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1.  Background and purpose 
 
This Annual Evaluation Report brings together the findings from all the evaluation 
activity conducted to date and provides a progress report to the Partnership 
Board and stakeholders. It has been endorsed by the Evaluation & Monitoring 
Task Group.  
 
It includes an overview of findings, policy recommendations for the future 
development of the programme, progress on meeting targets and objectives, and 
recommendations regarding future evaluation. It also identifies a number of 
successful approaches that could be applied more widely. 
 
The Sure Start Shildon and Newton Aycliffe West programme started in May 
2003. However, for the sake of completeness and clarity this report covers the 
whole period from the pre-start phase to December 31st 2004.  
 
A survey of parents was commissioned from NWA Social & Market Research 
with the intention of gathering baseline information and views on local services. 
The survey involved personal interviews with a random sample of 220 parents of 
children aged under 4 living in the Sure Start area. The results were published in 
December 2002 under the title “Newton Aycliffe and Shildon Sure Start: Survey 
of Parents”. The results of this work have informed subsequent evaluation 
activities, but it is not covered in any more detail here.  
 
The local programme then commissioned a team from Northumbria University to 
carry out the evaluation work and the results are summarised in two documents: 
 
1) Local Evaluation of Sure Start Shildon and Newton Aycliffe West, First Interim 
Report, June 2004. 
 
This report focused on two tasks: 
 
(a) An initial audit – to give a qualitative picture of the views of the various 
stakeholders about Sure Start and its operations. 
(b) An exploration of the views of nursery school staff – around the changing 
national and local context, the move towards Childrens’ Centres and the issue of 
mainstreaming.  
 
2) Local Evaluation of Sure Start Shildon and Newton Aycliffe West, Second 
Interim Report, October 2004 (Draft).  
 
This report focused on two tasks: 
 
(a) The involvement of parents in decision-making 
(b) The involvement of parents in evaluation 
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2. Information about research methods 
 
Methodologies used 
 
1) Initial audit of stakeholders 
A workshop was held in October 2003 with 48 representatives of key 
stakeholders, including parents (9), Sure Start staff (3), Health (8), Social 
Services (3), Education (5), voluntary sector (9), family link workers (6) and 
others (5). The workshop was facilitated by the evaluators around a number of 
pre-arranged topics. Participants also completed a questionnaire during the 
workshop. The (qualitative) results were then written up in the First Interim 
Report (dated June 2004). 
 
The topics covered included: 
• The health and well being of children 
• The best things about the local Sure Start programme 
• Areas for possible improvement 
 
2) Exploration of the views of nursery school staff 
Interviews and focus groups involved head teachers (4), nursery teachers (4) and 
nursery assistants (8). These used semi-structured interviews one-to-one or on a 
small group basis. The (qualitative) results were written up in the First Interim 
Report (dated June 2004). 
 
The topics covered included: 
• Sources of knowledge about Sure Start and other local initiatives 
• Types and levels of knowledge 
• Suggestions for improving the circulation of information 
• Involvement in Sure Start and concerns arising 
• The location of Childrens’ Centres 
• The impact of Sure Start on schools 
• Partnership working 
 
3) The involvement of parents in decision-making 
A sample of parents was chosen by Sure Start staff, with some indication of their 
level of involvement and the area where they lived. These parents were engaged 
though: (a) a focus group of parents who had been involved since the outset (b) a 
focus group of parents who had become actively involved more recently (c) 
interviews with actively involved parents/carers (d) interviews with parent users of 
Sure Start services (e) interviews with non-involved parents. Together these 
totalled 17 parents. In addition a further 7 parents were interviewed at random in 
public places. The interviews and focus groups were based around semi-
structured questions. The results were written up  in the Second Interim Report 
(dated October 2004). 
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The topics covered included: 
• Sure Start structure and organisation 
• Awareness of, and information about, Sure Start 
• Involvement in Sure Start  
• Barriers to involvement 
• Who gets involved and how 
• What improvements Sure Start could make 
 
4) The involvement of parents in evaluation 
As part of the effort to stimulate a participatory approach to evaluation three 
training sessions were organised. These involved parents, Sure Start staff and 
service providers. 12 case studies were also developed with a sample of parents 
and Sure Start staff. These were obtained through taped interviews and then 
written up. They were qualitative and relatively unstructured. Participants were 
then invited to attend a meeting to discuss the results.  
  
