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As we celebrate our 150th anniversary this year, I’m 
reminded of Psalm 86, and verse 15, “But you, O Lord, 

abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.” God has 
indeed been faithful to Spurgeons over many generations as we 
have sought to bring light and hope into vulnerable children’s lives.
Turning 150 is a landmark moment that we are using to make 
some changes. But the changes are not just about a new logo, but 
a renewed vision to raise awareness and showcase the positive 
impact Spurgeons has on the lives of children, young people and 
families. In 1867 our founder Charles Haddon Spurgeon created 
our charity as a compassionate and distinctively Christian response 
to the plight of vulnerable children in London. It is our hope to 
continue this vision to support the country’s most vulnerable 
children and families.
You can see, throughout this issue, the impact we have on those 
who need us most. From the Phoenix project, which helps children 
and parents learn the dangers of Child Sexual Exploitation; 
through to raising awareness of the issues faced by young carers 
as part of Young Carers Awareness Day. These stories show us 
how children can flourish when given the right support.
Since the last issue, we have welcomed our new ambassador and 

work with young carers, pledging to ‘shine a light’ on the plight 
of young carers.  We look forward to reaping the blessings of this 
new partnership.
So as we approach a milestone in our charity’s history, I thank you 
all for your continued support, prayers and commitment to help us 
give hope to every child.

Yours faithfully,

Ross Hendry
Chief Executive
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Welcome from the 
Chief Executive
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There’s no doubt Spurgeons 
rode into this new decade on a 

wave of confidence and optimism. 
Our Services continue to ripple 
with success stories, to form new 
partnerships and attract new 
funding awards. Much of this is 
reported in these pages.

It isn’t just me, an extremely proud 
Chief Executive, that’s saying this. 
The 2019 Children & Young People 
Now Awards, seen by many to set 
the Gold Standard for those working 
with children, young people and 
families across the UK, included four 
Spurgeons projects in its prestigious 
line-up of finalists chosen from 
around 600 entries.

While our teams from Saturdads 
and Birmingham Young Carers 
were naturally disappointed not to 
round off the awards ceremony, late 
last November, by bringing home 
a trophy, this was still very much 
a special occasion for Spurgeons 
and certainly one that I and all 
my colleagues can think of with a 
tremendous amount of pride. 

Saturdads, which celebrated 
its 10th Anniversary in August, 
provides a space where dads can 
get together with other dads while 
taking a closer role in their children’s 
development, helped by a relaxed 
and supportive environment. 

Our Birmingham Young Carers team  
was recognised for its work on a 
pioneering project set up to support 
young people caring for a parent or 
family member misusing drugs and/
or alcohol or substances. 

These two projects certainly 
demonstrate the Spurgeons way of 
going that bit further to really make 
a difference to the children, young 
people and families we work with, 
helping to change their lives. You can 
find out more about the fine work of 
these Spurgeons projects opposite  
and on pages 4-8 (including a  
four-page special on Young Carers).

A large part of Spurgeons’ mission 
is, of course, focused on the work 
of our 27 Children’s Centres across 
the country. We’ve given a double-
page spread, this issue, to stories 
that demonstrate our continued 
commitment to supporting mums 
and their newborns and soon-to-be-
borns.

As we start to edge towards Easter,  
we thought what better time to 
celebrate motherhood, hope for the 
future and the joy of bringing new  
life into the world.

We hope you’ll be inspired by these 
and more stories of the vital work 
that Spurgeons delivers in our local 
communities day-to-day, hopefully  
just as much as we are.

Ross Hendry, Chief Executive 

Connect with us online
Our website and social media are packed with the 
latest news from across the charity. Why not check 
out our website:

www.spurgeons.org 
or like us on Facebook or Twitter to join the conversation
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Welcome from the Chief Executive

Industry peers 
give praise

Inside 
this issue
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Although our teams didn’t  
quite manage to win an Award, 
this was a special occasion for 

Spurgeons at what has become a blue 
ribbon event for the childcare sector.

Congratulations went to Angie 
Lovell, Tor Bowker and volunteers 
Sue Janes and Nikki Bowers who 
put on our Saturdads sessions every 
other Saturday morning at Honeyhill 
Children’s Centre, supported by Jason 
Wilson and the Peterborough team. 
Plaudits were also earned by Jackie 
Benton, Lizzie Wentworth and the rest 
of our Birmingham Young Carers team.

Saturdads, which celebrated its 10th 
Anniversary in August, gives dads  
the opportunity to bring their children 
to Honeyhill to enjoy a breakfast 
together and share a morning of play 
and activities, while enjoying each 
other’s company and support (see 
also our Page 4 profile of two fathers 
enjoying Saturdads’ success).

The dads find their way to the group 
through word of mouth, via the 
children’s centre activity programme 
at Honeyhill, from social media or 
referrals from other services. Building 
attachment between father and child 
is so important and Saturdads has 
continued to lead the way in giving 
dads much needed emotional and 
practical support.

