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A young carer is someone under 18 who provides or intends to provide care for another person. The concept of care includes practical or emotional support.




When I was a child, I was a young carer. Based on my experiences, I have created what I believe is a realistic set of Golden Rules. It has taken me years to realise these. If I could go back in time, this is what I would say to a younger me:

• You should not feel that you have to provide care because no one else is willing to help.

• If you decide to be a young carer, remember it is not your responsibility to provide all the care.

• You should receive support from various people, including family, friends, and health and social care professionals. 

• You should be able to choose which caring activities you undertake and which you don’t. 

• If you are not getting support, then you should ask for it. It’s not weak to ask for help.

• It’s not selfish to say no. It’s also not selfish to say what you need or want.

• Some people will never understand your situation, however hard you try to explain.

• Identify good friends, keep them close, and tell them about your caring role. It will help to chat about your problems with people you trust.

• Don’t sacrifice your life to become a carer. Form relationships, pursue an education, gain qualifications and skills, and achieve your ambitions.
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I had a difficult childhood, with my mum being severely mentally unwell and my dad dying when I was 12 years old. After Dad’s death, I was left to look after my mum without any help from relatives or healthcare professionals. I provided continual care throughout the remainder of my childhood, which was awful at times. Rather than choose to do this, I felt I had no other options. I was one of many children in the UK performing difficult caring tasks.

Why I Wrote This Book

I wrote this book because I would like to help present day young carers. Bearing in mind how difficult I found being a young carer, I would like to pass on practical advice based on my own experiences. Therefore, I wrote this book and created the website www.guidebookforyoungcarers.info to provide realistic advice to anyone who is experiencing similar challenges to those I encountered. 
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I also want to excite and inspire young carers about the future. When I was a young carer I experienced a range of emotions, including sadness, despair, frustration and anger. At certain times in my adult life I have also felt these emotions. Nevertheless, I have been able to achieve many of my ambitions. I would like young carers to understand there is hope and that they can follow their dreams and live a great life. 

Finally, I want to prepare young carers to win against the idiots they will unfortunately encounter in life. The biggest challenge I faced was some of the adults I had to deal with.

An Unknown Number of Young Carers

The data regarding the number of young carers in the UK is very poor. The UK Census 2011 said there were over 177,000 children in England and Wales performing caring tasks. However, research conducted by the BBC in 2010 suggests there could be 700,000 young carers in the UK. This figure could also be inaccurate because some organisations believe that many young carers are not known about, and therefore the actual number could be much higher.

The personal circumstances of different young carers vary significantly. Some will be caring for someone with a physical problem, a mental problem, or perhaps both. Some young carers are known about and are in supportive families, possibly with other family members also providing care. These are given love, kindness, encouragement and practical help. Others are not known about and may receive no support. Some may even have been deliberately left to cope in extremely difficult situations and may receive criticism from others who do not want to provide care.

Being a young carer can have a significant impact on a child’s health, happiness, emotional development and performance at school. Some research shows that:

• A quarter of young carers said they were bullied at school because of their caring role (Carers Trust, 2013).

• Young carers are more likely than the national average not to be in education, employment or training (NEET) between 16 and 19 (The Children’s Society, 2013).

• Young carers achieve much lower GCSE exam results than average, the difference between nine Bs and nine Cs (The Children’s Society, 2013).

There is even less research regarding the emotional impact that being a young carer has on a child. Whilst no statistics are available, it appears clear that young carers often feel sad, lonely, abandoned, frustrated and angry. That was certainly my experience.

How to Use This Book

The book has two parts: Chapters 1 to 3 tell my story and Chapters 4 to 9 give advice for young carers. I am fully aware of the pressures that are placed upon young carers, so I have broken this book into clearly labelled chapters to make information easy to find. The chapters do not have to be read in order. Depending on what is happening in a young carer’s life, and how they feel at any particular moment, they may choose to go straight to a certain chapter. 

Here is a summary of the chapters covering my story:



				
					
					
					
				


	Chap.