The topics covered were very free-ranging, but included: 
• The process of parental involvement 
• Personal development and empowerment of parents 
• The roles of Sure Start staff  
• Sure Start services 
  
3. The main findings 
 
1) Satisfaction survey 
The survey provided baseline data before the commencement of the local Sure 
Start programme.  Many of the survey’s findings are very predictable. People 
often find it difficult to think in terms of ‘services and facilities for children’ unless 
they are prompted. Also, they may not have personal or recent experience of 
individual services, or may not be familiar with the ‘technical’ language used to 
describe them.  
 
The main findings of relevance here were as follows: 
• A high level of awareness of services when prompted 
• A very low level of awareness of Sure Start (not surprising at this time) 
• GP/Doctor’s surgery, health clinic and Health Visitor were the only services 

used by a majority of respondents in the last year 
• 60% of respondents would use a service if it was available or they knew about 

it – crèches, children’s dieticians, day nursery and health promotion services 
• 59% mentioned a service that they would not know how to access – children’s 

dieticians, health promotion services, crèches, speech therapists, private child 
minders, day nursery, social services for children and advice on employment 

• Health professionals were the main point of contact for advice on their 
children 

• Satisfaction levels were high for GP/Doctor, Health Visitor and Midwife; also 
fairly high for dental services for children. 
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• Key areas of dissatisfaction included: local opportunities for play and learning 
experiences and local childcare facilities    

• 62% of respondents were satisfied in overall terms with local services for 
young children and 29% were dissatisfied 

• Respondents in Shildon were slightly more satisfied with these local services 
than those living in Newton Aycliffe 

• Most respondents thought that things had stayed much the same over the 
preceding year 

• The main suggestions for improvement to local health services were more 
information about the services available and shorter waiting times for GP 
appointments 

• The main suggestions for improvement to local childcare services were more 
additional groups locally and more information about registered childminders 
and groups  

• The main suggestions for improvement to local opportunities for play and 
learning experiences were more local facilities – improved outdoor facilities, 
more groups or nurseries and more information/advertising 

• Suggestions for improved support for parents included support groups and 
meetings, classes and advice/access to Health Visitors 

 
2) Initial audit of stakeholders 
The main findings were as follows: 
• There was a good understanding of the factors affecting the health and well 

being of children 
• The overall response to the local Sure Start programme was positive 
• Prioritising the development of effective services for young children and their 

families was considered a good thing 
• Moves towards multi-professional, partnership and integrated working were 

welcomed 
• The work of the Sure Start team was seen as valuable and effective 
 
3) Exploration of the views of nursery school staff 
The main findings were as follows: 
• Sure Start was generally welcomed, though existing organisations had some 

concerns about the impact on their own areas of work 
• A community-development and whole-team approach was thought likely to be 

most effective 
• People get upset by change – they need to be kept informed and involved, 

especially if Childrens’ Centres are to be accepted and integrated into 
mainstream provision 

• The management arrangements for the new Childrens’ Centres need to 
reflect the range of interested parties 

• Staff at all levels in nursery education need to be informed and engaged 
• Relevant training could help promote mutual understanding and a common 

approach to support for young children and their families 
• Keeping parents informed about Sure Start was seen as vital 
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• Effective integrated working has to be nurtured – there are presently a 
number of barriers that will have to be overcome 

 
4) The involvement of parents in decision-making 
The main findings were as follows: 
• Parental involvement occurs at a number of levels from service user to active 

engagement in the management of Sure Start 
• Sure Start is viewed positively and is valued for its attempts to listen and 

respond to parental views 
• There is a committed group of parents who are actively involved in Sure Start, 

but this group is not exclusive 
• Meetings are run in a non-threatening way that encourages participation 
• Parents who have become involved show clear benefits from their experience 
• Sure Start needs to continue its attempt to engage parents from both 

communities – Newton Aycliffe West and Shildon 
• The reasons for non involvement are poorly understood and should be further 

researched 
 
5) The involvement of parents in evaluation 
This exercise involved the provision of training and the development of 12 case 
studies. This approach provides interesting contextual material that can help 
improve the mutual understanding of stakeholders. It is not readily amenable to 
analysis and summary, but some of the themes include: 
Parents 
• The need to be welcoming and avoid ‘cliques’ 
• Positive impacts on confidence, and stimulation to undertake 

education/training 
• The importance of building relationships and networks – overcoming isolation 
• The benefits of involvement in developing and running services 
• Children gaining new experiences  
Staff 
• The need for an improved understanding of roles and responsibilities 
• The need for Sure Start to be flexible and inclusive in its provision of services 
• Satisfaction when interventions are seen to have positive benefits 
  
6) Monitoring information 
The local programme returned its Annual Outcomes Form (M7) covering the 
period 1st April 2003 to 31st March 2004. 
 
