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The Killam Trusts

The Killam Trusts were established in 1965 under the Will of Dorothy Johnston 
Killam for the benefit of Dalhousie University, Montreal Neurological Institute of 
McGill University, University of Alberta, The University of Calgary, The University 
of British Columbia, and The Canada Council for the Arts.  Mrs. Killam also 
established similar trusts during her lifetime for the benefit of Dalhousie and the 
Canada Council.

To date, close to 6,000 scholarships and fellowships have been awarded to 
graduate and post-graduate students and faculty.

The Killam Trusts also provide funds for Killam Chairs, salaries for Killam 
Professors, and general university purposes.  The Canada Council, in addition 
to awarding Killam Fellowships, also awards annually the Killam Prizes in Health 
Sciences, Natural Sciences, Engineering, Social Sciences and Humanities.  They 
are as a group Canada’s premier awards in these fields.  

In the words of Mrs. Killam’s Will:

“My purpose in establishing the Killam Trusts is to help in the building of 
Canada’s future by encouraging advanced study. Thereby I hope, in some 
measure, to increase the scientific and scholastic attainments of Canadians, 
to develop and expand the work of Canadian universities, and to promote 
sympathetic understanding between Canadians and the peoples of other 
countries.”
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Izaak Walton Killam

Born in 1885 at Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.
Died in 1955 at his Quebec fishing lodge.

Izaak Walton Killam was one of Canada’s most eminent financiers, rising from  a 
paper boy in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia to becoming head of Royal Securities.  Having 
no children, Mr. Killam and his wife Dorothy Johnston Killam devoted the greater 
part of their wealth to higher education in Canada.

In spite of his prodigious financial accomplishments, Izaak Walton Killam was a 
very reserved man who eschewed publicity and was virtually unknown outside a 
small circle of close acquaintances.

Dorothy Brooks Killam, née Johnston

Born in St. Louis, Missouri in 1899.
Died in 1965 at La Leopolda, her villa in France.

Unlike her retiring husband, Dorothy Johnston Killam was an extrovert who loved 
company and people generally. After she and Mr. Killam were married in 1922, they 
lived in Montreal, the centre of the Killam financial empire.

Mr. Killam died in 1955, and it was left to Mrs. Killam to work out the details of their 
plan in her Will. When she died in 1965, she left their combined estates to specific 
educational purposes and institutions, as well as a large gift to The Izaak Walton 
Killam Hospital for Children in Halifax.
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Sir Al Aynsley-Green

SIR ALBERT AYNSLEY-GREEN was appointed in 2005 as the first Children’s 
Commissioner for England.  He previously served as National Clinical Director for 
Children, Chair of the Children’s Task Force at the UK Department of Health, and 
Nuffield Professor of Child Health at Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children and 
at the Institute of Child Health, University College, London.  He is also a former 
Executive Director on the Great Ormond Street Hospital NHS Trust Board and 
Clinical, then University Lecturer and Fellow of Green College at Oxford University.  
SIR AL was knighted in June, 2006 for his services to children and young people.  
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Foreword

“Children are the most precious resource of any nation.  Making sure that every child 
is able to develop her or his full potential should be everybody’s business.”

This is the clear and simple – but profound – vision held by Sir Albert Aynsley-Green, 
England’s Commissioner for Children and our 2009 Killam Annual Lecturer.

In his Lecture, published here, Sir Al offers insights into the lives of children and young 
people in England today.  He draws on his experience as the first children’s physician 
in England appointed to government with responsibility for defining national standards 
for their health care, and now as the first independent Children’s Commissioner 
for England with a duty to promote their views and best interests.  He argues that 
research from listening to children’s voices, particularly those most vulnerable and 
marginalized, is key not only for effective advocacy to influence politicians and policy 
development and for improving practices in services supporting their needs, but also 
for improving the public understanding of childhood today.  Furthermore, he argues 
that empowering children and young people to be involved in decisions that affect 
their lives gives them confidence that they are respected as citizens of today.

The Killam Annual Lecture is sponsored by the Killam Trusts, established under the 
Will of Dorothy Johnston Killam who died in 1965.  This year’s Lecture was held in 
collaboration with the Children’s Hospital in Halifax, which in 2009 celebrated its 100th 
anniversary.   Dorothy Johnston Killam had made large lifetime and testamentary gifts 
to the Hospital, which in 1965 was renamed as “The Izaak Walton Killam Hospital for 
Children” in honour of her late husband.  Pier 21, Canada’s new national museum of 
immigration, was the Lecture’s locale.  An audience of 400, including the Deans of 
Graduate Studies of all Canadian universities and their associates who were meeting 
in Halifax, came to hear Sir Al.

The day after the Lecture Sir Al met with the Premier of Nova Scotia, the Hon. Darrell 
Dexter, and some of his government colleagues to discuss the ideas and experiences 
set out in this extraordinary Lecture.  Let us hope that out of this meeting will come 
a new post in Nova Scotia, similar to that of England’s Commissioner for Children, 
to take on responsibility for guiding both policy and action for that Province’s most 
precious resource.  And let us dare to hope that such an example, if it takes hold there, 
will spread across Canada and beyond.

December, 2009 
The Trustees of the Killam Trusts
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Good evening, Chairman, Trustees, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
and thank you for the introduction and above all for the honour of being here in 
Halifax today to present the prestigious Killam Lecture for 2009. 

One of the objectives of the Killam Trusts is to promote international dialogue and 
debate, and in the next few minutes I wish to share with you some insights into 
the lives of children and young people today in England, and from them to draw a 
series of themes that, I hope, will have resonance for Canada. It is my intention to 
be provocative in order to generate new thinking on the circumstance of children 
and young people today in your wonderful country. Throughout my lecture I will 
highlight some key questions for you to consider.

My organization, 11MILLION

Let me introduce my organization and the work that I do as the first Children’s 
Commissioner for England. 

First, why should a country need a Children’s Commissioner? When I was asked 
this question by a political Special Advisor in number 10 Downing Street before 
the post was created, I said : ‘It must be the badge of a civilised society to have 
someone who is truly independent who can speak for the most vulnerable in 
society and for those who are otherwise voiceless’.

