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Executive Summary 

 

This report summarises the first year of evaluation activity for Sure Start Thornhill.  The primary 

research for this report was conducted at a time when the project was establishing itself within the 

Thornhill community.  The research which informs this report is mostly qualitative in nature, in that it 

focuses on the perceptions and attitudes of people involved with the programme.  Most of the data 

was collected by interviewing a selection of people from within the programme, and many others who 

live in the local area but who were not directly involved in Sure Start Thornhill. The research was 

conducted in partnership with the Sure Start management and delivery teams and local people were 

involved as participants in, rather than objects of, the research.  Statistical data did not form a major 

focus of this report, but in years 2 and 3 of the evaluation the relationship between interventions and 

outcomes, including cost effectiveness, will be explored. 

 

Several key themes emerged during the data collection and analysis. Communication with the 

community is vital to the programme’s success, and although much good practice in this area was 

observed, the people who can really benefit from the services of Sure Start remain difficult to reach 

using conventional publicity and marketing materials.  The role of the parental Consultancy co-

ordinators is crucial in widening the client base of the programme and a strengthening of this role is 

recommended.  A host of issues surrounding the idea of community and the way in which local people 

perceive the centres in relation to the geography of the area also emerged.  It is evident that Thornhill 

is not a homogenous community, but rather a collection of smaller and more disparate communities.  

This creates a challenge for the programme and the resources of the two centres will need to be 

deployed judiciously to maximise participation. 

 

Although Sure Start aims to improve the life chances of children from birth to the age of 4 years, it is 

also important to pay attention to the views of older children and teenagers.  Interviewing with these 

groups often revealed limited personal responsibility, low aspirations and sense of apathy toward the 

future. Some of these issues are doubtless outside the purview of Sure Start Thornhill, but the 

programme should continue to actively seek ways to involve these groups in its work. 

 

Sure Start represents a new way of delivering services into communities like Thornhill.  The role of 

professionals in this process is extremely important, and even at this early stage some very good 

practice was observed.  There exists, however, a potential split between the world view of the 

professional that of the local person, and lifestyles and behaviours which professionals would seek to 

challenge, may be seen as desirable by others.  These differences in values are not insurmountable, 

but the programme does need to continue to concentrate on the interface between professionals and 

local people. 

 

Although Sure Start Thornhill has only been in existence for a short time, it is already beginning to 

make a significant difference in key areas. Access to health professionals has been greatly improved, 

and there are clear signs that once families have made contact with the centres for a specific purpose, 

they are likely to return for other services.  The health focus of Sure Start Thornhill is a major 

strength of the programme, and as it matures, there will be more and more opportunities to effect 

positive changes in the health and well-being of young children in the area. 
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Objectives of the Research 
 

The entire evaluation process has been committed to giving a voice to those for whom a wider 

recognition of their views is often problematic. The qualitative nature of the research has attempted to 

generate a fairer and fuller representation of the perspectives of all interviewees, but especially those 

of the residents of Thornhill.  The relatively unstructured format of much of the data collection has 

enabled many participants to ask questions about the Sure Start initiative and so gain both 

information about the scheme and support for their potential connections with it. A fundamental 

principle of the research process has been to ensure that all groups and individuals engaged in sharing 

their opinions can experience some benefit from doing so. Encouraging local residents to regard their 

role in an evaluation of Sure Start Thornhill as a vital part of the process of reflection, has in itself 

contributed to one of the aims and objectives of the project, namely to reduce the feelings of social 

exclusion, and also to build upon the local community identities which exist. Active participation in the 

process of evaluation has been essential in encouraging local residents to view themselves as equal 

stakeholders in the development of Sure Start, rather than passive recipients of a range of services, 

or indeed as objects of a research project.           

 

Limitations of the research process 

 

The sample of local residents, professionally-involved individuals and other relevant organisations and 

individuals whose views have been sought, represents as far as is possible, a typical cross-section of 

those for whom Sure Start is or may be relevant.  It is recognised however, that any sample is only a 

reflection of some of the ideas and opinions present in the wider research frame. In order to assess 

the validity of the views expressed throughout this report, the process of data collection was 

constantly reviewed and appropriately structured in order to confirm or challenge any particular 

themes which appeared to be emerging.  The views represented here therefore are ones for which a 

significant body of support has been identifiable. 
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As Sure Start Thornhill has, at the time of this initial evaluation, only recently been fully open to the 

residents of the area, many of the conversations which have taken place with this group of 

participants have been limited to their perceptions about any future use they may make of the 

services offered. Subsequent evaluative processes will be able to follow up current projections of 

future activity with additional supporting evidence. 

 

Despite the clear intentions of the evaluation exercise to engage all participants as equal partners in 

the research process, it must be recognised that there is always an imbalance of power in any 

interview situation.  The perception of the interviewer held by participants is acknowledged to 

influence the amount and type of information which is revealed.  For those participants having little or 

no contact with peer professionals, the subject positions in research are more likely to reflect an 

hierarchical structure, which although can be minimised through an awareness of the structures which 

may confirm this, can never be fully eradicated.  This inevitable power imbalance has however, been a 

primary concern in the design of the evaluation throughout.  Approaches have been adopted at all 

times which have encouraged participants to develop a sense of their own value, and consequently 

feel more confident in disclosing their views. 

Articulation with National Evaluation of Sure Start (NESS) 

 

It is important at this stage to clarify the articulation of this local evaluation with the National 

programme of Evaluation.  A national programme of evaluations, led by Professors Ted Melhuish and 

Jay Belsky is in operation to draw together data from all Sure Start programmes and lead to a picture 

of the National impact of Sure Start.  But local Sure Start programmes are also responsible for 

conducting their own evaluations.  The guidance on local evaluation states that programmes need to 

“evaluate what they are doing so they can.. 

 

1. Understand how well their services are performing 

2. keep track of progress in meeting their objectives and targets for Sure Start 

3. make changes to their programmes as a result of evaluation findings 

(Sure Start Unit 2000, p.1) 

Elsewhere in the guidance on local evaluations, the points above are summarised in the question 

“what are we doing, and how well are we doing it?”.  This report gives some solid answers to the 

question of what Sure Start Thornhill is doing, and by focusing on how Sure Start is perceived by the 
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local community and examining in detail the complex linkages between the services offered and the 

people who can benefit from these, a strong formative focus emerges. 

 

The focus of Future Local Evaluation work at Sure Start Thornhill 

The University of Huddersfield will be conducting further evaluation work over the next 2 years, and 

with the first year of evaluation work coming to a close, it is worthwhile engaging with the question of 

how the evaluation will evolve.  The current tranche of evaluation is predominantly qualitative in 

nature, firstly because perceptions, ideas and opinions are best captured in this form of research, and 

secondly because services at Sure Start Thornhill had not reached the stage, during the first year,  

where sufficient statistical data existed to allow quantitative work to be undertaken.  This will change 

in the second and third years, and it is envisaged that a strand of quantitative investigation will be 

undertaken by the evaluation team to run alongside the ongoing qualitative research. The cost 

effectiveness agenda will also play a larger part in the subsequent evaluation activity, and compliance 

with National guidance on evaluating the value for money of services will need to be undertaken. 

Finally as Sure Start Thornhill evolves, all parties involved, both professionals and client groups, 

should seek to become involved in the process of evaluation.  The efficacy of practitioner led research 

(often called Action Research) is well documented, and in contexts such as this one it can be a 

powerful tool for implementing change.  The evaluation team will be running some workshops on 

practitioner led and action research during the Summer of 2001 and a strand which reports on the 

success of this venture will be included in the coming years of evaluation. 
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The process of analysis  
 

The evaluation plan was drawn up with one key focus in mind-that of discovering whether Sure Start 

Thornhill is likely to meet its objectives and make a difference to those residents of Thornhill for whom 

the various services and facilities are being developed.  The purpose of this research, as previously 

mentioned, has been not only to gather and record information from a wide variety of sources but also 

to try to understand some of the wider discourses and influences which affect and shape the daily 

lives of many of the residents of Thornhill.  Such an understanding of the perceptions of local people 

and their interpretations of individual and common experiences is vital to position local residents at 

the forefront of this evaluation, and also to gain an appreciation of the significant factors which 

connect people to their local cultural contexts. This evaluation builds a picture of the ways in which life 

in Thornhill is perceived. In doing so we have examined the perspective of representatives of different 

age, social and economic groupings as this is essential to appreciate how Sure Start is viewed by the 

community it serves. This knowledge has a vital contributory role in the shaping of policies that reflect 

the needs and aspirations of those living within the area, and so encourage the maximum uptake of 

opportunities offered. 