Our Birmingham Young Carers team 
was recognised for its work on a 
pioneering project set up to support 
young people caring for a parent or 
family member misusing drugs and/
or alcohol or substances. Sadly, this is 
a growing problem for an increasing 
number of young people and the 
awards judges were particularly 
impressed with how Jackie, Lizzie and 
the rest of the team listened to and 
involved the young people the project 
was designed to help.  
 

“These two projects certainly 
demonstrate the Spurgeons way of 
going that bit further to really make 
a difference to those children, young 
people and families that we work  
with, helping to change their lives,” 
said Spurgeons’ Chief Executive  
Ross Hendry.

“I must also thank all of the dads, 
families, children and young people 
who not only take part in but also 
massively contribute to these projects 
that have commanded such praise 
and recognition from these nationally 
respected and high profile awards,”  
he added.

Four-times  
Awards 
Finalist
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Spurgeons was strongly represented at the 2019 Children & 
Young People Now Awards, held at London’s Hurlingham Club  
in late-November. Out of around 600 entries, Spurgeons was  
a finalist in four categories:

Saturdads – Honeyhill Children’s Centre, Peterborough  -  Early Years - Play 
Birmingham Young Carers - Young Carers - PSHE Education.

TAKE A BOW: Main picture (left to 
right) – Tor Bowker, Regional Manager 
Gill Miles, Angie Lovell and Jason 
Wilson representing Saturdads; inset 
– Jackie Benton (centre), Angie Jones 
(left) and Regional Manager Mandy 
Massey celebrate for Birmingham 
Young Carers.
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Wayne is from Toxteth, Liverpool  
but has lived in Orton, Peterborough 
since 1986. Wayne came to 
Peterborough with his mum, who 
was a social worker in Liverpool 
and moved to the area to set 
up a Caribbean project. He says 
his grandad was one of the first 
Caribbean immigrants to dock at 
Tilbury on the Empire Windrush,  
in 1948.

Wayne has been bringing his  
3-year-old twins Aiden and Ivy  
to Saturdads since they were 
7-months-old. Like some other dads 
at the group, Wayne has only limited 
access to his children, so the time 
they spend together on a Saturday 
morning is precious. 
 
 
 
 

He says: “Saturday morning is my 
time to be with the children and see 
them interact with other children. 
They learn a heck of a lot. They like to 
sing songs and they enjoy choosing 
their favourites.”

Wayne says the dads themselves 
learn a lot, too, like First Aid and 
being more aware of children’s safety, 
for example.

Just as Ivy runs over for a hug, Wayne 
explains how the children call it “The 
Club” and how much they love the 
breakfasts.

Wayne also appreciates the  
support he gets from Angie Lovell 
and Tor Bowker who run Saturdads, 
being there for someone to chat  
to if he needs help on anything, 
 
 
 

particularly regarding the children’s 
development (he says he has no 
contact with their school experience).

So why is Saturdads so special? 
Wayne explains that it’s rare you 
find a support organisation that’s 
been set up to help dads be part of 
the development of their children: 
“There’s not a lot of support out there 
for fathers… just somewhere to take 
young children and play with them. 
I’m a very hands-on dad and we all 
love to come to Saturdads.”

Wayne, a Liverpool fan whose  
uncle is Howard Gayle, the first black 
footballer ever to play for the club, 
has a friendly rivalry with fellow 
Saturdad Michael, who supports  
near neighbours Everton.

www.spurgeons.org

Two fathers find 
friendship and football 
rivalry at Saturdads

This is a four-page Yours Faithfully focus 
on how Spurgeons supports a special type 
of young person, children and teenagers 
that have to “grow up very quickly” to care 
for those they love

Our Peterborough project, Saturdads, run by Angie Lovell and 
Tor Bowker, with support from long-standing volunteers Sue 

Janes and Nikki Bowers, celebrated its 10th Anniversary last year. It 
was also made a double finalist in the prestigious Children & Young 
People Now Awards for 2019 (see Page 3).

Yours Faithfully caught up with two dads who regularly attend the 
fortnightly group at our Honeyhill Children’s Centre. We found out that 
as well as looking forward to the Saturday morning sessions with their 
children and all the other dads and their families, they also enjoy a bit 
of football banter together…

For Michael and his family, from 
Dogsthorpe, Saturdads has become  
a real family affair.

Michael has been a regular at 
Saturdads for the last four years and 
likes to spend quality time there with 
his two boys, Alfie (6) and Charlie (4). 
His wife Nikki has been volunteering 
with the group for a year now, helping 
to prepare the great Saturdads 
breakfasts and offer general help in 
the kitchen, while the boys’ grandad, 
Colin, will often be there to lend a 
hand at the group.

But Michael says they’re all ‘one 
big family’ at Saturdads, where the 
children play together, get to know 
each other, develop their social  
skills and confidence while the  
dads chat, help and generally  
look after each other.

“The dads will ask for each other’s 
advice and guidance on child care, 
such as coping with tantrums, child 
safety and the basics of how to start 
getting toddlers out of nappies, for 
example,” says Michael.

“We’ll also support each other on 
dads’ issues, which can include 
dealing with relationship break-ups.”

