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NORTHWOOD AND SOUTHDENE EAST SURE START 
 

YEAR 3 EVALUATION - NOVEMBER 2004 
 
 
 
1.  Introduction 
 
This Year 3 evaluation was commissioned by Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start, 
and took place between September and November 2004.  Two key areas were agreed as 
the overall remit for the evaluation.  The first was to determine whether Sure Start has a 
positive impact on children’s well-being.  This seemed to be particularly pertinent given 
the developing children’s agenda, the Children Act 2004 and the recognised importance 
of early intervention and effective prevention.  The second area of focus was the interface 
between Sure Start and Social Services – again relevant due to the move towards 
integrated services for children, improved information sharing and assessment between 
agencies, and the development of Children’s Trusts.  The purpose of this part of the 
evaluation was to identify learning that could be used to influence the development of 
future integrated mainstream services, such as Children’s Centres, and also to improve 
Sure Start’s practice. 
 
The evaluation report begins with an outline of the methodology used, including profiles 
of the families involved in interviews.  This is followed by the national context for Sure 
Start, with a brief resume of its history, and the developing children’s agenda.  The local 
context is then described, which includes some demographic information about the 
population of Knowsley and Kirkby, and a summary of some of the current developments 
in Knowsley in respect of integrated children’s services, set within the Borough’s 
strategic planning framework.  The local context also includes a summary of how 
Northwood and Southdene Sure Start was set up, and an outline of its staffing, activities 
and services.  This is followed by some information on Children’s Social Services in 
Knowsley and Kirkby. 
 
The next section reporting findings of the evaluation is organised into four parts covering 
the use of Sure Start provision by families, its impact on outcomes for children, impact 
on parents and carers1, and the interface between Sure Start and Social Services.  The 
final part of the evaluation report contains the analysis of the findings, with a section on 
some implications for the future, and recommendations.  
 
In addition to this evaluation report, a plain-English summary has also been produced, 
which is attached as Appendix 3. 
 
 

                                                 
1 Where the word 'parents' has been used in the Evaluation, this is intended to represent both parents and 
carers. 
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2.  Evaluation Methodology 
 
 
The methodology of the evaluation was designed around the following questions: 
 
 What is the impact of the national agenda on Sure Start? 

 
 What is the impact of the local agenda on Sure Start? 

 
 What is Sure Start providing for families? 

 
 Does Sure Start promote and achieve good outcomes for children? 

 
 How effective is the interface between Sure Start and Social Services? 

 
The national and local context was established through examination of relevant 
documentation and materials, including statistical information, and through discussion 
with managers in both Sure Start and Social Services.  Information about service 
provision was gathered from the Sure Start programme itself; through discussion with 
managers; examination of relevant materials; and analysis of statistical information 
drawn from the programme’s database.   In addition, data was examined in relation to 
Social Services referrals, numbers of child protection conferences and children on the 
Child Protection Register within the Sure Start area.  All such information was 
anonymous.   
 
The evaluation of Sure Start’s impact on children and the interface with Social Services 
was based largely on the subjective views and opinions of three different groups or 
“stakeholders”.   These were: 
 
 Parents and carers 
 Sure Start staff  
 Social Services staff 

 
There was limited information available that was more objectively measurable, and this 
has been reflected in the later analysis and recommendations.  A decision was made not 
to interview children, partly because of their young age (under 4) but also because the 
focus of the evaluation was on the more vulnerable children receiving services.  If the 
evaluation had looked at children involved in activities, the Evaluation Team believes 
that seeking children’s views through age-appropriate surveys and play sessions could 
have been of value.  Good practice suggests that an unknown adult having one-off 
contact with young children is not an acceptable form of consultation. 
 
The evaluation needed to obtain an acceptable sample of views from the three 
stakeholder groups.   This was achieved through: 
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Sure Start staff – semi-formal interviews with a majority of Sure Start staff, including 
managers, administrative staff and the front-line staff who deliver the range of activities 
and services offered by the programme.  Additional semi-formal meetings were held with 
the Programme Manager and Deputy Programme Manager.  In total, 10 Sure Start staff 
were interviewed. 
 
Social Services – semi-formal interviews with key members of Social Services staff at 
different levels in the organisation from front-line practitioners through to Team 
Managers, Service Managers, an Information Manager and a Principal Officer for Child 
Protection and Independent Reviews.   Altogether, 26 Social Services staff took part in 
interviews or meetings. 
 
Parents and Carers - a semi-structured questionnaire was designed for use with parents 
and carers, which was completed during face-to-face meetings with a member of the 
Evaluation Team.  This aimed to find out their views about particular aspects of 
children’s development, in addition to their overall well-being.  A number of broad areas 
were chosen that corresponded with the dimensions of development within the 
Assessment Framework for Children in Need2.  In total, 22 parents or carers were 
interviewed as part of the evaluation. 
 
The Evaluation Team made a commitment not to seek any more information than parents 
and carers wished to share.  At the start of each interview they were made aware that they 
could stop at any time, and that they should only share information they felt comfortable 
about sharing.  It was agreed that the confidentiality of all parents and carers would be 
respected, and that they would not be identified (or be identifiable to others) within the 
Evaluation Report.  All parents and carers interviewed were asked if they would like to 
receive a copy of the summary Evaluation Report, and made aware that they would also 
be able to have access to the full report. 
 
The most sensitive aspect of the evaluation involved talking to parents and carers about 
their involvement with Social Services.  There are a number of families known to have 
had involvement both with Sure Start and with Social Services.  The Evaluation Team 
has called these “cross-over families”, as their involvement crossed over both agencies.   
 
Cross-over families - interviewing parents and carers from this group allowed important 
information to be gathered about their experiences and views.  Any parent or carer from 
this group was asked by Sure Start about the level of information they wished to share, in 
advance of the interviews.  In total, out of the 22 parents and carers interviews, 9 had had 
involvement with both Sure Start and Social Services. 
 
The specific stages of the evaluation for each of the main groups of stakeholders 
interviewed are outlined below: 
 
 
                                                 
2 The Assessment Framework for Children in Need and their Families refers to 7 dimensions of a child's 
development.  
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Sure Start 
 
 Preliminary discussions between the Evaluation Team and Sure Start managers about 

the evaluation remit, methodology, work plan and timescales 
 Briefing of the Sure Start team by Sure Start managers  
 Initial and follow-up interviews with the Programme Manager and Deputy 

Programme Manager 
 Interviews with staff members of the Sure Start team 
 Examination and analysis of the following documentation, materials and data: 

 
o Sure Start Northwood Delivery Plan 2001 
o Northwood Sure Start Evaluation: Year One 
o Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start Evaluation: Year 2 
o Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start Annual Report : January 2002 - 

June 2003 
o Video: Sure Start Northwood and Southdene East Support Services Guide 
o Organisational chart for Sure Start staff 
o Sample case file (blank) 
o Population data for Sure Start area drawn from Knowsley MBC 1995 

Population Survey 
o Data on levels of registration and uptake of activities and services 
o Data on profile of families involved with Sure Start 
o Knowsley Early Years Development and Childcare Partnership – Revised 

Proposals for Children’s Centres within Knowsley October 2004 
 
 
Social Services 
 
 Initial meeting with Knowsley Service Managers for Fieldwork and Family Support 

Services to discuss evaluation remit, methodology, work plan and timescales, and 
seek permission to interview staff 

 Interviews with Knowsley Service Managers for Fieldwork and Family Support 
Services 

 Interviews with Team Managers for Kirkby Social Work Team and Kirkby Family 
Centre. 

 Meetings (separate) with Kirkby Social Work Team and Kirkby Family Centre Team 
 Interview with Principal Officer (Child Protection and Independent Reviews) for 

Kirkby 
 Meeting with Kirkby Social Services Information Manager  
 Examination and analysis of the following documentation, materials and data: 

 
o Knowsley Children and Young People’s Strategic Plan 2004 
o Information Sharing and Assessment Programme (ISAP) information 
o Data (anonymous) on referrals and children in need 
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Parents and Carers 
 
 Explanatory leaflet (see Appendix 1) sent to over 80 registered users of Sure Start’s 

targeted services, containing tear-off, returnable slip indicating willingness to be 
interviewed and offering individual or group meetings. 

 Follow up by Sure Start staff with parents and carers willing to be interviewed, to 
check willingness to share different levels of information (recorded). 

 Arrangement by Sure Start staff of suitable interview times and venues to undertake 
interviews, giving flexibility at different times of day, and choice of meeting at the 
family home or a neutral venue such as Kirkby Unemployment Centre.  Transport and 
child care was also offered. 

 Face-to-face interviews with 22 parents and carers using semi-structured 
questionnaires  

 
 
The Evaluation Team met with 20 parents individually, and another 2 mothers who 
wanted to be interviewed together.  A mother and grandmother from the same family 
were interviewed (separately), and two fathers were interviewed separately from the 
mothers.  The profile of the parents and carers interviewed is shown in the table and 
charts below. 
 
 
 
Parents and Carers interviewed 
 

 
Number 

 
Mothers with partners 
 

 
5 

 
Lone mothers 
 

 
13 

 
Lone fathers  
 

 
1 

 
Grandmothers caring for children 
 

 
1 

 
Grandmothers involved in support to family 
 

 
1 

 
Fathers not living with family 
 

 
1 

 
TOTAL 

 
22 
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Ethnic Background of Parents and Carers interviewed

21

1

White British

Asian

 
 
 
 

Religion of Parents and Carers interviewed

12

6

1

3

R. C.
C of E
Muslim
Not known

 
 
 
 Four parents were disabled or had significant health problems.  . 
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The 22 parents and carers interviewed were from 20 families, who had 55 children of 
varying ages.  The age, gender and ethnic background of the children within these 
families is shown in the charts below.  
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3.  National Context 
 
The first Sure Start Local Programmes were set up in 1999 as part of the Comprehensive 
Spending Review, instigated by the Labour Government as it came into power in 1997.  
The Programmes worked to bring together early education, childcare, health and family 
support for the benefit of children under 4 living in disadvantaged areas, and their 
parents.  The programmes were to be evidence based, to put into practice ‘joined-up 
thinking’, and expected to model different ways of delivering services to young children 
and their families whilst working in a complementary way with other agencies.  All 
programmes were to include evaluation as a key component.  In addition to local 
evaluations, a national evaluation of programmes across England was started in 2001 
(National Evaluation of Sure Start- NESS), and continues to produce findings about Sure 
Start across England. 
 
Since 1999 there have been 524 Local Sure Start Programmes set up, all centrally funded.                              
However, as a result of the 2002 Spending Review, the Government has instigated a 
number of fundamental changes that are impacting directly on current Sure Start 
Programmes and Local Authority strategic planning in relation to services for children.  
Essentially, the Government has placed the overall responsibility for the pulling together 
of early education, childcare, family support and the delivery of children’s services with 
Local Authorities.  The recommendations of the review, summarised in ‘Delivering for 
Families and Children’3 included: 
 

• Promote and develop the role of the Local Authority in early years and childcare 
development (previously the responsibility of Early Years Development & Child 
Care Partnerships) 

• Allow Local Authorities to identify the best mechanism for delivering childcare 
services 

• Ensure that planning for childcare and early years places takes account of local 
interests and other relevant initiatives and  

• Gives Local Authorities the lead role in supporting delivery of joined-up services 
including Sure Start. 

 
The Review also concluded that the responsibility for Sure Start and for early years and 
childcare be brought together, with a clear ministerial lead in a new interdepartmental 
unit. This is based at the DFES, and also links to child poverty and Welfare to Work. 
Funding for Sure Start Programmes will move to Local Authorities by 2006.  
Governmental Guidance 2004-2006 has been produced4 outlining the detail of the above 
changes for Programmes and Local Authorities.  This includes the following statements 
by Catherine Ashton, Minister for Sure Start  
 
 

                                                 
3  DfES (Nov. 2002) Inter-Departmental Childcare Review  Delivering for Children and Families 
4  DfES Sure Start Guidance 2004-2006 
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“Sure Start is our framework for bringing together early education, childcare, 
health and family support. It encompasses targeted services in disadvantaged 
areas and universal services for all children aged 0-16, early education and out 
of school provision …. Sure Start should now be seen as a development of 
previous programmes and a move towards mainstreaming the Sure Start 
approach across children’s services.” 

 
 
In order to ensure delivery of the above, the Government introduced the concept of 
Children's Centres, with Local Authorities being given the lead responsibility for 
implementation by 2006.    Children's Centres are intended to be the delivery point for the 
new, overall Sure Start approach, and will continue to operate in accordance with existing 
Sure Start principles, which are: 
 
 
 Working with parents and children - every family should get access to a range 

of high quality services that will deliver better outcomes for both children and 
parents, meeting their needs and stretching their aspirations 

 
 Services for everyone - but not the same level of service for everyone.  Families 

have distinctly different needs, both between different families, in different 
locations and across time in the same family.  Services should recognise and 
respond to these varying needs. 

 
 Flexible at point of delivery - all services should be designed to encourage 

access. Where possible we must enable families to get the health and family 
support services they need through a single point of contact. 

 
 Starting very early - services for young children and parents should start at the 

first ante-natal visit.  This means not only advice on health in pregnancy, but 
preparation for parenthood, decisions about returning to work, advice on childcare 
options and on support services available. 