 

Some initial themes were identified from the stated aims of Sure Start and these were incorporated 

into the process of data collection. Early information was sought from representatives of the different 

professional groups within the Sure Start team.  The themes of partnership and communication 

emerged as useful means of assessing to what extent  the aims of Sure Start could be achieved from 

a practical standpoint.  Later analysis of residents’ attitudes, together with the views of other agencies 

suggested that more conceptual themes would complement the former. The themes of perception and 

inclusion were selected to explicitly represent commonly held views about Sure Start. These themes 

have all emerged recurrently together with issues that appear important to numbers of participants. 

Having established some of the contexts in which ideas and attitudes are held, factors underlying 

particular perceptions have been considered, in an attempt to uncover what and how experiences 

affect behaviour.  This has led to an understanding of some of the potential barriers which may exist 

and which may inhibit uptake of the range of services offered by the Sure Start initiative. This 

information has in turn provided greater illumination about whether existing strategies, programmes 
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and services are effective, or whether new approaches are needed to overcome newly defined 

problems. 

 

The concept of partnership is clearly crucial to the success of a venture such as Sure Start, in that no 

services or opportunities can be imposed on individuals, groups or communities without their 

agreement, despite the obvious benefits which may be perceived by others. The aforementioned aims 

of Sure Start Thornhill all require high levels of understanding, motivation and commitment from 

those residents and their families for whom Sure Start is intended to make a difference.  The role of 

partnership, therefore, is an important part of the process of allowing a realistic exchange of views, in 

which the attitudes, experiences and opinions of local families are seen to form the foundation for, 

rather than an appendage to the structure of Sure Start, its policies and practices. 

 

The data derived from the qualitative research has been presented to reflect the views of 

professionals and other key individuals separately from that obtained from local residents.  The reason 

for this is to facilitate an easier comparison between the expressed opinions of the two groups of 

stakeholders and also to allow the voices of local residents to form a substantial part of this report, in 

the context of the themes of partnership, communication, perceptions and inclusion as previously 

discussed. 

 

For the sake of clarity, one group will be referred to as ’key personnel’, and all participants who do not 

constitute part of the local residential community will be subsumed within this group, irrespective of 

their position or occupation. The other group will be referred to as local residents, but will occasionally 

be further differentiated according to age, sex or membership of a particular group as appropriate. 

 

Questions about the nature of partnership, and whether it is a realistic ideal were asked of all key 

personnel.  

 

(Sure Start will) work with parents right from the start. . during pregnancy…to work with 

parents about the kinds of ways to work with the child 

It’s ok professionals recognising that there’s a need…you need people to be asking for the 

services as well 

If people are asking and wanting help you’ve much more chance of the service being 

effective 
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it would be good to see a situation developing where local people could gain the confidence 

to take a more active role in how and what things are done-what courses are available… 

what issues are raised by the community 

Volunteers will hopefully come forward themselves…. but there’s always going to be a gap 

between services being established, especially in the beginning , and people feeling 

confident enough to offer their skills and services or to suggest other things 

Partnership has to be a realistic ideal otherwise this scheme won’t work 

we have to encourage local people to see this as their resource –if they think it’s just full of 

professionals they won’t come near the place-not the people we most want to see anyway 

Partnership is difficult really because you know, um people are so far down the ladder that 

they can’t really conceive of how things can change…..they’ve spent so many years being in 

subservient relationships with teachers, social workers and so on….they don’t um really, no, 

not at all trust people like me in any real way. I think to really have any effect this place 

needs years to turn things around for those people that really need help. 

 

Questions about how the notion of partnership can be translated into actual practices evinced a range 

of responses from key personnel. 

 

 

The ambience. .the way people are greeted can all help local  people to feel comfortable 

her and then they can feel more at home and decide what…take more control of what goes 

on 

I feel very strongly that Sure Start is not about us doing it all…it’s about empowering other 

agencies as well as individuals.  We can’t physically do everything and we shouldn’t be 

thinking that’s what’s required 

I think there will be a great opportunity for real progression for parents …the more middle 

class ones 

We want people to feel ownership of these buildings and this initiative and that’s done by 

consulting with parents all the time about what they want to see, and what would be useful 

for them to do here  

I think families who’ve had contact with social services won’t go to the centres because 

they’ll feel they’re being observed  

It’s far easier for middle class families to go [to the centres] 
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I’m sure that other colleagues in Sure Start will get in touch with me if there are any issues 

about a child or family 

I think worries will come when we can’t get people to engage in Sure Start 

We want to encourage and stimulate new ideas for people in the area 

We need to be creative and put things into the programme that we never anticipated…like 

the parental consultancy co-ordinators which were [only] very generally referred to …there 

was an acceptance that there would be involvement with the local community but to try 

and employ parents as part of this programme was something that there wasn’t any 

funding identified for  

People don’t really know who’s involved in Sure Start in the area…as far as most people are 

concerned, Sure Start is D and M [parental consultancy co-ordinators]...that’s fine but we 

must get the balance right. The bit that isn’t right yet is in terms of being visible within the 

area 

Parents of the pre-school age group have been targeted and we’re fairly confident that we 

know a lot more about their views now 

We want to provide the services that people want- we’ve just got to keep communicating 

with mothers and fathers so that they can tell us what would be useful to them 

the community hadn’t really been consulted about what the project was about.  

It’s about empowering parents to go out and find the solutions for themselves with support 

from us  

 

Further questions pursuing the partnership theme were focused around the day to day interactions 

between local people and Sure Start and the amount of input that residents can have 

 

People in the area can come along to the Partnership meetings and meet everyone here. 

They can bring up their … any issues they might have…we can help them to think about 

how to approach whatever it is. It’s about, I suppose, encouraging people to think they can 

do things for themselves rather than being passive and just..um..accepting things. 

The Keep fit group wanted us to provide a crèche for them but we decided we couldn’t do 

this … We wouldn’t be registered [to provide] full day care …we haven’t got the facilities to 

provide this. There are other methods of providing day care without us doing it – the Keep 

fit group can use the shoppers’ crèche here but it’s not specifically for them 
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We were approached by some parents about running a day long crèche to enable the 

parents to visit Meadowhall shopping centre, but we felt that this would be too long a time 

for leaving the children, you know, it’s not the sort of support we think we should be 

giving…it wouldn’t benefit the children particularly. 

We want to give people the self –confidence – to give  people the opportunities, um for 

example for parents who may be wanting to get back into employment, helping with CVs, 

accessing IT courses and so on, but also recognising there isn’t a hidden message that says 

but if you decide you don’t want to go down that route, um, there’s a kind of judgement 

that says that ‘s wrong, it has to be for individuals to decide that one, if they want to 

remain as fulltime carers that’s fine, it’s not our role to tell people what they should be 

doing. 

I think the questions we’ve asked people at the coffee mornings and afternoons have given 

people a lot of information about Sure Start but also it’s meant that they could tell us what 

they want to see here and all their ideas have been put into the report. That’s really the 

partnership thing.   

Ideally, we want to give local people a sense of ownership of Sure Start, and one of the 

ways of doing that will be to have local people actually working here….not just in more 

manual jobs but as part of the wider team. It’s just not clear just now, how to achieve this , 

and there are structures which make it difficult to work round at the moment, but obviously 

that has got to be a priority….it’s about the message really that you are giving to people in 

the area.  

People might want to volunteer to help with the summer play scheme for example, or they 

might have a particular skill such as cooking which they could come in and show to others. 

 

Comments made by local residents 

 

I’ve been to two or three meetings [coffee mornings]and I’ll be pleased to have somewhere 

to take these two.[children] I need a lot of help ‘cause he’s hyperactive and I can learn how 

to deal with him better. 

I’m really glad I moved to Thornhill at this  time with all this going on.  It’s really going to 

change the area. I’ve made a lot of friends already 

It’s been brilliant so far. I’ve seen the speech therapist and that’s really helped me by just, 

really um, setting my mind at rest that there’s nothing wrong with his talking, because you 

don’t really know with your first, do you? 
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If we don’t have to keep trailing down to the main road for the baby clinic, that will be 

great. 

It’s going to be so much better having the Health Visitors and midwives here and it’s a 

much friendlier place too.  I think you can get coffee but I’m not sure 

I keep looking out for jobs but what they’ve had so far, they’re not, they want people with 

a background, social workers you know 

Will there be any jobs there? I thought that’s something that it was for. We need some 

shops as well with cheap food and there would be jobs with that as well. 

Will we be able to use the buildings for children’s parties? 

