
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ni/education 1

Teachers’ Notes

B B C Northern Ireland Learning

CITIZENSHIP 2000 Additional 
Teacher’s Notes

PROGRAMME 2  -  FERMANAGH  SHADOW YOUTH COUNCIL

This programme is an examination of the history and workings of the only youth council of its kind in Ireland. The 

camera follows young councillors as they organise, implement and refl ect on the success, or otherwise, of two 

major campaigns. The programme shows that mere participation in politics is no guarantee of success but that it is a 

worthwhile experience for many reasons.

The story begins with a look at the emerging democracies in South Africa (1994) and East Timor (1999). These 

situations are compared to the 1998 elections for the fi rst Youth Shadow Council in Fermanagh, an area which also 

has a violent past. The election of 30 youth councillors by an electorate of 8,000 (every student of 14+ in Fermanagh) 

is portrayed as a signifi cant sign of hope for the future.

We visit the youth councillors in an important meeting nine months after their election. The main protagonists in the 

programme introduce themselves and we learn of two major campaigns which will form the plot of the story.

Firstly, the students wish to improve leisure services for young people in Fermanagh. To this end, they are attempting 

to get bus fares home after school lowered, reduced rates in the local leisure centre and they may do a deal to lower 

food prices in McDonald’s. Their second campaign is to highlight and prevent incidences of sectarian bullying. The 

bullying campaign will involve the creation of a special poster and badge - selected from the competition entries of 

local schools.

During the programme we follow youth councillors from campaign to campaign as they go from meeting to meeting 

towards their dramatic conclusions. Throughout, the participants express how they feel about their role as councillors, 

about the impact of the television cameras on events and about the success, or otherwise, of their efforts.

At the end of the programme the global signifi cance of what is happening with the Fermanagh Shadow Youth Council 

is highlighted again. We hear refl ections on democracy in Fermanagh, Northern Ireland, South Africa and East Timor. 

The importance of young people making a positive contribution is stressed.

Key Issues

The Programme on Fermanagh Youth Council links with core concepts of Democracy and Social Justice and deals 

explicitly with Human Rights. It deals with possible routes by which young people may become involved in democratic 

processes and infl uence decision-making in the wider community

Key issues in the programme are:

· The right of young people to infl uence decisions which affect them

· Young people making a difference and having a contribution

· The role of the media in infl uencing the campaigns and adult reaction to cameras

Background

All sixteen post-primary schools in Fermanagh plus the Agricultural College, Fermanagh College of Further Education 

and the Government Training Centre were invited to take part in the election. The County of Fermanagh was divided 

into six electoral regions for the election and voting took place in each participating institution on Election Day 

(November 18, 1998)

Voting was by Single Transferable Vote (STV) and by secret ballot. Authentic ballot papers were specially printed for 

the election. A ‘count’ system identical to the normal election procedures was staged centrally in Enniskillen Town Hall 

and results were posted live on the internet as the count progressed.

Thirty youth councillors were elected to the fi rst Fermanagh Shadow Youth Council. A Chairperson and Vice-

Chairperson were elected at the fi rst formal meeting of the Youth Shadow Council (December 7, 1998). Sub-

Committees of the Youth Shadow Council were be formed around specifi c interests and issues to develop policy and 

take action when required. These sub committees meet more regularly than the full Youth Shadow Council.

Ongoing workshop, training and personal development sessions are held for elected youth councillors.
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Before viewing 

1. Ask pupils to think about a politician or leader whom they respect. Ask for volunteers to speak about the 

person they have chosen and why.

2. Ask pupils to make a list of political decisions which affect their lives. Share the list and in discussion explore 

some of the items listed especially in terms of who makes the decision and how the process of decision 

making can be infl uenced.

3. Internet investigation of a number of local political parties. Pupils should be able to outline in appropriate detail 

what the parties stand for, their manifesto, who they represent, etc.