	Title

	Summary of Contents





	1

	Early Years

	My childhood and the events that happened before I became a young carer.





	2

	My Experiences Of Being A Young Carer

	My experiences of being a young carer, including how I felt at the time.





	3

	My Adult Life

	My adult life, covering both work experiences and providing care as an adult.








and a summary of the chapters providing advice:



				
					
					
					
				


	Chap.

	Title

	Summary of Contents





	4

	Lessons From My Experiences

	A review of my experiences as a young carer and some key observations.





	5

	Advice on Certain Topics

	Advice I would give to all young carers about how to cope with their caring role and still achieve their goals.





	6

	Know Your Rights

	A summary of the laws introduced in 2014 that apply to young carers.





	7

	Tell Your Story

	A chapter for young carers to complete to tell their story.





	8

	Getting Support

	Details of people and organisations which offer help to young carers.





	9

	Conclusion

	A brief conclusion.








Some readers may choose to read the entire book. Some may not read my story and instead concentrate on the sections that offer advice. Others may feel they are in a desperate situation and need immediate help, so may go straight to Chapter Eight – Getting Support. There is no right and wrong way to use this book; each reader needs to decide what is best for them. I would, though, encourage all young carers to read The Golden Rules at the start of the book.

My Opinions

I should also point out that I don’t have any formal qualifications in child care, so the opinions and advice I give in this book are entirely based on my own experiences. These include my time as a young carer, an adult carer, and in various jobs.

I don’t claim to know all the answers, but I do believe others can learn from my successes and mistakes. I’ve made both in equal amounts. I have experienced a range of emotions, which has been evident from my behaviour at different times in my life. I am not an angel and equally not a bad guy, just someone trying to do his best.

I also want to make it absolutely clear that I do not want or expect sympathy for the experiences described in this book. In many ways I have been very fortunate, and my life could have been much tougher. I know some readers will have had, or might still be having, far more difficult experiences than mine.

Potential Other Readers

As well as young carers, this book may also be of interest to others, including:

• Adult carers.

• Adults who have been young carers in the past.

• Children who have experienced neglect or traumatic childhoods.

• Children who live with a mentally ill parent.

• Children and adults who have experienced a family member’s death.

• Adults who have a mentally ill family member.

• Medical and health care professionals.

Message to Young Carers

If you are a young carer and you have read this far, I hope you are prepared to go a bit further. I have tried to keep this book brief and to the point. If you don’t want to read it, fair enough, it’s your choice. Never forget that … it’s your choice.
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My Early Childhood

I was born in Birkenhead, near Liverpool, on 20th November 1973. My parents were living nearby in an area called the Wirral. My dad had a good job as a regional sales manager and my mum had been a teacher, but had stopped teaching when I was born.

When I was about two my dad gave up his sales job and we moved to the West coast of Scotland, where he took a job as a gardener on a private estate. We lived in a place called Ardmaddy for a couple of years and then moved to Achnacloich, both tiny places outside Oban.

I do not remember Ardmaddy, but I remember Achnacloich very well. In our house there was no central heating and we used to have one coal fire in the sitting room. There was no hot running water, and we had to use an immersion heater to heat water. We used to boil kettles for small tasks like daily washes. All the windows were very old, and during the winter the whole house was freezing cold. Sometimes the water supply would freeze, so we would collect ice from a nearby stream and melt it. We used to put lukewarm water down the toilet to make it work, and once a week we would go to the estate owner’s house for a bath.

We did not have much money and had to live on a very tight budget. We never had a normal evening meal; I would have something hot like beans or ravioli with bread, Mum would have something similar and Dad would eat sandwiches. Despite having little money, Mum smoked cigarettes. I remember asking Dad about this and he said they helped her nerves.

As I got older I became aware that my parents had a loveless marriage. They slept and ate separately and there was never any physical contact or affection between them. I never saw them hold hands or even kiss. Dad was affectionate and encouraging towards me, but Mum was distant. 