It would be great if there would be some local jobs instead of having to trail into Dewsbury, 

and that’s expensive you know 

I don’t know much about it, but if it’s for children up to four, it’s not really fair.  We need 

something for older ones too 

My lad’s seven and there’s not much for him to do.  It’s always older boys round here who 

you know…get up to stuff 

We went to one of those meetings with D and M and we were asked our views but nothings 

come of any of that. Do you know what’s going to be at the place? We said we want a 

nursery like the one up at Overthorpe  

We need an all day crèche-that one shuts at lunch time so it’s no use if you want to go 

shopping.  You’re always watching the time aren’t you? 

It’s not babies and small children that are the problem round here.  It’s mainly lads at 

junior school and then teenagers of course.  What we need is jobs and something like a 

youth club. Why couldn’t we have been asked what we wanted in this area?  There’s always 

been things for that age like well, playgroups you know…it’s nightmare bringing up a nine 

year old round here.  We need those needle places and bins for condoms. I think it’s all for 

those living down there who’ve all got cars anyway. I can’t help in school like they’re 

always asking ‘cause I have to work, I don’t need the sorts of things they’re going to do 

there [at the centre]But why have they spent all that money on babies? 

 

It sounds ok.  But it’d be difficult to get all the way up there…and how do you know what’s 

on? I hate it here anyway.  I’m trying to get rehoused in Huddersfield.  Yeah, L.’s  at the 

school there.  I hope I’ve moved before this one’s due.  It takes ages to get there.  
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Analysis of three Partnership meetings 

 

During the course of the study three partnership meetings were attended, which were held at both 

Sure Start centres.  All meetings took place in the evening.  An agenda was circulated at the start of 

the meeting. It was unclear how this had been drawn up, or who had contributed to it. The structure 

of the meetings followed a normal committee style, with a Chairperson directing proceedings, with  

individuals, (nearly always those who would be seen as professionals), giving some feedback about 

the latest activities or progress of any particular scheme.  Opportunity for local residents to engage in 

the conversation was given a clear priority, in that comments  or opinions were often sought.  Of the 

three meetings experienced, one was much more successful than the others in facilitating the 

expression of views of the local people attending.  This meeting included a representative from 

Kirklees Local Authority(Highways Department) and possibly due to the interest in the issue of road 

safety, was well attended by local residents who formed the majority group of those present.  The 

other meetings had much fewer interested local residents present, and it appeared that those who did 

attend already had some connection with Sure Start or its personnel, through membership of other 

groups such as the Playgroup.  At the time of the meetings, neither of the centres were fully 

operational, which is likely to have had a bearing on the attendance at such meetings. 

 

Comments from local residents- including those attending one or more meetings, but also 

incorporating the views of other local people. 

 

I think these meetings are good because they let you know what’s going on. 

I’m really excited – there’s going to be so much going on. I want to get involved with 

everything, but obviously we got to be fair and let everyone have a chance of doing things. 

I came up to see the building and the playgroup. I’ve got a child coming here 

I came up with my friend. We don’t really know what this is about. The building looks nice 

We want some road things. you know those bumps to stop cars going round the roads so 

fast. It looks like we can have something by the park, because that’s terrible there.  
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I don’t want to get involved with a thing like that [ suggestion of a local action group to 

lobby re: road safety] but it’s a good idea. 

I haven’t got time for meetings 

 

I would like to go to one but they’re all in the evenings and I can’t get babysitters then. 

I wouldn’t want to say anything in a group like that,… it would be good if just parents could 

meet up and then someone like Diane could pass on what we’ve said. 

I came up with my friend, I was dreading that I would be asked something 

There’s a lot of people up there [in the Sure Start centres] they’re all paid a lot, they can 

do what they like.  I’m not giving up an evening. You can’t smoke anyway. 

 

Partnership - Overall analysis of the findings 

 

The concept of partnership is rather an ambiguous one, and the different ways in which it can be 

interpreted can clearly lead to a range of different data being gathered. For the purposes of this study, 

partnership has been broadly interpreted using  three main ideas. 

 

Firstly, the data has been used to consider how much involvement there is , or is likely to be in the 

daily activities at the Sure Start centres, and whether a partnership approach is evident  

 

Secondly, the information collected has been analysed to give an indication of how much local 

influence or interaction between residents and Sure Start exists or is likely to develop in the 

administration of the scheme, and the extent to which interaction is desirable or essential. 

 

Thirdly, the relationship between Sure Start and local parents will be considered to illustrate whether 

there is a clear understanding by both parties of the concept of partnership. 

 

Comments made by the Sure Start team and other professionally related individuals suggest that a 

commitment to partnership is both desirable and also essential if the initiative is to have the desired 

impact.  Ostensibly, many structures are in place to engage local families in a relatively equal 

relationship which will enable them to discuss and articulate their own needs, and use professional 

support to help them achieve their objectives.  The report compiled by the Parental Consultancy Co-
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ordinators has been universally agreed as very helpful by those who contributed to it, and there was a 

clear perception of involvement by these parents and carers.       

  

The Partnership meetings are obviously held with the intention of both giving information and allowing 

local interested participants to give their views and make any suggestions to the Sure Start team.  In 

terms of the day to day activities, the numbers of people participating are increasing as the range of 

options become available. The health-focused initiatives are regarded as particularly successful both 

by those attending the various clinics and courses already in existence, and also by parents and carers 

of older children who identified a need for nearer and more personalised services. As those visiting the 

centres become more familiar in their relationships to the members of the team, their confidence will 

undoubtedly grow and individuals will be able to suggest and implement new initiatives themselves, 

with the guidance of the Sure Start team as necessary. 

 

Evidence exists however, to suggest that those who expressed the most positive views towards Sure 

Start tended to be those from higher socio-economic backgrounds (as defined by their own subjective 

assessment of their status, and also by their own occupation and that of their partner if relevant). 

Comments made about the availability of jobs at the centres were made exclusively by those from 

lower income groups, as were the less positive remarks about participation at a Partnership meeting. 

 

The issue of socio-economic groupings is very relevant in that those identified as from lower income 

groups will tend to be those that could benefit the most from Sure Start if any link between financial 

and cultural poverty is accepted.  Therefore the evidence from residents in lower income groups is 

likely to hold more significance regarding the success of Sure Start than that from less financially- 

challenged groups. 

 

Partnership, then is a worthwhile principle which does and should underpin the strategic thinking of 

Sure Start, but for which constant reflection is needed to ensure as far as is possible that practices are 

not emerging that are counterproductive to such a principle. 

 

The two-way exchange of information conducted by the Parental Consultancy Co-ordinators 

demonstrates the first stage of clear commitment to partnership.  However, unless more expedient 

ways of disseminating such information and relevant feedback are employed, the impetus and interest 
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that residents may have in giving their views is likely to be lost.  It is accepted that collation and 

analysis of views takes time, but there is evidence that a significant proportion of those who attended 

coffee sessions were disillusioned with the lack of any official response.  This is an important point, as 

these participants were people who had already selected themselves as interested in Sure Start, by 

their attendance at such a session.  If these residents have questioned the existence of a meaningful 

partnership, it is obviously a much more difficult task to communicate the aims and intentions of Sure 

Start to those with less or no apparent interest.  If the community of Thornhill is to be, and be seen to 

be, truly engaging in a partnership relationship with Sure Start, more creative ways of involving 

people in initiatives is imperative.  This is likely to include a pro-active approach to all families in the 

area, rather than a reactive one which focuses only on those who show initial interest themselves. 

 

The Partnership meetings are a potentially useful way of engaging local people in the structure and 

decision making processes of Sure Start.  If one of the aims of Sure Start is to develop a sense of 

working with local families these meetings should be helping to develop a real sense of partnership.  

Residents need to feel that they are central to decision making, rather than clients being offered a 

service.  The origins of encompassing partnership should be evident in all meetings. It may be 

worthwhile considering not just encouraging parents to think about eventually organising and running 

meetings, but to specify that this is a responsibility of local families which must be undertaken in the 

present rather than at some future time when people may feel more confident.  The danger of holding 

professionally organised meetings is that certain procedures and rituals are taken to be an essential 

part of such gatherings, which may inhibit the confidence of those who may rarely have attended 

meetings of any sort.  The role of partnership in the actual meetings may be encouraged by using the 

parental consultancy co-ordinators as the key figures responsible for drawing up agendas and deciding 

on which relevant guest speakers or (even) Sure Start team members to invite. 

 

Some of the local residents questioned remarked on the timing of the meetings which were difficult 

with younger children.  Whilst acknowledging that play facilities do exist at the centres, for many 

parents, evening meetings are difficult, and therefore a range of times should be considered. If 

participation by local people remains at fairly small numbers, the use of such meetings may need 

reflecting upon. Partnership in developing the services that are seen as desirable may be developed 

through other means: smaller group meetings of those with common interests such as those with 

young babies; those whose children attend the crèches; or those attending the range of courses 
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available. If partnership meetings exist to inform local people what the professionals are doing, they 

may well fail to engender any interest. 