 
 Respectful and transparent - services should be customer driven, whether or not 

the service is free.   
 
 Community driven and professionally coordinated - all professionals with an 

interest in children and families should be sharing expertise and listening to local 
people on service priorities.  This should be done through consultation and day-
to-day listening to parents 

 
 Outcome driven - all services for children and parents need to have, as their core 

purpose, better outcomes for children. 
       
 



 

 12

The above changes are occurring within the wider context of many other key 
Government initiatives that have already taken place since the introduction of Local Sure 
Start Programmes, or are planned for the future.  These include: 
 
 

• Information Sharing and Assessment (previously IRT) 
• National Service Framework 
• Every Child Matters, Change for Children agenda and the Children Act 2004 
 

 
The Children Act 2004 requires all areas to prepare a single Children and Young People’s 
Strategic Plan by 2006.  A previous directive required that areas put in place a Local 
Preventative Strategy (LPS).  Within the guidance for this, prevention was given the 
following definition, which has been used as the basis for this Sure Start evaluation: 
 

 
“Prevention is the promotion of child well-being by enabling children and young 
people to develop their full potential, and the promotion of family well-being by 
enabling parents/carers to meet the overall needs of their children and 
themselves.” 

 
 
The ethos behind the national children's agenda is based on early intervention and 
effective prevention, focusing on identifying vulnerable children and young people and 
ensuring appropriate services are available, accessible and coordinated. 
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4.  Local Context  
 
i) Population Information  
 
Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start is based within the Kirkby area of the Borough 
of Knowsley.  According to the Index of Multiple Deprivation (2000), Knowsley was the 
6th most deprived area of England.  Of Knowsley’s 22 wards, 18 were among the most 
10% of all wards in England.  The wards within the Northwood and Southdene East Sure 
Start area are all within the most deprived 0.2% of wards nationally.   
 
As can be seen from the following table, the Sure Start area has high levels of poverty, a 
high percentage of children living in lone parent households, high levels of 
unemployment, and poor health and education outcomes. 
 
 

 Sure Start area Kirkby  
 

Knowsley England & 
Wales 

Total population (2001) 
 

7,384 
 

40,380 
 

150,459 
 

52,041,916 

Black and minority 
ethnic population all ages 
(2001) 

107 (1.5%) 545 (1.3%) 2,377 (1.6%) 4,459,470 
(9.1%) 

0-4 population (2001) 
 

452 5 
585 6 

2,617 
 

9,420 
 

3,094,141 

Lone parents as % of 
total households (2001) 

16.5%  
 

14.3% 
 

11.8% (2001) 6.5% 

Children living in lone-
parent households (2001) 

53.6% 
 

45.9% 37.7% 
 

22.9% 

Free school meals 
eligibility (2004) 

54% 
 

47% 38% 
 

16% 
 

Unemployment rates 
(claimants) Sept. 2004 

4.8% 
 

4.0% 3.7% 
 

2.2% 
 

Standard Mortality Rate 
(1998-2002) 

167 
 

130 124 
 

100 
 

5 GCSE A*-C (2004) 
 

42% 
 

40% 38% 
 

48% 
 

Index of Deprivation 
(2004) 
 

Contains 3 
Super Output 

Areas that are in 
most deprived 

0.5% in 
England 

16 out of 27 
Super Output 
Areas are in 

the most 
deprived 3% 
in England 

Ranked 3rd most 
deprived 

Borough in 
England 

N/A 

 

                                                 
5 2001 figure for Northwood area only 
6 2002 figure for Northwood and Southdene East 
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ii) The move to integrated services 
 
 
Knowsley are well advanced in terms of meeting Government requirements for planning 
and development of integrated services.  There are a number of joint posts between the 
Local Authority and the Primary Care Trust at a very senior level, and the Borough is in 
the process of creating a Virtual Children’s Trust which will bring together Health, Social 
Care and Education. Three multi-agency Area Partnerships have been set up to encourage 
local neighbourhood management arrangements to play a part in how services are 
delivered to children, young people and their families, and to work towards integrated 
services with shared targets and outcomes.  A Voluntary and Community Sector Compact 
is being developed to support the development of capacity in these sectors and ensure 
they become key partners in the delivery of children and young people’s services.  
 
In September 2002, Knowsley was awarded Trailblazer status to lead on the development 
of an Information Sharing, Assessment and Planning (ISAP) Programme.  Over the 
longer-term, ISAP aims to have information about all children and young people in the 
Borough, which can be accessed by relevant agencies.  Its purpose is to be able to 
identify vulnerable children and young people and ensure that appropriate and 
coordinated services are offered at an early stage.  A six-month pilot of ISAP began in 
Kirkby in October 2004, and will be evaluated prior to further development.  
 
A Children and Young People’s Strategic Plan was produced in 2004, which brings 
together a shared vision for children and young people’s services in Knowsley, which is: 
 
 

“Together all agencies who work with children and young people will enable 
them to be healthy, safe and valued, and will encourage them to make the most of 
learning opportunities, appreciate their environment and make a positive 
contribution to their communities.” 

 
 
The Strategic Plan confirms a common commitment to deliver services in a joined-up 
way, and sets out a number of key joint outcomes to be achieved – known locally as “the 
Knowsley Nine”.  These outcomes reflect those contained within Change for Children 
agenda as well as the views of local children and young people.  The Plan incorporates 
Knowsley’s Local Preventative Strategy (LPS), which gives a framework for the delivery 
of services according to different levels of vulnerability and need.  The Needs Framework 
is shown below, with four different levels of need from universal needs for all children at 
level 1, through to the need for protection at level 4. 
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The Needs Framework 
 
 
 
 
 
 
          
        LEVEL 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The ‘Every Child Matters’ Green Paper proposed the introduction of a Common 
Assessment Framework (CAF).  This will be used by services operating within the 
universal/preventative arena (needs levels 1 and 2), at the first sign of vulnerability for 
children.  It will be the main method for establishing whether, and to whom, a referral to 
another agency is indicated. The CAF will essentially act as the ‘front-end’ to more 
specialist assessments.  Within the proposed CAF, there is the concept of a ‘lead 
professional’, who will be responsible for co-ordinating the assessment.  This 
professional can be from any service providing input to a family.  Significant progress 
has been made by Knowsley in relation to developing a Common Assessment 
Framework, which will be used by all agencies to assess children’s needs.  Within the 
Kirkby ISAP pilot, training of involved agencies on common assessment has taken place, 
which has included Sure Start staff. 
 
 

 

LEVEL 4 
 

Need for 
Protection 

LEVEL 3 
 

Child 
Welfare 
Concern

LEVEL 2 
 

Need for 
Support 

LEVEL 1 
 

Universal 
Need 
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The CAF will work in a complimentary way with the existing Assessment Framework for 
Children in Need.  This is the key multi agency framework for assessing whether a child 
is ‘in need" at levels 3 or 4, based on three areas or “domains” that affect the well-being 
of children. 
 
 

The Assessment Framework 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the key initiatives that will support integrated services is the development of 15 
ward-based Children’s Centres, based within the 20% most disadvantaged wards in 
Knowsley.  The strategic aims for Children's Centres reflect the overall Sure Start vision 
and principles.  Core services will include: 
 

• early education integrated with childcare 
• family support and outreach to parents 
• child and family health services 
• links with schools and Children's Information Services (CIS) 
• links with Job Centre Plus 

 
 
A Children's Centre Co-ordinator has been appointed with a Borough-wide remit to 
develop the Children's Centre agenda, enabling access to services by 9,211 children by 
2010.  A Children's Centre's Project Management Group has been set up to oversee 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of progress, with representatives from a wide 
range of agencies, including the voluntary and community sectors.  All Programme 

 

CHILD'S DEVELOPMENTAL NEEDS PARENTING CAPACITY 

FAMILY AND ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS 

CHILD 
 

Safeguarding & 
promoting 

welfare
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Managers of existing Sure Start Programmes in Knowsley are members of this group.  
From January to July 2005, a Form and Function Review of local Sure Start Programmes 
will be carried out, in order to have a mainstreaming strategy in place by April 2006.   
Proposals for Children's Centre sites have been decided following Borough-wide 
consultation.  One of the Children’s Centres will be based at Overdale School in the 
Northwood area of Kirkby, and is planned to be in Phase 1 of the overall development.  
 
 
 
iii)   The Sure Start Programme – history, staffing, activities &  services 
 
Sure Start Northwood and Southdene East is one of 5 Sure Start local programmes within 
Knowsley.  The other programmes in Knowsley are Towerhill; Halewood; Prescot and 
Whiston; and North Huyton.  The choice of area for local Sure Start programmes was 
made by a Knowsley multi agency planning group, comprising all key stakeholders 
following examination of deprivation indices for all residential areas in Knowsley.  The 
areas were approved by the central Sure Start Unit, based in the Department for 
Education and Skills.  
 
Originally, Northwood was selected to be a local Sure Start programme and the Delivery 
Plan was submitted on 31st January 2001, outlining the proposals for the programme 
based on community consultation.  This Plan was approved in May 2001, allowing the 
Programme to begin to be set up.   By March 2002, all workers for Northwood were in 
post, and services were being delivered.  However, by the September of 2002 it was clear 
that the number of children in the programme area was below the nationally required 400 
level.   This was recognised as a national trend by the Sure Start Unit, who advised on the 
need to extend the Programme area to include additional children.  The extended area 
needed to be capable of being managed together with the original area, as well as having 
proven need through deprivation indices.  Accordingly, Southdene East area, with 225 
children, was selected by the existing Sure Start Partnership Board as best meeting these 
criteria.  By December 2002, Southdene East was formally added to the Northwood 
programme and, in line with an additional consultation process with the local community, 
activities were starting to be delivered in this area too.  A joint database has been in place 
since April 2003.   
 
The programme is managed by a Programme Manager and a Deputy who is also the 
Senior Early Years Co-ordinator.  They are assisted by two Administrators and a Finance 
and Monitoring Officer.  There are three male staff - the rest of the staff group being 
female.  There are also a number of volunteers supporting the programme.  
 
Since it began, the programme has undertaken various initiatives, including a capital 
programme concerned mainly with upgrading outside play provision in the area.  It also 
provides a range of activities and services for children under 4 and their families. 
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Activities 
 
These are universally available, and consist of a range of activities for children to attend 
with their parents.   They are open to anyone in the Sure Start area who is pregnant and/or 
has a child under 47.   They include: 
 
 Splash and Sing 
 Toddlerobics 
 Baby Massage 
 Pamper Day 
 Family Rooms 
 Words and Pictures 
 Craft Activities 
 Trips 

 
A sample timetable is attached as Appendix 2.  Sure Start activities are designed to meet 
needs at level 1 of the Needs Framework (see page 15), although they may form part of a 
package of targeted support (see later). 
 
Services 
 
The programme also provides a number of services that are universally available to 
parents with children under the age of 4.  These include; 
 
 Sure Start Health Bus 
 Home Safety Equipment and Advice through the Home Safety and Equipment 

Officer 
 “Building Hopes, Building Futures” - provision of a Community Participation 

Worker, funded by Sure Start, to support a capacity building project offering 
accredited one year trainee places.  

 Toy Library  
 Crèche  

 
 
Targeted Services 
 
For those parents, who may need some support over and above those activities and 
services universally available, the programme offers ‘targeted services’. Targeted 
services are meeting need at level 2 of the Needs Framework, but may also be used 
within packages of support for families with needs at levels 3 and 4. 
 
The Sure Start Programme defines targeted support as ‘support which is within the 
Programme remit’, which: 
 
                                                 
7 With the exception of Pamper Day, which is open to mothers who are pregnant or who have babies up to 
the age of 12 months 
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• is in response to a referred need from self, or other, where other may be family, a 
friend, professional or Sure Start worker 

• points to a need for additional support in any area of child development which is 
consistent with Level 1 and 2 Level of Need or above as defined by Children’s 
Services for Knowsley MBC 

• could be met through the input of Sure Start staff or service from :- Portage; PCT 
Nursery Nurse;  Health Visitor;  Midwife;  Family Literacy; Family Rooms;  
Respite; Crèche. 

• is offered on a consensual basis to the family 
• is subject to review and the need therefore to set up a ‘family file’ 

 
Parents can refer themselves, or be referred by Sure Start staff or other agencies e.g. 
Health Visiting staff and Social Services staff.  It is the role of the Senior Early Years Co-
ordinator to discuss the need with the parent and together plan the appropriate service. 
She also delivers some elements of family support, such as provision of advice and 
information to families, including parenting skills. 
 
 
The targeted support services available are: 
 
 
Portage  
 
This is a Home Visiting service that supports parents and their children with additional 
developmental needs. The Portage worker in Sure Start offers advice and support to 
children who have a developmental delay in just one aspect of their development.  This is 
different to the main Portage Service available across Knowsley, where children will 
receive the service if they are delayed in more than one area of their development. 
Families can refer themselves; referrals also come via the main Portage Service, and the 
Child Development Centre. 
 
 
PCT Nursery Nurse 
 
Provides advice and support to families in relation to breastfeeding, infant feeding, Post 
Natal Depression, potty training, weaning, sleep patters, children’s behaviour or any 
other health development needs. Also provides support to women-only drug users.   
Parents can self-refer and referrals can be made by other agencies. 
 
