C GCSEs. They also found that teenagers who began
the programme thinking 16 was a good age to become
a parent decided it was better to wait until they were at
least 22.
The outcomes went way beyond prevention of
teen pregnancy to raising the self esteem of socially
excluded adolescents,' says the programme's creator,
Diana Whitmore. She had wanted to see whether tools
that made such a difference in mostly white, middle
class therapy clients could help people who would not
normally have access to such support. The bottom line
was to take the principles and methodologies of what
today is being called positive psychology and test their
metal. Would they stand up and be effective and work
with someone who would never come for counselling
or psychotherapy? And to my absolute delight I
discovered that they did.'
Teens and Toddlers, Diana says, 'was inspired by
the vision of my friend and mentor Laura Huxley.' Laura
was married to Brave New World author, Aldous Huxley.
They dedicated their lives to the exploration of the
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possible human,' says Diana. 'What they concluded was
that we human beings had the best possibility to totally
fulfil our potential if we were conceived consciously.
Love before the beginning.
Teenage pregnancy is a massive problem in the
US and UK and it started as a teenage pregnancy
prevention programme. Each teen is assigned a
vulnerable small child to become a mentor and role
model to, giving hands on experience of the privilege
and responsibility. And how much hard work it is. It
works.'
Although Diana had a degree in education, it was
her first experience not only of using therapeutic tools
outside a traditional counselling setting but of working
with children and teenagers. The experience of being
a mentor and role model is incredible for young
people. It gives them a new and positive experience of
themselves, making a difference in the world, positively
contributing. As well as boosting self esteem, they have
the opportunity to gain an accredited national award
in interpersonal skills. For some of them, this is the first
qualification they've gained. Before the budget cuts, 60
per cent of our funding came from local government.
Now it's only 18 per cent.'
So what would Assagioli, founder of
psychosynthesis and the person who trained Diana in
it, think? 'He'd be over the moon excited. He always
said, 'Work with young people, the next generation'
It's very successful and the biggest buzz is the changes
we see happening in the young people. They are
phenomenally different, engaging with their education,
raising hopes and dreams and helping them recognise
their potential.'
Training staff and volunteers to see the teenagers'
potential is, Diana says, 'the whole bottom line. You
can't just relate to the young person's behaviour. Not
only is this often problematic but, often, it has nothing
to do with what's going on. If they also see that young
person's potential, that's what creates context for them

to change. So called "hoodies", the young people
we feel frightened off, are not much different than
any other young person. They all have the desire to
belong, to feel good about themselves and have
meaning in their lives. I no longer see that much
difference between our socially excluded teens and
other young people.'
Teens and Toddlers are keen to research the
benefits. 'We retrospectively track our young
people from the time they come to Teens and
Toddlers at 14 to 20. When we have funding, we
have follow up programmes for them.'
The toddlers benefit, too. While Diana's keen
to point out that, developmentally, this is an
age group that learns at an extremely fast rate,
their studies have found 'statistically significant'
improvements in mentored toddlers across the key
stage criteria, in language, literacy, numeracy and
physical skills.
She remains motivated by 'the young people it's just wonderful'. Since their North West regional
Teens and Toddlers hubs began last year adding
to their London hubs, Diana hopes the model can
expand across other regions.
Her hopes for society are, 'I'll follow Assagioli's
edict. He talked about putting the soul back into
psychology. I'd like to put it back into society certainly back into education.' •

44 Every young person,
regardless of their
background has the
potential to achieve
whatever they desire

What others say
'I welcomed the opportunity to work for a cause that actually made a
difference to young people's lives through raising aspirations and self
esteem,' says Research Health Psychologist, Kirsty Humphrey. 'In my
previous position, I specialised in addiction in adults, however I wanted
the opportunity to work with young people and discovered a position
at Teens and Toddlers. I was impressed by such a novel idea and cast
my memory back to being at school myself, realising that experiential
learning seemed to generate the most impact on me personally. I was
intrigued to learn more about the charity and help provide statistical
evidence that would support the positive anecdotal evidence provided
by so many people. I evaluate the efficacy of the Teens and Toddlers
programme using quantitative and qualitative methods. This involved
designing and implementing questionnaires which are administered
before and after the programme to monitor change as well as tracking
young people annually in order to ascertain whether the programme has
a lasting impact.
'In addition, I provide qualitative evidence of the programme's
efficacy through observational work and interviews. Although my work
is research based and hence all my time is spent in the office, I was given
the opportunity to train as an assistant facilitator and assisted on two
projects in Islington. This experience surprised me the most as I was
able to witness the transformations within the young people first hand. I
initially felt apprehensive and, if honest, slightly anxious and intimidated
about working with the teens. Surprisingly, I thoroughly enjoyed the
experience and engaged very well with them! It was a wonderful
experience. Every young person, regardless of their background has the
potential to achieve whatever they desire.'
For others, it was more personal. 'I was initially interested in a role
with Teens and Toddlers as my sister was a teenage mother,' says Project
Manager, Megan Costelloe-Kuzel. 'I wanted to help educate teenage
students in the realities of early parenthood. During my first two years
of employment as an office administrator I was given the opportunity to
train as a facilitator and to assist on the Teens and Toddlers programme.
I left Teens and Toddlers to relocate overseas, however, after two years I
returned to London. Although I was employed by another organisation
I was always interested in working with Teens and Toddlers as it is a
very rewarding career. In May 2011,1 rejoined the Teens and Toddlers
programme as a Project Manager and have remained here since.
As a Project Manager, I set-up and manage the Teens and Toddlers
programmes and liaise with the schools, nurseries and facilitators
involved. I also travel to the schools across the UK giving presentations
to young students interested in taking part in the Teens and Toddlers
programme.'
Megan has been most surprised by, 'How interested teenagers
are in the initial presentations and how open and honest they are
with their questions and personal experiences. When placed in a
position of responsibility and given ownership over a situation, the
participants in the programmes begin to show more commitment
and greater maturity than one would expect from their peers. This is
reflected in their continued commitment and high attendance rates
during the programme. Teens and Toddlers provide an interactive
learning experience using a small group format that fosters a sense
of responsibility and maturity often lacking in other teaching
environments. Teens involved also earn a National Award (NCFE Level
1 certificate in Interpersonal Skills) and Teens and Toddlers is currently
trialling a secondary programme that would qualify the participants for
an additional National Award (NCFE Level 2 certificate in Business and
Communication).

For more information about Teens and Toddlers, please visit www.teensandtoddters.org
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