Michael says the dads are encouraged 
and helped to take part in their 
children’s play and activities, whether 
it be indoor crafts and games or 
outdoor pursuits like having a  
kick-about. He also works with the 
other dads to help raise funds for 
Saturdads trips out, such as going  
to the Twin Lakes attraction near 
Melton Mowbray, the National Space 
Centre in Leicester and to the seaside 
at Wells, in Norfolk.  

Michael is full of praise for Angie and 
Tor, who run the Saturdads group: 
“They really get to know the children 
and they’re always there to support 
the dads if they need it.”

Proudly sporting his Everton FC 
‘Holy Trinity’ t-shirt (featuring their 
classic ‘70s midfield of Alan Ball, 
Howard Kendall and Colin Harvey), 
Michael clearly enjoys the running 
football banter he has with fellow 
Saturdad, Wayne… as does Wayne. 
But it’s looking like you’ll have to wait 
another season to get one over the 
Reds, Michael!

Michael

Wayne

“They really get to know the 
children and they’re always 
there to support the dads if 
they need it.”

Dad Wayne

Dad Michael

Spurgeons talked, recently,  
to young carers we work 
with in the West Midlands 

about their lives as teenagers, 
carers and regulars at our young 
carers groups. Though modest and 
generally unassuming about their 
role, their identity as young carers  
is strong. We wanted to share  
some of their insights with you, 
presented in the young carers’  
own words…

 
What does being a young carer 
mean to you?

“It’s about more than having to look 
after yourself; it’s being responsible 
for other people and having to kind 
of act bigger than you are”

“It’s very different for different 
young people and I make sure  
I get that point across when I’m 
talking to people about being a 
young carer”

“I make my sister happy, yeah, 
because she has nobody, so I kinda 
make her laugh and everything 
and she understands, maybe; like 
noises, too, because she makes 
funny noises when she wants to 
communicate”

 

How has Spurgeons helped you?

“It’s different to what you think it’s 
going to be. I thought you’d be, 
like, sitting there talking about your 
problems instead of just having fun 
and relaxing”

“Here (at Spurgeons) I can talk to 
friends, I can talk to adults, I can 
talk to the leaders, I can talk to 
volunteers… so many people, such a 
wide network, it’s really helped me”

“Spurgeons has helped me a lot, 
firstly, coming to terms with being 
a young carer but then also with 
strategies and stuff to help me cope 
if I’m getting stressed out from it”

“Spurgeons has helped me with 
letting out my stress in a positive 
way; this has given me the space 
not to project any stress on to my 
little brother, which would obviously 
be really negative”

“I now have a better mindset, like 
I used to get into challenges and 
problems and just say ‘no, can’t 
do it’ and shut down. Since I’ve 
come to Spurgeons I’ve thought, 
right, actually I can do this… or 
this… or this. I have a mental list of 
strategies that help me or my family 
in situations that are stressful or 
difficult”

“Just meeting these people and 
knowing someone’s there that I can 
talk to has made me much happier”

“They just understand things”

How has meeting other young 
carers helped you?

“It’s like a little break… the friends 
I have at Spurgeons relate to what 
I’ve been through and what I do. It’s 
warming. It’s welcoming”

“I met one of my best friends 
through Spurgeons… we get to talk 
about everything and she goes to 
my theatre group… I’m really happy 
that I’m a young carer because I 
wouldn’t have been able to have 
that wonderful opportunity if I 
wasn’t”

“It’s really nice to be around people 
who understand what you are going 
through… even if you don’t actually 
want to talk about it, it’s nice to 
know they would understand if you 
wanted to”

How does being called a ‘young 
carer’ make you feel?

“I feel fine with it because it’s just 
who I am”

“I feel proud to be one”

Young carers on young carers

This issue, Yours Faithfully takes a  
four-page look at how Spurgeons 
supports young carers. A special type 

of young person, young carers are children 
and teenagers who have had to grow up very 
quickly to care for those they love.

There are said to be at least a quarter of a  
million young carers in the UK – young people 
caring for or supporting a family member  
with an illness or disability. Spurgeons works 
with something like 600 young carers in the 
West Midlands and the work of our Birmingham 
Young Carers group was recognised by the 
nationally prestigious 2019 Children & Young 
People Now Awards.

young 
carer’s  
friend 

Proud  
to be the
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Young carer  
Mya ‘graduates’ 
from Spurgeons 
with distinction

How Poppy  
got to go fly  
a kite, thanks 
to our Craig

www.spurgeons.org

Spurgeons works with around
600 young carers in the West 

Midlands. One of them, Poppy, 
has lived through domestic abuse, 
homelessness and isolation, yet she 
recently appeared in her school 
production of Mary Poppins. Craig, 
one of our Young Carers support 
team, takes up the story of the girl 
who became the face of Spurgeons’ 
2019 Christmas Appeal.

I first met Poppy five years ago. I 
wasn’t long into my young carers 
role with Spurgeons, having moved 
from my teaching post at a pupil 
referral unit, where I worked with 
young people with emotional and 
behavioural difficulties. Poppy was a 
bubbly little thing; bright, talkative, 
friendly, a real treasure. She’d been 
caring for her disabled mum since she 
was eight-years-old and yet she was 
still doing very well at school; she  
was very popular.