 
Family Literacy 
 
Provides input where a parent has expressed a need for additional support with basic 
numeracy and literacy, reading and writing and IT. 
 
 



 

 20

Family Rooms 
 
There are two family rooms providing regular activities for children and their parents.  
The staff also provide extra support to families as part of a package of support either at 
the request of parents or the Senior Early Years Co-ordinator. This support could include 
advice re children’s behaviour, activities to support children’s learning. One of the 
Family Rooms (Overdale) is closed at present. 
 
 
Small Talk 
 
This is a service provided for a group of children aged 3, assessed by their Nursery 
Teacher from the child’s Foundation Stage Assessment as having language or speech 
delay.  The Portage worker leads the extra sessions in school and is assisted by the 
nursery teacher, who provides Foundation Stage Assessments.  Together they develop 
Individual Learning Plans.  Each child’s progress is reviewed at six weekly intervals and 
children may continue to attend if they still need extra input 
 
 
Respite 
 
This service offers families the opportunity of registered quality childcare for a day a 
week or 3 sessions (morning or afternoon) for a period of up to 12 weeks to give the 
parent a break, or to assist in a family crisis.  This could be either within a nursery or with 
child-minders.  The service is often combined with other aspects of family support, and 
can signpost to universal services offered by Sure Start and other agencies.  Providers 
keep detailed records of the child's progress which are shared with parents and Sure Start. 
There is a Review involving parents after six weeks and again two weeks before Respite 
is due to end.  Reviews consider the progress of the child and what further or continuing 
needs the family has for support.  This is undertaken with other agencies if involved.  
 
 
Crèche staff  
 
In those situations where families may be socially isolated, for example due to cultural 
issues/drug dependency/family breakdown, the Crèche workers will visit at home, 
befriend parents and support them to attend Sure Start activities. The Crèche workers will 
also assist as part of a package of targeted support. The decision for the Crèche workers 
to become involved with extra support is the decision of the Senior Early Years Co-
ordinator. 
 
 
Health Visitor and Midwife 
 
The Health Visitor and Midwife have recently been recruited to vacancies and therefore 
have not been included in this evaluation.  They are intended to play key roles in setting 
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up and delivering targeted packages of family support, working closely with the Senior 
Early Years Co-ordinator.  
 
 
Targeted Support Packages 
 
Some parents and their children may be involved in just one of the targeted services, for 
example Small Talk or the services provided by the PCT Nursery Nurse.  Other families 
may receive more intensive support, through a targeted Support Package.   Support will 
be tailored according to need, and may consist of a number of Sure Start services and 
activities.  An example might be that the Respite Service is offered to give a mother a 
break, plus the Portage Service to work with the Mum on her child’s development or 
behaviour, and encouragement to join in activities such as Pamper Day or Toddlerobics.  
This might be supplemented by regular home visits from the Senior Early Years Co-
ordinator or Health Visitor.   A key feature of the Support Packages is that they are co-
ordinated by the Senior Early Years Co-ordinator, rather than being a separate collection 
of services being delivered at the same time but independently of each other.    
 
The targeted Support Packages are regularly reviewed and this can lead to additional or 
different services being included.  They can also be provided in conjunction with services 
from other organisations, particularly Social Services and Health. 
 
 
Links with other agencies 
 
There was evidence of Sure Start’s targeted services working closely with local Health 
Visitors, both in terms of direct involvement with families and in delivering courses.  The 
Portage worker receives referrals for children living in the area from the main Portage 
Team, and the local Child Development Centre.  Small Talk is run in conjunction with 
nursery class teachers in five primary schools, and a course ‘Coping with Kids’ is run in 
partnership with Child Guidance.  Various health awareness sessions are run with health 
staff.  The PCT Nursery Nurse is involved in a number of Borough-wide initiatives in 
relation to breastfeeding, including inclusion in the development of Knowsley PCT 
Breast Feeding Strategy and the Borough wide roll out of the La Leche Breast Feeding 
Programme, aimed at training local mothers to support new breast feeders.   This Nursery 
Nurse is also involved in a Kirkby wide PCT support group for drug-using mothers with 
babies.  The Family Literacy Worker described the distribution of books for babies and 
other children via Health Visitors and Nursery teachers in each school.   She is also 
involved in a Butterfly Group, in conjunction with Knowsley Domestic Violence Agency 
and NSPCC, for children who have been affected by domestic violence.   A number of 
Webster-Stratton parenting courses have been provided by Sure Start in conjunction with 
Park Brow School Learning Mentor. 
 
 
 
 



 

 22

iv) Social Services Context  
 
 
Social Services for children and families in Knowsley are delivered both through locally-
based teams and a number of Borough wide teams and services.  Borough-wide teams 
include the Flexible Support Team for 11-15 year olds, the Looked After Children’s 
Team, the Children with Disabilities Team and the Leaving Care Team.  Service 
Managers have responsibility across Knowsley for different aspects of the service, for 
example all fieldwork teams, or all family support services. 
 
There were 522 referrals to Social Services in the 12 months from April 2003 to March 
2004, for children aged between 0 and 4.  Of these, 49 (9.4%) were from the area covered 
by Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start programme.  The categories of referral are 
shown in the table below: 
 
 

  
Knowsley 

 

 
Sure Start area 

Child in Need  
 

387 31  (8%) 

Child Protection Inquiry 87 7   (8%) 
 

Neglect 1                1   (100%) 
 

Child with disability 3 0   (0%) 
 

Child with visual disability 1                1   (100%) 
 

Personal Care 1 0   (0%) 
 

Category not recorded 42 11  (26%) 
 

TOTAL 
 

522 49  (9.3%) 

 
 
At the local level, one children and families Social Work Fieldwork Team covers the 
whole of Kirkby, comprising a Team Manager, two Senior Practitioners and 10 social 
workers.  All are female apart from the Team Manager and one social worker.  This team 
is based in the town centre, and undertakes the case management role for all children 
assessed as having reached the threshold of being a “child in need”.  At the time of the 
Evaluation, the team had a total caseload of 270 children and young people, all of whom 
had needs at Level 3 or 4 of the Needs Framework (see page 15).  Approximately one 
quarter of these children were looked after by the local authority (“in care”), another 
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quarter were on the Child Protection Register due to concerns about significant harm, and 
half were “children in need” with a range of complex problems.  
 
Kirkby Family Centre is situated in the Westvale area of Kirkby near to the town centre, 
which is 2.5 miles from the furthest part of the Sure Start area and therefore difficult for 
some families to reach without transport.  Originally a nursery, many of the staff are 
qualified Nursery Nurses, but the team now includes two qualified social workers and 
staff with backgrounds in residential care, plus the Team Manager.  All are female apart 
from the Team Manager.  In the past, the Family Centre has offered services across levels 
1 to 4 of the Assessment Framework.  It is now focusing primarily on level 3 and 4 
services due to increased volume of work.   
 
The Family Centre works with families with children aged 0-18.  At the time of the 
Evaluation it was involved with approximately 82 families, the majority of which had 
children aged 0-4.  Services include an Early Years Group (across levels 2-4), a Positive 
Parenting Group (including some parents subject to Parenting Orders from the court), and 
supervised contact (where concerns about risk to children exist, and/or direct contact 
between parents and children needs to be assessed).  There are some services that the 
Family Centre used to provide, but can no longer do so due to the increasing demand for 
level 3 and 4 services.  These included Portage (on hold due to the Positive Parenting 
Group work), and open access services such as a Cookery Group, and a Baby Club which 
stopped two years ago. 
 
 
Increase in child protection concerns 
 
Referrals to Social Services for children and families have seen a significant increase 
over the last year, particularly with regard to child protection concerns.   This applies 
across Knowsley, and is reflected in the increased volume of level 3 and 4 work in 
Kirkby Social Work Team and Family Centre.  Of particular concern is the increase in 
the number of children on the Child Protection Register.  As a Borough, Knowsley had 
approximately 140-150 registered children at any point in time, but this has risen to 
current levels of over 160.  Kirkby has the highest number of children on the Child 
Protection Register compared to other areas of Knowsley.   
 
Information obtained from Social Services shows that 138 children and young people 
were on Knowsley’s Child Protection Register on 31st March 2004.  Of this number, 37 
were under the age of 4 (almost 29%).  By 30th September 2004, this number had 
increased to 44 (rise of 19% in 6 months).  The Child Protection and Reviewing Officer 
confirmed that 21 of this number were registered due to concerns about parental 
substance misuse, often heroin or crack cocaine.   Of the under 4s on the Register in 
March 2004, 5 (13.5%) lived in Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start area compared 
to 7 in September 2004. 
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Knowsley held Child Protection Conferences on 131 children under the age of 4 in the 
12-month period from 1 April 2003 to 31 March 2004.   There were 18 children (almost 
14%) from Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start area amongst this number.  
 
It was the view of both the Principal Officer for child protection and the Social Services 
fieldwork managers at Borough and local level that drug and alcohol misuse had become 
much more prevalent in child protection concerns over the last few years, together with 
concerns about domestic violence.  Managers felt that the increase in referrals of 
domestic violence may be explained by heightened awareness and improved inter-agency 
procedures, but were less sure whether the upturn in substance misuse referrals was due 
to raised awareness and procedures or to an actual increase in availability and usage.  The 
main concerns about drug-using parents tend to be linked to use of heroin and crack 
cocaine. 
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5.  Findings 
 
 
The findings of the Evaluation have been organised into four main sections: 
 
i) family involvement with Sure Start 
 
ii) impact on the well-being of children 
 
iii) impact on the well-being of parents and carers 
 
iv) the interface between Sure Start and Social Services 
 
 
 
i)  Family involvement with Sure Start  
 
 
Sure Start is expected to make contact with all families with children under 4.  The 
programme is not allowed to have information about all eligible families (e.g. through 
birth notifications) without the families’ permission, so it relies on various methods of 
‘advertising’ its services and activities.  When it does make contact, families are asked to 
register with the programme.   
 
Health data from 2002 showed that there were 585 children under the age of 4 living in 
the area.  The level of involvement of eligible children with Sure Start in the 12-month 
period from October 2003 to September 2004 is shown in the table below.  Of children 
under age 4 living in the Sure Start area, 4 out of 5 are registered with Sure Start, and 
over 90% had been involved in at least one activity or service in the last 12 months.  Over 
38% of registered children live within lone parent families8.  
 
Six children registered with Sure Start were said to have Special Educational Needs by 
their parents.  

                                                 
8 September 2004 data 
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Involvement of children with Sure Start

19%

74%

7%
Eligible children not
registered with Sure
Start (2002 figures)

Registered children
involved in last 12
months

Registered children
not involved in last
12 months

Number of under 4s in registered families

85%

14%
1%

Families with 1 child
under age 4

Families with 2
children under age 4

Families with 3
children under age 4
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A snapshot of families involved with activities and services for September 2004 is shown 
in the table below.  Many of the families will be accessing both the universally available 
activities and services, and also the targeted support services9. 
 
 
 
 
Number of Families accessing Activities and Services in September 2004 

 
 
Activity or Service 
 

 
Number 

Baby massage 
 

9 

Pamper day 
 

12 

Cherrytots 
 

3 

Splash and sing 
 

13 

St Maries family room 
 

26 

Toddlerobics 
 

29 

Toy library 
 

17 

Trips  
 

29 

Words and pictures 
 

8 

 
TOTAL 

 
146 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
9 This means there may be some “double-counting” across the two tables 
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Number of Families10 accessing Targeted Services in September 2004 

 
 
Targeted Service 

 
Number 

 
Respite 
 

11 

Portage home visiting 
 

5 

Small talk  
 

17 

Family support/information 
 (Senior Early Years Co-ordinator  & 
crèche workers) 

8 

Family Literacy 
 

1 

Health  
 

14 

 
TOTAL 

 
56 

 
 
Initial contact with Sure Start 
 
Word of mouth appears to be the most effective way of parents hearing about and then 
approaching Sure Start.   Many parents said that friends or family had told them about the 
Programme.  The Sure Start Midwife was also a key person for informing parents and 
encouraging them to join Sure Start.  Similarly local Health Visitors had informed many 
of the parents interviewed.  Three parents described themselves as having had Post Natal 
Depression and being advised by their Health Visitor to get involved with Sure Start. 
 
Many parents said that they were keen to find things to do with their children, rather than 
finding childcare for the children themselves.  There was nothing in the area for parents 
to do with children so they had approached Sure Start on that basis.  Subsequently they 
had needed help and advice.  For some parents, who lacked confidence or who felt they 
needed support, contact by telephone followed by home visit by the Senior Early Years 
Co-ordinator had been the key to them joining Sure Start.  One parent had been referred 
to Sure Start by Social Services, one had been referred by a Health Visitor, and another 
had been referred by their Midwife.  It was noticeable that there had been, for some 
parents, a considerable amount of time between them having information about Sure Start 
and then making the initial contact.   

                                                 
10 Some families may be receiving more than one Targeted Service at the same time 
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 Positive views by parents about Sure Start 
 
Parents were asked for their views as to what worked well in Sure Start, both for 
themselves and their children.   
 