I was delighted when the post was subsequently created by Act of Parliament in 
2004 to be the independent voice for all children and young people in England, 
and to ensure that their views and best interests are taken seriously by politicians, 
statutory and voluntary agencies and the public. I report to Parliament, and it has 
given me important powers, the most valuable of which is the power to enter any 
premises, announced or unannounced, in which any child is being cared for (other 
than its home), and to interview the child in private if the child agrees.  

Two key words encompass my function, namely, to listen and to influence. In order 
to listen I have to get out of my office to reach out to meet children and young 
people wherever they are, deliberately seeking the most vulnerable, disadvantaged 
and otherwise voiceless.  I then use the information I gather to influence politicians, 
the production of Government policy and legislation, the delivery of services to 
support their needs and, finally, public attitudes to children and young people.  

Improving The Lives And Health Of Children And Young People: 
How Research From Listening To Their Voices Should Inform  

Politics, Policy, Practice And Public Attitudes
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My organization was set up as the Office of the Children’s Commissioner. When I 
began meeting children and young people I was told – ‘Al that is seriously boring! 
That’s suits, boots and adult stuff! How can we possibly relate to something as 
boring as ‘the Office of the Children’s Commissioner?’  So we said ‘OK, you tell us 
what you would like us to be called!’ 

We ran a national competition, out of which emerged the concept of 11MILLION. 
Why? - Because there are just over 11 million children and young people living in 
England today. We then engaged children and young people to select and work with 
a design agency who produced our brand and identity:

Fig 1 The brand and logo of 11MILLION

You will note that each of the figures ‘1’ is packed with icons, each representing 
an issue that a child or group of children and young people felt was important to 
them. 

This logo has proved to be a wonderful ‘ice-breaker’ when I meet even very young 
children. For example you will note in the left hand figure an icon of a heart with a 
cleft.  A nine year-old girl chose this icon recently when a group of children came to 
visit me. When I asked her why she had chosen this icon, she replied: ‘My mum and 
dad got divorced three years ago, and my heart is still broken’. Images, art, icons are 
wonderful ways of communicating with children and young people. 

www.11MILLION.org.uk

“The 11 MILLION children and young people                                              
in England have a voice”                                                                    
Children’s Commissioner for England,                                               
Professor Sir Al Aynsley-Green
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The context of childhood today

Is all well with our children and childhood? In order to answer this fundamental 
question, I wish to explore now three threads:

•	 Reasons	to	celebrate	our		families,	children	and	young	people,	the	staff	that	
care for them and government policy

•	 Understanding	the	importance	of	International	benchmarks	and	comparisons
•	 The	power	and	authority	of	the	United	Nations	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	

the Child (UNCRC) 

We have many reasons to celebrate today. Thus, we have fantastic children and 
young people. The majority is happy, loved by their families, law abiding, works 
hard and contributes to communities. Professional staffs who self-select to work 
with children are dedicated and care. In England more has been done in the last 
ten years for Government policy for children than in the preceding fifty years, and 
there has been a massive and long overdue investment in infrastructure, resources 
& workforce.

During the last ten years a new cross-government policy and a Children’s Plan with 
its strap-line ‘Every Child Matters’  and the five outcomes of Be Healthy, Stay Safe, 
Enjoy and Achieve, Make a Positive Contribution and Achieve Economic Well Being 
(outcomes chosen by children) have put children at the heart of government.  We 
have a cabinet-level Secretary of State, a Department and Ministers for Children, 
Schools and Families, a Children’s Commissioner and legislation to create Directors 
of Children’s Services in every local authority charged with being responsible for 
identifying the needs of children and families and implementing policy across 
health, education and social care in conjunction with voluntary agencies. 

What have been the drivers for this unprecedented political focus on children? In 
my view they are: 

1. In 1997 the new Labour government commissioned Professor Donald 
Acheson to report on health inequalities in our society. He documented the 
profound inequalities in English society, noting in particular the especially 
deleterious effects on children

2. This chimed with the traditional socialist view on the economic capital of 
children

3. It coincided with the personal convictions of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
Gordon Brown, on the importance of social justice
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4. Two national scandals on children’s health and social care services – the 
Kennedy Inquiry into children’s health services and Lord Laming’s Inquiry into 
the murder of a black immigrant child blew the lid off any complacency that 
all was well with children’s statutory services. The impact of these scandals 
justifies the maxim from President Obama’s Chief of Staff, Rahm Emanuel, 
namely, ‘You never want a good crisis to go to waste!’ 

5. Finally, political concern over the ongoing failures of child protection
 
In my view, the really important point to note is that this transformation in the 
political focus for children has not been driven by public concern and pressure over 
the plight of children. It has been driven primarily by political ideology and personal 
commitment from the very top of Government. 

From this introduction, let me lay before you my first set of provocative questions 
for you in Canada:

1. Is all well with the services to support the needs of children and young 
people?

2. Are scandals used for maximum political leverage?
3. Who is in charge of children’s policy in federal or provincial Government?
4. Is there a cross-government integrated policy framework for children and 

young people? 
5. Who is responsible for local children’s services?

Despite the very real progress made, I contend that the harsh reality, sadly, is ‘As 
a nation England has been and still is failing too many of its children and young 
people!’

Let me explore this, and while I do so let me ask:

6. Is this also true for Canada?

What is the evidence to support the assertion that England is failing too many of 
its children?
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First, The Good Childhood Inquiry published earlier this year by the Children’s 
Society: 

 Fig 2 The Good Childhood Inquiry

I had the honour to be a member of the panel driving this, the largest and most 
comprehensive investigation ever into the nature of childhood in England today, 
including evidence from over 30,000 children and young people. It concluded that 
whilst in many ways children have ‘never had it so good,’ nonetheless, five searing 
challenges compromise their emotional well being and mental health 

•	 The	culture	of	excessive	individualism
•	 Soaring	rates	of	family	breakdown
•	 Massive	commercialisation	with	the	targeting	of	children	for	profit
•	 An	overly-competitive	education	system	which	must	raise	important	

questions over the purpose of education
•	 Dire	poverty 

The report has generated much publicity and controversy, and it leads me to ask 
my next two questions for Canada:

7. What is the state of childhood in Canada? 
8. Does anyone care? 



14

Let me give further evidence of how the UK has been failing its children by 
examining two important recent international reports on the well being of children 
in rich countries:

International reports

Fig 3 The UNICEF and OECD reports into the outcomes of children in the richest 
countries