But the school had referred Poppy to 
us because they knew of her situation 
as a young carer, the fact she was an 
only child looking after her mum, a 
single parent who had spina bifida 
and was a wheelchair-user. I started 
to offer Poppy one-to-one support 
in school, where she was able to talk 
to me about her caring role and I 
could begin to shape her support 
package. Poppy became a regular at 
our Birmingham Young Carers group, 
getting to know young people in 
similar situations to her own. 

But there was more to Poppy’s story, 
as I found out as I got to know her. 
Mum and daughter had been made 
homeless after they’d moved in with 
Mum’s new partner, only for him to 
subject them to domestic abuse. The 
pair found themselves in a situation of 
anxious uncertainty, abuse, disrespect 
and real hardship.

They went on to spend a year in 
temporary hotel accommodation, 
being moved around every couple 
of weeks, with one place being more 
than 40 miles away, in Leicester.  

I used to travel out to these hotels to 
see them once a week and provide 
pretty much their only practical 
and emotional support. I would sit 
with Mum and help her with things 
like completing her housing benefit 
application; not only was she unsure 
of how the system worked, she found 
it physically difficult to fill in the forms 
because of her condition.

There they were, physically and 
socially isolated, surviving on 
sandwiches and Pot Noodle because 
their accommodation didn’t extend 
to hot meals. Poppy was unable to 
attend school because they couldn’t 
afford the taxi fares (Poppy was  
too young to travel independently).  
They spent one snowy Christmas and 
New Year in a basic hotel, trapped  
in a cheerless existence from which 
they didn’t know how to escape.  
I organised some funding that year  
to pay for a winter coat for Poppy.

Meanwhile, their relationship with 
Poppy’s Nan, which had never been 
strong, had deteriorated once she was 
diagnosed with dementia. There was 
precious little available in the way of 
family support.

At least I was there to help fight their 
corner, to lend an understanding 
ear and help wherever I could. I 
continued to support Mum to find 
a home, showing her how to bid 
for accommodation on the Council 
website and check on progress. 

Though Poppy is bright and Mum 
would buy her school books, Poppy’s 
education was suffering from teachers 
not always posting school work to the 
hotels where she was staying, despite 
me calling to ask for this to be done;  

I would often also have to remind the 
school that Poppy should be getting 
funds as a young carer to pay for 
travel to her place of education.

I’ve been in close contact with Poppy 
and her mum through all this time and 
I’m delighted to say that things are 
looking a lot more positive for them 
now. They’ve been placed in a ground 
floor flat in Birmingham, which has 
been modified for wheelchair use, 
while I’ve accessed various funding 
pots to get them things like beds and 
furniture – we got some money from 
BBC Children in Need, for example,  
to pay for a cooker.

Poppy is now thriving at secondary 
school, excelling at her studies and, 
with a keen interest in the performing 
arts, featured in the school production 
of Mary Poppins.

Finally, they’re settled and they’re 
happy together. Issues continue to 
pop up at school but I’m able to 
support Poppy with them whenever 
I’m needed; meanwhile, she continues 
to be a regular at our group sessions 
and on their trips out.

Like my colleagues in the Young 
Carers team, my job can be difficult 
but I’ll leave the final word to Poppy’s 
Mum, who wrote to me recently.

Her letter said: “Thank you for being 
the much-needed support that you 
gave during the hard times. Your 
support is appreciated and of great 
comfort to us. Thank you for your 
thoughtfulness… and support. There 
is no sufficient amount of words that 
could equal how much we appreciate 
everything you have done and the 
support you have given.”

Spurgeons works with nearly
600 young carers across 

Birmingham and the West Midlands. 
These are young people with a 
maturity beyond their years… like 
Mya who, as she turns 18, is set to 
leave the service.

During her upbringing in East 
Birmingham, Mya never used to think 
of herself as a ‘young carer’. From the 
age of five, Mya didn’t even realise she 
was ‘caring’; she just thought she was 
helping her Dad, Jeremy, a disabled 
single parent, with the basics of 
washing clothes, going to the shops 
and generally getting him around.

As she got older, Mya took on more 
and more of a caring role for Dad. 
While her father, a wheelchair user, 
has a carer to help him with personal 
washing and dressing, Mya routinely 
ensures that he’s taking all his 
medication, she house cleans, washes 
the dishes, cooks, gets Dad in and 
out of the house and to his hospital 
appointments, goes to get money 
from the cashpoint for him and 
regularly checks to make sure he’s  
all right.

Mya’s Dad is a double amputee (he 
lost his first leg when Mya was five) 
as a consequence of his Type 2 
diabetes. He is blind in one eye and 
has a heart condition. He also lives 
with depression.

Yet, despite these difficulties, he 
brought Mya up on his own: “We’re 
very close and we’ve always been 
there for each other,” says Mya.

“Since I was little, my Dad has done 
everything for me and always taught 
me the importance of good manners 
and courtesy, despite all our hardships.

“Yet, he tells me: ‘If it weren’t for you, 
I don’t know where I’d be… you’re my 
light at the end of the tunnel.”