 Staff in the Programme were described by parents as friendly, helpful, good with 

children, available for advice and good listeners.   
 Parents appreciated being able to choose activities they wanted to attend, and they 

felt in control of planning any extra support the programme provided for them.   
 Many parents felt that the provision of all the activities and services worked well.   
 Some singled out Pamper Day, Respite and Portage as being especially good.   
 Trips and Toddlerobics were highly regarded by most parents. 

 
All parents said they would recommend Sure Start to their friends, and many had already 
done so - in some cases bringing friends along to join in activities.  This re-emphasised 
the importance of word-of-mouth for parents when making initial contact.  When asked 
how they would describe Sure Start to a friend, all responses were positive, including: 
 

• "They are a listening ear and can get you in contact with other organisations.  It's 
not just about activities." 

 
• They are there to help you and your child.  It's not about what you get.  If you put 

100% in, you will get it back.  Share ideas.  Be involved!" 
 
• "If you are on a downer, there's always someone there to help you or to put you in 

touch with someone." 
 
• "They do a really good job.  It's not just somewhere to go, it's a service." 
 
• "It's fun, friendly, plenty to do, easy staff." 
 
• "Brilliant!" 

 
 
Parents’ ideas for improvement 
 
Parents were also asked how they thought the programme could be improved.  The 
following points were made: 
 

• Eligibility criteria were seen as a problem by quite a number of the parents 
interviewed, including: 
- the cut off for the programme at the 4th Birthday, as children and their parents 

still need support. 
- Pamper Day being available only to pregnant mothers, or those with a baby 

under one year of age 
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- The time limit on Respite left some parents feeling they wanted more, with 
some trying to pay for it themselves despite low incomes.  Some parents were 
worried about the effect that the end of Respite had had on their children. 

• The timing and organisation of some activities was an issue for some parents, 
including: 
- the clash of timing between activities was described as a problem.  If parents 

want to attend the Family Room they cannot attend some of the other 
activities. 

- some wanted activities after school hours; local out of school provision was 
seen as expensive 

- some parents commented that activities held only once a week can lead to 
their children missing out when they start nursery school in the mornings e.g. 
Toddlerobics is only on a Friday morning.  

- for a few parents with more than one child, some activities required extra 
assistance from Sure Start staff e.g. swimming, where every child must be 
accompanied in the water by an adult.  They wanted Sure Start to review the 
arrangements so that there were always enough staff to provide support.  
Another example was given by a parent with young children in both of the 
Toddlerobic age groups (first hour for under 2s and second hour for 2-4s) who 
had found it difficult for her children to wait until it was their turn.  

 Some parents wanted to see the programme provide more for fathers with their 
children, single parents as well as male partners, and for working parents, as the 
activities are during the day and not at weekends. 

 
 
Involvement of parents in planning services  
 

Activities and services for own family - all Sure Start staff believed this was a key 
issue and that they worked hard to ensure that parents had a choice of what they 
felt they wanted to access in relation to both activities and extra support services.  
Staff thought that the programme was able to help parents by providing a fast and 
flexible response to their needs, and that they had time to listen to parents.  One 
parent explained that both her social worker and the Sure Start Senior Early Years 
Co-ordinator had met with her at the Homeless Unit to plan services together.  
Parents are asked what trips they would like, and a notice board at St. Marie’s 
Family Room has been started, with parents invited to “post up” their comments 
about activities there.   

 
Overall planning and review of activities and services - there are clearly great 
efforts being made by Sure Start to ensure participation of parents in general 
planning and review.  The following activities have reviews at least six monthly, 
and include parents as part of the review meetings: 

 
 Weekly Pamper Day  - the six monthly review looks at venues, costs and 

sustainability 
 Toddlerobics - reviews look at venue, timing and organisation 
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 Words and Pictures - consults about the appropriateness of this activity 
 Splash and Sing - has undertaken a substantial review of this service in 

October 2004 with parents who attend, to assess sustainability options 
. 

Many parents said that they had not been involved in planning or reviewing 
activities and services.  One parent said the programme is always trying to ask 
parents their opinions but they get little response.  This may reflect the fact that 
many of the parents interviewed had been involved in Sure Start at difficult times 
in their lives when planning and review may not have been a priority for them. 
 
Staff described wanting to undertake overall evaluation of activities and services 
with parents on a routine basis, but this has not always proved possible.  Meetings 
have been set up specifically to review the programme with parents, but these 
were not effective due to lack of parental attendance.   

 
Overall governance of Sure Start - this is managed through the Sure Start 
Partnership Board.  Since 2001 two parents have been regular members, one of 
whom was elected to the position of chairperson at the 2004 Annual General 
Meeting (AGM).  At the 2003 AGM two additional parent representatives From 
Northwood were elected, and at the 2004 AGM, two further Southdene parents 
were elected.  Four of these six parents attend Partnership Board meetings 
regularly.  Efforts to engage a greater number of parents in the governance of 
Sure Start e.g. through attendance at Annual General Meetings, have not been 
very successful.  This is despite all parents being invited, crèche facilities being 
available, and transport being offered.  Several of the parents interviewed said 
they felt strongly that parents should get involved 

 
Capital project planning - two Management Board parents sit on the Partnership 
Board Capital Sub Group.  There are several examples of parents being involved 
in capital projects, including: 
 the Northwood Community Centre rebuild included all parents who were 

involved in the parent and toddler group. Sure Start involvement included 
re-housing of the group in St Marie's Family Room, with parents regularly 
involved in agreeing the content and layout of the new parent and toddler 
facility.   

 plans for Southdene Play Area have included parents attending Park Brow  
Primary School.  Plans include the creation of a “Friends of the Play Area” 
to open up and close at weekends.   

 the major refurbishment at 2 Simonswood has regularly been shared with 
parents, and there are plans to have a centre sub-group with parent places. 

 the latter two plans were the result of a four day consultation with over 
400 residents in December 2002 (two days in each part of the Programme 
including week and weekend days). 

 
Sure Start staff believe that consultation and parental involvement is particularly 
successful if carried out as part of a family fun event, for example the four day Santa’s 
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Winter Wonderland event in Northwood and Southdene.  Consultation is less successful 
when it is a stand alone request for parental involvement or at a more formal event such 
as the recent 2004 AGM where only three parents attended. 
 
Issues raised by Sure Start staff 
 
The geographical boundary of Sure Start was seen as a major problem by the staff.  
Parents from outside the area did try and attend activities.  Staff felt that the programme 
could do more for young mothers, fathers, working families (activities are mostly during 
office hours), and drug using parents.  Some staff felt that there should be some provision 
for parents to meet without their children. 
 
Sustainability  
 
Sure Start staff were asked about the degree to which they could ensure that activities and 
services were sustained and mainstreamed.   There are plans in place to consider exit 
strategies for a number of the universally available activities including Toddlerobics and 
Splash and Sing.  Some mothers have completed accredited courses in complementary 
therapies and are now involved in running Pamper Day.   Musical Gym-Tots is now 
being delivered by a local playgroup, and peer support is being developed in relation to 
breastfeeding.  An informal group of mothers who attended Baby Massage has been in 
place for some time, and encouragement is being given to this continuing without Sure 
Start input.  
 
Sure Start managers are involved in a multi-agency group looking at the development of 
a Borough-wide Respite Strategy, and are using this forum to promote the model which 
Sure Start has found to be effective from their own experience. 
 
All elements of the Sure Start Capital Programme have been developed in partnership 
with other mainstream agencies or it is planned to hand over to a mainstream agency, 
including: 

- two Family Rooms  including play facilities will continue to be managed by 
Local Solutions 

- an outdoor play area in Southdene will be managed by Leisure Services 
- a one stop hub for Sure Start family support,  Full Daycare nursery and indoor 

play barn will be managed by a Social Enterprise company, currently being 
selected through a KMBC tendering process  

- St Marks Family Room, indoor and outdoor play area and full day care 
nursery will be managed by St Marks Northwood Works (a limited company) 

- a Social Enterprise company will manage 2 Simonswood, a KMBC building 
and be charged with ensuring affordability and local involvement in decision 
making as part of the lease agreement. This is a key part of the legacy of the 
Sure Start Partnership board who will be subsumed into the management 
arrangement for all the above capital sites.  
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In 2005-6 a Form and Function Review to be undertaken by Knowsley Sure Start and 
KMBC as Lead Partner for Sure Start will determine the staffing needs of Children's 
Centres and how Local Sure Start personnel will be restructured to fulfill the Children's 
Centre agenda.  All Sure Start funded staff contributing to the multi disciplinary team 
will be included in this review, which will recommend the way forward for 
mainstreaming according to the Children's Centre criteria. 
 
Parents were asked how they would feel if Sure Start activities and services did not 
continue.  Some of their responses follow: 
 
• " I would just have to get on with it" 
 
• "It would be a worse place." 
 
• "There would be nowhere to go, no trips.   
 
• "We can't live without it.  If it shut I would protest, and open it myself!" 
 
• "They should have a suggestions box to let the community post suggestions about 

how to spend the money - for example, we need a park.  Something should be left in 
the community." 

 
 
ii)  Impact of Sure Start on the well-being of children 
 

Impact of Activities  
 
The range of universal activities has been designed by Sure Start staff specifically to 
provide particular benefits to children.  These activities are based on the both the Birth to 
Three Matters Framework11, which sets the standards for those working with babies to 
three year old children, and the Foundation Stage Curriculum12 which relates to children 
aged three to six.  Every activity will assist and encourage the development of children 
physically, intellectually, emotionally and socially.  It is not possible in this evaluation to 
outline in detail all of the benefits for each activity, but there are some key aspects which 
are worth highlighting.  
 
 Whilst the children are playing and enjoying themselves with the diverse 

activities on offer, they will be developing skills which they need to become a 
strong child, a skilful communicator, and a competent learner. The activities will 
also provide opportunities for their health to improve 

 

                                                 
11 Sure Start Unit    Birth to Three Matters - a framework to support children in their earliest years  
12 DfES/QCA (2000)  Foundation Stage Curriculum Guidance   
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 During sessions such as Splash and Sing and Toddlerobics, children are 
developing language and communication skills.  They are also improving their 
listening and attention skills and acquiring pre-reading and pre-number skills.  
They have the opportunity to learn to play with others, to take turns, to share and 
to develop physically, whilst exercising.  

 
 Other stimulating activities within the programme also provide children with 

opportunities to develop their creativity, to develop pre-writing skills and to gain 
independence and self-confidence.  Parents are able to see the benefits of learning 
through play, and the activities also provide an opportunity for parents to play 
with their children and to develop ideas of their own to extend their children’s 
learning. 

 
 Baby massage provides a number of benefits to both baby and parent.  The 

sessions enhance parent and child interaction, and help with ‘bonding’.  Amongst 
other things, massage can relieve discomfort for babies such as that caused by 
colic and teething.  Massage provides sensory stimulation for babies and teaches 
them how to relax. 

 
 
Views of Sure Start staff on outcomes for children 
 
The Sure Start staff group felt confident that the services and activities provided did have 
a positive impact on children’s well-being, based on their own observations and 
comments made by parents.  The activities most frequently mentioned were Splash and 
Sing, Toddlerobics, and Baby Massage.  Of the targeted services, Respite and Portage 
were thought to have significant benefits for children.  Staff commented on how many 
children’s speech and language improved, and how their creativity developed.  There was 
general agreement that the programme was having an impact on increasing self-
confidence of children, and helped them to mix well with others 
 
No systematic baseline measurements are taken of children's development, nor reviews of 
progress of children attending universal activities.  Some initial assessment is made for 
certain targeted services e.g. referral for Portage requires at least one form of 
developmental delay to be identified, and referral to Small Talk is made on the basis of 
Foundation Stage Assessment by Nursery Teachers.  Respite referrals also have initial 
baseline assessments and reviews.  The Programme has made a previous attempt to 
capture improvements as children started nursery class, but returns were incomplete and 
it is therefore to be repeated. 
 
All Sure Start staff expressed concern about the cut off point for Sure Start being the 
children’s 4th birthday.  Many commented on the gap in service provision for children 
between the age of 4 and 5 – the Children’s Fund is concerned with children between 5 
and 13 years of age.  Whilst staff acknowledged that in Kirkby the vast majority of 4 year 
olds are in school, they still felt that support needs continued. 
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Views of Parents and Carers on outcomes for children 
 
Similarly, all parents who were interviewed felt that Sure Start had enhanced their 
children’s general well-being and development.  Parents described improvements in 
children’s overall development, and particular mention was made of speech and language 
development. Some said that their children were more ready for nursery class and school, 
and that they had learned a lot already.  Many parents talked about how Sure Start had 
helped them understand and deal with their children’s behaviour.  They described their 
children as being more able to mix with other children, becoming more confident, 
independent and happier through taking part in Activities and also Respite child-care. 
 
In addition, parents felt that Sure Start had benefited other children in their families over 
the age of 4.  Trips out have included other children up to the age of 11, and provided 
affordable and enjoyable recreation for all the family.  One mother described how the 
Portage Service had helped to resolve tensions in the relationship between her young 
child and her teenage child, to the benefit of the whole family.  Sure Start staff appear to 
have been sensitive to the feelings other children may have when their younger siblings 
are seen to be “getting treats” and other opportunities e.g. by arranging some holiday 
provision for an older child when younger children in the family were receiving the 
Respite Service. 
 