4. It would be a good idea to discuss briefl y the nature and importance of democracy. Students could 

be encouraged to list situations and countries where they feel people have a voice and others where 

representation is less effective.

 After viewing

1. Invite your local MP / MLA / Councillor to your school to talk about their work and the contribution that young 

people can make to democratic society. Pupils may wish to raise an issue of local concern to young people. 

UNICEF has produced a resource: “Put It To Your MP”. Part of that resource offers advice on how to organise 

a meeting with your MP. This could easily be adapted for use with MLAs or other local representatives.

2. School Council. Does your school have a school council? 

· If so, pupils may investigate what it does, who is on it and how effective it is. They may even wish to 

make recommendations about how it could be more effective. With the information they obtain, make a 

classroom or corridor display, or fi nd another way to share it with other pupils, teachers and management.

· If not, pupils could try to fi nd out what school councils do in other schools and fi nd out if there is a demand 

for a school council in their own school. It may even be possible to use this as an opportunity to start a 

council.

3. You may wish to look at the “Quotations from the programme”, and “the Directors Cut” sections and discuss 

with the class the viewpoints raised.
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Put it To Your MP

COUNTDOWN TO A SUCCESSFUL SURGERY

Phase 1 (4- 6 weeks)

Plan the process.  Consider including older pupils in the external as well as the internal planning process.

As early as possible, send an invitation to your MP via either the House of Commons in Westminster or via the local 

constituency offi ce, whose address can usually be found in your local phone director or library.  You could use the draft 

of the letter below, inserting the relevant details.  If you send a copy of your letter to UNICEF, this will prompt them to 

send your MP further information about the campaign.  If your MP resists the idea of a children’s surgery, you could 

contact UNICEF’s Parliamentary Offi cer (020 7405 5595) who can contact your MP and try to allay any concerns s/he 

may have.

Phase 2  (2 – 4 weeks)

External Preparations

If the MP’s Offi ce lets you know they have been asked to hold a surgery with another school, liaise with the other 

school to establish which school will host the surgery this year.

Check: Capacity of hall      Disabled access      Loop system

Agree:

• How other participating schools will be enabled to take part.

• The number of pupils and teachers to attend from each school.

• Format for asking questions which enables all participating schools to have a voice.

• Date for a ‘dress rehearsal’ to enable delegates (particularly younger ones) to overcome shyness at having to ask 

questions in public, and to give them a chance to mix with the other delegates.

• A range of convenient days and times for all participating schools and offer these dates to the MP’s Offi ce.

• Contact the MP’s Offi ce to arrange the date and time of the surgery.  Once the venue, date and time are confi rmed, 

you could notify UNICEF that your surgery will take place, using the format below.

  School Name & Address: (The school’s headed paper or a Compliments Slip will be useful)  

  From: _______________________________________________(Name of contact teacher)

  A ‘Put It To Your MP’ young people’s surgery is booked for __________________ (date)     ___________ (time)

    with ________________________________________(Name of MP)     at ______________________________ 

    (Venue or write ‘here’ if you are the host school)

  There will be _________ (Number) other schools participating:

  _____________________________________________________________________

  ______________________________________________________________________

  

(Please give other school’s name, address and approximate number of children taking part in the surgery)

Internal Preparations

Contact UNICEF to arrange for help from the Education Support Service in preparing the pupils, if required.

Decide with classes how many should participate in the preparation work and how the questioners should be selected.

If other schools will also be present, explain this to the groups and ensure that the questioners are comfortable with 

this arrangement.

Begin preparation work with classes, looking at the nature of rights and the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child.
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Phase 3 (2 – 4 weeks) 

External Preparations

Confi rm:

• Date and time of surgery

• Number of children attending from each school.

• Book transport if required.

Ensure mechanisms in place to allow pupils from primary and special schools to ask questions.

Agree on who will chair the surgery (a pupil if possible).