 

Comments made about the possibility of jobs being available at the centres for local people were very 

common.  As the area of Thornhill has been recognised as one where many families experience a 

range of financial and cultural deprivations, the significance of increasing the overall income for some 

local families, with the attendant increase in the local economy generally, cannot be overstated. 

Whilst suitably qualified professionals are necessary for certain roles, the principle of working in 

partnership with the community is seen to be damaged by creating vacancies that are unlikely to be 

filled from residents of the local area. The aim of ‘building local community capacity’ can be 

accomplished in some measure by enabling local people to develop real work skills in a setting of 

which they are an intrinsic part. Any training or learning of skills required can be undertaken whilst 

earning an income, which in itself is likely to raise self-esteem and confidence, two factors which are 

relevant in strengthening family bonds.  It is acknowledged that legislation exists covering the 

selection and recruitment of individuals; however, it is possible to seek exemption from parts of the 

legislation if it can be shown that a particular interest would be served by limiting recruitment to an 

identifiable group.  In the interests of underpinning the concept of partnership, this may be a useful 

measure to consider. 

   

Partnership as an ideal is acknowledged by all as vital for the success of Sure Start.  The choice of 

strategies employed to engender this ideal is also very significant, as practices may develop which 

unintentionally undermine the development of the partnership approach.  Constant reflection upon the 

messages which are given by policies and procedures is essential.  Creative, radical strategies are 

necessary, unhindered by bureaucratic restrictions.    
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Communication 
 

The process of communication is central to the success of Sure Start.  Only if local people are aware 

of the full range of services and facilities offered at the two centres will there be significant uptake of 

the opportunities available.  Communication has been explored on several levels: in terms of the 

actual means employed in relaying information; the actual nature of publicity and informative items; 

and the underlying values and assumptions implicit within Sure Start’s approach to communication. 

 

The data was collected by a variety of means. Content analysis was used to assess the accessibility of 

the published materials in terms of their vocabulary and style.  The methods used to promote 

communication and the publicity of services and activities were observed; and residents were engaged 

in detailed discussions about the level of their knowledge about Sure Start and how this (if in 

evidence) had been acquired.  

 

The media used in communication 

 

Content analysis   

A range of leaflets, newsletters and notices have been examined to consider whether the information 

contained within them is appropriate for its intended audience, and whether the layout and vocabulary 

used are likely to achieve the desired aim of engaging local people with Sure Start Thornhill. 

 

The majority of the leaflets analysed are presumably for the benefit of other agencies working in the 

area, as the format of them is quite formal and much of the information included is couched in 

professional terms – ‘holistic project’; ‘community –led’; ‘multi-professional’ are examples.  As a 

means of disseminating the aims, policies and practices of Sure Start Thornhill to a range of statutory 

and voluntary agencies these leaflets appear very helpful and well detailed, and are clearly trying to 

engender a flexible, multi-agency approach in addressing some of the problems identified in Thornhill. 

 

The flyers and notices used to publicise activities, or encourage local participation are friendly and 

informal, the language is appropriate and the tone is supportive.  
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The newsletters observed are well-produced and contain relevant information for local families. The 

range of activities taking place or being planned is described in ways which is likely to encourage 

participation; and there is plenty of encouragement for local people to contact the Sure Start team 

members, who are individually identified, so breaking down barriers of professional anonymity. 

 

The means used to promote communication 

 

A variety of means have been used to both promote the services of Sure Start, and to seek a two –

way exchange of information.  A detailed survey of the views of local people about Thornhill and the 

amenities it lacks has been undertaken by the Parental Consultancy Co-ordinators.  This gathering of 

views has also given Sure Start the opportunity to relay information about its plans.  Leaflets and 

notices have been displayed mainly on the school notice boards situated at the school gates, with 

some initially at the local shops.  Newsletters have been hand-delivered to every household in 

Thornhill.  The health and developmental focused initiatives such as those organised by the Health 

Visitors and the Speech Therapists have been promoted through contact with specifically identified 

individuals (new mothers, for example) or through word of mouth by users of the services. 

 

 

The success of communication- views of local residents 

 

I’ve seen the building going up – I thought it was a community centre 

I went to one of those meetings [with D and M] …that was really good but I haven’t seen 

them lately so I’m not sure what’s going on now 

Will the new classrooms be ready for September? –that’s when my little girl starts 

 I’m going to ask D when I see her, I don’t want to go up on my own 

Is the place [Sure Start centre]going to be open during the holidays? 

I’m really looking forward to it- I wanted to go on a computer course at Dewsbury College 

but this will be much handier… 

I help out at school so I’m always asking about Sure Start 



Sure Start Thornhill 

University of Huddersfield
 

Page 20 

I don’t go to the school at all, the baby’s only eighteen months, so I haven’t heard anything 

about it 

I’ve never heard of it (female aged 15) 

I know D works there- it sounds like a good job, it fits in with school.  If  I see D at school I 

could ask her… 

I went to one of those coffee things with D and M. They made it sound great but I think 

there’s a lot of other people working there now –you know, social workers and that…I don’t 

think 

D. has lived round here for years so she knows what it’s like and what we need to make it 

better. 

It’s young people round here that need somewhere to go(male aged 15) 

M . takes her daughter to the same class as mine, so I’m very friendly with her, and she 

tells us all the time what’s going on there  

It’s not  like a community centre, it’s more for people with problems, you know… 

I’ve seen it all going on [the building work] when I come to collect him from school but I 

don’t know what it’s for-what is it? 

I told D. and M. that we need some swings and things and we’ve got them now 

My sister took her lass to see the Speech person so I thought I would too 

My daughter’s had the speech therapist round to her house to see about our Damo [child 

aged three] because he doesn’t speak properly. I think she heard about it at school where 

our Emma goes  

   

 

The Health Visitor is great, really friendly and she keeps telling us all about what’s going on- baby 

massage and things. 

 

Comments about the newsletters 

 

I thought it was some junk from the council so I threw it away 

I did read it but I can’t remember ….. 
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No, I don’t think we’ve had one 

I come to Playgroup all the time but I don’t know anything about Sure Start- when is it 

opening? I have seen the newsletter but you don’t really take any notice of that do you? 

I thought it was some of the stuff you’re always getting from school. They’re always 

sending notes home –you just can’t take them all in can you?  

Where’s it been advertised? 

 

 

The approach taken by the Parental Consultancy Co-ordinators has been particularly helpful in giving 

residents an understanding of the role of and has also importantly enabled local people to have the 

opportunity of voicing their ideas about Thornhill and what amenities they would like to have.  The 

local backgrounds of the two co-ordinators has been a relevant factor in their interaction with other 

local residents.  The fact that they are seen as local people rather than professionals appears to have 

had a beneficial impact on those they have come into contact with. 

 

Contact related to specific health issues, including child speech development has also been very 

successful.  These have tended to be initially focused around contact which had already been 

established as a source of communication, with new parents, or with parents of pre-school age 

children.  However, the siting of these services at the centres has received an enthusiastic response, 

and has generated interest in other health related activities. 

 

For those residents with little interest or perceived need in having contact with these health and 

educational professionals, communication appears to be more difficult. 

 

Although the newsletter was delivered to all the homes in the area, there were very few positive 

responses. Most people asked could either not remember having it, or could not recall its content.  A 

blanket coverage to all occupiers does however, give a message to the community that everyone is 

involved, and that all views are sought, so it is useful from that respect, but its actual impact in giving 

information may be more limited, and its value as a source of communication should not be 

overestimated. 
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The siting of notices may appear to be quite a straightforward issue as the centres are situated within 

school grounds, but a significant number of responses  suggest that  assumptions have been made 

about the relationship between local residents and the schools, although it could reasonably be 

expected that such assumptions were valid, as in the case of residents with children attending the 

schools. 

However, a large number of participants from the local area displayed an ambivalent 

attitude towards the school, in that they expressed a reluctance to engage very much with 

them, other than what was necessary for their children’s welfare.  Notices about Sure Start 

were frequently ignored as irrelevant.  Again, this is not to imply however, that using 

schools as a means of communication is unhelpful, merely that it can only form one means  

of disseminating information, and its significance needs to be realistically assessed. 

 

Many encounters with local people, and thus opportunities for research, took place in areas 

frequented by them such as the local park, bus stops, shops and pubs.  It would seem 

helpful therefore to display promotional items in these areas where information could be 

obtained in a neutral setting 

 

It needs recognising however, that a sizeable proportion of the adult population of Thornhill are likely 

to have literacy problems themselves, and reliance on written material to encourage them to attend a 

centre may well be a distancing rather than an including activity.  One factor which was given 

significance above all others was the link with D. and M. (the Parental Consultancy Co-ordinators) who 

were often seen as the local representatives of an interesting but possibly rather intimidating place. 

