Changing Landscapes: Making a difference in the lives of BME learners through innovation, creativity and partnerships

The workshop explored an innovative and inclusive social services/care education project developed between the Open University in Scotland (OU) and Multi-Cultural Family Base (MCFB) in Edinburgh, a community-based, service-delivery organisation. The aims of the workshop were to explore, share and develop a deeper-understanding of concepts such as : ‘inclusive social services, care educational practice’, ‘listening to the voices of potentially excluded learners, bringing meaningful change in their lives’, ‘creative partnerships’, ‘promoting cultural diversity in social services’, ‘Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) mentoring’ and anti –oppressive practice.  
The initiative drew on existing community-networks and a ‘Black Community Development model’, promoting supported access, BME mentoring and language services and progression to social services’ qualifying programmes. The journey and gains made by learners were paramount. At the heart of the project was the passion for giving a voice to individuals from marginalised groups, and creating opportunities and pathways to participate in social-services/care education. Central to the success of the project was the understanding and awareness about barriers to learning brought by the knowledge and life-experience of the BME practitioners, which they disseminated as mentors. Their commitment, warmth and humour sustained the project through adversity and the multiple challenges of short term funding and changes of personnel.
Additionally, the uniqueness of this partnership led to meaningful changes and achievements for the partners within the broader context of social work in Scotland. For MCFB this resulted in development of a rich learning-culture between staff, volunteers and service-users. For the OU it enabled tangible opportunities for learning how to better meet the needs of prospective BME students, reflecting on organisational culture, curriculum content and systems. The project contributed to wider governmental and professional aspirations to develop a social-services workforce, which more comprehensively reflected the BME profile and needs of the wider community. 