Children's developmental needs can be considered under the following seven 
dimensions13: 
 
 
 Health  
 Education 
 Emotional and Behavioural Development 
 Identity 
 Family and Social Relationships 
 Social Presentation 
 Self Care Skills 

 
The Sure Start programme seems to be assisting children’s development under these 
dimensions, but there is a lack of systems and processes to measure improvements in 
their well-being during the period that they are involved in activities and services.   
Although formal methods of assessment of children’s well-being and the impact of Sure 
Start are not generally in place, the interviews with parents and carers revealed a wealth 
of positive comments, some of which are quoted below: 
 
 

• “She has come on in leaps and bounds – in confidence, sharing, relating and going 
in social circles better …and it’s helped her education” (mother of 3 year old girl) 

 

                                                 
13 Department of Health (2000) Assessment Framework for Children in Need and their Families   
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 “He was stubborn, in control, refusing to dress, wetting.  L. came out straight 
away, right in the middle of it.  It made a difference.  Sure Start helped him be 
ready for school”  (grandmother caring for 3 year old boy, commenting on 
Portage) 

 
 “Healthy eating advice helped me with feeding them.  They know their counting 

and colours.  He (older child) became more confident and ready to start school.  
Sure Start helped me to control their behaviour”   (mother of boys aged 3 and 1) 

 
 “I noticed a difference in their development.  My son (older child) was clingy.  

There was just me and him for a long time.  He wouldn’t stay with anyone.  He 
was brought out – mixing with others has helped”  (mother of 4 and 2 year old 
boys) 

 
 “My son’s personality has developed.  He can count to 5 and knows nursery 

rhymes “(mother of two year old boy) 
 
 “She has got mates now; she is more independent and mixes with others.    She 

loves to sit and read – there is a book section in Toddlerobics.  I was given advice 
about sleeping by the Sure Start Health Visitor”  (mother of 2 year old girl) 

 
 “She knows colours, leaves, flowers.  She likes the library and books.  I wouldn’t 

have taken her to the library without Sure Start.  She is starting the terrible twos.  
Sure Start’s advised me on this.  She shares more now.  She is more confident and 
has her own character.  She can get on and cope with other boisterous children”  
(grandmother of 2 year old girl) 

 
 
iii)  Impact on the well-being of parents and carers 
 
Children’s well-being is affected significantly by the well-being of their parents or carers.  
Interviews with Sure Start staff and with parents asked whether or not their involvement 
with Sure Start had made a difference to parental well-being. 
 
Views of Sure Start staff on outcomes for parents 
 
Whilst there has been no systematic assessment and evaluation of the overall impact of 
the programme on parents, Sure Start staff felt that they had observed positive changes in 
parental well-being, as well as having this reported to them by parents. These included 
increased parental self-esteem, improved confidence in mixing with others, and 
prevention and reduction of Post Natal Depression.  Help to mothers with depression who 
felt unable to leave their home was mentioned as a benefit of the programme.  One staff 
member felt that the programme was picking up parents who had some learning 
difficulties which had not previously been recognised by other agencies.  Those families 
receiving targeted support have a family file within which records of progress are stored. 
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Many staff commented on the support they were offering to the high numbers of 
grandparents looking after their grandchildren whilst parents worked, or were unable to 
look after their children themselves.  This has included involvement with grandparents 
who were trying to cope with drug misuse in the families of their adult children, and the 
impact this was having on the well-being of their grandchildren. 
 
The combination of activities and services, delivered with the involvement of a number 
of staff across the programme, was seen as providing staff with the opportunity to get to 
know children and families better, and therefore it was easier to support families when 
they needed it. 
 
Parents attending training at the Building Hopes, Building Futures capacity building 
programme have a record of achievement that measures the learning they have acquired 
through the courses.  
 
 
Views of Parents and Carers on outcomes for themselves 
 
The majority of parents reported that Sure Start had helped boost their self-confidence.  It 
was described as having brought them ‘out of the house’, ‘out of themselves’ and 
improved their self-esteem, as well as helping them mix with other adults.  The support 
provided by Respite in particular was singled out by parents as having had a major 
impact on Post Natal Depression, giving them a break and assisting them to cope with a 
crisis.  Parents and carers appreciated the range of targeted services, and the activities too 
were felt to have had an impact on their relationships with their children.  
 
Advice from Sure Start staff had assisted parents with their children’s behaviour.  One 
parent said that Sure Start had stopped her needing to go to Social Services.  Trips were 
very significant for some parents.  One parent described how she would never have gone 
to places without these. 
 
 
Respite Service 
 
As this had been referred to by many parents as being especially important as a support 
for them, this was explored in more detail both with Sure Start staff and with parents.  
From parents’ descriptions of when and why they had needed it, Respite appears to have 
been used by the programme in a range of ways, sometimes in conjunction with support 
from within Sure Start and Social Services and sometimes just on its own.   Usually 
Respite has been used in a crisis or where families had been struggling for some time.  
Some parents talked about needing a break from looking after the children so they could 
get organised at home.  Respite had also been used to assist other family members, such 
as grandparents, to look after the children in a crisis, which had on occasions possibly 
prevented involvement by Social Services or even children needing to be placed with 
foster-carers.  Parents had concerns regarding the length of time Respite was available, 
and the effect it had on children when it stopped. 
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What would have happened without Sure Start 
 
Parents were asked what would have happened if Sure Start had not been available.  
Some parents felt that they would have taken longer to resolve their problems without 
Sure Start, or they would have had to ask Social Services for help.   Some parents 
reported that they would have stayed in the house more, become depressed and their 
children would not have had the opportunities to mix with other children or to go on trips 
without Sure Start.  Some parents said they would have just gone daily to the Town 
Centre, as there was nothing else for children to do in the area.   
 
Some parents clearly felt that Sure Start had been there to support them at very difficult 
times in their lives, and strongly that they would have found it difficult to cope otherwise. 
 
 

• "I might not have been here."  (mother who had post-natal depression) 
 
• "I don't like to think about it.  History could have repeated itself.  I might have 

rejected him."  (mother with earlier history of post-natal depression) 
 

• "Me and (my son) would not have had the relationship we have now.  I would 
have been a 'shouty' Mum." 

 
 
Hard to reach families 
 
There are some groups of parents that Sure Start find hard to engage in the programme.  
These are: 
 
 
 Young parents 
 Fathers 
 Drug and alcohol using parents 
 Families where there are domestic violence concerns 

 
A number of young mothers are involved in activities and services, but not to the extent 
that the programme would like.  Similarly, very few fathers are involved, even though 
efforts have been made to put on activities that might engage them such as a 5-a-side 
football competition.  Quite a number of parents mentioned this as an issue, and made 
various suggestions such as trips just for fathers and their children, or pool tables being 
available, or more male staff involved with activities. 
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The preventative impact of Sure Start 
 
From the parents and carers interviewed, it was apparent that the early intervention and 
support offered to some families by Sure Start may well have prevented more serious 
outcomes for children and parents.  Examples included: 
 
 
One mother described how she had been experiencing serious difficulties with her ex-
partner, who was the father of her youngest child and was insisting on having contact.  
She believed that his misuse of alcohol and mental health problems were putting the child 
at risk, and also affecting her own health.  Her youngest child was reacting badly to the 
stress being created by this situation, and she was having trouble coping with his 
behaviour.  Her older son was also being affected, and there was a very antagonistic 
relationship between the two children.  She had a history of post-natal depression, and 
feared that the strain she was under might lead to history repeating itself.   
 
The mother read a leaflet from Sure Start about Pamper Day, and while attending there 
she was able to talk about her difficulties with the Senior Early Years Co-ordinator.  A 
Support Package was put into place, which included Respite to give her some time to deal 
with the other difficulties.  During this period she saw a solicitor, assisted by Sure Start, 
who enabled her to put controls on the father's access to the child.  She also received 
advice on her child's behaviour, and the relationship between the two children, from the 
Portage Worker.  She became involved in other Sure Start activities, including Splash 
and Sing, the Toy Library and the trips.   
 
At the time of the interview, this mother seemed positive about her life and her 
relationship with both her children.  She felt that the family was now much happier, and 
that Sure Start had been there when she needed it.  Her youngest child was present 
during the interview, who was confident, interested in his toys, interacting well with his 
mother (and she with him) and with the interviewer.  He was clearly a happy, settled, 
child - ready to start nursery school and developing well towards his full potential.  
 
 
 
 
An isolated young mother with no family support was involved in Sure Start activities, 
and had asked for help from Sure Start so that she could stop her use of drugs.  She 
described how a combination of advice, counselling and support from Sure Start staff, 
plus activities for her child, had resulted in her coming off drugs.  She felt that this would 
have taken longer without Sure Start, and may have resulted in Social Services 
involvement. 
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A mother from a two-parent family was pregnant and had had a threatened miscarriage.  
She was feeling very low and depressed, even suicidal.  Another parent had suggested 
that she went to one of the Family Rooms run by Sure Start, where she spoke to the 
Programme Manager and then met with the Senior Early years Co-ordinator who 
arranged a Support Package.  This involved regular visits from the Sure Start midwife, 
including relaxation techniques, continued attendance at the Family Room, and 
involvement in Pamper Days where she received aromatherapy massage and other 
treatments.   
 
She went on to have a healthy baby, and continued her involvement with Sure Start 
including activities such as Splash and Sing, Baby Massage and trips. At a later stage, 
when her baby was one year old, she received Respite support for a three months to give 
her extra support.  She has completed an NVQ Level 2 during a 12 month course, and is 
still involved in Sure Start activities.  She feels that Sure Start has given her confidence 
and belief in herself that she didn't have before.  She also believes that Sure Start has 
helped her children's development and enabled them to be more ready to start school. 
 
 
 
Because the majority of families with children under 4 are involved with Sure Start 
activities, it is frequently the case that Sure Start staff become aware of difficulties and 
problems that parents and carers are experiencing.  The non-stigmatised and inclusive 
nature of activities means that parents who attend can take the opportunity to speak with 
Sure Start staff, who have the experience and expertise to respond appropriately.  This 
may lead to the giving of advice and information, advocacy, provision of one or more of 
Sure Start's targeted services, or referral to another agency. 
 
As the examples show, the route to additional support is often accessed through the 
universal activities Sure Start provides.  Parents who may have felt unwilling or unable to 
refer themselves directly to a Level 2 or 3 support service have been able to get access to 
these services through a less formal route, with advice and guidance from Sure Start staff.  
It is possible that the alternative could have been for difficulties to escalate to the point of 
crisis, with more negative outcomes for children and parents.    
 
 
iii)  Interface between Sure Start and Social Services 
 
 
All the Social Services staff interviewed were aware of the existence of Sure Start, 
although levels of knowledge varied.  At one end of this continuum, a manager had 
previously been a member of Sure Start’s Partnership Board, and at the other end there 
were staff in Kirkby Social Work Team who seemed to have limited knowledge of Sure 
Start activities and services (though a number of staff in the team were fairly new).   
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Referrals between Sure Start and Social Services 
 
Sure Start staff indicated that they had had relatively few new referrals from Social 
Services.  Many parents referred themselves to Sure Start for extra support, or are 
referred by Health Visitors, so are often already involved with Sure Start at the point of 
having contact with Social Services.  When referrals are made by Social Services, these 
come to individual staff via the Senior Early Years Co-ordinator.  Subsequently, other 
staff in the programme may then have direct contact with social workers.   
 
 
Relationship between Sure Start and Kirkby Social Work Team 
 
The general view of Kirkby Social Work Team was that Sure Start were often involved in 
providing services or activities, sometimes as part of a child protection plan, that were of 
value in supporting families with young children during Social Services involvement.  To 
the best of their knowledge, Sure Start had not attended any of their team meetings, and 
some members of the team felt they knew little about their services and activities. The 
Team do receive referrals from Sure Start, which are accepted if they have reached the 
threshold for Social Services i.e. a child in need.  If the concern was below this threshold, 
Sure Start would be asked to contact the Family Centre.  Social Services do make 
referrals to Sure Start, although it was not possible to establish the actual number.  Where 
the Respite service is being provided, there is a lot of day-to-day contact between the two 
agencies.   From Sure Start’s perspective, staff described good working relationships with 
social workers.  
 
 
Relationship between Sure Start and Kirkby Family Centre 
 
The Family Centre seemed much more familiar with Sure Start and its staff, services and 
activities, and expressed very positive views.  The team described quite a close 
relationship, especially when Sure Start was setting up two or three years ago at a time 
when the Family Centre was itself undertaking more preventive work at level 2.  Some 
joint working took place, setting up playgroups and getting mothers involved.  There 
used to be a named Support Worker with a specific link to Sure Start, but this role no 
longer exists.  Although there is no longer the same degree of overlap and joint 
involvement, the Centre estimated that each worker probably had at least one family on 
their current caseload that also had involvement with one of the two Sure Starts in 
Kirkby.  
 
The Sure Start Senior Early Years Co-ordinator felt that she had developed a very good 
relationship with the local Family Centre and was able to discuss fully any concerns she 
or her staff may have in relation to particular families.  The Family Centre provides 
advice, particularly in relation to clarifying whether families being supported by Sure 
Start had reached the level 3 threshold of need and therefore might require a referral to 
Social Services for their input alongside Sure Start. 
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A formal system of directing Level 2 referrals received by Kirkby Family Centre to Sure 
Start is now in place. Sure Start provides appropriate support from within the 
Programme. This has been set up by a joint group of managers from Sure Start, Kirkby 
Family Centre and Social Services Family Support.  
 