The fact that two local parents are engaged in the initiative, in an employed rather than a voluntary 

capacity, appears to have had the most important impact in terms of communication.  Several 

participants commented that if they wanted to find out anything about Sure Start they would ask 

either D. or M. 

 

D. and M.’s presence in the scheme appeared to break down many of the perceived barriers held by 

local residents and the information sought from and given by them was regarded as reliable and 

helpful.  Contact with D. and  M. appears also likely to encourage further contact with Sure Start 

Thornhill.         

 

The factors resulting in successful communication are varied. The well-established use of written 

promotional material remains an important method of disseminating information or publicising events 

and activities. Less formal means of communication, such as by word of mouth appears to be 
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increasingly significant, especially for those families who may appear wary of exploring new services. 

The presence of employed local representatives within the initiative has sent an extremely important 

message to local people, which should not be underestimated in the wider goal of seeking a 

partnership approach with the residents of Thornhill. 
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Perceptions 
 

Much of this research has been based around discovering the views of those professionally connected 

to Sure Start Thornhill, and of those who live in the area, many of whom form part of the group at 

whom Sure Start is aiming many of its services.  An appreciation of the values underpinning Sure 

Start Thornhill and the way these values are likely to be translated into structures and practices has 

formed an important part of this investigation.  The interpretation of local people of aspects of their 

lifestyle has also been an area perceived as vital for this research.  The broad aims of Sure Start 

Thornhill, in accordance with nationally agreed objectives are based on a range of values which have 

influenced the ways in which structures have been set up.  These values relate to the notion of 

community; to the factors perceived to be significant to those living in Thornhill; and to the means 

identified as likely to be the most effective in achieving the desired outcomes as suggested by the 

local delivery plan. 

The concept of community and its relevance to Thornhill 

 

Sure Start Thornhill has overseen the building of two centres in different parts of the selected area. 

The views of the key personnel involved with the organisation of services within these two centres 

have been explored in detail, with particular regard to their attitudes towards both the beneficial and 

less positive aspects of two separate venues. 

 

It’s not what we would have wanted but we’ve just got to make sure that we don’t confirm 

the differences within the community 

There are three areas really and they don’t mix much. I think it will be vital to bring the 

community together 

The use of two centres could be important in helping the different arrears to mix….courses 

will be run at both centres, and the core professionals will move between both, so there will 

be a crossover of similar experiences available. 

Why are there two centres? … 

The parents here don’t see themselves as deprived and in need of support, if they get a 

whisper of the idea that the other centre is for that because it’s in what’s seen as a poorer 

area, they’ll never go to it 
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The two centres have rather emphasised the differences between the two communities. 

They’re just two different worlds 

I just hope that people will feel they can go to both [centres]  

 I think it will be difficult to break down the barriers between up there and down here, but I 

would see that as so important 

We need to be breaking down these barriers when children are young 

I think there should have been three centres- one would have excluded some parts of the 

community 

 

 

The views of virtually all the key personnel involved either closely or more peripherally in the area 

reflect the idea that the existence of two centres is potentially a difficult challenge, but one which 

needs to be addressed in order to create a more cohesive community within Thornhill.  The issue of 

social exclusion of particular groups or individuals underpins this desire to ‘build local community 

capacity’, and is therefore a very laudable aim geared to encouraging residents from a diverse range 

of backgrounds to participate in the services offered.  The outcome of this participation is seen as 

being desirable in promoting social support and friendship and reducing rivalries which may lead to 

tensions within the area. 

 

The opinions of local residents about their community suggest that as the professional representatives 

infer, there is little sense of a unified community, but rather a number of smaller communities within 

the area, and many individuals who relate to other groups unconnected to the local vicinity, such as 

leisure, work or family community support networks. 

  

Questions about the use of the two centres solicited almost unanimous responses: 

 

I wouldn’t go up there.. I never go there  

I’d always come to this centre, it’s nearer for me 

I don’t know anyone up there.. all my friends are down here 
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They’re all posh down there –I’m used to this place, I go into the school and things and my 

mates are all here 

I don’t feel like there’s two groups here really, but this is my area and I never go down 

there 

I don’t think I’d go somewhere like that, but if I’ve ever got to because of the kids, I’d go to 

this one –I see people who live down there in the shops sometime, but I don’t speak to 

them  

 

Parents present at a Partnership meeting at which the possibility of forming a group to consider the 

road safety needs of the area was suggested, articulated a desire to form two groups to cover both 

centres.  This suggestion was not commented upon, but does reflect the very deep-rooted divide 

between residents in some parts of Thornhill. 

 

Whilst it is completely acceptable and indeed desirable that the notion of a cohesive, homogenous 

community is seen as an ideal to strive for, it may be that the initial focus on breaking down barriers 

in the area may need to be a secondary goal to that of reaching those families who are less 

comfortable about accessing the services at all. If residents, particularly those from more 

disadvantaged groups, only feel confident to attend their local centre, that will be initially at least, a 

very successful outcome, and measures which seek to draw the various communities within Thornhill 

together could be considered at a later stage when attendance is more secure. 

 

Perceptions of living in Thornhill 

The area of Thornhill has been identified as lacking in various resources for some considerable time.  

This situation has led to a range of identifiable consequences, some of which Sure Start is intending to 

address.  Some of these outcomes include a higher than average teenage pregnancy rate, a high 

proportion of residents in receipt of welfare benefits, large numbers of lone parents (mainly female) 

and significant numbers of children with social, emotional and intellectual difficulties.    

 

The representatives of a range of local agencies, including the Sure Start team, have clear ideas about 

what they perceive to be some of the problems of living in Thornhill, and what improvements local 

residents want. 
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Basic accessible services such as decent shops for cheap, good quality food 

childcare…it’s emerging that working parents are working a lot more shift systems…we 

need to look at something very creative around childminding, and recruiting 

childminders…we don’t want to put people off  

Women who are parents, whether or not they are in a relationship… what they want.. they 

are desperate for education and training. We’re not talking basic maths or English- they 

want to do higher qualifications   

Children enter[schools] at an average level for the whole  

country.. some weaknesses but some strengths too, but often they’re just poor 

  

Deprivation is linked to children of very young unsupported mums 

 

Coming from poor socio-economic backgrounds, almost within a cycle of deprivation 

I think people need to feel self-esteem and self worth 

Local residents were less willing to identify their own socio-economic situations as forming part of 

their wider experiences, but did refer to a number of similar areas in which improvements would be 

welcome. 

 

We need some more shops here that sell proper cheap food 

There’s nowhere for littl’ uns to go to – what can you do with them round here?  

We need childcare  

We need computers’ training- it might be something that we could use when we get back 

into work 

We need to see how they run things in the centre- but there might be some good things 

about courses and things that we can learn – because you lose confidence don’t you when 

you’re not at work? 

We needed a proper play area, and a café in the park 
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I think there should be somewhere for older children too, because they just hang about on 

the roads and get into trouble 

 

Many of the problems of the area identified by the various key personnel are echoed by residents 

living in the area.  Lack of facilities, both for children and adults appear to be the most often 

mentioned, together with local shops selling fresh fruit and vegetables.  Wider issues related to low 

income, family structure and gender issues were frequently referred to by the professional group, but 

were not necessarily seen as underlying problems, which could be reasonably expected. However, 

income was often mentioned in relation to wanting a job which would also be seen as interesting. 

 

I would like a job in one of the centres because you could learn a lot of skills there and I 

think it would fit in to school times 

I could do with a bit more [money] but everyone could I suppose. I want to get a job for 

me now, one round here that’s interesting, that’d be good, because it’s expensive trailing 

everywhere, and then not even liking it 

You always want more money don’t you, but I don’t’ really want to take any old job, I’ve 

done that and now I think I’d want something more, you know, better.  

 

The difficulties of bringing up children as lone parents were mentioned frequently by key personnel, 

but this situation was often seen as a beneficial one by those experiencing it.  This often appeared to 

be due to the previous anti-social behaviour shown by male partners, such as violence, drinking and 

general irresponsibility towards finances or the relationship itself. 

 

I’m not really short of money, I get quite a lot off the social, because I’ve got four kids. But 

when my boyfriend was there he used to drink it.. well, I don’t know but he never gave it to 

me- he had to have it, because that’s normal isn’t it? 