Internal Preparations

Enable pupils to identify areas of interest on which to question the MP (see Section 3)  Begin a more in-depth study of 

the issues of interest that pupils have identifi ed.

Set up an agreed system to enable classes to select individuals to attend to ask the questions.

Ensure selected pupils are happy with the results.

Phase 4 (2 – 4 weeks)

External Preparations

Discuss areas of questions with other schools and decide how to avoid repetition.  Send the Constituency Offi ce a 

copy of the general areas of interest to the pupils.

Check proposed layout of hall to ensure that all the pupils will be able to see the MP and to hear the replies.

Send the Press Release (see draft below) to local media.  Check arrangements with local press to cover event, 

ensuring that all participating schools will be mentioned.

Internal Preparations

Formulate fi nal questions with the help of the groups who proposed them.  Enable pupils who are to ask questions at 

the surgery to practise in the hall where it is to be held, preferably at some kind of ‘dress rehearsal’ where they have a 

chance to work with the delegates from other participating schools.

Prepare the pupil who will chair the surgery to handle questions and debate, particularly with a view to maximising the 

number of questions asked and keeping the responses brief.

On The Day

Check with press to ensure that all participating schools are named.

Ensure some of the issues raised are identifi ed in the report.

Ensure adult support for the pupil who is chairing the surgery, particularly in time-keeping if there is a risk that some 

pupils might not have time to ask their questions.

After The Event

Consider what lessons have been learnt and how you would organise another children’s surgery next year.  Would 

you involve other children/schools to share and benefi t from your experience?  How will you disseminate and enrich 

information from this pack?
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PREPARATION : LOGISTICS

These ‘Tips’ are based on the evaluations of teachers and pupils who have participated in the PUT IT TO YOUR MP 

Campaign.

TIP 1

If you are the only school in your constituency to be holding a surgery, consider organising the event around the 

School Council.  This can enhance the Council’s profi le in the school by strengthening the consultative process and 

give the whole school a real sense of ownership.

TIP 2

Remember that feedback is as important as consultation in making pupils feel involved.

TIP 3

If you decide to hold a larger surgery, to enable as many pupils as possible to participate directly, make sure that the 

room is arranged so as to enable the pupils to sit in comfort and to hear and see the MP.

TIP 4

Consider the age range involved carefully – not all MPs were good at organising their answers to suit a broad 

audience, and in previous years some have tended to address the top end only.

The number of schools involved in shared surgeries is expected to increase as more schools join the campaign 

and MPs fi nd that they cannot afford the time to run individual surgeries for all the interested schools.  As with solo 

surgeries it is possible to ensure that the whole school benefi ts from the event by channelling questions through the 

school council and putting in suffi cient preparation time to guarantee that all pupils are involved in the preparation and 

choice of questions, and that any feedback is shared in a public forum, such as year-assemblies or form-periods.

TIP 5

If your school hosts a shared surgery, and travel costs are incurred by the visiting schools, consider sharing these 

between all participating schools.

TIP 6

Hold a pre-surgery meeting to check that questions are not being duplicated, and that all the participating schools are 

equally included.  Ensure that all participating schools are mentioned in press coverage.

TIP 7

Contact your MP (normally through the Constituency Offi ce) as soon as possible to set a date, and get it confi rmed in 

writing.

PREPARATION : PUPILS

TIP 8

Use the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in your preparation of the pupils – schools that have done so in the 

past have found that the surgery was far more meaningful than an ordinary meeting with the MP.  The Convention 

provided a proper context for the visit and informed and empowered participating pupils.  Work around the Convention 

can involve the whole school in the event, even the pupils who do not attend.

TIP 9

Respect Article 12 of the Convention when preparing the school for the surgery.  The questions should be chosen by 

the pupils, with as little adult intervention as possible.  It is harder work, but the results make it worthwhile.

TIP 10

Prepare the pupils to be insistent if the MP will not address their questions – remind them that s/he is their 

Constituency MP and depends on the support of the local people s/he represents.