While her Dad encourages Mya to go 
out and spend time with her friends, 
she knows that if he calls, she’ll have 
to return home to see to him; she’s 
very much aware that if she doesn’t 
look after him, no-one else will.

Like so many young carers, Mya 
shows great maturity for a teenager. 
She explains how she needed to 
“grow up very quickly” while having 
to communicate with medical 
professionals and rooms of adults 
about Dad’s care, doing her own 
research on his condition and 
adapting to his changing needs.

Being part of Spurgeons’ Birmingham 
Young Carers group has, says Mya, 
played a key part in her maturity. She’s 
been going to the group since she was 
6-years-old, so it’s maybe no surprise 
to hear her describe Spurgeons as 
being “like a family”– she’s known 
some members of the team, people 
like Ruth Geoghegan and Bina Lad for 
example, for 12 years.

“Spurgeons are my young carer family 
and the people there, like Ruth and 
Bina and the other young carers, have 
saved my life: they’ve been brilliant, 
both at our regular sessions and on 
some fantastic family trips, like when 
we go to the cinema and sometimes  
to the seaside.

“They’ve helped me when I’ve been 
struggling; like the way they supported 
me when I was being bullied at school, 
for example, helping me to learn 
coping strategies and making me 
feel that I wasn’t alone, that I could 
overcome the bullies.

“I look back at when I first started to 
go to Spurgeons and I was so shy – a 
long way from the confident person, 
actually the chatterbox, that I’ve 
become. They’ve done so much for me 
growing up. I’d really urge any young 
carer to get in touch with a young 
carers’ group.”

Mya says she’ll continue to be part 
of the group until the summer but 
likes the idea of returning to help the 
younger carers as a volunteer. Beyond 
that she hopes her current studies at 
a local college might take her into a 
career in hospitality or some kind of 
people-facing role, and maybe even 
to University. In the meantime, Mya 
will look to tap into a new Young 
Adult Carers Service developed 
by the Birmingham Carers Hub at 
YMCA Sutton Coldfield, supported by 
Spurgeons, for carers aged 18-25.

Whatever Mya decides to do, 
somehow you sense she’ll take things 
in her stride, making her Dad – and 
Spurgeons – very proud.

Poppy is now thriving at 
secondary school, excelling at 
her studies and, with a keen 
interest in the performing 
arts, featured in the school 
production of Mary Poppins

“I look back at when I first 
started to go to Spurgeons 

and I was so shy.”
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How an award-winning 
project gave city’s
young carers a break… 
till the money ran out

www.spurgeons.org

There are said to be hundreds of 
thousands of young carers in 

this country, children from as young 
as 5-years-old who have to care 
for a parent or family member. An 
increasing number of these young 
carers are looking after parents 
with drugs and alcohol problems. 
That’s why Spurgeons focused a 
project for its young carers group in 
Birmingham on providing specific 
help to tackle this worrying trend.

We devised a programme of local 
delivery workshops plus three 
residential stays at an outdoor 
centre in Malvern, Worcestershire 
that would give the young carers, 
aged 10-18, a break from their caring 
duties for a few days. We thought 
this would give them the space and 
freedom they needed to explore their 
particular challenges, while learning 
new skills.

Young carers can be in any family 
and from any background. Often 
tasked with caring for siblings, 
grandparents and other relatives, as 
well as parents, their responsibilities 
affect their friendships and 
relationships, their learning and 
development, health and wellbeing 
and future career choices.

Most people they see won’t know 
it but the young carers are likely 
to be stressed and anxious about 
the person they care for, feeling 
isolated or misunderstood, starved 
of opportunities to relax and enjoy 
themselves, worried about being 
left behind in their school or college 
work and possibly under pressure 
to make sure they stay safe while 
making the right life choices.

This is an awful lot for a young 
person to have to deal with but 
Spurgeons can help young carers 
with a programme of activity 
and support designed to boost 
their confidence, strengthen their 
emotional resilience, make them 
safer and lead them to make  
better decisions.

Our local workshops and residentials 
focused on group activities, peer 
support, sessions on drugs and 
alcohol misuse, First Aid, building 
self-esteem and confidence, healthy 
relationships, anti-bullying, health 
and hygiene, healthy eating and 
online safety.

We also had a celebration event at 
the end of the programme that gave 
the young carers the opportunity 
to demonstrate their new-found 
skills and creativity to their peers, 
families, friends and supporters of 
the programme.

Young carers are constantly at  
the centre of caring situations.  
The awards judges will have seen 
how the young carers were given an 
opportunity to take a break, have 
some fun, make new friends and 
acquire new knowledge and skills. 

One participant in the programme 
thanked us for helping him, “to meet 
people who understand my situation; 
I have made friends for life and you 
have given me the opportunity to 
feel like a kid again!”

A number of these young carers  
have been inspired by their 
experience to join our Young Carers 
Committee and help shape the future 
of the service in Birmingham and the 
West Midlands.

Although funding for this ground-
breaking project has sadly come 
to an end, it thankfully gave these 
young carers in Birmingham a break. 
We’re continuing to work hard to 
find more funding to bring the 
programme back… and so do the 
same for more young carers still 
needing this help in the future.