The UNICEF Report Card 7 examines the lives and well being of children in the 
21 richest countries of the world, and examines the evidence against 40 separate 
indicators in 6 groups:

•	 Material	well	being
•	 Health	and	safety
•	 Education
•	 Peer	and	family	relationships
•	 Behaviours	and	risks
•	 Subjective	well	being

The UK is bottom of the table overall. It is bottom for 5 of the 6 groups of indicators, 
including, as exemplars

•	 High	poverty
•	 Poor	health	-	high	infant	mortality	&	low	birth	weight
•	 Poor	family	and	peer	relationships
•	 Risky	behaviour	–	alcohol,	early	sex	&	teen	pregnancy
•	 Low	expectations	and	high	NEETs	(children	after	16	years	who	are	not	in	

employment, education or training)
•	 Low	self-assessed	well	being
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Once more, publication of this report caused much public concern and discussion 
(not least generated by 11MILLION), with Government arguing that the data were 
collected several years ago, and did not reflect the impact of the policy agenda 
described above. Nonetheless in my view the data should be a wake-up call for 
action.    

 9. How does Canada compare?

To answer this let us examine the results of the OECD report Doing Better for 
Children, published only a few weeks ago.  The following table is taken from the 
report and looks at the ranking of each country against the raft of indicators.

 Fig 4 OECD report indicators of wellbeing. Taken with acknowledgement from 
OECD Report 2009

It can be seen that again, the UK ranks bottom of the table. However, and this 
may surprise many of you, Canada is not in the first division, being in the lower 
half of the second division, ranking only 12th overall. It scores well for material well 
being and educational well being, but poorly for family and peer relationships and 
behaviours and risks, with especially worrying rates of alcohol consumption and 
youth suicide.
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The OECD report also presented data on how much each country spends from 
government funding on children from birth to the age of 18. There is a tenfold 
difference between the highest scoring country, Norway (at $204,200 per child), and 
Mexico at only $24,000. The UK spends $145,000, much less than the countries 
with the highest scores for wellbeing. Sadly, there are no data available for how 
much is spent on children in Canada – why? 

Nonetheless, the conclusions from the OECD report are that Canada receives 
solid marks, but more could be done to improve the lives of Canadian children, for 
example, by reducing child poverty, improving health by timely immunisation, and 
reducing risk outcomes such as youth drunkenness and suicide.

Good, but could do better is the mantra!

10, How much do Federal and Provincial governments spend on children in 
Canada? Does anyone know?

11. Has there been enough serious public and political debate in Canada on the 
results of these two important reports?

I should now like to turn to the next international benchmark – the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child

The UNCRC is an international treaty; Governments give promises to children 
for Protection, Provision and Participation through its 42 Articles. Moreover, every 
government that signs the Convention is held to account in the 5-yearly periodic 
review process conducted by the UN. 

In 2008 it was the time again for the UK government to be held to account, and 
the process began with the submission to the UN by the UK government. For the 
first time, the four UK Children’s Commissioners submitted their independent report 
as did Non-Government Organisations. Also for the first time, children and young 
people submitted their own report. In June 2008, all four UK CCs went to Geneva 
to meet the UN Committee in the ‘pre-sessional’ interrogation together with the 
NGOs and young people. In September 2008, the UN Committee held the UK 
Government to account through a day-long review of the evidence submitted. Thirty 
one senior officials from the four UK administrations were present and subjected to 
a whole day of rigorous questioning.  In October 2008, the UN Committee published 
its Concluding Observations.
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 Fig 5 The report to the UNCRC from the four UK Children’s Commissioners

Fig 6 The report from children and young people, and the pre-sessional hearing 
in action in the Hotel Wilson, Geneva. The UN Committee are seated around the 
perimeter of the room, with the delegations in the centre as shown

In the concluding observations published in October 2008, the UN Committee 
commended the UK Government for much progress since the previous examination 
in 2002, but expressed more than 120 concerns, consistent with those of the UK 
Children’s Commissioners, the overall conclusions being Government must do 
better!

 12.  Is this the case for Canada?
 

In 112 recommendations
the four UKCCs expose 
deep concern over the 
ongoing failure to give 
Children and Young People 
full protection of civil rights 
and freedoms and the 
promises of provision and 
participation Under the 
42 Articles of the UNCRC

June 2008

The UN Pre-Sessional 
Interrogation
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Awareness of the UNCRC

Research has shown that less than 25% children and young people have 
heard of the UNCRC with only a minority of professionals working with children 
understanding it with few official plans or programmes referring to it.

The Committee is concerned there is no systematic awareness-raising with low 
level of knowledge.

It recommends strengthening of efforts in schools, in training all professional groups 
and implementing the UNICEF Right Respecting Schools programme. 

Fig. 7 Rights Respecting Schools programme in action.

The Rights Respecting Schools programme builds on a concept originating in 
Cape Breton, Canada in which children live every hour of the day in schools the 
fundamental principles of respecting each other, having responsibility for each other 
and understanding their rights. It has now been implemented in over 1000 schools 
in the UK with clear evidence of impact, including enhanced pro-social behaviour, 
less bullying, better attainment and greater understanding of children’s rights 
especially within the international perspective. The impact on local communities 
through the diffusion of the principles embedded in schools has been startling, 
with, for example,  the town Council in Andover now committing itself to become the 
first rights-respecting local authority in the country. The programme is a stunning 
example of making children’s rights real, and not an abstract subject taught on 
Friday afternoon as part of the citizenship curriculum.

A framework for responsible 
listening & action:
UNICEF Rights Respecting Schools

Children from RRR
Schools in Andover,
Hampshire

What about Rights 
Respecting Children’s 
Health Services?
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What has been the effect of the Periodic Review? Much UK – wide media publicity 
was generated, not least by concerted activity from the Children’s Commissioners, 
drawing to public attention the serious nature of the failings exposed by the 
interrogation. Government, on the morning of the Session announced that it was 
withdrawing ten years of refusal to remove the reservation to Articles 22 and 37 
concerning the circumstance of children seeking asylum, and the case of young 
offenders in secure establishments. This removal must be considered to be a 
substantial victory for those who had campaigned for many years to remove these 
reservations to give affected children the same rights as citizen children.

