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The Project:

Political Speed Dating 2005 took place at the University of Surrey Students Union during Local Democracy Week (October 17-23, 2005).  The event was jointly organised by Guildford Borough Council, Guildford Community Learning Partnership and the University of Surrey Students Union (USSU).  Local Democracy Week is a national campaign run by the Local Government Association which aims to encourage young people under 26 to actively engage in local politics and to consider the way their area is governed. 

This event aimed to bring together Borough Councillors and pupils from a range of schools to discuss youth and local issues and what the role of being a Councillor entails. 

How the project began:

Through discussions with Guildford Borough Council about a separate youth project it was leading on for the Local Strategic Partnership in Guildford, the Guildford Community Learning Partnership (CLP) was made aware of the ‘Political Speed Dating’ concept.  The CLP approached the Students Union as a venue, and assisted with designing posters for the event and recruiting young people to attend.  Guildford Borough Council recruited Councillors and funded refreshments for the event.  The young people who attended the event came from a variety of backgrounds including home-schooling, King’s College (Park Barn), Guildford County School (Farnham Road) and Guildford’s own Youth Council.

The event took place in the Students Union on Monday 17th October from 4-6pm.  An initial workshop was facilitated by staff from the Students Union and the Community Learning Partnership and encouraged the young people to consider which issues they felt most passionately about with regards to local politics, in order to devise a series of questions to be used within the speed dating process. 

The speed dating itself was lead by ‘Big D Mocracy’, a DVD-based host from a resource kit made available nationally by the Solent People’s Theatre.  The young people paired up and spent 3 minutes with each local Councillor, asking the questions devised during the initial workshop and scoring Councillors based on their listening skills, knowledge of youth issues and approachability.  When all ‘dates’ were complete, scorecards were collected and a second workshop took place where young people were given the chance to say how happy they were with the answers local politicians had given to their questions.  All young people participating received a free ice-skating pass to the Guildford Spectrum leisure centre courtesy of Guildford Borough Council.

Project Outcomes:

· 14 young people (12-17), 8 Councillors and 7 organisers attended the event.  

· Young people reported that the event had been enjoyable and that they thought it was a good way in which young people could find out about local issues that they would otherwise not be aware of.  Further ‘speed dating’ events were requested.  

· Both the Councillors and young people agreed that the Students’ Union was a pleasant neutral venue and that the political speed dating concept was a very good way of offering practical citizenship experience without making the subject a dry classroom experience 

Moving Forward:

This was intended as a one-off event, although it was so successful that Guildford Borough Council would be wise to consider further opportunities for young people to interact with their local Councillors in this way.  The event also acted as a pilot for the University of Surrey Students’ Union, which is now considering running a similar event for students (18+) to question local politicians. 

Lessons Learned:

Through taking the citizenship curriculum out of the classroom into a fun, energetic and interesting exercise on neutral territory young people were actively engaged in a practical activity, giving them the opportunity to talk openly about youth issues with their elected representatives.  Local Councillors found the opportunity valuable to find out about the concerns and needs of young people.  Both groups requested further such events, with young people requesting that the ‘dates’ could have been longer than the allotted three minutes to give more time to get deeper into the local issues being discussed.

For more information contact:

Lucy Andrews

Guildford and Waverley Community Learning Adviser

Tel:07976 752813

guildfordcla@yahoo.co.uk 
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