The best thing I ever did was to kick my old man out. He used to smack me about a bit, 

when he was drunk mainly, but I didn’t need that. My last bloke was like that too. It’s been 

great, me and the kids on our own 

I went to the refuge and it like just gave me some time to think, and when I left I chucked 

him out, and it’s my house, so I could do that 

I can pay all my bills, do what I want with my money.  I’m seeing someone now but I’m 

never going to let him move in  
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The lack of satisfactory male role models was cited quite often by a range of individual professionals, 

but again this was not echoed by local residents, who often appeared to feel that the role model of a 

coping mother more than made up for any other deficit. 

 

I’m much happier now, and I can see that the kids are now X is gone.  He used to make all 

our lives a misery 

They can see that I’m doing it all, earning the money, paying for everything, that’s good 

isn’t it? 

The kids have really come on since X left. I think they were scared of him. They keep 

asking me if he’s going to move back –I tell them ‘No way’. 

 

Perceptions of the problems for many of those living in Thornhill have rightly informed the stated aims 

of Sure Start, but it will be important to recognise the different value systems held by different groups 

of stakeholders in order to appear relevant to those who may potentially use the services. 

 

Detailed consideration of the aims of Sure Start Thornhill and some of the measures planned to 

achieve these has highlighted many potentially successful systems in place or intended, but has 

occasionally also revealed decisions based on sets of values which may not be initially appropriate in 

an area like Thornhill, although may rightly be regarded as desirable in a longer term    

 

Work with young adults, local parents and existing agencies to develop early intervention 

strategies which strengthen parents/carers bond with their children; to help reduce family 

breakdown; prevent social exclusion and build local community capacity. 

 

Any initiatives which are aimed at building on general parenting and caring skills are likely to be 

regarded as helpful and important by many local residents, particularly women with babies and small 

children who often feel inexperienced and isolated in their experience. 

 

I just bought the baby home and cried.. I didn’t know what it wanted.. it… he just seemed 

to cry all the time as well. My mum said I was ruining him with picking him up all the time, 

but the Health Visitor told me that he was probably lonely or something and I should pick 

him up a lot. I’ve ..she’s been really good.. sometimes when she comes round I just sit and 

cry, because you know, she just listens and it’s helpful. I’m going on the next course for 

massaging [babies] at the centre. 
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I think I need some help with not getting cross with them- they really wind me up, and I 

know I’ve got to keep calm 

I don’t want to start hitting him or shouting like people do round here. I want to learn how 

to be a good mother. I know you can get books and things but it’s not the same like that.. 

and you can meet others too who might be the same as you.. and make friends 

Have you got children? Do you ever smack them?….I know you’re supposed to talk to them 

and that, aren’t you  but he  doesn’t really talk yet, so you feel really stupid.  I wouldn’t 

mind some help with looking after him 

 

Many of these feelings are likely to be also experienced to some degree by fathers but little verbal 

evidence was gathered about this, which perhaps reflects the rather fixed views of gender roles that 

exist. 

 

As much of the earlier evidence suggests, helping to reduce family breakdown is not always seen as 

the problem which professionals perceive it to be.  Difficulties which arise from family breakdown 

often centre around lack of support, loneliness and feelings of responsibility: and clearly Sure Start 

can play an important role in helping parents to address and minimise these problems, whilst at the 

same time accepting that for some, lone parenthood is a desirable and positive choice.  

 

Raise awareness, knowledge and understanding about healthy living and provide the advice 

support and services which families need to become and stay as healthy as possible  

 

There have been a lot of very positive responses to questions relating to the health and well-being of 

children in particular.  Many local residents remarked that cookery courses would be well received, as 

would help in establishing healthy eating practices with babies and young children.  The issue of 

smoking was perceived as less of a problem by residents than it was for obvious reasons by those 

professionally connected to Sure Start. Notwithstanding the clear health issues related to smoking for 

adults and also for any children in their care, ways of getting the message across to local parents in 

Thornhill need very careful consideration. In the total sample of 132 adults, 121 are current smokers. 

The remaining 11 non-smokers all came from identifiably higher socio-economic backgrounds. 

Questions about smoking elicited fairly predictable responses: most participants were very aware of 

the health risks, but did not want to give up smoking, and many expressed reluctance to go to the 

centres if smoking was not allowed. 
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I know I shouldn’t smoke, but it’s all I do spend money on for me 

I don’t smoke in front of the children, but I do like to in the evening when they’re in bed. 

It’s relaxing isn’t it? 

My husband died of cancer when he was 42. He was one of those fitness types, always 

running and careful what he ate. He used to play pop with me for smoking, but why not? I’ll 

probably live till I’m 100.It’s all about doing what gives you enjoyment if it’s not hurting 

anyone else isn’t it? 

I couldn’t go half an hour without a fag. Most people round here smoke. It’s stupid to make 

that place not smoking because it might have good things on and I won’t be able to go  

Can we smoke outside? I have one [cigarette] about every 20 minutes, so I’ll have to keep 

nipping out. 

It’s daft all these places saying you can’t smoke- we do. I don’t smoke in front of others 

who don’t, or children, but we should have a little room where we can go. 

Who says we can’t smoke? I’m not going there, full of do-gooders telling you how to live 

I don’t smoke myself, but I think it’ll be hard for those that do. I know my sister won’t go 

there because she’s like a -you know – smokes all the time. I think she’d quite like to go up 

there when she has her baby but she won’t I know. Could they come to her house? 

 

Whilst it is completely valid to want to raise awareness about the health aspects of smoking, it will be 

difficult to do so with the most enthusiastic smokers (and therefore possibly those most at risk of 

illness) if there is little or no contact with them.  It may not be appropriate or desirable to provide 

smoking facilities, but care needs to be taken in providing an alternative type of approach which will 

reach those for whom the message is arguably most important. 

 

Raise awareness, knowledge and understanding about young children’s development, and 

provide support and services which help communities to meet children’s emotional, 

intellectual, physical and social needs so that they can benefit from the opportunities 

afforded by statutory education when that time comes 

 

For key personnel and representatives of a range of other agencies, this aim and ways of achieving it, 

was the most clearly defined as central to the essence of Sure Start, particularly as it incorporated 

both health and social factors.  A significant number of similar views expressed by key personnel. 
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We’re hoping to share ideas and resources, unify the feel of the whole thing so that parents 

have a smooth transition into school later on 

If we can help parents understand their children before they start school, they can give 

them so much more help when they actually start. 

There is going to be a common philosophy covering all providers of childcare in the area, 

whether that’s in play groups, parent and toddler groups, the nurseries, the schools.  In 

that way, parents and carers can see a uniform approach and understanding to the play 

and development of their children 

Better understanding of the needs of children comes from involving parents in all sorts of 

activities, helping them to learn how to play and how to show affection, because a lot of 

parents have never had that themselves. 

 

Parents and residents in general frequently remarked on the skills needed in raising children, which 

they expressed a need for help with. 

 

It’s all changing now, you need to keep ahead of them [children] so that you know what’s 

going on all the time 

I was in care when I was a child. I want to do things properly when the baby’s here 

I think it’s about getting them ready for school, they’ve got to learn to sit still and 

concentrate, and the sooner they learn that, the easier it is at school 

They just need a lot of things to keep them amused, and they’ve got all sorts of ideas and 

equipment there specially for them 

They can help with kids because they’re trained in that aren’t they 

I think the play area is the best thing that’s happened in Thornhill, because we’ve been 

wanting one for years. You can take your children out somewhere nice now 

They get bored at home don’t they, so if they can come here it’ll be better for them, 

because they can do so much more than you can can’t they? 

My two’ll like it here and I’ll do some computers or something if they have it 

they don’t seem to have many toys here but she [an unidentified member of staff at the 

centre] says they can learn from other sorts of things not just toys.  
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Both the professionals involved and a large number of the representatives of local people appear to 

have clear and realistic expectations of what services and support are needed and will be beneficial.  

There appears to be an already established interest in activities involving children and Sure Start is 

well equipped, both professionally and in terms of its facilities to encourage and support the 

aspirations of local parents. 

 

Provide information, advice, support and practical help to bridge the gap between universal 

and specialised services so that families and children with special needs are not further 

disadvantaged or excluded from community activity and opportunities 

 

 

Key personnel interviewed all stressed that integrated services are a fundamental part of Sure Start, 

and there is an obvious commitment t draw in families with a wider range of needs than the norm. 

 

We’ve got to be able to draw in those that need the most support 

It will be good for children to see others who might have different needs, and that will last 

then hopefully through school  

The principle of everything being a ‘pram push’ away holds up for those with extra need 

just as much, if not much more for those with additional problems  

These places have got to be about including and encouraging everyone who can benefit, 

and that means making sure that other families become accustomed to this culture of 

inclusion 

 

Whilst accepting that obviously the facilities themselves are easily accessible and safe for all, the 

shared professional view reflects the underlying acknowledgement that the difficulties of integrating 

families with additional needs will come from other families, rather than any lack of service in Sure 

Start.  This is borne out by many of the comments made by local residents, and reflects back to the 

issue of the various separate communities that exist within Thornhill. 