Mum’s Illness

Throughout my entire life my mother has suffered with serious mental health problems. There were times during my childhood when Mum’s illness was not too bad and she would just be very quiet. But when her illness was at its worst I can remember her talking to herself, shouting, laughing for no reason, and her mood changing very quickly. Sometimes she would be rude or aggressive. She took pills every day and regularly went to see a doctor in a nearby village. Therefore I knew Mum was unwell, but I didn’t know what was wrong.

I can remember that Mum would often read me a bedtime story, but when she was very unwell she would sit next to my bed talking to herself. At those times I would pretend to be asleep and hope that she would leave my bedroom.
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There were times when Mum would become violent and my dad would have to restrain her. I never saw Dad use violence against her. The worst incident I saw was when I was approximately eight years old and I witnessed Mum trying to hit Dad, then kick him and spit in his face. He responded by holding her arms and pushing her out of the room. He got her outside the room and shut the door, and then Mum hammered on the door for a while. 

No one in Mum or Dad’s families ever spoke about Mum’s illness. She could be in the room and very unwell but people would carry on chatting as though nothing was wrong. Therefore I assumed that we should never discuss her illness.

I can remember worrying a lot about it, wishing that I had a normal mum, like other people.

Memories of Dad

I can remember Dad being very hard-working and trying his best to look after Mum. He was very cheerful with me and we used to collect firewood, go for long walks in the countryside and work together on the estate.

Dad was very keen on values and he used to explain to me what was right and what was wrong. He was also adamant that people should stand up for themselves. I was bullied at primary school, so Dad made me a punchbag out of old clothes and taught me how to throw punches. I then hurt the bully and got in trouble with the teachers, but Dad gave me extra pocket money.

When I was about ten, I can remember a friend of Dad’s called Bob coming to visit. Bob had worked with Dad as a salesman, and had stayed in the company and become a senior manager. Bob offered Dad a very good job, but Dad declined. I remember Bob trying to persuade him to change his mind, but Dad continued to refuse. Later in this book I describe why I think Dad declined this job.

At times Dad was a bit of a risk-taker. Sometimes our car had no insurance because we couldn’t afford it, and Dad simply hoped that the police would not stop us. When cars were no longer roadworthy he used to rally them around the local fields and then sell them for scrap.

I can remember thinking that Dad didn’t like Mum’s family. He would be polite to their faces, but would spend a lot of time out of the house when they visited. My mum’s sister used to send letters and cards with long-winded messages of love, even though she never helped in any way. My dad would take these letters and cards into the bathroom and repeatedly read out the messages and then flush the toilet. He used to laugh every time he did this.

In the months before his death I can remember Dad being very sad. He had low self-esteem, said he was worthless and that he was a failure. In retrospect, I believe he had chronic depression. I also believe he felt exploited by Mum’s family. I remember feeling very sad that Dad was so unhappy, and also thinking that he was not a failure in my eyes.

Dad’s Goodbye and The Journey South

One Sunday, when I was twelve years old, the day started out like most other days. Dad and I spent some time together collecting firewood whilst Mum was doing housework. However, later in the day Mum and Dad had a big argument, and Dad decided that they would separate. Dad said he would stay in Scotland, and Mum and I would travel to her parents in Widnes. At first Mum would not accept this, but then Dad packed her and my bags. He was not angry as he did this; he just calmly packed what we needed to travel to Mum’s parents. 

There was an evening bus that travelled from Oban to Glasgow and it passed near our house, so the plan was Mum and I would catch the bus to Glasgow and then get a train to Widnes. When it came time to leave the house, Dad held out his hand to shake mine. I shook his hand and saw the tears in his eyes. I reached my head up to give him a kiss and he kissed my cheek as I kissed him. 

Mum and I went outside and stood waiting for the bus. I could see Dad in the house, in floods of tears as he watched us. He then came outside the house sobbing, holding a handkerchief to his face because he was crying so much. He shouted, “Goodbye, Michael, I love you,” and then went back into the house. I think even then I knew something was wrong in the way he said goodbye.
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