 
Communication and information sharing 
 
Sure Start staff were very concerned about confidentiality, and almost all spoke of being 
very aware of only sharing information about families on a ‘need to know’ basis.  Equally 
they were very clear with regard to actions they would need to take in relation to 
protecting children.  Any concerns would be in the first instance discussed with the 
Senior Early Years Co-ordinator, and in her absence staff would make direct contact with 
Social Services.   
 
Social Services had had concerns in the past about the level of information sharing by 
Sure Start (see below) but felt this was no longer a problem. 
 
The pilot of the Information Sharing, Assessment and Planning (ISAP) Programme in 
Kirkby will enhance communication about children between agencies.  Sure Start is 
participating in this pilot, and specific staff will be receiving training in the relevant 
procedures and processes, including common assessment and chairing of multi-agency 
planning groups. 
 
 
Involvement of Sure Start in child protection 
 
Some of the families Sure Start were supporting, either by targeted services or activities, 
had social workers, and were or had been involved in child protection processes.  This 
included children whose names are or were on the Child Protection Register, children 
who had been removed from home by Social Services, and children placed within the 
extended family when they could not live at home.   
 
Social Services clearly recognise Sure Start as a partner agency in child protection, and 
confirmed that Sure Start staff attend child protection conferences, review and core 
groups when invited.  Some of the staff felt that there had been some initial difficulties 
when Sure Start was first set up.  One or two examples were given e.g. of Sure Start 
being reluctant to attend a conference; not wanting to be told any information about a 
family because this might spoil their relationship with the parent; possibly colluding with 
parents.  But these issues were now said to have been resolved, and managers reported 
that they had no concerns about Sure Start’s role in child protection.  Information appears 
to be shared appropriately, and Sure Start plays an appropriate role in child protection 
plans. 
 
They recognised that it was normally the Senior Early Years Co-ordinator who attended 
child protection meetings, and felt that this helped build confidence in the multi-agency 
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relationship. All Sure Start staff working at Levels 3 and 4 attend child protection 
conferences and planning meetings where appropriate, including the Portage Worker, 
Family Literacy Worker and Health Visitor.  Some Social Services staff emphasised the 
importance of attendance at conferences by the Sure Start staff who had direct contact 
with the child and family.  
 
There is some evidence that Sure Start’s involvement can sometimes prevent the need for 
child protection registration through the provision of a clear and targeted Support 
Package.  An example was given by the Child Protection and Reviewing Officer where 
registration had been under consideration, but new medical information plus Sure Start’s 
very supportive involvement helped the decision not to register at a re-convened 
conference.   
 
Three examples given by parents of Sure Start's involvement when there were child 
protection concerns are given below. 
 
 
 
One young mother with two children under 4 was homeless and moved into the Sure Start 
area.  Child protection concerns had arisen, but the children had been able to stay with a 
relative for a few weeks and then return home.  The Senior Early Years Co-ordinator 
from Sure Start met with the mother, her social worker and the Community Psychiatric 
Nurse at the Homeless Unit, and a Support Package was provided.  In the last year the 
family has received support from the Respite service, and the mother and children have 
been involved in many of Sure Start's activities, including Pamper Day, Splash and Sing, 
Building Hopes, Building Futures, trips, home visits and material support.  The mother 
felt that the Sure Start service had really helped her and the children - "it's not just 
somewhere to go - it's a service".   
 
 
 
 
 
One parent described how a combination of domestic violence, two young children and 
post-natal depression had meant that the family was not coping.  The children's names 
had been placed on the Child Protection Register and a social worker was involved.  
Sure Start had supported the family with a combination of services, including Respite and 
advice in relation to child development.  The family had been accessing a range of 
activities for some time and these continued. The parent believed that, due to all of the 
support they were getting from Sure Start, the children’s names would be taken off the 
Register more quickly. 
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Following an investigation by Social Services into possible child protection concerns, a 
parent described how Sure Start provided extra input to parents and their two children.  
The family was already accessing activities for the children, and these, combined with 
Respite, general advice and support from Sure Start, assisted in resolving the issues, 
leading to the withdrawal of Social Services involvement. 
 
 
 
 
Involvement of Sure Start with Children in Need and early prevention 
 
Social Services felt that Sure Start were almost always involved with families on their 
caseloads if there were children under the age of four, and recognised that involvement 
with Sure Start often preceded that of Social Services.   Sure Start has provided assistance 
to the local Borough-wide Homeless Families Unit and the Mother and Baby home, 
although the latter is outside the Programme Area. This has often been in conjunction 
with Social Services.  The Level 1 activities provided by Sure Start were also viewed as 
very positive.  These activities were described as “a bonus for families, who have a right 
to benefit from what Sure Start has to offer” (Social Work Team).   
 
The Respite and Portage services were particularly mentioned as offering valuable 
support to families, and often formed part of a package of support involving Social 
Services, Sure Start and other agencies.  One social worker mentioned that Portage had 
been a very helpful service with a family who were involved in court proceedings.    
 
The Respite service stood out as the one that Social Services seem to appreciate the most, 
and was mentioned in every Evaluation interview or meeting.  Most staff were aware that 
respite from Sure Start only lasted 12 weeks, but were not clear why it had this cut-off 
point.  Many wanted the service to continue for longer.  However, this is a reflection of 
the concerns Social Services staff have about the general lack of respite child care across 
the Borough.  Sure Start is seen as the only provider, with the exception of their own 
Family Centre and private child-care.  The Social Work Team Manager appreciated the 
flexibility of both Sure Starts in Kirkby, describing how they had responded within the 
last month, at a specially convened meeting, to his request for extended respite for 8 or 9 
families, all of whom had young children who were either on the Child Protection 
Register or subject to care proceedings in court.  Respite was also seen as a service that 
might then engage families in other Sure Start activities.  The Child Protection and 
Reviewing Officer felt that respite offered stimulation for children as well as a break for 
parents.  Two examples are given below of parents involved with Social Services who 
felt Respite and other Sure Start services had helped to meet the needs of their family. 
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Social Services became involved following a crisis at home, which had resulted in a 
mother and her three children being made homeless.  With the support of Sure Start 
services such as Respite, advice and activities for the children, the mother was able to be 
re-housed, her isolation was reduced and the children remained with her.  The children 
had found the situation difficult, and the mother received support and advice from Sure 
Start to understand their needs and respond appropriately to their behaviour.  
 
 
 
 
One parent of a two parent family described how, after a serious family crisis resulting in 
Social Services involvement, both Social Services and Sure Start had worked together.  
This had resulted in the extended family being able to look after the 3 children until the 
parent was able to look after them again.  Sure Start activities for the children and 
services, such as Respite, had combined to keep the children within the family. 
 
 
 
There was quite a degree of concern expressed by Social Services about the limited 
number of providers for early years family support services in Kirkby, and worry as to 
what would happen if Sure Start activities and services were not there after March 2006.   
 
Many Sure Start staff expressed concerns that Social Services were not able to undertake 
more preventative work with families.  They recognised that thresholds for Social 
Services involvement were rising and that resources were limited, but were concerned 
that there could be a gap within Level 2 family support services.  One Sure Start worker 
felt that because of Sure Start's work with families over a period of time, they were often 
in a good position to assist the family and Social Services in working together.  
 

 
 
 
Parents’ views on the relationship between Sure Start and Social Services 
 
 

i) Families with no Social Services involvement 
 
Some parents interviewed had had no involvement with Social Services, but 
commented that they felt the two organisations should talk to each other if they 
had concerns, especially child protection, about children.  One parent said that 
they themselves would ring Social Services if they were worried about the welfare 
of a child.  Most parents however also said that they thought Sure Start should tell 
the parent before they ring Social Services. 
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ii) Crossover families 
 
9 families had had involvement with Social Services at the threshold of level 4 
need.  This included Child Protection investigations, children’s names being 
placed on the Child Protection Register, and removal of children from the family 
home.   These parents were asked what they thought the differences were between 
Sure Start and Social Services.  For some, Sure Start was seen as more local, more 
for children, more preventative and more supportive than Social Services.  For 
many parents Social Services was an organisation that had power, was judgmental 
about families and was authoritarian.  One parent said that she thought Social 
Services had less work to do when Sure Start were involved as well, and one 
parent said that there was no difference between the two organisations.  One 
parent described how she regretted taking up Sure Start’s targeted services, as 
Social Services then became involved. 
 
Parents described Sure Start staff being supportive when Social Services were 
involved, including being there when children were removed, and attending Child 
Protection conferences, other formal meetings, and reviews with families.  One 
parent felt that Sure Start and the social worker worked well together, and that she 
liked them both. 
 

 
What else Sure Start does well 
 
In the opinion of Social Services, the other strengths of Sure Start are: 
 
 their ability to carry out local consultation and establish community views 
 the involvement of local communities in the development and delivery of services 
 parents see Sure Start as non-threatening environment with less stigma, and tend 

to be more receptive to Sure Start involvement than to Social Services Family 
Centre provision 

 parents can be linked to other provision 
 flexibility in putting together packages of support  
 gives width in terms of service delivery 

 
 
What Social Services would like  
 
Suggestions from Social Services were: 
 
 More frequent updates of the activities and services available 
 More planned contact between the teams  
 Increased understanding by Sure Start of Social Services thresholds and 

type/complexity  of work 
 More groupwork e.g. parenting, men’s groups 
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 Greater impact on hard to reach families, including more focus on drug and 
alcohol prevention 

 
 
Some quotes from Social Services 

 
 There will be a gap if Sure Start goes 
 It’s a valuable and valued service  
 We’ll be up a creek without Sure Start! 
 Sure Start has made a difference  
 Sure Start has put a lot of markers down and built up a lot of trust  
 The models Sure Start has developed need to stay  
 They are a bridge between professionals and the community 
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6.  Analysis 
 
The remit of the evaluation was to assess the impact of the Sure Start programme on 
children’s well-being within an overall preventative context, and to examine the interface 
between Sure Start and Social Services.  These two strands have been set within the 
national and local agendas for the development of children’s services, which has clear 
themes around early and effective prevention, common assessment of need, good 
communication including sharing of appropriate information, and the co-ordination and 
integration of services.   
 
The analysis is also set within the Needs Framework and Local Preventative Strategy for 
children, as laid out in Knowsley Child and Young People’s Strategic Plan 2004, which 
meets different levels of need through a range of universal, targeted and specialist 
services. 
 
 
Impact on the well-being of children 
 
The Sure Start programme area was approved by the national Sure Start Unit because of 
the high levels of disadvantage in Northwood and Southdene East.  The universal 
availability of activities and services offers support and opportunities at Levels 1 and 2 of 
the needs framework.  The high levels of poverty in the area suggest that many families 
would be unable to access similar provision without the presence of Sure Start. 
 
The relatively good levels of registration and uptake of services indicate that families 
benefit from and enjoy the Sure Start programme, and there seem to be few other family 
support type services that they could access locally.  An additional benefit of Sure Start is 
that it is seen to be free of the stigma often attached to Social Services provision, and is 
less threatening for parents.  All parents and carers who were interviewed said they 
would recommend Sure Start to others, and many had done so.  This is a very positive 
commendation for the programme, especially as word of mouth is so important as a way 
of engaging parents. 
 
Prevention should promote both the well-being of children and the well-being of parents 
in order that they can meet the needs of their children.  The universal activities and 
services are designed to have a positive impact on young children, either through direct 
stimulation with activities such as Splash and Sing, and Small Talk, or through improving 
the well-being of their parents through activities such as Pamper Day and the break from 
child care afforded by the Respite service.   Parents clearly enjoy activities where they are 
joining in the session with their children, but also value activities and services where they 
have time for themselves e.g. to be involved in education programmes.  Many parents 
had gained qualifications through Sure Start involvement, increasing their work 
opportunities. 
 
Many of the activities take place in group settings, and this has social benefits for parents, 
enabling them to mix with other adults, which can reduce isolation and also be a good 
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source of advice and support.  Some of the older mothers and grandparents felt they could 
pass on their knowledge to younger mothers at activities such as Pamper Day and in the 
Family Rooms. 
 
In terms of the Assessment Framework, positive outcomes for children are more likely to 
be achieved through a combination of the child’s developmental needs being met, parents 
having the capacity to meet their child’s needs and wider family and environmental 
factors being in place.   Sure Start operates across these three domains, and is therefore 
maximising the life chances of children through this approach. Targeted services impact 
at the point where the well-being of the child might be compromised without additional 
support. 
 
There are many subjective viewpoints indicating that the Sure Start programme has a 
positive impact on children, as can be evidenced from the comments of parents and staff.  
However, there is a lack of systematic assessment of children’s needs within the 
programme, in a way that can be measured at a later date to show whether or not the child 
has made progress in their development.  Collation of this type of information would also 
enable the programme to assess whether activities and services were achieving their 
stated aims.  This is particularly important for the targeted services.  The programme is 
aware of this gap and has tried to put systems in place in the past e.g. to measure the 
impact of the Small Talk sessions.   
 
