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· Free Training

· Work Experience

· A Worthwhile Service

· Meet People

· Build Confidence
What is Castle Advice Service?

Castle Advice Service is a voluntary organisation that gives free advice and help to people that are struggling with a variety of problems.  We can help people with Benefits and Tax Credits, Debts, Housing, Employment and Consumer issues.  
We let people know what their rights are in their situation and how they can deal with their problem.  We give practical support and can do ongoing work for them to help them get the problem resolved.  

We are a charity and get funding from Sheffield City Council, The Legal Services Commission and various other funders.
Castle Advice Service has paid advice workers and around 8 volunteers. There are also 2 paid admin workers.

We specialise in Welfare Benefits and Debt issues. We run ‘drop in’ advice sessions at the centre so people can call in without an appointment and then wait to see an advice worker.  Advisors also see people by appointment.
When people come into the ‘Drop-In’ Advice sessions they see an experienced worker who ‘diagnoses’ the issues that needs to be dealt with. This reduces waiting time and ensures that people are seen by the appropriate worker.

Castle Advice Service is managed by a voluntary Management Committee made up of people who live or work locally.

What do advice workers do?

Interviewing

When an advice worker first sees a client they spend time finding out exactly what the problems is.  Face to face in the drop in session, by appointment or over the phone, the advice worker listens to the client and asks questions that help the client to explain the problem fully.  
Giving Information

When the advice worker understands what the problem is they then find out any information that is useful to the client.  We have information about benefits entitlement and rules, employment law, local organisations, the council’s housing policy and much, much more!  We can also ring other specialist organisations for advice.
Giving Advice

The advice worker explains all this information to the client in a way that is, hopefully, easy to understand.  They explain where the client stands, what their options might be and action they might need to take.  
Giving Practical Help

If the client will need help to deal with the problem the advice worker will work towards getting it solved.  This can involve making phone calls, writing letters, filling in claim forms etc.  Sometimes we can sort things out on the client’s first visit, sometimes the problem is complicated and will be ongoing so the advice worker opens a case and deals with the work over time.
Case Recording

We keep a record of the people that have used the centre, and of what advice has been given.  We keep brief details if the query has been dealt with in the client’s visit.  If we have opened a case then we keep a file of what’s happening with that case.
Administration

Workers may be asked to help with the office work. This may include answering the phone, helping with reception or photocopying.
What support and training will I get?

Each person accepted as a volunteer here will be given full training to suit their needs.  
As a new volunteer you will start by sitting in on interviews with experienced advice workers, so you can get more of an idea about what’s involved.
After sitting in for a short while we will then book you on to the accredited Basic Advice Work Skills training course.  The course takes place at Advice Centre Support in Sheffield, usually one day a week for 17 weeks.  This covers the main areas of advice work and also covers interviewing skills.  
Towards the end of the Basic Advice Work Skills course volunteers can start to see people and give advice, depending on when they feel ready.  There is always an experienced advice worker who supervises the drop in session and this worker will guide you through your first interviews, and will always be available for you to check with when you are seeing a client. 
There are training days available after basic training, which go in to more detail on different areas.

All workers have regular supervision sessions with an experienced advice worker, when their cases can be discussed. Supervision is also a chance for you to talk about how you feel you are doing, any support you need or any problems.
What do we want from our workers?
1. Confidentiality

The information that our clients give us is treated with strict confidentiality and must not be talked about outside the Advice Service.

2. Anti-Oppression

We have an equal opportunities policy and all workers are expected to uphold this and to help to ensure that no one using or working in the centre experiences discrimination.  This is an area that will be covered on the Basic Advice Work Skills course.
3. Training

All workers must be prepared to undergo training and work under the supervision of experienced advice workers.

4. Reliability

Working at the Advice Service is a commitment.  It helps us if we can rely on you to be here when arranged or, if this isn’t always possible, to let us know as soon as you can if you can’t make it.

Do I Need Qualifications or Experience?

No – life experience of all kinds is very useful.  You need to be able to write a letter and add up using a calculator.  Some confidence using a telephone is useful.
How do I Become a Volunteer?

First, we will see you at the advice centre for a chat and to show you around.  

If you are interested in finding out more we will then arrange for you to come in to the centre again when we are open for a drop in session.  You can then spend the morning with an experienced advice worker and sit in with them when they interview their clients.  This will give you a good idea of the sort of work that is involved and what kind of service the centre provides.

Then, to apply to become a volunteer there is a short application form to fill in and we will also give you an informal interview.  

After that we arrange which days you can start coming in to the centre to sit in before your training course starts.
How Much Time Do I Need To Give?

Most volunteers spend one day a week at the advice service and one day a week on the training course.  Most people give advice for 2 days a week once they have trained.  There are also further training courses that it might be useful for you to go on and the workers have a meeting once a month that you will be welcome to attend.

Training to be an Advice Worker is a fairly long term commitment. The training takes 4-5 months. People then usually take around a year to become a confident advisor.

Training to be an Advice Worker is not suitable for people who only have a few weeks to spare.

Expenses

Travel expenses to and from the Advice Service can be paid
Childcare costs are available.

We can refund you for money you have spent on lunch (up to £2.50) when you have volunteered for more than a morning, e.g. for the full day’s training course.
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