Timing, they say, is everything but it didn’t quite work out  
recently for Spurgeons’ Birmingham Young Carers group.  
Just before it was made a double finalist in the 2019 Children  
& Young People Now Awards, for an initiative targeted at young 
carers coping specifically with parents’ substance misuse, project 
funding from BBC Children in Need came to a close. Spurgeons 
Children’s Services Manager Jackie Benton, who heads  
the Birmingham group, captures what she thinks  
caught the judges’ imagination…

A new partnership between  
a prison reading scheme 

promoted by Spurgeons, a 
community children’s book group 
and a local book shop has proved a 
major boost in spreading the joy of 
reading between fathers in prison 
and their children.

The StoryBook Dads programme 
has been run by the library at HMP 
Lewes, in Sussex, for nine years but 
now Lewes Children’s Book Group 
has come in with some funding 
to help the library enable more 
children and families supported by 
the Spurgeons Visitor Centre to take 
home a wider range of books.

This very welcome intervention has 
been further boosted by Lewes 
bookshop Bags of Books, which is 
offering books at discounted rates  
to make the funding stretch further. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Like the award-winning StoryBook 
Dads programme at Norwich Prison, 
which Yours Faithfully reported on 
last year, dads in the prison have the 
opportunity to record a story book 
for their child and have it put on a 
CD for the child to listen to at home. 
Each child is also given a copy of  
the book.

With an average of one story being 
recorded by a dad every week, 
Julia Donaldson has proved the 
programme’s most popular author, 
with The Gruffalo and The Highway 
Rat the favourite reads, while Werner 
Holzwarth’s, The Story of the Little 
Mole Who Knew it Was None of His 
Business is always in demand.

Another popular name on the 
programme is locally based Guy 
Parker Rees, illustrator of best-selling 
picture books such as Giraffes  
Can’t Dance, who has worked with 
some of the dads at HMP Lewes.

 
 
 

Many of the mums whose children 
have had a CD made for them have 
given the scheme a big thumbs up:  
“It was lovely because they were  
his favourite books”; “Getting the  
book as well was a really nice  
touch”; and, “It was lovely for him 
to hear his Dad’s voice” have been 
some of the comments received.

“We’re really excited by this new 
partnership with Lewes Children’s 
Book Group and Bags of Books 
which is helping to spread the 
love of reading and sharing books 
amongst dads and their children, 
despite the prison bars,” said Sam 
Hart, Spurgeons Family Service 
Manager at HMP Lewes.

“This is so important to the  
children’s education, their  
emotional wellbeing and to 
maintaining family ties.”

In the Autumn 2019 edition of 
Yours Faithfully, we reported 

the high praise given by Lord 
Farmer in a letter of support for 
Spurgeons’ Invisible Walls project 
at HMP Winchester. 

Now the programme which 
works to improve the lives of 
children and families affected 
by imprisonment has received 
a £450,000 funding boost from 
The National Lottery Community 
Fund, to continue its work over 
the next three years.

Invisible Walls supports fathers 
to improve their parenting skills 
and build and maintain healthy 
relationships with their children 
and families whilst in prison and 
post-release.

“This new funding is a 
tremendous vote of confidence 
in Invisible Walls’ track record 
of strengthening family 
relationships, of giving hope to 
those families who are living with 
imprisonment and reducing the 
reoffending rates of fathers on 
release,” said Spurgeons Deputy 
Chief Executive Paul Ringer.

 

“There is growing evidence that 
family support and maintaining 
family ties is not only important 
for the well-being of prisoners 
and their families but can also 
help prisoners’ reintegration into 
the community following release.

“As Lord Farmer said in his 
Review*, “harnessing the resource 
of good family relationships 
must be a golden thread 
running through the processes 
of all prisons… relationships are 
fundamentally important  
if people are to change”,”  
added Paul.

Lord Farmer has also stated  
that, “Spurgeons remains a 
constant asset, given the  
support it offers to prisoners  
and their families”.

*The Importance of Strengthening 
Prisoners’ Family Ties to Prevent 
Reoffending and Reduce 
Intergenerational Crime   
August 2017

Prison reading project takes dads  
and children to a world of gruffaloes, 
moles and giraffes 

Prison project secures 
major funding boost

“I have made friends 
for life and you 

have given me the 
opportunity to feel 
like a kid again!” 
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While Spurgeons is in contact 
with 80,000 children and 

families through its 50 services 
across the country, the charity’s 
work is delivered, of course, by 
people with their own families, 
their own children. 

Many of them are mums who, 
like those who attend our 27 
Children’s Centres and who use 
other Spurgeons services, are 
dealing with their own challenges 
of motherhood. Some of them are 
currently away from their place 
of work, on maternity leave… like 
Kerry Wilson of our Rushden 
Facilities team.

Kerry, who has worked at 
Spurgeons for five years, has 
certainly had her hands full since 
her maternity leave began, last 
May, not that she wasn’t already 
busy in her role as Corporate 
Services Officer. The chief 
reason for Kerry’s increase in 
responsibilities has been the birth 
of her now eight-months-old son, 
Freddie, her first child.