TIP 11

Do not feel limited by the resources provided for the surgery – they should be adapted to suit your school’s needs.
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THE SURGERY

TIP 12

Start the surgery by stating how many questions there are and allow a limited time for teach one, this might encourage 

the MP to be briefer, and means the pupils share responsibility for time-keeping.

TIP 13

Encourage the pupils at the preparation stage to place their questions in descending order to importance, so that the 

ones judged by them to be most important are addressed fi rst.

INVOLVEMENT

TIP 14

Ensure that the system for choosing the questioners is transparent and acceptable to all the pupils.

TIP 15

Try to fi nd extra tasks for pupils who might otherwise feel alienated from the process.

TIP 16

If your school does not wish to limit attendance to the School Council, consider allowing pupils to choose whether or 

not they wish to attend.

TIP 17

Ask the MP to check with the children that they have understood what s/he has said, and to keep the responses brief 

so that the children do not get lost.

TIP 18

Prepare the pupils and structure the surgery in ways that encourage dialogue.  This is clearly easier in a smaller 

meeting.  Allocate time to a particular topic with a cluster of questions to make the surgery more of a two-way process.  

The Chair could also be primed to return to the questioner after the MP has answered the question, to see whether 

there are further questions.

THE PRESS

TIP 19

Consider different ways of approaching the press – perhaps suggesting that they could publish an article written by 

one of the pupils rather than just sending a photographer.  Point out that the aim of the surgery is to allow young 

people to have a voice, so that an article written by a pupil would be a particularly appropriate response.

FOLLOWING UP THE SURGERY

TIP 20

Use as much time as possible to prepare the surgery, and involve the whole school in the preparation, emphasising 

the role of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the importance of their interests and concerns.  Carry the 

process on after the surgery, using any problems the pupils encounter as learning points in their preparation for adult 

life.
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DRAFT LETTER

 To be sent out on the school’s headed paper having fi lled in the [square brackets].

 [Date]

 [Name] MP

 House of Commons

 Westminster

 LONDON

  SW1A 0AA

Dear [MP’s Name]

Article 12 of the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child gives every child the right to be listened to and 

taken seriously.

You may be aware that UNICEF promotes the realisation of this right through its ‘Put It To Your MP’ campaign.  

This project aims to provide children with an opportunity to discuss their concerns with a Member of 

Parliament by participating in a special constituency surgery dedicated to children.

We would like to invite you to hold a children’s constituency surgery here at [school name].

Children’s surgeries are normally held in the two weeks around the 20th November, which is Universal Child 

Rights Day – the anniversary of the adoption of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.  However, we 

would be happy to consider other dates should this period not be convenient for you.  [Insert details of how 

and when it is best to contact you].

I do hope you will be able to accept this invitation to participate in UNICEF’s ‘Put It To Your MP’ campaign 

and give young people in your constituency an opportunity to experience the democratic process in action.  

UNICEF has asked me to copy this letter to them so that they can send you further information. 

Yours sincerely

[Teacher’s name]

[Job Title]

cc   UNICEF
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DRAFT PRESS RELEASE FOR SCHOOLS

To be sent out on headed paper having fi lled in the blanks.

PRESS RELEASE

 [NAME OF SCHOOL]     [NAME OF MP]

       

       

 

STUDENTS PUT MP TO THE TEST

To celebrate Universal Child Rights Day on November 20th students at [name of school] will have a chance to 

talk about the issues that really matter to them with their Member of Parliament.

[Name of MP] MP will be holding a Children’s Constituency Surgery for pupils from [name of participating school] 

on [date of surgery] where children between the ages of

[ ? ] and [ ? ] will have the opportunity to ask questions on any subject they feel is important – from street lighting 

to playground bullying to world peace.

The nationwide event is being organised by UNICEF, the United Nations Children’s Fund, in order to give young 

citizens the chance to exercise their right to be heard.