Of perhaps greater importance, all four administrations in the devolved UK 
Governments and assemblies have committed themselves for the first time to an 
explicit intention to improve the record on the use and effects of the UNCRC. This 
commitment was publicly expressed in the events to celebrate the 20th Anniversary 
of the Convention in November 2009 by publication of a cross-UK declaration of 
intent, accompanied by country-specific action plans.

Fig 8 UK Government’s commitment to the UNCRC

I would highlight a very important opportunity for children’s advocacy in Canada 
through the forthcoming Periodic Review of Canada’s performance. Perhaps there 
are lessons to be learned from how the UK Children’s Commissioners engineered 
such a successful conclusion for the UK.

Important issues exposed by the Periodic Review

Let me now share with you some of the important issues arising from the UNCRC 
and the Periodic Review of 2008.

Is government taking 
forward the Concluding 
Observations?
• Four nations ministerial 
commitment
• UK-wide policy
• C&YP participation
• Celebrating 20 years  
Lancaster House event   
20th November 

Children’s Ministers from 
England, Wales, Scotland and 
Northern Ireland
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First, the central importance of Article 12 which states:

‘Children have the right to say what they think should happen when adults are 
making decisions that affect them, and to have their opinions taken into account’.

I should like to emphasise that this means Participation and NOT Consultation!  
Why?

•	 Consultation implies that adults ask questions and adults decide
•	 Participation means that children and young people are seriously engaged 

in making decisions that affect their lives

From my extensive engagement with children and young people, I have heard 
repeatedly from them that are fed up with ‘consultation’. In fact there seems to be a 
major industry at work in England, sometimes with dubious methods, often tokenistic 
in ‘We’ve asked the kids and ticked the box!’ mentality. Children and young people 
tell me frequently that there is no feed-back to them of how their views have been 
considered let alone the impact they have had in changing policy or practice.

What signals do we in 11MILLION fly about this, in my view, crucially important 
matter in how adults relate to children and young people? Some examples show 
what we do.

Five years ago I was appointed to this new position with premises and staff to find, 
and our policies and practices to define.

Fig 9 Working with children in the choice and design of premises

Designing our premises

Working with 5-8 yr olds
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I resolved to make ‘participation’ real. The above figures show me in serious 
dialogue with 5-8 years old children in a poor part of North London, getting them 
to advise me on what kind of premises they wanted the Commissioner to have. 
‘A ‘wow’ place, please, Al!’; ‘Not a school or hospital please’; and ‘Can we have 
somewhere we own and feel safe in with colours and furniture we like?’

Fig 10. The consequence of the participation of children in choice and design 
of premises

These figures show how, working with committed architects and designers we 
gave the children what they wanted – a fabulous premises overlooking the River 
Thames; a colour scheme and furniture chosen by them; the roof tiles taken down 
to show how the air conditioning system could be seen to work.

Children’s views are a key component of the recruitment process for my staff. I 
was appointed as Commissioner myself through the most gruelling process I have 
ever experienced in 40 years of public service. I had to sit a one hour written test 
set and marked by children; I attended two 45-minute interrogations by seriously 
hard-nosed and well prepared 11-18 year old young people who went straight for 
my throat – ‘What have you done in your life that persuades us you know anything 
about what it’s like to be young? How have you helped children and young people, 
and what will you do as Commissioner?’ I did not know until afterwards that my 
demeanour in how I related to the 9-year old girl who met me in the reception area 
for the interviews was reported back to the others.

1, London Bridge
The ‘wow’ place
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  Fig 11 Young people participating in the recruitment of senior staff

In the light of this experience, we have tried very hard indeed to test new ways of 
working with children and young people in recruiting adult staff, and I can say with 
confidence that their involvement enhances the quality of the recruitment and the 
decisions taken. It also emphasizes to them the respect we have for their opinions 
and input as well as being of value to them in giving insights into the interview 
processes they will be subjected to in their future lives.

We have engaged with children and young people in other ways, as listed in our 
portfolio in the figure below. 

Fig 12. 11 MILLION’s participation portfolio

The participation portfolio
• Start up - Premises, staff, identity and 

brand; web site; getting views to inform 
priorities 

• Listening tours
• Young Assistant Commissioners
• Annual planning cycle; residential; voting
• Themes, partners and ‘buddy groups’
• Commissioned research
• Campaigns; 11MILLION take over day
• Young Friends of 11MILLION
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Below are two figures taken from our first national competition to seek their views 
of the matters that concern them – our ‘SHOUT, Turn up the Volume campaign in 
2006’ to which several thousand children and young people responded thereby 
allowing us to start developing our data base on their concerns.

It was this exercise that alerted us, as mentioned above, to the need to change 
our brand and identity. The last figure of the four below shows our home page from 
the web site that we created with the serious involvement of children and young 
people – they helped us to select the web design company, and were instrumental 
in shaping the content and accessibility of the product. Please access our web 
on www.11MILLION.org.uk  to see for yourselves how this important vehicle for 
communicating with the young is evolving.

Fig 13 Listening to children and young people

So, the participation of children and young people has been a central philosophy 
in starting up the new organization. But we have done more than this. We have got 
out on the road to meet them and to engage directly with them.

Of special importance are my ‘listening tours’ in which my staff and I spend 2-3 
days in a part of England, reaching out to meet as many children and young people 
as possible, particularly those who are especially disadvantaged, having working 
suppers and breakfasts with local adults engaged with children’s services, and 
trying above all to get an insight into the challenges and successes of the services 
for them.
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The figure below shows just some of the locations in England we have visited

Fig 14. Some of the locations across England in which we have engaged with 
children and young people during ‘listening tours’.

We have piloted how to engage with even the youngest of children in our ‘Happy 
and Healthy’ project in which we worked for one year in early years nurseries in 
Grimsby, Newcastle upon Tyne and Tamworth. We have been especially impressed 
with their use of cameras to record what they like and what they don’t like about 
their lives and environment.

Fig 15-17 Working with 2-4 year old children

We also get on the 
road!

some of the locations 
where we engage 
with children and 
young people

‘Through the eyes 
of the child’ 
– using cameras

Celebrating their 
work

Listening to 2-4 yr olds

Feeling safe

Own special things

Fascination with being
outside 

Unstructured play

Experiencing managed
risk
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Such very young children tell us how much family and friends matter; the importance 
of their special belongings; how much they love being outside, exploring, and 
experiencing managed risk, and the looming cloud on their horizon of starting 
primary school.

