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Seaton Grange, Owton Rossmere Partnership Sure Start 
(Hartlepool South): Local Evaluation Summary, 2003 

 
 
Introduction 

This 2003 Local Evaluation Summary for the Seaton Grange, Owton 
Rossmere (Hartlepool South) Sure Start Programme has been prepared 
by Dr Rob Hyland of the Sure Start Local Evaluation Team (Dr C. 
Bagley, Dr J. Rattray, Dr R. Hyland, Ms C. Ackerley) at the University of 
Durham, Queen’s Campus (Stockton). It has been compiled with the co-
operation and assistance of the Hartlepool South Sure Start Programme 
Manager, Denise Sutton, and members of the Sure Start Team.  
 
This 2003 Summary is intended to provide an overview of ongoing 
evaluation work within the Hartlepool South Sure Start programme.  
It does not set out to report the detail of findings. A more detailed 
evaluation report will be presented at the end of March 2004 when the 
current evaluation contract between the programme and the University 
of Durham comes to an end. 
 
Though the Hartlepool South Sure Start Partnership Board and the 
Sure Start Regional Office are the primary recipients of this summary, it 
is designed to be read by anybody with an interest in how the 
evaluation of this Sure Start Programme is progressing. Any comments 
or responses to this summary can be addressed to the author through 
the programme office.  
 

The Hartlepool South Sure Start 

Hartlepool South Sure Start covers the estates of Seaton Grange, Owton 
Manor and Rossmere in the south of Hartlepool.  
 
Starting in October 2000, Hartlepool South Sure Start was the first of 
three Sure Start programmes running in Hartlepool. It has been 
followed by the Hartlepool North Sure Start (a 3rd Round programme) 
and Hartlepool Central Sure Start (a 5th Round programme). The three 
Hartlepool programmes have many common objectives, collaborate over 
important aspects of their work, and share a few individual staff 
members. There have always been particularly close links between the 
North and South Sure Start programmes. This is reflected in the 
evaluation work carried out, including this report. Nevertheless, each 
programme is distinct and develops its own specific objectives in 
consultation with the local community. 
 
Issues emerging from the 2002 report 

The 2002 Local Evaluation Report (presented in January 2003) focused 
upon the progress of the programme in its first two years. It outlined 
some of the successes of the programme and reflected the sense of 
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progress, particularly since the establishment of main Sure Start 
Centre. This was helping to develop a stronger internal and public sense 
of team and programme identity. It suggested that, whilst development 
was still ongoing, the team had reached the position where it could now 
realistically promote and deliver its programme to the local community. 
 
The 2002 evaluation report raised three sets of issues for consideration 
by the programme and its partnership board: 
 

• the need to build on the successes in involving parents in the 
running of the programme and to develop ways of making this 
clear and inviting to newcomers; 

 
• the importance of clarifying the complexity of decision making 

when decisions often involved partner agencies and three 
partnership boards; 

 
• the desirability of embedding evaluation more firmly in the 

working of the team and the partnership and the possibility of 
involving staff and parents in evaluation with training from the 
University team. 

 
 
The focus of evaluation in 2003/04 

The evaluation strategy for April 2003/ March 2004 includes: 
 

1. Cross cutting issues. 
 

The ongoing development of the programme: staff perceptions.  
The Partnership and Governance of the Programme. 

 
2. Parental perceptions of Sure Start  
 

A comprehensive user satisfactions survey. 
Service user interviews. 

 
3. Developing community evaluation capacity 
 

Running an ‘Evaluation: basic skills’ course to develop the 
knowledge and skills of parents, team and community members 
in evaluating programme activities. 

 
4. Project development 
 

To examine a specific project within the programme: 
• Chattersacks. 
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5. Cost effectiveness 
 

To establish systems for judging cost-effectiveness. 
 
6. Internal evaluation 
 

The focus of internal evaluation of service developments in 2003 
has included: 
 

• The Parent Held Record of the Pathway of Care. 
 
• The Holiday Activity Programme. 

 
• Outreach Support through Women’s Aid Service. 

 
• Sure Start Volunteer Training Programme. 

 
 
 
Provisional Observations 
 
 

1. Cross cutting issues. 

The ongoing development of the programme: staff perceptions.  

 

The local evaluator on the basis of informed consent conducted 
interviews with members of the staff team. The limitations of anonymity 
in reporting, when the significance of functional role is often central to 
the observation made, are clarified. 
 