 

I don’t think those women from the homeless unit will want to come here, they don’t do 

much, just send their kids to school 

Their children [families living in the emergency housing unit] are sent here and I think it 

brings down the school. It’d be better if they were bussed up to Overthorpe 
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I think if people need more help that the hospital and social services should help them. 

There’s not really much round here and really you’ve got to see the most people, not just 

spend a lot on one or two families, and it’s always the same ones too.    

 

Recognition of this suspicion and wariness underpins the basic philosophy of all the child-focused 

activities, and common foundation training for everyone involved in the provision of care to whatever 

degree, will hopefully allow for a more inclusive atmosphere to be seen as the unquestioned ethos 

behind all Sure Start activities. 

 

Many of the perceptions held by local residents of Thornhill are likely to be based on limited 

knowledge and experience of what is going to be available, how the initiative will work and the role of 

families within it. 

 

Many of the perceptions of the professionals involved with Sure Start are accurate, sensitive and show 

a real understanding of the potential for enhancement of the lives and situations of many local people.  

 

Some perceptions however, tend to reflect a particular set of values about behaviour, appropriate 

family structures for raising children, and rather specific views of what constitutes deprivation, which 

appears to subsume the role of financial poverty into that of cultural poverty. Whether these 

perceptions are valid ones or not, is irrelevant, because unless local families feel engaged with the 

scheme, and believe that it does reflect their own current values, there is likely to be poorer 

attendance from those who may benefit the most from Sure Start. 
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Inclusion 
 

The theme of inclusion has been selected because it embraces a diverse range of groups and 

individuals and illustrates many of the relationships that Sure Start has, or is likely to have with all 

sections of the local community and also with other institutions and organisations which have local 

connections.  Inclusion is a recurrent theme embedded in the aims of Sure Start Thornhill and the 

extent to which all possible stakeholders feel engaged with the initiative is likely to be a measure of its 

success. 

 

Several different perspectives have emerged throughout the collection of data, and it has become 

clear that there are multiple and sometimes conflicting views about the role that Sure Start should 

play in the local community. 

 

Many professionals working within the locality expressed some concern that measures to involve the 

most disadvantaged individuals and families would not be sufficient to be successful.  Strategies to 

reach more difficult groups were frequently mentioned, but there was some ambivalence from some 

key personnel to proactive means of enabling people to access the services 

 

Sure Start should have a bigger brief to actively include people who may be wary of the 

place, and what it’s for. 

We need to do whatever it takes to encourage people to come here- that might include 

bringing them here if that’s what they need, at least initially 

Sure Start needs to make positive connections with those families [at the emergency 

housing unit]..take toys, books, benefit leaflets, whatever down there, bring them up to the 

centre, buy a minibus if need be 

You’re never ever going to get an ethnic minority family going to the centre on their own   

If they sit and wait for people to arrive, the centres will be full of the chattering classes, 

you know, the middle class, and then others will be even less likely to ever go.  

It all hinges around the workers, and their relationship with parents in the area 

We’re not here to bus people in to the centres 
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It’s not about Sure Start doing everything –it’s about empowering families and other 

agencies in the area to do things .. we can’t do everything, and we shouldn’t be 

We must link with the unit [emergency housing] but it’s got to be a multi-agency approach. 

It can’t just be Sure Start 

Sure Start is a voluntary thing- it’s about providing a non-stigmatised service- and 

hopefully when people see that they will start to come 

If people see that we’re non-judgemental, we’re honest and open, I hope they’ll want to 

come 

There is an inevitable balance to be made between supporting people so much either 

practically or emotionally that they fail to  take responsibility for their own actions, and 

actually positively enabling people who may have low self- esteem and little confidence to 

engage with services that may make a difference to their lives. 

Inclusion of the wider community of Thornhill is an area that may seem initially less important, in that 

Sure Start is aiming to target families with children up to the age of four, but much has emerged to 

suggest that the more Sure Start becomes seen as a whole community resource, the more impact it is 

likely to have on specific groups within the local population.  Questioning of local parents with older 

children, members of the older community, teenagers and also representatives of other community 

resources and agencies within the area has uncovered a range of needs and issues which Sure Start 

may need to at least consider, in the interest of drawing the community together, one of the 

aforementioned aims of Sure Start Thornhill. 

 

It has been widely recognised by several key personnel that life in Thornhill encompasses different 

experiences for different parts of the community, and that the welfare of more diverse groups than 

that initially targeted may well be significant in ensuring the overall eventual success of Sure Start 

Thornhill. 

 

Sure Start is aimed at these specific families, but families don’t just come with under fours, there will 

be older children and that need to be included too. 

 

If we are expecting the community to take over responsibility for this venture at some time 

in the future, then it needs to be a place where everyone can be involved.  
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We’ve got to widen our appeal as much as possible, otherwise it will become just another 

family centre for a smaller group when it could have so much more impact than that. 

There are several generations of low aspirations and expectations here- it’s ok to start at 

the youngest end but it’s got to include others 

One of the main problems is children from about eight .. mothers often say they’re out of 

control, and they often are.   They need scooping up fairly quickly into this 

It’s got to be about raising the sort of collective esteem of the whole area 

These views are very clearly reflected in those of many local parents 

 We need somewhere  for older kids, mine are 10 and 12 and they just hang around in the 

park 

What are we supposed to do with them? There’s just nothing at all for them to do. They 

just get involved with the older lads in the park and places and they’re full of drugs 

The new swings are nice but mine are too old for that. Can we have a skating park or 

something for the older ones? 

It’s really older kids who are a menace round here, hanging about, swearing at you, 

spitting. All that money should be spent on keeping them off the streets if their parents 

can’t be bothered. 

 

Teenagers and Older Children 

 

The common view that there are few facilities for older children or teenagers has been confirmed by a 

range of discussions held with local pupils in different settings. Very few younger people could 

recollect hearing about Sure Start, even when they lived in close proximity to the centres.  Issues 

raised by teenagers were those undoubtedly common to many of that age, irrespective of social, 

cultural or educational background.  These included boredom, nothing to do, no money, and apathy 

about school.  Factors which may be more specifically linked to location included a limited sense of 

personal responsibility and an acceptance of their future status, whatever that was to be, but over 

which they felt they had little influence.  Apathy about the future was frequently expressed.  

Questions about what measures could improve the lives of teenagers in Thornhill were answered 
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thoughtfully and may provide a useful insight for those agencies including Sure Start who aim to 

improve the aspirations and opportunities for those living in Thornhill 

 

We could have Internet access in a café place  

We need somewhere to go and meet. It doesn’t have to be for a drink, but what about 

special nights for under 14s or something. A disco sort of thing 

New toilets in the park would be good 

No-one of our age is going to go to a centre like that, they’re just telling you what you 

shouldn’t be doing all the time and handing out leaflets about sex and stuff 

A needle place would be good because they’re all over the park at the bottom end, and kids 

go there sometimes too.  It’s always about not taking drugs but people do and they need to 

be able to get rid of stuff safely 

What about a place like that giving out morning after pills? A girl in my class has had a 

baby last year, and that was because she didn’t want to go to the doctors to ask for 

something, and then it was too late 

People always want to tell our age what we should be doing. They’re not really interested in 

us 

Why can’t we be asked what we want in this area? 

 

Many of the teenagers spoken with are likely to become the future parents of Thornhill.  As such, 

meaningful engagement with them at this stage could prove a vital link for any future involvement, or 

to encourage the acquisition of sets of skills which may enhance their lifestyles and that of any future 

families.  Plans to involve teenagers over which they have not been consulted are less likely to be 

successful, and clearly value judgements about their lives and activities will only make any influence 

of Sure Start weaker. 

 

The views of a smaller number of children aged from 8 were also sought.  They frequently mentioned 

outside play areas relevant for their ages, and many also expressed a desire for a variety of clubs for 

evenings and weekends.  Activities mentioned for such clubs included snooker, computers, dancing.  
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Weekend Access 

 

The issue of weekend access to the building was also mentioned by a number of adults, and may be 

relevant in terms of the concept of inclusion.  Several of those questioned were parents who had shift 

patterns of work, but were nonetheless interested in Sure Start and what services it could offer. 

Again, these were mainly parents of older children who believed that resources could and should be 

targeted also to a wider age group, but who were being excluded both because of the age of their 

children, and also because of the limited (in their view) opening times of the centres. 