We have also studied their health behaviours with food. We now know from them 
that they do already understand the concept of some foods being ‘good’ and others 
‘bad’.  They are certainly able to recognize the brands of popular convenience and 
fast foods. When we observed their eating behaviours we witnessed the importance 
of peer pressure, their unmistakable preferences for the sweet and fizzy, and their 
marked reluctance to explore new tastes. Is there not a potentially importance issue 
for health policy here from these preliminary observations? We are all concerned 
over the epidemic of childhood obesity, with large sums of money being spent on 
trying to educate and change food behaviours in older children and adolescents. 
Perhaps there should be a much greater emphasis on supporting parents of very 
young children to entrain healthy eating habits early not least starting with the 
weaning of infants?

We have also engaged with older children and young people as exemplified in the 
following figures

 
Fig 18 Working with older children

We have experimented with different ways of engaging with children in the inner 
city, with those from ethnic minorities and ‘hard to reach’ groups including Gypsy, 
Roma and Travelling children.

 

Getting older children and 
young people's views



Fig 19. Getting out to meet children and young people on their territories

What do young people tell us?

They want to be asked, listened to, heard and respected; less than 25% feel that 
they are respected by adults in society. They want security and safety, and an end 
to violence & family breakdown. In terms of school life, they want an end to bullying 
and racism, less anxiety and stress, a better school environment and to enjoy 
school more. They say they want better knowledge and help in dealing with alcohol 
and drugs, and non-judgemental information on sex and sexuality. Of especial 
poignancy many tell me that they want someone to turn to.

Setting the Commissioner’s work programme

We have experimented over how to engage children and young people in setting 
part of our work programme by working with 100 of them for one year culminating 
with a three - day residential event where through art, drama and group work 
they identified the 14 areas of greatest concern to them. They then voted on their 
priorities out of which by far the two leading issues were violence, abuse and 
bullying together with respect and discrimination.  

Fig 20 Setting policy priorities
26

Children’s priorities 2008-9

Top votes (out of 14 issues):
1)Violence, abuse and bullying – guns and knives
2)Respect and discrimination

Listening to children 
in school

Listening  to young people 
on their territory
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We then agreed that a substantial portion of our budget would be given to them 
to advise us on how to take these subjects further. We completed an 18-month 
significant piece of work a few weeks ago that followed from this, namely, our 
studies into gun and knife crime. ‘Buddy’ groups from areas affected by this informed 
us directly of their views; they helped shape some serious qualitative research 
through a ‘YouGov’ poll of several hundred young people; then we commissioned 
from King’s College in London University a rigorous research study into what is 
known to work internationally in tackling gun and knife crime. All of this work has 
been published and is available on our web site.

One example of using art to explore the views of young children is shown below 
- an 8-yr old boy’s perception of lack of safety outside his home, this despite the 
fact that he lived in a part of London that was not affected by knife and violent 
crime. There can be little doubt in my view that relentless media coverage of crime 
profoundly affects children’s perceptions of the world outside their doors reinforcing 
their insecurity and leading to the ‘constriction’ of childhood in being able to explore 
their environments with confidence. 

Fig 21 An 8-year old boy’s perception of the dangers on the street outside his 
home

  

Guns and knives

An 8-yr old’s perception of lack of safety on the street
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Fig 22 Standing together against gun and knife crime

Our work has had substantial impact, not least through taking young people directly 
affected by knife crime to meet the Parliamentary Home Affairs Select Committee. 
Parliamentarians heard not only of the impact of knife crime on the young people’s 
lives, but also the practical and very sensible solutions proposed by them to tackle 
the issue.

As part of this work we explored how children and young people see their 
relationships with the police.  Of special significance were the young people’s 
proposals on how stopping and searching should be conducted by police.

Fig 23 Children and young people’s views of the police

  

Views on the police
• A wide RANGE of opinions, positive and negative
• AMBIVALENCE within many children’s views
• YOUNG children generally very supportive
• Many TEENAGERS are deeply hostile
“Policemen are nice because they make me feel 

safe” Exeter aged 8

“Police stop me from doing what I want. Most police 
are rubbish and they need the sack.” Birmingham, 
aged 16.

“They confiscated our football and have refused to 
hand it back” Liverpool, aged 16

Standing together against
gun and knife crime

Our Approach
1) Views of young people
2) YouGov survey 
3) A commissioned review of 

research evidence
4) Synthesis of principles for

the way forward
Impact:
•Parliament
•Government
•Association of Chief Police Officers
•Local change  
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Fig 24 Young people’s recommendations on how stopping and searching should 
be conducted

These proposals have been welcomed by the Association of Chief Police Officers 
and are now being implemented in the training of police officers.

13. What are Canadian children and young people’s views on the police?

Issues highlighted by the UNCRC Concluding Observations

1) Discrimination and public attitudes to children and young people

The UN Committee is concerned that children continue to experience discrimination 
and social stigmatisation, and over the general climate of intolerance and negative 
public attitudes to children. It recommends urgent measures to address intolerance 
in all sectors of society including the media, with action to benefit vulnerable groups, 
and all appropriate measures to ensure the best interests of the child are integrated 
into legislation and policies. These concerns and recommendations were, of course 
entirely consistent with what children and young people had told us in our Annual 
Planning experiment discussed above.

Making Stop and Search better
Young people suggest:

Explain how important it is to stop and 
search them
Don’t search young people in a public place
Make positive/good conversation with 

young people while you are searching them
Thank the young people and show your 

appreciation for their time
Don’t jump to conclusions all the time
Don't shout, don't be aggressive – show 

respect
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Fig 25 Listening to Gypsy, Roma and Traveling families and children

14)  What is being done to prevent discrimination in Canada?
 
We have heard repeatedly from children with physical and learning disabilities of 
the horror of discrimination and bullying in their lives.

The figure below shows some of these articulate and passionate young people; 
it also shows our inflatable ‘igloo’ in use, a means to provide a safe and non-
threatening environment in which to listen to the voices of children with Asperger’s 
syndrome and autism.

Fig 26 Listening to children and young people with physical and learning 
disabilties

Discrimination: Gypsy, Roma 
& Travelling Families

Harassment 
Discrimination
Victimisation
Bullying
Failure of services
Public attitudes
Media vilification
Illiteracy

20th July 2009: Listening to families on an illegal site

Listening to C&YP with 
physical and learning disability



31

15. Is there discrimination against Canadian children with disabilities?

The figure below shows another of our pilot studies to explore how the work of a 
national Children’s Commissioner could be made relevant to the lives of children 
locally. 