The same issue exists for parents.  Many parents told the Evaluation Team that their 
involvement in Sure Start activities and services had had real benefits for themselves and 
thus their children, but again this is not measured, recorded or collated across the 
programme. 
 
Increased involvement and participation of both parents and children in the wider 
planning, review and development of activities and services (not just their own 
involvement) would enable feedback to be used for the shaping of future provision.  The 
programme has tried to involve parents in planning with only a limited degree of success, 
and this may require quite creative approaches to establish their views.  There are various 
ways in which consultation can be carried out with even very young children. 
 
While the Sure Start programme is benefiting many families within the area, there are 
certain groups that the programme is having more difficulty engaging.  Very few men are 
involved with the programme on a day to day basis, despite efforts made, which is 
recognised as an issue both by Sure Start staff and parents.  In two parent families it is 
usually only the mother who is involved, yet children’s development will be affected by 
the well-being and parenting capacity of both their parents.  Young mothers are also hard 
to engage, and can often need high levels of support if they are going to be able to meet 
the needs of their children, especially if they are isolated.  The programme has limited 
success in engaging families where there are concerns about drugs, alcohol or domestic 
violence, although some families with such concerns have been involved in Support 
Packages provided by Sure Start.   These families are hard for any service to engage, and 
may be more likely to need services delivered at home rather than expecting parents to 
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come to group activities with or without their children. Due to staff vacancies in Health 
Visiting and midwifery there has been a temporary gap in home visiting, now addressed 
by a revised Home Visiting strategy. This will ensure that all registered families receive 
home visits from the same member of Sure Start's Home Visiting Group at the following 
stages of the child's life - 2 months, 5 months, 9 months, 18 months, 2 years and 3 years. 
 
There have also been concerns expressed about the cut-off point for Sure Start at a child’s 
4th birthday.  This is a national criterion over which the local programme has no control.  
Many children are in school by this age, but the families most in need of services and 
targeted Support Packages will be ineligible for Sure Start, and might not be offered such 
provision elsewhere at the present time.   Seamless services and planned transition are 
essential if children are to continue to reach their potential. 
 
 
The interface between Sure Start and Social Services 
 
The evaluation revealed good relationships between Sure Start and Social Services, 
although levels of knowledge and understanding of both services varied amongst the staff 
interviewed.  Social Services came into contact with Sure Start primarily when families 
with under 4s were involved at Levels 3 and 4 of the needs framework, and Sure Start are 
often involved before concerns about children reach the threshold for Social Services 
involvement. 
 
There is a lack of understanding about Social Services thresholds among Sure Start staff, 
especially now those thresholds are becoming more clearly defined as Level 3 and above.  
This may be helped by the fact that staff training on use of the new Common Assessment 
Framework has recently taken place for those Sure Start staff contributing to the Sure 
Start Home Visiting strategy.  There are concerns from Sure Start that Social Services are 
not able to offer more preventive services, but the reality for Social Services is that 
referrals are increasing and limited resources have to be targeted at the families with the 
highest levels of need.  Conversely, some Social Services staff feel that Sure Start do not 
always appreciate the type or complexity of their work.   
 
Despite these issues, there is nevertheless a good relationship between the two agencies, 
and Sure Start is regarded by Social Services as a partner agency.  The relationship 
between Sure Start and the Family Centre is particularly strong.  Despite some earlier 
concerns, information sharing between the agencies seems good, and this should improve 
as the ISAP pilot develops.   
 
The interviews with cross-over families demonstrated that Sure Start are involved with 
families with complex problems and the highest levels of need.  The targeted Support 
Packages offered by Sure Start have often been an integral part of the multi-agency plan 
for children in need or in child protection situations.  The Respite service is highly 
regarded by Social Services, as is the Portage service.  Social Services staff also 
appreciate the benefits for families of accessing Sure Start Level 1 activities as part of the 
overall support plan. 
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Social Services acknowledge the valuable role played by Sure Start in child protection, 
and welcome the bridging role that they can play with families during very stressful 
situations such as child protection inquiries.  Sure Start is frequently involved before, 
during and after a crisis, and can provide continuity in ways that are acceptable to 
families.  The main channel for communication between the agencies is through the 
Senior Early years Co-ordinator, which improves consistency and builds reciprocal 
understanding. 
 
Parents' views of the two agencies understandably varied, particularly where parents and 
their children had contact with Social Services over child protection concerns.   Whereas 
Sure Start is seen as non-threatening and has been able to build up a good level of trust 
with families, Social Services is seen very much as a powerful agency that can take away 
your children.  Nevertheless, parents did seem to appreciate that children had to be 
protected and that Social Services was the agency that does this, even if they resented the 
involvement in their own family.   
 
Increasing concerns about the level of drug and alcohol misuse by parents, together with 
increased awareness of domestic violence, are clearly causing concern to Social Services, 
and they would welcome any focused prevention and support that Sure Start could 
develop.  These are the hard to reach families for most agencies, and it will be a shared 
challenge for all Children’s Services to engage these families successfully before a crisis 
point is reached. 
 
Interviews with Social Services took place at a time when Knowsley is making great 
efforts to integrate services, but also a time when referrals are increasing.  The Strategic 
Plan has clearly defined levels of need, and lays out which services will respond to the 
different levels.  Pressures on Social Services are requiring increasing strict thresholds, 
with a focus on levels 3 and 4 where families have the greatest level of need for the 
statutory, specialist services they provide. 
 
This will be a challenge for the interface with Sure Start and other family support 
organisations.  Social Services will have less involvement in the direct provision of Level 
2 services, and will be more reliant on professional, high quality, accessible family 
support services in the community.  Sure Start seems to be doing a very good job of 
acting as a bridge between high level statutory services and community provision.   
Social Services staff were keen to stress that this type of provision must continue to be 
available, with clear processes and pathways to link Level 2 and 3 services.  
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7.  Implications for the future 
 
 
As referred to briefly at the start of this Evaluation Report, children’s services are 
currently undergoing a fundamental, radical and comprehensive reform. The 
Government’s agenda, known as ‘Change for Children’, will affect all services for 
children.  The development of Children's Centres will have specific implications for local 
Sure Start programmes.  Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start needs to be working 
towards the future agenda, but equally, any learning from the programme should be 
incorporated wherever possible into future service provision in Knowsley.  Some key 
points that have arisen in the Evaluation are outlined below, as they may have 
implications for future development, particularly with regard to Children's Centres, 
Children's Trusts and further strategic planning within the Change for Children agenda. 
 
 
i) Impact of activities on the well-being of children, parents and carers 
 

Universally available activities such as those provided by Sure Start promote 
positive outcomes for children through their impact on physical, emotional, social 
and intellectual development.  Through specific activities, parents and carers are 
able to have some of their own needs met, or to have opportunities to interact with 
their children in creative and stimulating settings.  These experiences contribute to 
parental well-being, and therefore their capacity to meet the needs of their 
children.  Activities that are open to all families are often an acceptable access 
route to targeted and specialist services if staff are present with appropriate 
expertise and experience who can identify additional needs with families.   This 
form of universal provision can therefore make a significant contribution to early 
prevention. 

 
 
ii) Targeted and co-ordinated support 
 

Sure Start's targeted Support Packages for families offer tailor-made services, 
based on identified needs, which can draw in a range of expertise from within the 
whole Sure Start team.   Through combining Sure Start activities and services 
with those of other agencies such as Social Services where necessary, co-
ordinated support across different thresholds of need is possible.  A significant 
factor is that Sure Start co-ordinates its involvement through the "keyworker" 
approach of the Senior Early Years Co-ordinator, which ensures good 
communication between Sure Start services, and between Sure Start and other 
agencies.  This is a very integrated approach that has links to the concept of "lead 
professional" within the Children Act 2004.  It does, however, require shared 
understanding of language, assessment, thresholds and interfaces between 
agencies if it is to be successful. 
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iii) Bridging community and professional approaches  
 

Sure Start appears to have been able to build bridges between the community and 
professional agencies that have benefited children and their families.  Sure Start's 
approach and principles, founded on consultation, respect, transparency and 
flexibility in the heart of a community have engaged the majority of eligible 
families in the area.  The programme builds community confidence in family 
support services and avoids much of the stigma that can attach to other 
professional agencies.  At the same time it is able to play a full and professional 
role within a multi-agency approach that seeks to meet the whole range of 
children's needs.  This bridging and co-ordinating role should be acknowledged as 
an important component of future service delivery for early years provision. 

 
 
iv) Measuring outcomes for children and parents 
 

The Children’s Act 2004, following on from the Green Paper ‘Every Child 
Matters’, outlines new expectations for children’s services, who will be expected 
to demonstrate their contribution to five over-arching outcomes for children: 

 
 Being healthy 
• Staying safe 
• Enjoying and achieving 
• Making a positive contribution 
• Achieving economic well-being 

 
All agencies in the future will need to be able to demonstrate and measure 
improvements in outcomes for children and their families, and ensure that practice 
and service delivered is continuously improved to become as effective as possible.  
Resources will need to be targeted towards those early intervention services and 
approaches that achieve the most effective prevention. 

 
 

v) Transition to other services  
 

Losing eligibility for Sure Start activities and services at the child's 4th birthday 
has clearly been identified as a concern both by parents and by staff.  This cut-off 
point hinders a seamless transition to other universal services such as school14 or 
targeted Children's Fund provision (available at age 5).  Planned transition can 
build on previous assessments and knowledge of children's needs, and help to 
ensure that families become engaged with new services.   
   
All local Sure Start programmes are to become or be incorporated into Children’s 
Centres by 2006.  Parents and Sure Start staff have expressed anxiety and 

                                                 
14 It is acknowledged that many children start nursery education before their 4th birthday 
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uncertainty about this change.  Transparent and co-ordinated planning, involving 
the community, will help to ensure a smooth transition, and a continuation of the 
principles of Sure Start within the services which will be provided from 
Children's Centres. 
 
 

Summary 
 
Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start has demonstrated, through this Evaluation, 
that it is providing both universal and targeted services to families which promote 
positive outcomes for children and their parents/carers.   Often this support is part of an 
integrated approach to families involving a number of agencies, including those such as 
Social Services who are involved where children are at the highest levels of need.  Sure 
Start is able to act as a bridge between the community and professional agencies, due to 
its position in the community, the open access to activities and the degree of trust and 
participation that has been developed with parents.  It has also developed some models of 
practice that might be regarded as exemplars that might influence future mainstream 
development within the Change for Children agenda.  
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8.  Recommendations 
 
 
Recommendations have been organised into three sections, based on outcomes for 
children, the interface between Sure Start and Social Services, and implications for future 
development within the Change for Children agenda. 
 
 

Outcomes for children 
 

1. Put into place systems and processes for preliminary assessment and regular 
review of children’s development for targeted services and targeted Support 
Packages, which are recorded and able to be collated 

 
2. For targeted services and targeted Support Packages, develop clear aims and 

objectives, rationale of approach, eligibility criteria and methods of reviewing and 
evaluating overall effectiveness 

 
3. Develop age-appropriate methods of consulting with young children about the 

activities and services they are involved in 
 
4. Develop methods of self-assessment by parents (of both themselves and their 

children) at start and end of targeted services and targeted support packages, 
which are recorded and able to be collated 

 
5. Establish methods of regular consultation with parents about overall planning, 

review and development of activities and services 
 

6. Develop ways of increasing level of engagement with hard to reach groups  
 

7. Reconsider timing and organisation of activities in relation to access for working 
parents and activities after school and weekends, ensuring equal access for as 
many children as possible 

 
 

Interface with Social Services 
 

8. Provide Social Services with regular written updates of the activities and services 
available 

 
9. Develop promotional literature about targeted Support Packages for distribution 

to Social Services and other agencies 
 

10. Consider reciprocal ways of improving knowledge between Sure Start and Social 
Services, particularly in terms of type of service provision and thresholds e.g. 



 

 56

though attendance at team meetings, joint training, shadowing, exchange 
placements etc. 

 
11. Consider more focused and evidence-based group work with specific groups or 

issues e.g. men’s groups, parenting groups. 
 

12. Consider how Sure Start can work with other agencies including Social Services 
to achieve greater impact on hard to reach families, including more focus on drug 
and alcohol misuse and domestic violence 

 
 

Implications for future development within the wider children's agenda 
 

13. Joint planning with other agencies for the delivery of targeted support within 
Children's Centres and Integrated Children's Services 

 
14.  Further develop the model of targeted Support Packages in order to contribute to 

the Children's Centre agenda and the implementation of the Common Assessment 
Framework. 

 
15.  Evaluate the relationship between universal activities and targeted Support 

Packages in promoting positive outcomes for children, with a view to contributing 
to the wider Change for Children agenda. 
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meant sharing some personal and sensitive information.  We are grateful to have been 
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A number of appendices are attached, including a summary version of this evaluation 
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Appendix 1:  Initial leaflet sent to parents 
 
 
Appendix 2:  Sample timetable of Sure Start activities 
 
 
Appendix 3:  Plain English summary of Evaluation Report 
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Who are we and what are we doing? 
 
We are Pauline Coulter and Sue Cook.  Sure Start has asked us 
to talk to parents to find out what you think about their 
services.   
 
We want to interview about 40 parents to see if Sure Start 
has been a help to you and your children.  As well as telling us 
any good things about Sure Start, you can also tell us if things 
have not been so good or about any ideas to make services 
better.  
 