 

Gender and Attitude 

The link between gender and attitudes to Sure Start are perhaps predictable.  As many of the 

activities are related to the health and social development of children, it is overwhelmingly mothers 

who show an interest in engaging with Sure Start. Many of the males questioned showed no desire to 

find out about Sure Start and appeared completely indifferent to the scheme.  Very traditional gender 

roles exist within many families in the area, and the domestic division of labour exemplifies this 

completely.  Sure Start is however, very positively attempting to challenge the often unquestioned 

nature of gender distinctions, and a uniform approach to tackling these assumptions is obvious.  A 

very clear attitude underpins all aspects of the centres, and a perceptive awareness of the ways in 

which gender roles are often reinforced is very noticeable.  Careful attention has been given to the 

décor, all the literature and toys and books to ensure that stereotypical messages are not 

inadvertently given off.  Future recruitment to posts working with children may usefully draw in male 

applicants which will reinforce the challenge to traditional social and economic activity.        

 

Relationship with Agencies 

 

Another area relevant to the concept of inclusion is that of the relationship with agencies and 

resources also involved in Thornhill.  Those agencies which come under the umbrella of Sure Start are 

obviously able to work in a fully co-ordinated way.  For agencies and areas of resource with no 

officially established line of communication with Sure Start, a clear and open dialogue needs to be 

initiated, in order that a wider range of needs can be met through more diverse resource networks. 

Many of the local community resources have themselves received government or lottery funding for 
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the enhancement of services to the local community.  It is important that there is therefore a whole 

community approach to what is being provided, and how such resources may actually be pooled for 

the benefit of the community rather than the prestige of individual agencies. 

 

As the success of Sure Start Thornhill depends exclusively on the uptake of its services by local 

people, it is important to reconsider the extent to which everyone is likely to feel that Sure Start can 

play a relevant part in their community, and what key factors influence any potential engagement 

with the initiative.  One of the most significant of all the findings has been the importance that local 

people and many of the professional group attach to the messages being given by Sure Start, and the 

impact that these messages may have on local residents. 

 

Is Sure Start a branch of Social Services? 

 

Many local people, especially those with families, remarked about their perception of Sure Start as a 

branch of the local Social Services, or at least some form of statutory agency.  The reason for families 

in particular believing this to be the case may be due to the fact that social workers are known to be 

involved with some families in Thornhill, and therefore a building with several unknown professional 

‘types’ may seem to have an air of authority and almost policing about it. 

 

Residents’ comments appear to confirm this: 

 

I’d be worried going there – you don’t know what’s expected of you, do you? What if your 

child acts up, it’d be really embarrassing in front of them  

It’s alright for people with new babies because they not naughty really are the, but mine 

are awful in company sometimes…they might be watching you, seeing how you behave 

I had to have a social worker before I moved here, because of my boyfriend, and I don’t 

want to get involved like that again. 

 

Such apprehension and misunderstanding of the aims and nature of Sure Start are likely to limit the 

success it can have with the most disadvantaged groups and individuals in the area.  One of the most 

obvious ways of breaking down such barriers, and possibly preventing their formation, is the inclusion 
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of local people in the scheme from inception, to be visible at all levels of the decision making 

processes. The part played by D. and M., the Parental Consultancy Co-ordinators has been absolutely 

vital in not only providing a means of reaching and interacting with local people to access their views, 

but also in showing  that local people could actually be involved in the centres in a real, rather than a 

token way.  

 

Many of the key personnel involved in this evaluation have stressed the importance of drawing in 

individuals from the local community, and the gains to be made from enabling them to develop skills 

and confidence from real, valued work which contributes to their own local community. 

 

Parents have got to be empowered to take this building over in three years or so, currently 

it’s weighted far too heavily in favour of professionals 

Parents do the far more low level jobs I’m afraid 

I think I feel that there have been a lot of highly paid jobs advertised that are just not 

accessible to parents and its going to alienate them 

One local person who would have been a real asset has got a job elsewhere now, because 

she just didn’t have the professional qualifications for one of these high level posts. 

Appointing her would have given a really big push to the area. 

Care needs to be taken that qualifications and professionalism don’t rule out the dedicated, 

intelligent but not ‘educated’ parent who could both grow and develop and pull in the locals. 

The local people haven’t just got to be in to do the cleaning and so on, or the what you 

might call low level work with the play group – because it’s either voluntary or low paid        

 

 

These professional concerns are mirrored in the minds of many of the local residents.  

 

There’s no jobs going for us, I do stuff for the Summer play scheme but that’s all voluntary. 

You’ve got to be trained…… 

I thought there might be a lot of jobs but it’s all social workers and such like  
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I was going to apply as a crèche worker but I ‘m got the forms and I’m nowhere near 

qualified… I’ve worked as a childminder for several years  

Do you think there might be any office jobs going? 

I do lots of things with the kids and I know it’s all appreciated but it’s also all unpaid and 

sometimes I wonder why 

 

Job titles 

One interesting observation referred to by significant numbers of parents is the impact of the job title 

of ‘parental consultancy co-ordinator’.  Many residents questioned appeared not to understand what 

the term meant, and others felt that it seemed to distance the two local parents in the role. Some 

comments were made about job titles generally. 

 

They’ve all got fancy names and fancy wages too I expect 

You just see jobs advertised in the paper and you’ve no idea what it could involve. It just 

means it’s not for us round here 

 

Consideration of the role of language is important in conveying the desired message. The titles given 

to jobs can appear to deliberately exclude ‘ordinary’ people and to represent a professional group 

reproducing itself to restrict access to the attendant social and economic benefits of ‘middle-class’ 

jobs. 

 

It is of course essential that Sure Start is underpinned by the professional expertise and experience 

necessary to ensure that: 

 

the hearts and minds of local people are entrapped 

 

However, it appears that one message that many local people have been exposed to is that they are 

not only in need of professional help in improving aspects of their lives, but also that they are unlikely 

to ever acquire enough skills to contribute to the real decision making of Sure Start.  Whilst this will 

undoubtedly be disputed by Sure Start, the significance of excluding local people from earning a real 
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wage for their efforts, and at the same time developing a range of personal and professional skills 

themselves cannot be understated.    

 

One of the key ways of achieving this is going to be by allowing Sure Start Thornhill to loosen its 

institutionalised professional grip and create job opportunities which local parents can realistically be 

expected to both apply for and be successful in recruitment.  Having a significant number of local 

individuals employed within the centres will demonstrate a real commitment to partnership and 

inclusion; will directly and indirectly have a positive affect on the local economy in the area; and will 

give a very clear sign to local people that the centres are places in which their involvement is 

absolutely essential to the management and organisation of Sure Start Thornhill.        
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Conclusion 
 

Sure Start Thornhill is in the early stages of its existence. In a relatively short time it has already 

established itself as a useful resource within the local area. The links made with local families with 

babies and young children through broad health initiatives has already benefited both adults and 

children.  The practical difficulties of gaining access to health professionals has been immensely eased 

by having services housed at the two local centres.  More importantly, this ease of access has 

undoubtedly led to increased contact and therefore the possibilities of long term interaction are 

enhanced.  The connection with Sure Start through the health-related services is a vital one in giving 

local families an obvious link with the centres and with some of the key personnel within them. Having 

established initial contact, families are then more likely to feel confident to engage in other services 

and activities available, as well as feeling able to develop their own interests. 

 

The views of those local families who have already benefited from the various initiatives at the centres 

is very favourable, and is likely to encourage others to get involved.  The most effective way of 

widening the appeal of Sure Start Thornhill is to focus on community –driven needs and to allow 

structures to emerge which enable local people to see that there is a genuine commitment to working 

in partnership with Thornhill.  Whilst there are clearly institutional constraints that need to be 

considered, the future success of Sure Start Thornhill will depend on the extent to which local people 

are given genuine responsibility to identify their own needs, and organise structures to effect change. 

   

The views of representatives of the local residents have featured heavily in this evaluation, and will 

remain an essential part of any future assessment.  At a later stage, more quantifiable evidence will 

also be available and a range of perspectives can then be considered which will inform issues of best 

practice, and ensure that Sure Start Thornhill is and will remain likely to make a difference to the 

people of Thornhill. 

 

As we have mentioned previously, this evaluation has been based on principles of partnership and co-

operation. The evaluators have not dropped from the sky eager to pronounce judgement on Sure 

Start Thornhill from a distanced and privileged position, nor have they sought to merely praise 

everything and produce nothing but positive feedback. Rather we have sought to work with all parties 
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involved in this exciting venture to work together towards a mutual understanding of the complexities 

of the local context. Sure Start Thornhill is a complex and ambitious project and a great deal has 

already been achieved, we look forward to being involved in the future success of the programme. 

 

Ann Martin 

Dr Matthew Pearson 
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