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The ‘Raptor Project’ at HMYOI Warren Hill effectively uses the care and display of different species of predatory birds to engage young people who traditionally don’t engage in learning activities. The course builds their self-confidence, personal development and team-working skills and also improves their academic skills such as English and mathematics, as part of an overall qualification.
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‘Many of the young people we work with are difficult to engage. Most have had little in terms of structured education, and have consistently missed or been excluded from school. The Raptor Project has successfully engaged these vulnerable young people, improved their personal skills quickly and taught them to work effectively in teams. All of the young people are working towards a qualification and their work requires them to develop their skills in English and mathematics’. 
Deborah Scaife, Head of Regime Services
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Background

The Raptor Project started small with a few birds of prey and with very little structure. It has developed into a programme that is accredited and integrates English, mathematics and geography into the work that the young people carry out with the birds. The project houses 35 birds of 15 different species ranging from a Kookaburra to a Bald Eagle. Alongside this the prison has developed an excellent reputation throughout the South East for the professional flying displays that they carry out at community events throughout the summer months. A successful breeding programme is in place with birds being provided to zoos and wildlife centres. More recently, the project has become a rescue centre for birds of prey that have been illegally imported or bred. 

The Raptor Project
The project successfully engages young people who usually would find it difficult to take part in other activities available at the prison. Many of the young people who are successful on the project have significant barriers to learning and little formalised learning; some have mental health problems that act as a barrier to more traditional learning. For this type of young person the progress they make in developing their personal skills is significant. For many the study skills they need to complete the qualification are new to them and they need high levels of support and the motivation to progress.
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Officer Trevor Fowles explains that the practical tasks of caring for the birds are closely linked to the theory work they need as part of the qualification: ‘The young people calculate what a bird needs to be fed based on their weight, duration of their flying time and the conditions in which they are flown: they learn the importance of keeping their birds healthy. They are also keen to develop the skills to be able to work out flight speeds based on using a small altimeter attached to the bird; this measures height and they work out the speed by using a stop watch and dividing distance by time.’ The young people are motivated and engaged, many extending their knowledge and understanding to learning where the bird originated from, its habitat and climate. They also learn about what diets are best for each type of bird and the importance of a healthy diet and how this is linked to diseases. Basic anatomy and physiology of the birds is also part of their learning.

As part of the breeding programme, young people are involved in the hand rearing of many of the birds where they take responsibility for the care and wellbeing of their charge. In the early weeks, young people take the bird back to their accommodation block. The young people quickly develop a strong sense of responsibility and care through this work. 
The Raptor Project includes a display team that flies the birds at different community events. The display team provides a professional display and is very busy throughout summer. The young people on the programme have the opportunity to become part of the display team; the use of release on temporary licence for young people who meet the criteria enables them to attend. Young people receive training in how to present the skills they have learnt to an audience. Trevor explains: ‘This improves the confidence of young people particularly their communication and team working skills, and provides opportunities to demonstrate what they have put into the project’.

Outcomes for the young people

An impressive project – but what are the benefits for the young people at Warren Hill? Trevor explains some of the key outcomes: ‘Tasks are assigned to each young person and they quickly develop the skills to work as a team. The young people swiftly take ownership of the project and are keen and motivated to learn. The introduction of the Lantra qualification in falconry has been a positive move forward; the programme is now better structured with clearer aims and objectives. Young people have the opportunity to progress from the Lantra award at Level 1 to Level 3 – a recognised award within the industry’.

A young person on the course explains what he had gained from being on the programme: ‘I found it difficult being away from home and have had problems engaging with education. This project has helped me gain confidence and self-esteem and realise that I can learn and take part in activities. I have had lots of support from the staff and the other boys on the course, and I am learning new things such as mathematics and geography which I can see are important for this work. I want to try and get employment looking after animals when I am released.’
[image: image7.jpg]


Deborah Scaife, Head of Regime Services adds: ‘The confidence and self-esteem that young people gain from working hard to take part in one of the flying demonstrations is significant in their development. Working with the birds has a calming effect on young people, and learning how to care for the birds teaches responsibility and improves their concentration. We work closely with both the safeguarding and mental health teams in the prison; the project has been successful for working with vulnerable young people who are often not coping well with life in custody’.

Deborah goes on to say: ‘We see our role as helping the most difficult vulnerable young people engage in an activity that gives them a clear aim. The young people soon become motivated and keen to get involved with working towards an accredited qualification and to improve study skills that are easily transferred into other areas of learning.’
The key success of the project is the way it engages difficult and vulnerable young people. Behaviour improves as the young people become more involved with the project. They find ways to modify their behaviour and successfully work in groups – something which is new to many. The aim of most of the young people is to become part of the display team which means that their behaviour and risk assessment must meet the requirements for them to be released on temporary license. Other young people want to progress on the project to become a ‘Red Band’ – a position as an assistant manager with additional responsibilities for the care of the birds. 

The display team has helped build community links and improve the community’s perception of young offenders. Recently the young people have been part of a project with the local police force where officers, as part of their work, need to learn how to handle birds of prey. This has helped young people change their view of the police. 

Funding

The project is largely self-funding through donations for the display team and the breeding programme. Deborah Scaife says: ‘We can see the success that we have had with a project that is based around the care and welfare of animals and the way it helps young people engage in a programme that improves their personal and study skills. Our plans for the future are to build on this and explore the possibility of developing other projects – possibly the training and rehousing of rescue dogs.’
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HMYOI Warren Hill is a young offender institution for remanded and convicted young people aged 15 to 18, in Suffolk. The prison provides a variety of education and vocational courses. 
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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