Fig 27 Young Assistant Commissioners

I formally appointed nine 14-year olds in a town in the North of England to be my 
Assistant Commissioners, working with them through their school, giving media 
training and helping them to design questionnaires and other methods to find out 
what local children felt about their lives. This was a fascinating study that we shall be 
building on to extend further. The fantastic young people showed how local issues 
such as discrimination against children in the retail sector had national significance 
as well as causing intense local frustration.   

The UNCRC highlighted hostile public attitudes to children. Everywhere I go to I see 
the following prohibitions in public spaces where children gather:

Fig 28 Society’s intolerance of children and young people

Young Commissioners

Making 11MILLION
relevant locally

Discrimination in retail

Society’s intolerance 
to children and young people

No Dogs
No Children
No Ball games
No Cycling
No Skateboards
No Hoodies
You are being watched!
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The UNCRC identified the unsatisfactory unbalanced portrayal of children and 
especially young people in the media. The following show examples

Fig 29 Unprecedented media demonisation of children and especially 
teenagers

Does it matter that there is this demonisation and vilification of our young? I argue 
that it is profoundly important, evidence for this being found in the report published 
a few months ago by Barnardos – a leading voluntary organization for children. 
Through credible research methods using YouGov polling, the views of several 
thousand adults were sought on children and young people today. The results are 
truly startling if not horrifying:

  Fig 30 Adults’ views of children and young people

These findings are worrying especially in view of the fact that giving children the 
opportunity to show how valuable their views are can be of considerable importance 
in shaping the local environment to the benefit of all. This is exemplified by a 
wonderful school I visited in the city of Lincoln. These children had been empowered 
by local adults and city councilors and others to transform a derelict and dangerous 

The unprecedented
demonisation of 
children & young 
people

Barnardo’s
report
Breaking the 
Cycle
Believe in 
Children
November 
2008

Key findings from Barnardo’s
YouGov survey November 2008 :
• 54% believe children behave like animals
• 45% agree they are feral
• 49% believe they are a danger to each other 

and to adults
• 43% agree something has to be done to protect 

us from children
• 35% feel the streets are infested with children
• Believe that 50% crime is committed by children, 

(reality 12%)
• 49% disagree that troublesome children are 

misunderstood and in need of help
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open space into one that was used and valued by all in the community.  Why do 
we fail to celebrate these kinds of achievements more? How can we change public 
attitudes to children?

Fig 31 Celebrating how children can contribute to communities

Perhaps the most serious symptom of the deep malaise in our society is the 
increasing use of a pernicious sonic weapon, the ‘mosquito’ device that is specifically 
designed to stop children and young people gathering in open spaces in flagrant 
breach of Article 15 of the UNCRC.

This matter was raised by the Children’s Commissioners in our written and oral 
evidence to the UN Committee. We were delighted when in the Concluding 
Observations the Committee expressed concern at the restriction of movement and 
peaceful assembly by Anti Social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs), mosquito devices and 
dispersed zones, all designed to control the movement of children and especially 
adolescents.

It recommends that government should reconsider ASBOs, Mosquito devices etc 
that interfere with right to freedom of movement and peaceful assembly, and protect 
against interference with their privacy. 

Local change by involving 
children – Lincoln
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Fig 32 The ‘mosquito’ ultrasonic weapon against children

My attention was first drawn to the existence of this device on one of my ‘listening 
tours’ when two 14-yr old boys took me to see the above. They complained of a 
‘nasty noise’ which adults were unaware of. This device is heavily marketed and 
is based on the physiological principle that once over the age of 20 – 25, adults 
lose the ability to hear high frequency noises. This machine emits a pulsatile, 
highly unpleasant noise that is irritating to youngsters. Several thousand have now 
been installed, some on individual houses, without any legislation or regulation 
by government despite our strenuous representations to them. Our objections are 
several-fold:

•	 It	cannot	be	heard	by	adults	who	are	unaware	of	its	presence
•	 It	is	indiscriminate	and	affects	any	young	ear
 – Infant (possibly even the fetus before birth)
 – Child, young person
 – Children with autism
•	 It	is	not	tackling	the	root	causes	of	the	problem	and	is	shifting	it	elsewhere.	

Young people tell me they gather where it is safe, and also because they 
have nowhere else to go, and nothing to do with adults not liking them and 
refusing to volunteer to work with them

We have now heard from many parents of very young children and with those with 
autism who tell us they now understand why their children become so upset when 
they visit some locations in towns and cities

Working with young people in the town of Corby, we launched our ‘Buzz Off!’ 
campaign last year to raise awareness of the issue.

The following day, our campaign was reported in three national newspapers with a 
combined circulation of around 9 million copies. The figure below shows the web 

‘The ‘Mosquito’ ultrasonic 
deterrent is the solution to the 
eternal problem of teenagers in 
shopping malls and anywhere 
else they are causing 
problems’
www.compoundsecurity.co.uk

Children have the right to meet 
together
Article 15 UNCRC
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site articles from these three publications, and illustrates the huge mountain we 
have to climb in re-dressing the power of the media to influence public opinion 
against the best interests of children. What a missed opportunity for these editors 
to engage in serious and profitable discussions on an important issue in society. 
Instead of which they have chosen to reinforce public antipathy. Who are these 
reporters and editors who have such un-elected power?  How and by whom can 
they be held to account? Sadly our government has been, in my view, spineless in 
political courage in failing to address this iconic issue, one which is so at odds with 
their excellent slogan ‘Every Child Matters’   

Fig 33 Launch of our ‘Buzz Off’ campaign 

Fig 34 Media coverage of the launch of the ‘Buzz Off’ campaign

In an attempt to encourage the pendulum to swing back to celebrate the wonderful 
children and young people we have in our society, for the last three years we 
have organised ‘11MILLION Take-over day’ in November each year, in which 
organisations can show case how by working with children and young people 
everyone can benefit.

15. What are public attitudes to children and young people in Canada? 

‘Buzz Off’ 2008

The Mountain to climb



36

16. Is there a need for children and young people be celebrated in Canada?

 
Fig 35 11MILLION ‘Take-over Day’.

2) Cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment

The UN Committee expressed concerned that physical restraint is still used in 
places of deprivation of liberty, that the defence of ‘Reasonable Chastisement’ has 
not been removed, and that the failure of State party to explicitly prohibit all physical 
punishment does not comply with the Convention.

It recommends restraint only used as last resort; prohibit all corporal punishment, 
promote non-violent forms of discipline through parental education. 

In 2006, all four UK Commissioners for Children called upon Government to allow 
further Parliamentary debate to ban the physical punishment of children but 
coupled with investing in Positive Parenting.   What has happened since then? 
Sadly little progress has been made since Government has not allowed free voting 
in Parliament, and it has ignored the very strong advice from its own consultation 
with children and young people to ban the physical punishment of children. Why? 
Because, in my view, there is a fundamental lack of political courage. Expressing 
it crudely, there are no votes to be had for taking this courageous step despite the 
fact that over 20 European Countries have done so. Symptomatic of the mountain 
to climb is this email I received in my office:

‘When discipline has all but disintegrated it was only natural that a trendy-liberal 
children’s support group should emerge from its snake pit to unleash its misguided 
venom. I hold you vermin as responsible for the actions of the teenage scum. 
Misguided morons like you are the root cause of all society’s current problems. 
Discipline will never return to schools until physical punishment is restored and 
not by liberal wishy-washy corruption of the morals of society by a nutty professor 
who is obviously senseless’

11 MILLION Takeover Day
is an 

•opportunity for schools, companies and organisations to 

hand over the reins to children and young people for a day! 

•The 2000 event was a huge success. 1500 organisations 

and  over 30,000 children and young people took part

“My moment of 

the day was 

having a chance to have a 

voice and our opinions heard”

2009
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3) The mental health and emotional well being of children and young people

I wish to conclude by highlighting another key set of issues exposed by the UNCRC 
reporting process, namely, the worrying state of the mental health and emotional 
well being of substantial numbers of our children and young people.

The UN committee recommended: improve participation; address bullying and 
exclusions; intensify efforts to provide adolescents with reproductive health 
education and services and support for those using toxic substances; provide 
additional resources to meet the needs of children with mental health problems

Let us look at the burden of such health difficulties:

•	 1	in	10	children	has	a	diagnosable mental health disorder
•	 Highest	rate	of	self	harm	in	Europe	
•	 Particularly	vulnerable	groups
 – Asylum seekers
 – Young carers
 – Children in care
 – Disability
 – Children who have been abused
 – Hidden harm - young people with drug or alcohol issues
 – Bereavement

 
Of special concern are the numbers exposed to ‘hidden harm’ such as:

•	 300,000	children	with	drug	misusing	parent
•	 850,000	children	with	alcohol	misusing	parent	-	Impact	of	Fetal	Alcohol	

Spectrum
•	 160,000	children	of	prisoners
•	 Parental	mental	health:	>	50%	of	adult	mental	health	users	are	parents
•	 Domestic	violence:	700,000	recorded	episodes	in	1	year
•	 175,000	young	carers	in	the	UK	–	high	risk	of	mental	health	problems 

Sadly, we know from our work and that of others that many of these children suffer 
in silence, with their needs not being recognised, let alone being provided for by 
appropriate services.

In any one day of the school year, a typical 1000 pupil school can expect to have 
within it children suffering significant mental illness: 50 pupils will be seriously 
depressed; 10-20 pupils will have an obsessive compulsive disorder; 5-10 girls will 
be affected by eating disorders and 35-50 are bereaved of someone close
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BUT: Only 25% of Children and Young People (CYP) with clinically significant 
mental health problems will be accessing the services they need.  

Too often I have heard from such children ‘Nobody understands’; ‘I’ve got nobody 
to talk to’; ‘I get bullied at school and the teachers punish me for not doing my 
homework on time’ The last comment came from a nine-year old girl who, as a 
young carer, had to toilet her disabled mother and breakfast her younger siblings 
before going to school each day. Her teachers were oblivious to the fact that the 
child was carrying such an immense burden of care on her young shoulders.

17. What does this mean for the design and delivery of your mental health 
services for young people in Canada? 

The following figures show what can be done to give these children someone to 
turn to. 

Fig 36 A school ‘drop-in’ centre 

Fig 37 An anonymous ‘drop-in centre’ in down town Leeds

A School Drop-in Centre
The ‘Tic Tac’ centre Paignton Community College

The ‘Market Place’ drop in centre, Leeds
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These are excellent examples of how to provide confidential, non-stigmatising and 
non-judgemental support for troubled young people. Of the need for such services 
there can be no doubt, particularly in addressing the concerns of younger children. 
The staggering success of Child Line, an anonymous telephone help line, exposes 
the huge unmet needs of countless children & young people. But sadly, many 
thousands are unable to access the service. Before coming to Halifax this week 
I heard a presentation in Ottawa from colleagues from YouthNet showing data to 
support my provocative comment that Canada, too, has a very substantial problem 
in addressing the mental health and emotional well being of its children and young 
people, not least by failing to provide enough access to advice.

One aspect of this topic which is under-recognised and poorly managed, at least in 
the UK, are the needs of children who are bereaved. Between 3 and 5% of children 
can be expected to lose someone close through death. Thus in excess of 20,000 
children each year experience the death of a parent - one every 30 minutes. 

On the 9th June 2009, our national newspaper, The Independent published an 
interview in which I talked of my own experiences of being a bereaved child when 
my father died unexpectedly when I was ten years old.  In the words of the editor, 
this ‘drew a huge and emotional response’ with one of the largest post bags ever 
generated by the newspaper on a matter of community interest.

18. How is support given to Canadian children experiencing bereavement? 

19. Is death, as in England a ‘taboo’ subject which is not discussed openly? 
It is pleasing that our government has recognised the importance of promoting the 
mental health needs of children. As recently as this year, it published its overarching 
policy:

 Fig 38 Government statement of intent 2009

New Horizons 2009

Re-affirms:
•Importance of emotional
well being in childhood
•Importance of transitions
and adolescent mental 
health

Fine words, but drill down:
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Unfortunately, the rhetoric belies some of the reality. 

Fig 39 Our report on the needs of adolescents requiring in-patient mental health 
care

This is exemplified by our work on the inappropriate admission of young people 
to adult mental health wards when suffering from serious psychiatric illness. Why 
does this happen? Because of a long standing failure to provide age-appropriate 
facilities.

