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2 December 2011

 

 

Dear Mr Davis

 

Educating Essex, Channel 4, 3 November 2011, 21:00
 

Thank you for contacting us. We’ve noted your concerns about the welfare of 15 year-old Vinni within Educating Essex and whether the programme makers and Channel 4 took appropriate measures to safeguard his welfare and wellbeing during the filming of the programme.  

 

As you are aware, the Ofcom Broadcasting Code (‘the Code’) includes rules about the involvement of people aged under 18 in programmes. Rule 1.28 requires broadcasters to take “due care” over the “physical and emotional welfare and the dignity of people under eighteen who take part or are otherwise involved in programmes.” Rule 1.29 requires that people under eighteen must not be caused “unnecessary distress or anxiety” by their involvement in programmes or their broadcast.

 

After reviewing the programme, and contacting Channel 4 to request information from it on the measures it had in place to protect the pupils featured in the programme, including Vinni, Ofcom is satisfied there is no substantive issue to pursue. 

 

Channel 4 provided Ofcom with extensive information about the steps it took to ensure due care of the children involved in this programme. The broadcaster described in detail a number of measures it had put in place to ensure that Vinni (as well as the other children featured), his mother and the education and welfare professionals involved in his care understood what his participation in the programme would involve. They were all satisfied that it was appropriate for him to take part and continued to be so throughout the production and editing process, and the appropriate consents were obtained. We noted, in particular, that the producers had also sought independent expert advice from a clinical psychologist who assessed all the children involved and advised on whether and how it was appropriate for them to participate in the programme. 

 

Ofcom believes Educating Essex had a clear and serious purpose to provide viewers a snapshot of one year in the life of a secondary school, capturing the experiences and reflections of both the children and teachers. In light of the extensive measures taken by Channel 4 and the programme makers to ensure the welfare of the children featured, we do not believe there are grounds to pursue the issue that you have raised.  

 

We do appreciate that, in the case of some programmes, viewers may be concerned because they are not necessarily aware of the steps that broadcasters and producers have taken behind-the-scenes to take due care of child participants in programmes. We have given broadcasters guidance that, with certain programmes, it might be helpful to provide some information on this to the audience, for example on their websites. In this case, we noted that there is an interview with Vic Goddard, the Head teacher of Passmores School featured in the programme, on the Channel 4 website where he outlined the approach taken by the programme makers and why he agreed to take part in the series:      

 

http://www.channel4.com/programmes/educating-essex/articles/welcome-to-passmores
 

I should make clear that Ofcom considers the protection of children to be among the most significant of all our statutory duties.

 

In 2007, following an increasing trend in the broadcast of non-fiction programmes involving children and a number of complaints related to children appearing in programmes, Ofcom undertook to review the issues involved in the participation of children in programmes – specifically in non-fiction programmes. 

 

As part of the process we discussed children's participation with broadcasters, producers, as well as national and regional children’s interest groups, and academic child experts and psychologists. Ofcom also commissioned independent qualitative research study to explore the views of children and parents on children’s participation in non-fiction programmes. You can find it here: http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/tv-research/rpt.pdf
 

The research showed that both adults and children value and enjoy young people being represented in programmes. However, given that the consequences of participation may vary widely depending on the age, maturity and individual circumstances of the child or young person involved, Ofcom decided to issue broadcasters with detailed guidance to set out best practice in the involvement of under eighteens during the different stages of their participation in programmes. Many other areas of the Code are accompanied by guidance of this kind to assist broadcasters.

 

You may be interested to read the guidance to Rules 1.28 and 1.29 which you can find at pages 11 to 14 of the following document: http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/broadcast/guidance/812612/section1.pdf
 

I hope this has clarified our position and that the above information is of interest to you. 

 

Thank you for taking the trouble to contact us.  

 