Why do we want to talk to parents? 
 
This survey is taking place because Sure Start wants to know 
how to improve the way they work, and also how well they link 
up with other services in Kirkby.  As well as talking to parents, 
we will also be talking to some of these services.   
 
All this information will be put into a report for Sure Start.  
You will be able to have a summary of this report, and a full 
copy too if you would like one. 
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When and where will we talk to parents? 
 
We plan to meet with parents in the first half of October, 
and to have the report ready by the end of November.  
Parents’ names will not go into the report.  We will keep 
information about you and your family confidential.  
 
You can talk to one of us on your own, or you could join a 
group of parents and all talk together to us if this is better 
for you.   
 
The meetings will take place in the local area, and we will soon 
be able to let you know exactly where that will be.  If you 
need any help getting there e.g. transport, or to have your 
children looked after, then Sure Start can sort this out.   
 
What happens next? 
 
We do hope you will agree to take part in the survey.  Please 
tick the boxes on the opposite page, then tear off the page 
and return to Sure Start.  Then we will know if you want to 
take part, and how you want to meet with us.  Someone from 
Sure Start will get in touch with you to arrange the meeting. 
 
Thank you for reading this letter.  We look forward to 
meeting up with you.  If you have any questions before we 
meet with you, please ring Sure Start on 0151 443 3257. 
 
 
Pauline and Sue 

  
 
 
Please answer the 4 questions below and put a tick in the box of your 
choice below: 
 
Question 1: I would like to take part in the survey    
 

 Yes   No 
 
Question 2: I would like to talk to Pauline or Sue on my own         
 

Yes  No  Don’t mind 
 
 
Question 3: I would like to talk to Pauline and Sue as part of a  
  group of parents 
 
  Yes  No  Don’t mind 
 
 
Question 4: Do you need any help to come to the meeting? 
 

- No help needed 
- Transport 
-  Child care 

 
Name:   ________________   Tel. number:  _______________ 
 
Address:   _________________________________________ 
 
Please tear off this page and return it to Sure Start in the stamped 
addressed envelope provided. 
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FAMILY ROOMS - 
Overdale & St. Marie's  

9.15-11.15am 
 
MON-THURS 
 
Cost £1 per week 
Overdale Educare 
 
St. Marie's Primary  
School  
 

"A chance for children,  
0-4 years, to learn and 

play, and for parents to 
socialise" 

 
SPLASH & SING 
10:00 – 11:00am 
 

Singing & Playing 
(Shallow pool) 
  
Helps confidence & 
development 
 
No Cost 
(50p refundable for locker) 
Kirkby Swimming Baths 
 
HOME SAFETY EQUIPMENT 

OFFICER 
10.00am-12pm 
Kirkby Unemployed Centre  

 
"TINY TOUCH" 

Baby Massage 
10.30 – 11:30am 
 
Helps:- 
Bonding 
Growth  
Baby’s well-being 
 

No Cost 
Southdene Community    
Centre 
 

 
TODDLEROBICS 
6mth-2yrs 9.30-10.30 
2-4yr olds 10.30-11.30 
 
Get them muscles working!!! 
 
Fun for both parent and child 
 
Home Safety Equipment Officer 
present 
 
St Marie’s Club  
Kennelwood Avenue Northwood 

 

 
 

 
FAMILY ROOMS - 
Overdale & St. Marie's  

1.15-3.15pm 
 
MON-THURS 
 
Cost £1 per week 
Overdale Educare 
 
St. Marie's Primary   
School 
 

"A chance for children, 
0-4 years, to learn and 

play, and for parents to 
socialise" 

 
"CHERRY TOTS" 
2.00-3.00pm 
 
Singing & Dancing 
 
Mini Gym 
 
And More!! 
 
No Cost 
Cherryfield Parent & Toddler 
Group 
Cherryfield School 
Southdene 
 

 
PAMPER YOURSELF 
12:00 – 2:00pm 
              
             REGISTERED ONLY 
 
Fun for Baby  
Play session  
 
Fun for Mum 
Massage 
Reflexology 
Beauty Treatments 
 
Home Safety Equipment Officer 
present 
Cost £1.00 
Southdene Community Centre 

 
WORDS & PICTURES 
1:30 – 3:00pm 
 
Free Fun at the Library 
 
Reading 
Singing 
Creative Play 
 
No Cost 
Kirkby Library 

ACTIVITIES FOR 0-4 YEAR OLDS IN SURE START NORTHWOOD & SOUTHDENE EAST 
0151 443 3257  0151 443 3257 0151 443 3257 0151 443 3257
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Every year, Sure Start has to have an evaluation to see how well it is doing.  This has to be done by 
people who are not part of Sure Start.  There are lots of new ideas and changes being put into place 
by the Government.   These include: 
 

 Getting support to families as early as possible - so that parents and children get the 
support they need before any problems get serious. 

 
 Joining up services - making sure that different agencies and services work together and 

keep in touch with each other when they need to. 
 

 Setting up Children's Centres - by 2006, Children's Centres will take over from Sure Start 
and give support to families with young children. 

 
These are all important to local families and to Sure Start, so the evaluation asked the following 
questions: 
 
1. Is Sure Start good for children, as well as parents? 

 
2. How does Sure Start get on with other agencies, especially Social Services? 

 
3. What can be learned from the way Sure Start works? 
 
To find this out, we talked to: 
 

 22 parents and carers, who altogether had 55 children 
 10 Sure Start staff 
 26 staff from Social Services 

 
We also asked about the activities and services that take place at Sure Start. 
 
Activities and Services 
 
Sure Start runs activities and services that any family can join in if they have children under 4.  
These include Splash and Sing, Toddlerobics, the Toy Library, Baby Massage, the Family Rooms, 
trips out and Pamper Day (for parents who are pregnant too). 
 
For families who might need more support from time to time, there are services such as: 
 

 Respite (offers part-time childcare for up to 12 weeks)   
 Portage (helps with children's development) 
 Family Literacy (helps with reading, writing and numbers) 
 Small Talk (extra help for children at nursery school)  
 Advice from the Nursery Nurse, Health Visitor and Midwife. 

 
When there is a crisis or a really difficult time in a family, these different activities and services 
can be mixed together into a Package of Support.  
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How much do families use Sure Start? 
 
7 out of every 10 young children are registered with Sure Start, and most had been to an activity 
or had a service in the last year.  In the month of September 2004 alone, 146 children and/or their 
parents and carers came to Sure Start activities, and another 56 families had extra support from 
services such as Respite, Small Talk and Portage.  Some parents also get involved in helping to run 
Sure Start. 
 
There are some groups of parents that Sure Start finds it harder to link up with.  Not very many 
fathers come to Sure Start activities, and neither do parents who work because almost all the 
activities are on week-days.  There are some very young teenage parents who don’t come either.  
We know there are other families who are harder for Sure Start to reach, such as those where 
parents use drugs and alcohol, and those where there may be violence in the home. 
 
What did parents and carers think about Sure Start activities and services? 
 
Most families start coming to Sure Start because they hear about it from a friend or relative, or 
their Health Visitor or Midwife might tell them about it.  All the parents we spoke to said they 
would recommend Sure Start to a friend.  Some examples were: 
 

 "If you are on a downer, there's always someone there to help you or to put you in touch 
with someone." 

 "They do a really good job.  It's not just somewhere to go, it's a service." 
 "It's fun, friendly, plenty to do, easy staff." 
 "Brilliant!" 

 
All the parents and carers we talked to said good things about Sure Start.  They liked the activities 
and the extra support if they needed it.  They thought the staff were friendly and easy to talk to.  
They were pleased that they had a say about what they could get involved in.   
 
We asked parents what they thought could be better.  These points were made:  
 

 Some parents wished Sure Start didn't stop at age 4 
 Some parents would like to be able to go to Pamper Day after their baby is over 12 months 

old 
 Some wished Respite could keep going for longer than 12 weeks 
 Some would like different times for some of the activities  
 Some wanted more ways of involving fathers, or parents who work 

 
Is Sure Start good for children? 
 
The evaluation found that Sure Start activities and services help young children to develop in many 
ways.  
 

 Children feed, sleep and behave better 
 Children’s health is better, such as exercise in Splash & Sing and Toddlerobics 
 More confident and able to mix with others 
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 Better at sharing and taking turns 
 Better at talking and listening 
 Better at reading and counting 
 More ready for nursery class and school 
 Able to get more out of play and be creative 
 Better relationship between child and parent 
 Parents more able to help children develop and learn 

 
These are some of the things we were told: 
 

 “She has come on in leaps and bounds – in confidence, sharing, relating and going in social 
circles better …and it’s helped her education” (mother of 3 year old girl) 

 “My son’s personality has developed.  He can count to 5 and knows nursery rhymes" (mother 
of two year old boy) 

 “Healthy eating advice helped me with feeding them.  They know their counting and colours. 
Sure Start helped me to control their behaviour”   (mother of boys aged 3 and 1) 

 “She knows colours, leaves, flowers.  She likes the library and books.  I wouldn’t have taken 
her to the library without Sure Start”  (grandmother of 2 year old girl) 

 
Is Sure Start good for parents and carers? 
 
Parents and carers told us that they also had got benefits from Sure Start, such as being more 
confident, having somewhere to go, being able to do things with their children and mixing with other 
families.  Some parents had been depressed after their babies were born, and said Sure Start had 
really helped them, especially the Respite service.  We asked what would have happened if Sure 
Start hadn’t been there.  These are some of the answers: 
 

 "I might not have been here."  (mother with depression after her baby was born) 
 "Me and (my son) would not have had the relationship we have now.  I would have been a 

'shouty' Mum."  (mother of three year old boy) 
 
How does Sure Start work with other agencies and services? 
 
We found out that Sure Start works with a lot of different agencies and services.  These include 
local Health Visitors, the Portage Service and the Child Development Centre.  Small Talk is run 
jointly between Sure Start and nursery school teachers in five local schools, and a course called 
“Coping with Kids” is run together with Child Guidance.  Some joint work has been done with health 
services about breast-feeding and for mothers who use drugs, and with NSPCC for families where 
there is violence in the home.  Some parenting courses have been run with school staff.  There is 
also some joint work with Social Services, and this was a main area that the evaluation looked at. 
 
How do Sure Start and Social Services work together? 
 
We know that Social Services have a Social Work Team and a Family Centre in Kirkby, and that they 
work with families where children are in need or are at risk.  More and more of these risks are to 
do with drug and alcohol use by parents, and about violence in the homes of families.   
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Sure Start and Social Services sometimes have contact with the same families.  Where there are 
worries about possible risks to children, Sure Start go to meetings with other agencies to help work 
out a plan to keep children safe.  They also try to support families by arranging Support Packages of 
different activities and services.   
 
We spoke to staff from Social Services and asked them for their views on Sure Start.  They said 
that there was a good relationship between them, and they thought that Sure Start activities and 
services were a help to children and their parents, especially the Respite service.  Social Services 
also said they were impressed with the way Sure Start got parents in the community involved in 
things, and asked them for their views.  Some of the things they said about Sure Start were: 
 

 “Sure Start has made a difference” 
 “They are a bridge between the community and professionals” 

 
We talked to some parents and carers who had contact both with Social Services and Sure Start.   
They told us that Sure Start had been a big support to them, even at very difficult times when 
Social Services had thought their children might be at risk.   They saw the two agencies as being 
different – Sure Start was more a support, but Social Services were a powerful agency who could 
take children away.  But parents did agree that Social Services needed to know if children were at 
risk.  They thought Sure Start should tell Social Services if they had these kinds of worries about 
any child.  
 
What can be learned from the way Sure Start works? 
 
By doing this evaluation, it has been clear that Sure Start works in ways that have made a big 
difference to children and families.  It will be important to keep these things in the future as 
Children Centres are set up: 
 

1. Activities are good for children, parents and carers in lots of ways.  They can be the first 
step for families to get any extra help they need. 
 

2. Extra help and support for families needs to be organised well and meet the needs of 
children, parents and carers.  This works best if staff are experienced and trained. 
 

3. Sure Start has helped to build a bridge between the community and agencies such as Social 
Services.   Bridges like this need to be there in the future. 
 

4. Parents and staff say Sure Start activities and services both make a difference.  In the 
future it will be important to prove this, for example by keeping a record of what changes 
for the better. 
 

5. Services for young children need to join up smoothly with other services such as school.  
The changeover to Children’s Centres needs to learn from Sure Start, and keep what is 
best. 
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And finally ..... 
 
We have enjoyed being part of this evaluation.  We would like to thank all of the children in 
Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start who let us borrow their mums, dads and nans so we 
could ask them lots of questions, also the mums, dads and nans themselves.  Thanks to Sure Start 
staff and Social Services staff for their help and last, but not least, thanks to those who gave us 
figures and other information.   
 
 
 
 
Sue Cook and Pauline Coulter – the Evaluation Team 
November 2004 
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If you would like further information about this Sure Start Evaluation, please contact: 
 
 
 

Kirkby Unemployed Centre 
Northwood and Southdene East Sure Start 
Westhead Avenue 
Northwood 
Kirkby 
Merseyside 
L33 0XN 
 
Telephone: 0151 443 3257 

 
 
 
 
 