Yours Faithfully caught up with 
Kerry on the first of her KIT – 
‘Keeping in Touch’ – days.  
She’d come in to head office to 
be kept up to speed with what’s 
going on in her department and  
to plan ahead for when she  
returns to Spurgeons full-time,  
in early March.

We asked her what motherhood 
has been really like compared to 
what she thought it was going to 
be: “Putting someone first, one 
hundred per cent of your time,  
can be very demanding as you  
live with all those daily sacrifices,  
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God bless the child…  
and their Mum
As we head towards our preparations for Easter, when we  
celebrate the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the bringing of  
new life and rebirth, Yours Faithfully celebrates motherhood  
and presents just a brief shapshot of how Spurgeons supports 
mothers and their families…

“Seeing your child thrive 
and develop, knowing 
there’s nowhere else you’d 
rather be – it really is a joy.”

like not being able to wash your hair, 
the lack of sleep and the pressures 
on the financial side of things. Then 
there’s the challenge of having 
to adapt as your child grows and 
develops,” says Kerry.

Yet the joys are similarly all-
embracing: “There are the 
milestones, like the first laugh, first 
roll-over, first tooth and, yes, that 
first full-night’s sleep! But there are 
also those constant little rewards 
you get from the bonding, the 
connection you feel from a smile 
here or a little stare there, or those 
lovely comments you get from 
strangers as you go into a shop, 
come down in a lift, or whatever.

“Seeing your child thrive and 
develop, knowing there’s nowhere 
else you’d rather be – it really is  
a joy.”

Does she think that being a  
mum will help her when she  
returns to work? Kerry thinks  
it will: “Giving myself to  
growing my son, the biggest 
responsibility I’ve ever had,  
has given me the confidence  
and a new perspective to think  
that I should be able to cope  
with most things in my work  
role as well as my continuing  
role as a mum.

“In fact, I’m looking forward to a 
return to the structure and the adult 
time that comes with having a job, 
to meeting different responsibilities 
and fulfilling a role that’s different to 
looking after Freddie.”

For Kerry – and many other mums 
working at Spurgeons - having a 
child and having a career can be a 
definite win-win.

Spurgeons marked the third 
Christmas season for its Together 

for Families programme in Wiltshire 
by delivering its 176th ‘Baby Bundle’ 
to a young mother-to-be from 
Trowbridge. A Baby Bundle for an 
unborn baby includes items such 
as nappies, cotton wool, maternity 
pads, blankets, cot sheets, muslins, 
hats, bibs and vests, sleep suits and 
baby clothes, for the first six months.

Each bundle is lovingly made up to 
order and, depending on availability, 
might also include a highchair, 
stairgates, bouncy chair, play gym 
and – especially at Christmas – 
toys. They are put together to 
help families identified as being in 
financial need, referred to Spurgeons 
by midwives, health visitors, social 
workers and local children’s centres.

All bundle items are donated by 
charities such as NCT, traders from 
Wiltshire Little Pickles Markets, local 
businesses, members of Mothers’ 
Union groups, local churches, 
voluntary groups and parents 
from Spurgeons’ nearby children’s 
centres.

The voluntary groups include 
some dedicated knitters’ groups, 
like at Seymour Community Hub, 
Kingfisher Church and the Craft 
Ladies group from the Kennet and 
Avon Canal Trust, for example, who 
give their time and skills to craft 
cardigans, teddy bears and blankets 
for the families.  
 

Churches in Westbury have helped 
in other practical ways, particularly 
with storage.

“For the families who receive the 
bundles, getting a hand-knitted 
cardigan or crocheted blanket shows 
them that someone cares enough to 
create and pass on these beautiful 
items,” said Ruth Brooks-Martin of 
Spurgeons’ Together for Families 
project, in Wiltshire.

“We’re so grateful for everything 
that is donated for the baby  
bundles; without the support of  
the many kind people who give  
and make clothes, donate toys  
and supply other baby items,  
the scheme simply couldn’t run,”  
she added.

Spurgeons set up its Together 
for Families project in Wiltshire 
in March 2017. The programme is 
designed to support local churches 
and communities to provide safe, 
nurturing groups for families in  
their area.

Churches and community groups 
have been supported to set up or 
develop parent and toddler groups, 
while 250 families have completed 
New Parent, New Baby courses over 
the last two years. They have also 
delivered several volunteer training 
courses, helping to secure a real 
lifeline service for local families.

Wiltshire folk support 
‘Baby Bundles’ for 
local mothers

No half-measures in 
being a mum, says Kerry

www.spurgeons.org

BABY LOVE: Our ‘Baby Bundle’ programme 
in Wiltshire continued through the festive 
preparations, thanks to (left to right)  
Lauren Gardiner, Little Pickles Markets; 
Ruth Brooks-Martin Spurgeons’ Together 
for Families; and Jocelyn Short, of Dilton 
Marsh Mothers’ Union (just one of the many 
Mothers’ Union groups across Wiltshire that 
have donated items to Baby Bundles).

Congratulations go to the 
organisers, mums and bakers 

behind an autumn cake sale at 
Kitts Green Children’s Centre, in 
Birmingham that raised £100 for  
the Breastfeeding Network.