Key statistics include: 
• 46.6% of families with a new baby visited within 2 months after birth 
• 100% of mothers with PND receiving appropriate care 
• 43.9% of mothers breastfeeding at birth 
• 27.3% of mothers breastfeeding at 6 weeks 
• 23.5% of mothers breastfeeding at 17 weeks 
• 14.5% of pregnant women contacted during pregnancy 
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• 28% of women smoked during their pregnancy 
• 58% of families of children aged 0-3 have been given information about Sure 

Start services over a 12 month period 
• 10.8% of children with P score 
• 8.1% of children with Q score 
• 9.5% of children with R score 
• 71.6% of children with S score 
 
In overall terms it would seem that the local programme has established itself 
successfully and is now starting to have an impact on local problems. It is too 
early to comment more specifically at this stage, and the future programme of 
evaluation will focus on some of the key issues in greater detail. 
 
4.  Policy pointers 
 
Possible lessons for policy makers include: 
• The need to take a longer term perspective 
• The importance of good communications and information-sharing 
• The importance of collaborative working 
• Integrated working requires active team-building, with clear roles and 

responsibilities, mutual understanding, agreed procedures and good 
interpersonal relationships 

• Parental views are diverse and sometimes contradictory. Sure Start has to 
learn how to respond to this through a variety of possible types of parental 
involvement 

• Many of the issues faced by families in the Sure Start area arise from broader 
social, economic and environmental considerations. Local problems cannot all 
be solved, therefore, by focusing exclusively on individual children and their 
families. 

 
It would be premature to make any specific policy recommendations at this stage. 
 
5.  Future evaluation 
 
The strategy for local evaluation was set out in the “Invitation to Tender” 
published by the programme in May 2003. This has now been revised and will 
provide the framework for further evaluation work over the period to 31st March 
2006.  
 
The intention is to have a flexible rolling programme of research, focusing on 
issues of particular local concern, and which will help improve processes and 
practice.  
The priorities for evaluation are as follows: 
1) Family support workers – the effectiveness of the service. The achievements 
to date and elements of good practice.   
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2. Inter-agency working – the effectiveness of integrated working across the Sure 
Start agenda. The engagement of key organisations, the impact of inter-agency 
working and any gaps/weaknesses that need to be addressed. 
 
3. Community empowerment and capacity building – evidence of empowerment 
and the need to continue training programmes for parents. How best to ensure 
that the Childrens’ Centre agenda does not marginalise this effort.  
 
4. The quality and range of provision – thinking about breadth of provision versus 
depth or quantity/quality issues. Which approach is likely to have the greatest 
impact in terms of the achievement of Sure Start targets.  
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Annex – Sources of information 
 
 
1. Sure Start: A guide to planning and running your programme, Annex 6, (6th 

wave edition) – Sure Start Unit, Summer 2002 
 

2. Sure Start Local Evaluation letter – Sure Start Government Office North East, 
February 2004 
 

3. Sure Start Shildon and Newton Aycliffe West Delivery Plan, May 2003 
 

4. Sure Start Shildon and Newton Aycliffe West Survey of Parents, NWA Social 
and Market Research, December 2002 
 

5. Sure Start Shildon and Newton Aycliffe West M7 – Annual Outcomes Form, 
September 2004 
 

6. Local Evaluation of Sure Start Shildon and Newton Aycliffe West First Interim 
Report – Northumbria University, June 2004 
 

7. Local Evaluation of Sure Start Shildon and Newton Aycliffe West Second 
Interim Report (Parental Involvement Participation and Partnership: 
Developing Participatory Evaluation) – Northumbria University, October 2004 
 

8. Sure Start Shildon and Newton Aycliffe West Evaluation and Monitoring Task 
Group minutes, August 2003- September 2004. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