In fact, the right to be heard is part of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child – which has been signed by 

every country in the world except two.  The Convention states that every child has the right to be heard on issues 

which affect them by those who make decisions on their behalf.

Press who would like to attend this event should contact [name of teacher] on [phone number].  It will take place 

on [date] at [name of school and address] between [times].

For further information please contact [name of teacher] at [name of school, telephone number].  For information 

on Universal Child Rights Day please contact Sarah Vincent, UNICEF Press Offi cer – 0200 7430 0162.

Reprinted courtesy of the Education Department at the UK Committee for UNICEF. This material is printed in the 

free booklet “Put it to Your MP” for schools which organise constituency surgeries for their pupils
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Quotations from the programme

What do you feel about the following quotations from people in the programme? Do you agree? Do they also relate to 

your situation?

“I joined the Youth Council because I wanted to make a difference to my community.” - Killian

“I got interested in the Council because I wanted to make a difference, I wanted young people to have a say, and I felt 

they weren’t being heard.” - Laura

“I wanted to be a youth councillor because I thought it was something that would give me a lot of opportunities and 

make it possible for me to do something for the youth of Fermanagh.” - Michelle

“I wanted to be in the youth council because I believe that power is not shared equally in our society and I think that 

young people should really have more of a voice.” - Emma

“I wanted to become a youth councillor because it was an excellent opportunity for young people to have a voice in 

local politics.” - Shauna

“I didn’t mean for it to be you know like I’m against you all, I wanted my view to be heard... I wanted them to listen 

more than to say “no”. Now a few of them did listen but there was a few people in there that I was very annoyed 

with and upset with their attitudes towards my opinion and towards the opinion of others. But as I said that’s us as 

councillors that’s not us as people” - Laura

“They probably were being easy. They probably think that we can’t handle the questions. Maybe we can’t but they 

probably were going easy on us and then with the cameras there as well they couldn’t really go too hard on us.”

- Emma

“Interviewing adults is very intimidating sometimes and after going and getting what we wanted and then making our 

proposal and getting it accepted I thought I just felt really good.” – Michelle

When young people feel that they are part of the system and that their views are being listened to and that they are 

taken seriously as players, young as they may be, then they will truly realise that there is something worthwhile in 

being part of governments. That’s the role that Mandela, Mahatma Ghandi and others played - they were involved in 

politics at a very early stage and that is why today they are best role models and we do need other Mandelas , we do 

need other Mahatma Ghandis.” - Mahlengi

Director said…..

The BBC made quite an impact on the Youth Council’s campaigns even though the Youth Council had been up and 

running for nine months before we contacted them. The campaigns were infl uenced by the BBC in terms of when, 

where and how meetings and events should take place. The BBC, because of budget constraints and a tight schedule, 

in a way focussed and condensed the campaigns so that they could be fi lmed. The councillors kindly agreed to do in a 

month what should have taken at least three. 

As well as shortening and focussing the campaigns the BBC had other infl uences over the process. The presence of 

the camera had an impact on how meetings were carried out, on what was said and maybe even on the result. For 

example McDonald’s were going to have their local manager in Enniskillen meet with the councillors until they heard 

the BBC would be there. Then they sent a more senior manager from Belfast. Also, Translink were very cautious 

because of the effect the publicity might have. Some youth councillors felt that the camera lead directly to the success 

of the overall scheme.

As with all the programmes the Fermanagh experience shown is just the edited highlights of long meetings and very 

hard work and preparation. Some key events were chosen purely to tell the story and others were picked to add 

drama. However I felt that I was true to the process and that the story was told as well as I could in the twenty-three 

minutes that I had to tell it - some one else following the same plot could have told a different tale.

In the light of the director’s comments

Does television of necessity simplify complex issues and make things look too easy?

Can television ever be truly accurate, does the act of fi lming change what is being fi lmed?

Could a similar campaign elsewhere and without the camera be as successful?