The money raised will go to its Drugs 
in Breastmilk Service, which works 
to provide mothers with information 
on the safety of medicines and so 
enable them to breastfeed their 
babies for as long as they wish.

“This service is vital to supporting 
breastfeeding families because  
they can be given incorrect or 
inaccurate advice regarding medical 
treatments, which can put them 
off continuing to breastfeed,” said 
Victoria Evans, Antenatal and Infant 
Feeding Lead for our nearby Hodge 
Hill Children’s Centre.

Baby 
fundraiser a 
piece of cake
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Norwich Connect is a pilot which, 
since autumn 2018, has brought 

seven different programmes* of 
support together for the first time 
to provide unique assistance for 
individuals, couples and families 
affected by domestic abuse. John  
Lee, who heads this still relatively  
new initiative, takes up the story…

Connect was developed by SafeLives 
to meet the identified gaps in domestic 
abuse services across the UK, through 
direct research with survivors and 
specialist services. This has allowed 
survivors to have their voices heard 
and helped develop a service which has 
service users’ experiences at the heart 
of everything we do. 

Our Idvas (Independent Domestic 
Violence Advisors) team supports 
victims around their safety. Their 
specialist knowledge and experience 
allows them to work with victims to 
create safety plans which build on their 
strengths and provide practical support 
to help them continue to stay safe.

We also want to help people to move 
forward with confidence, to live the life 
they want and to thrive. Our recovery 
groups help people to do that by 
offering courses such as the Freedom 
Programme or Pattern Changing, 
which allow victims and survivors to 
understand what domestic abuse is and 
how it impacts them and their family, 
helping to further develop confidence 
and resilience.

Other groups have more of a social  
focus, like Coffee, Craft, Connect which 
offers a relaxed, informal environment 
for people to be part of a community 
of individuals with similar experiences.  
 
 

We train and support peer mentors  
to support fellow survivors. 

One of the ground-breaking areas of 
Connect is Engage, our behavioural 
change programme for perpetrators. 
We believe that working directly 
with perpetrators will help stop the 
cycle of abuse by challenging and 
supporting them to change their 
abusive behaviour. We will work with 
perpetrators where the victim wishes 
to remain in the relationship and  
where it is safe to do so.

Norwich Connect supports children  
to help keep them safe and to support 
them to develop their own confidence 
and resilience, working with the child 
to focus on such areas as safety 
planning, managing behaviour, feelings 
and personal development. We also 
support families around Adolescent  
to Parent Violence.

As part of our recovery work we 
support the victim and children to 
rebuild their relationship after abuse, 
through programmes such as Grow 
Together and Side by Side.

Norwich Connect also trains 1,500 
other professionals a year on issues  
of domestic abuse. 

The pilot is being independently, 
academically evaluated and the  
intention of SafeLives and our  
funders is that its learning  
will help transform national  
policies and practice.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

*The seven programmes brought together  
by Norwich Connect are: 

• Complex Needs and Community 
Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (Idvas)

• Children and young people 1:1 support
• Grow Together/Side by Side
• Adolescent to Parent Violence
• Engage -  behavioural change work with 

perpetrators
• Recovery
 - Online counselling
 - Freedom
 - Pattern Changing
 - Weekly drop-in
 - Peer mentors
• Training of professionals

Yours Faithfully put John on the spot with a few questions… 

What part of your job gives you  
most satisfaction? 
The team. They have worked incredibly 
hard in the first year of the pilot to learn 
and set up seven new interventions. 
We’ve asked the team to really dig 
deep in terms of their own learning and 
personal reflection, while challenging 
their perceptions and ways of working as 
they came under considerable pressure 
to set up and deliver a very varied series 
of interventions. 

All team members have embraced  
this and developed a strong culture  
of reflection, mutual support and  
multi-agency working, while challenging 
other professionals to support clients to 
achieve the best possible outcomes.

 
 
 

And the most difficult bit? 
Since we launched in November 2018, 
we have had 269 referrals representing 
518 people, which is twice the amount  
of people we anticipated. This is 
testament to the trust professionals 
and clients have placed in the service 
and also to the need for more domestic 
abuse support services. 

What do you do in your spare time? 
I love being part of the community at  
my local church and I’m also a keen 
runner. I have two small boys so I have 
some great adventures with them, 
whether it’s on “a bear hunt” or jumping 
about in muddy puddles.

Favourite film 
Coach Carter and Remember the 
Titans. With two small boys I find myself 
increasingly getting into Octonauts. 

Favourite book 
Loves Does by Bob Geoff. I love his  
emphasis on seeing people as people 
and not projects. Also, the Jack Reacher 
novels by Lee Child.

Furthest travelled 
Fiordland National Park, at the southern 
tip of New Zealand. 

Service claim to fame 
In its first year, Norwich Connect has 
taken part in a scrutiny panel at the 
Home Office, where we fed back to 
ministers on the experiences of victims 
and families. We have also presented at 
a national conference, in London. 

This month, we’ve been invited to 
Clarence House, through our partnership 
with SafeLives, to talk with members of 
the Royal Family about the experiences 
of victims and the pilot.

A day in the life  
– John Lee