It is now possible to compare some changing perceptions of the 
programme over time. One key theme emerging from recent staff 
interviews is the sense of progress in the commitment to the Sure Start 
notion of creating a multidisciplinary team working together to deliver 
services to families with young children in the local community. Though 
prior professional identity remains important for staff, there is a real 
sense of identification with the programme. 
 
Staff members recognise the mutual learning, which created a 
multidisciplinary programme team. Much of this has involved learning 
about the different professional perspectives and the responsibilities, 
constraints and challenges of particular roles. The sense of a team 
‘settling down’ is very strong.  
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The general staff perception is of working for a programme which is very 
successfully providing its core services and developing it wider range of 
provision. Receiving the Sure Start Partners in Excellence Award has 
been a significant achievement and given valuable external recognition. 
Team members share a continuing concern that the ‘hard to reach’ are 
disproportionately represented in the Seaton Grange area. 
 

The Partnership and Governance of the Programme  

The programme has succeeded in securing and fostering the support 
and active involvement of a new cohort of committed parents. They have 
taken over roles of responsibility, including representation on the 
Partnership Board and its sub-groups, as those parents involved at the 
outset or in the early phase of Sure Start have moved on to other 
things. The Partnership Board has strong representation from the 
community. The current Chair of the Board is a parent and succeeded a 
parent; the Vice-Chair and Sub Vice-Chair are also parents. 
 
The programme has a strategy for community involvement. A Volunteer 
Welcome Pack now gives newcomers information about opportunities 
for training and involvement. Training courses both provide 
development opportunities for individuals and help recruit new people 
to greater involvement in the Partnership. There is support for the 
development of people’s skills; this can lead them to take on roles that 
they might otherwise not contemplate – including being on the 
Partnership Board itself.  
 

Discussions and workshops have been held about the relationship of 
the Partnership Board to the programme and a new constitution has 
been developed for the partnership. The inter-linking of the three 
Hartlepool Sure Start programmes and all the agencies involved can still 
make decision making a drawn-out process. The governance of the 
programme remains complex and this topic requires continuing 
consideration in any future evaluation. 
 

 

2. Parental perceptions of Sure Start 

The user satisfaction survey has been carried out through an 
anonymous postal questionnaire to all families registered. The 
questionnaire was extensive and the objective was to provide more 
quantitative and comprehensive feedback on the wide range of Sure 
Start service offered within the programme.  
 
Despite the inducement of an entry into a prize draw, the response rate 
has been somewhat disappointing. This is not an unusual problem 
when using unsolicited questionnaires, but it does raise questions 
about the possibilities of alternative methods. The questionnaire data is 
being analysed at the University and will be reported separately. 
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The local evaluator seeks Service user perspective. These include 
relatively informal conversations and more formal interviews, which are 
conducted using a semi-structured schedule and a tape-recorder. These 
are conducted on the basis of informed consent and anonymity of 
reporting.  
 
Interviewees are users of services and therefore not entirely 
representative of all parents within the Sure Start area. As service users 
it is likely – though it should never be taken for granted – that 
interviewees will have a positive attitude towards the programme.  
The importance of this is small-scale research, however, is that it does 
provide insights into the perceptions of service users and the 
motivations which people have for involvement in the programme. This 
research can also pick up themes, which may warrant more sustained 
inquiry. Parents’ perceptions may illuminate some wider issues, such as 
the difficulty of reaching some of the potential beneficiaries of services 
 
Parents who have recently become more involved in the programme 
confirm that word of mouth continues to be important in engaging 
people in activities beyond the maternity related services. The personal 
word of their midwife or health visitor is often the immediate motivation 
mothers give for initially attending groups. Once they have made the 
initial move then the experience itself, and the social contact with their 
peers, is likely to draw them into more extended involvement in different 
activities.  
 
Parents who have undertaken training activities are more likely to give 
personal development factors as part of their reason for valuing Sure 
Start. Parental explanations for becoming more involved in the running 
of the programme usually reflect a combination of professional 
encouragement and peer support. Parents sometimes describe a 
journey of progressive involvement from accessing a service or activity 
focused on their own immediate situation and needs (e.g. breastfeeding 
support, or domestic violence outreach) through activities and courses 
and on to involvement in the direction of the wider programme.  
 
