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Barrier Breakers Methodology and Soft Skills Toolkit
[bookmark: _GoBack]Barrier Breakers was the winner of the Monitoring and Evaluation category of the national Supporting Performance Competition 2007.
The organisation's founder, Penelope Tobin, believes soft skills, such as motivation, creativity, and team-working, are exactly what leads to success in most fields but often go unrecognised as factors.  "People have innate capabilities that are just as important as anything they learn through formal training," she asserts. But Penelope believes these capabilities are frequently blocked - by an individual's internal barriers or through external limitations placed upon them. "If ways can be found to clear away those barriers, all kinds of real development could take place," she explains.
"People's capabilities are frequently blocked - by the individual's internal barriers or through external limitations "
Tobin began exploring this idea in creative and educational environments and developed the Barrier Breakers Methodology (BBM) and accompanying Barrier Breakers Soft Skills Toolkit during a 2003/4 pan-European project, Creative Renewal. The approach was subsequently tested on a range of projects.
Methodology
This monitoring and evaluation tool helps third sector organisations, and their users, improve their performance by:
· identifying where barriers exist and how they can be removed 
· encouraging, recognising and developing soft skills 
· showing progress in these skills. 
"The approach helps users obtain quantitative evidence of development in an authentic way, rather than a crude 'tick-box' system"
Tobin is confident that it takes only minimal effort and administration to incorporate the process into a programmes planning and delivery process. It has a quantitative framework, allowing assessment of learning and teaching for impact on soft skills and helps users obtain quantitative evidence of development in an authentic way, rather than in crude 'tick-box' form.
User feedback
A BBM programme was piloted with the Creative and Supportive Trust, a North London organisation providing educational programmes for women prisoners and ex-offenders. The pilot sought to help women extend their life skills and confidence and to increase their employability on leaving prison.
"It drew a totally brilliant response from the women," says Penelope. They liked the way it acknowledged that everybody has barriers of some kind and that it was not a 'them and us' situation. Talking in terms of barriers helped de-personalise the issues the women faced, so that offenders and staff alike could talk freely.  It was not, she says, a case of telling them you are in need of fixing.
"Talking in terms of barriers helps de-personalise the issues people face, so that everyone can talk freely"
An example of how BBM made a difference was when one agoraphobic, who had been too anxious to take part in day-trips, turned up one morning to go out with one of the groups for a day's gardening.  She had found the confidence to overcome her lifelong fear.
Development
Barrier Breakers has just been approved for a business development grant from the Adventure Capital Fund, which will help it prepare for larger investment. A website is also in development, to provide information, training resources and a forum.
Penelope confirms that there is now wider awareness of soft skills and greater acceptance of their value. "When I first talked about them, it took a lot of chutzpah on my part. Now there is far less of the snicker or silence that I used to get.  But it is still a long road to explain what soft skills are and why they are important."  Her aim is to see BBM adopted as a kitemark across a wide range of fields.
Asked if there have been any unexpected outcomes, she answers: "It is all one big unexpected outcome, as there has been no previous comparable business model."  
For more information, visit http://www.barrierbreakers.co.uk/.
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