Having been alerted to the problem by listening to young people, we commissioned 
rigorous qualitative research in which their lived experiences were documented. 
A deeply disturbing catalogue of difficulties emerged, including close exposure 
to seriously disturbed adults with psychoses; physical and sexual abuse and 
substance misuse; denial of education and access to friends and family; failure 
to seek consent; and inadequate explanations and information given to patients. 
Having described their experiences, the data were then prepared as a report 
for submission to Parliament. Quiet behind-the-scenes work was done to inform 
ministers of our findings, and we worked with the British Broadcasting Corporation 
(BBC) who produced three 10 minute special reports on the main 6pm news anchor 
programmes highlighting the difficulties of these young people. These programmes 
were timed to perfection, appearing with the public publication of our report just 
before a major Parliamentary debate on a Mental Health Bill. As a consequence, the 
Health Minister gave a commitment that within two years, no young person would 
be admitted inappropriately to an adult mental health ward, and substantial new 
funding was provided to improve the availability of specialist wards for adolescents 
with serious mental health problems. 

• Concerns raised
• Credible research

through listening
• Writing report
• Key stakeholders
• Media contacts – BBC 
• Launch 
• Parliamentary debate
• Media coverage
• Ministerial commitment
• Follow through

Age – inappropriate services
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This exemplar of our approach highlights Al’s Effective Advocacy Cascade: 

Fig 40 Al’s Effective Advocacy Cascade

I argue that just as for generating credible research protocols, there should be an 
understanding and promotion of the science of effective advocacy for children and 
young people that depends upon a rigorous approach based on evidence-based 
methods on what works and what does not. 

20. Is the science of advocacy for children sufficiently well developed in 
Canada? 

Finally, in my view is the urgency of promoting emotional resilience and empathy, 
and schools have a key role to play. In schools where this is done well is the crucial 
importance of the head teacher in driving a whole school environment in which 
children will have someone to turn to in ways that are confidential, non-stigmatising 
in an appropriate setting and environment with properly trained staff. The UNICEF 
Rights Respecting School programme discussed above is one further way to 
improve emotional resilience, but I wish to conclude by drawing attention to the 
power of another Canadian concept, namely, the Roots of Empathy programme, 
devised by Mary Gordon, who I know is present today.

Al’s Effective Advocacy 
Cascade

1. The cause
2. The facts
3. The argument
4. Brigading support
5. Who to target?
6. Using the media
7. Follow through
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 Fig 41. Roots of Empathy

I first met Mary in Australia and was so impressed by her thinking that I made it my 
business to see a RoE school in action in Winnipeg, Manitoba some months ago. 
The concept is breathtakingly simple – the teacher is a baby! A new mother in a local 
community agrees to bring her child to a specified class once every month for 45 
minutes. Through the input of a trained facilitator, the children witness, describe and 
record the early human development of the baby. They are taught in an interactive 
way with the child and its mother key principles of parenthood, and through their 
interaction with the child who cannot talk they learn to understand empathy and the 
needs of another human being.  This programme has been subjected to academic 
evaluation, with documented persistent impact on children’s behaviour and 
understanding of human development and parenting, and I commend it to you.

Fig 42. Roots of Empathy in action in Winnipeg, Manitoba

Witnessing baby development 
- the basis for empathy

Winnipeg, Canada

Roots of Empathy
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Conclusions and ‘wrap-up’

In this lecture I have encouraged you to understand the context of childhood today, 
the importance of international comparisons and the power of the UNCRC. I have 
exposed deeply hostile public attitudes to children in England, and emphasised 
the centrality of listening to children and young people in order to improve their 
lives and health. I have shown how such participation can be especially helpful in 
defining organisational priorities, challenging, influencing and changing policy, and 
influencing practice. I have shown how working with children and young people can 
effect local change in their local environment by improving facilities for young people. 
I have also alerted you to the existence of the Mosquito ultrasonic weapon deterrent, 
especially since it is possible that there will be moves to market this in Canada.

I end by asking, in addition to the 20 questions I have posed as I have developed my 
thought train above, the following over-arching questions for your consideration

•	 Do	public	and	institutional	attitudes	to	children	in	Canada	need	to	be	
confronted?

•	 Do	decision	makers	really	know	what	it	is	like	to	be	young	today?
•	 Are	children	valued	sufficiently?
•	 Is	all	well	with	services	to	support	their	needs?
•	 Are	children’s	rights	taken	seriously?
•	 Who	speaks	for	children?
•	 Are	children	asked	and	listened	to?		

So, following the title of my lecture:  
 How can research from listening to the views of children and young people be  
 used to inform local as well as national policies, practices and public  
 understanding in Canada? 
 
Perhaps it might be helpful to consider at Provincial and Federal level concerted 
and effective advocacy for

•	 Cabinet	level	Minister	for	Children	and	Young	People
•	 Cross-government	policy	agenda
•	 A	Commissioner	with	power	and	clout
•	 A	Clinical	Director	in	Government	responsible	for	children’s	health
•	 Defined	standards	of	health	care
•	 Appropriate	financial	underpinning
•	 Effective	commissioning	of	services
•	 Rigorous	inspection	machinery	for	statutory	services
•	 Listening	to	the	voice	of	the	child
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Figs 41-46 Concluding figures.  

As Postman has said, children are the living message to a time we will not see. 
Children and young people are at the heart of 11 MILLION; every one is special, 
and as Obama says, ‘yes we can!’ We can and must improve the outcomes for all 
our children. So, what are YOU going to do to help achieve this? Being seriously 
provocative, in the light of what you have heard this evening, can each of you 
identify three things that you will do tomorrow that you had not thought of doing 
before hearing my lecture that will contribute to improving the lives of Canadian 
children?

Thank you for listening, and for the pleasure and privilege of being the Killam 
Lecturer for 2009.
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‘As a nation we have been failing 
and still are failing too many of our 
children!’

We can & must improve the 
outcomes of ALL our children 
and young people

1.Political will – national
& local

1.Media & public education
2.Confronting the culture in 

society and services – see 
through the eyes of the child!

3. Listen to what they have to say        
What are you going to do?

www.11MILLION.org.uk

“The 11 MILLION children and young people                        
in England have a voice”
Children’s Commissioner for England,                                     
Professor Sir Al Aynsley-Green
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