 
3. Developing community evaluation capacity 

Evaluation workshop 

An Evaluation workshop was held at the team base with the members 
of the programme team. Led by Dr Julie Rattray and Dr Rob Hyland, 
this workshop explored some of the following issues: 
 

• the nature of evaluation; 
• identifying priorities; 
• involving parents; 
• cost effectiveness. 
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In addition, this workshop introduced the possibility of holding an 
Evaluation basic skills course for small group of parents and team 
members drawn from Hartlepool North and Hartlepool South Sure Start 
programmes. It was explained that this course would have the purposes 
of: 

• introducing participants to the basic skills involved in doing 
evaluation;  

 
• allowing team members and parents to share responsibility for 

aspects of evaluation. 
 
The proposed course was promoted to professionals within the team as 
a staff development opportunity. It was to be promoted to parents as an 
opportunity to gain skills that would be useful in extending their 
involvement in the programme and transferable to other employment 
contexts. 
 
Evaluation Basic Skills Course 

Held jointly with Hartlepool North, this introduction to evaluation 
consisted of six fortnightly sessions led by Dr Julie Rattray, Dr Rob 
Hyland and Clare Ackerley. The course was designed to operate with a 
mix of professionals and parents. There were twelve participants at the 
outset, including five parents. 
 
The course introduced participants to research ethics, ways of gathering 
data using questionnaires and interviews, analysing data, and 
constructing and presenting a report. Working in small groups 
participants were required to carry out a small inquiry and prepare a 
presentation. The two investigations in Hartlepool South focused upon: 
 

• Dads’ Group  
• Crèche Provision  

 
A very successful presentation event was held at which the groups 
outlined their findings to an audience from the two programmes. A 
certificate confirming that participants had successfully completed the 
course was awarded. 
 
Though the course was short and always pressured for time, it broadly 
achieved its aims. The three parents from South Hartlepool successfully 
completed the course and demonstrated that it could provide a useful 
model for possible future initiatives to involve community members in 
some evaluation work. 
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4. Project Development 

Chattersacks was chosen as a specific project within the programme. 
This is project is currently being examined. A key element of this 
inquiry is into the links with outside agencies 
 
 
5. Cost effectiveness 

A start has been made to establish a system for judging cost-
effectiveness. This requires more sustained attention in the first quarter 
of 2004. 
 
 
Internal evaluation 

The concept of evaluation is built into the many of the working 
processes of the team. In addition to the external evaluation, the 
programme carries out regular evaluation of many of its initiatives on 
an ongoing basis. The attendance and satisfaction of participants in 
activities are regularly monitored.  
 
More sustained internal evaluation of programme provision and service 
developments in 2003 has included: 
 

• The Parent Held Record of the Pathway of Care. 
 
• The Summer Holiday Activity Programme. 

 
• Outreach Support through Women’s Aid Service. 

 
• Sure Start Volunteer Training Programme.  

 
These reviews inform the refinement of existing services and the 
development of new initiatives. The programme has produced 
documents outlining the findings of some internal evaluation of 
programme provision. These documents will be appended to the end of 
evaluation contract report. 
 
  
Evaluation issues for immediate consideration 

The suggestion, made at the conclusion of 2002 report, that an 
Evaluation Sub-group be established, deserves more sustained 
consideration. Such a group would have a clear responsibility to take 
the evaluation forward on a broader front. 
 
The views of the ‘hard to reach’ remain difficult to obtain and there is a 
need to carry out more appropriate evaluation research here. The ‘hard 
to reach’ are as unlikely to fill out questionnaires or attend ‘have your 
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say’ events as they are to access services other than the most essential. 
There may be more appropriate ways of canvassing opinion, perhaps by 
training parents to use a short interview schedule.  
 
The success of the Evaluation Skills course does show the realistic 
possibility of involving a group of staff and parents in more sustained 
evaluation work. Such a team would need further support and training. 
There are concerns, particularly around confidentiality, which would 
need clear principles and procedures. There are also practical issues 
over creating staff time if they are to be involved in such work, and 
whether parents are to be remunerated in any way.  
 
The Partnership needs to take a considered view of the future local 
evaluation requirements of the programme. This must include a 
realistic costing of the time (whether internal or external) necessary. It 
needs to consider how such evaluation can best be managed and 
supported.  
 
 
 
 


