Equality impact assessment 

Title 

Legislating for Sure Start Children’s Centres
Background

Recognising that poverty, especially inter-generational poverty, was blighting the lives of children and families, the Government in 1997 was determined to tackle this. It was clear from international evidence that support and intervention in a child’s earliest years was core to ending child poverty, improving child outcomes and tackling social exclusion. In response, Sure Start was created to pioneer integrated local service delivery, with services brought together around the needs of the child and the family. Sure Start was aimed at improving the health and well-being of children from birth to four and their families in the most deprived areas. Sure Start had a sharp focus on tackling disadvantage. 

Through early Sure Start Local Programmes established as “trailblazers” in 1999 and 2000 this approach was tested across the country, creating a new infrastructure of local early years services.  By the end of 2003, there were 524 SSLPs, located in the most deprived areas of the country. A key feature of SSLPs was their outreach activity to identify families in their local area who would benefit from Sure Start services and then reaching out to engage with these families. This meant reaching out to disadvantaged families who traditionally did not engage with statutory services. SSLPs often generated success in this area and their links with the community as a whole were often strong and innovative.

Drawing on the learning generated from SSLPs, the Government announced in 2004 a national programme for the creation of Sure Start Children’s Centres (SSCCs). As part of this, a target was set for 3,500 centres to be established by 2010 – one for every community. SSCCs maintain the focus on tackling deprivation and are an example of progressive universalism in action, with centres in more deprived areas offering more intensive support services as well as integrated early learning and day care.  

There are currently around 2,900 SSCCs up and running, with emerging evidence of their success in improving outcomes for children and families. Alongside improvements and investment in early years’ provision and childcare, SSCCs form a key driver to narrow the gap for the most disadvantaged children and families, improve social mobility and foster equality. But the centres have no established legal existence: they are currently just one way in which local authorities and their partners can choose to discharge their duty under the Childcare Act 2006 to provide integrated early childhood services.  If SSCCs are to become an established part of the fabric of local services for children and families, they need to have a secure legislative foundation. Given the proposed steps to strengthen the arrangements for partnership working through Children’s Trusts, the time is right also to establish SSCCs as a recognised part of the universal infrastructure for children’s services.  
Description of the policy consulted upon
The proposal is that in future, whether or not something is a SSCC would be a matter of law, and the Government propose to use legislation to establish that all SSCCs in existence at the date of Royal Assent are captured as SSCCs for the purpose of the statutory requirements.
We propose to give local authorities a duty, working with their statutory partners in PCTs and Job Centre Plus, to assess the need for SSCCs in their area, and to establish and maintain sufficient SSCCs to meet that need, as one way of meeting their Childcare Act 2006 duties.  This will build on existing activity by LAs and their partners to assess the need for SSCCs in their areas and audit existing service provision. This would be undertaken in the context of the review of the Children and Young People’s Plan for each area.
A statutory definition will also enable safeguarding and accountability requirements to be formalised.  

The intention is to reflect in the legislation and associated statutory guidance current practice in localities:
-local consultation by local authorities before a SSCC is established, closed or the services significantly altered; 

-local authorities, PCTs and Job Centre Plus to consider whether to provide their early childhood services through SSCCs;

-the local authority and its statutory partners in the Children’s Trust, in the context of preparing or reviewing Children and Young People’s Plan annually, should consider the case for providing early childhood services in SSCCs; 

-an advisory board for every SSCC representing parents/carers of young children, service providers and the local community;

-regular arrangements for consulting all parents and the whole community;

-all staff working in SSCCs to be checked under the new Vetting and Barring Scheme and no barred staff employed
;
-Ofsted to inspect SSCCs at the request of the Secretary of State. 
There is a great deal of evidence and good practice showing what works at Centre and area level to help improve child outcomes and ensure that all children and families, especially the most vulnerable and disadvantaged, are able to access the services, which evidence shows is starting to make a difference. Currently, much of this evidence and good practice is captured in guidance documents, in particular the planning, practice and performance management guidance issued from the Department. 
Establishing SSCCs as a statutory part of the universal infrastructure for children’s services should help Centres to sustain and build upon the good practice already developed and identified in the guidance documents. Following the Sure Start ‘ethos’ as a key driver to social equality, and the principle of progressive universalism, the impact of improved SSCC services locally should benefit all children and families, but especially the most disadvantaged and the most vulnerable, as they have the most to gain from improved, local and accessible services. 
What the evidence shows: key facts and findings; challenges and priorities
Sure Start Children’s Centres have a powerful record of improving outcomes for the most vulnerable, most disadvantaged children and families. Sure Start programmes also have a strong record of undertaking evaluation and acting decisively on the findings. To support evidence based service delivery, in November 2006 the Government published revised Practice Guidance for SSCCs showing how services can best be delivered to meet the individual needs of all young children and their parents, wherever they live. In addition, in March 2008 the Government published The Sure Start Journey: A Summary of Evidence so local authorities, SSCC managers and other stakeholders could be made aware of the wealth of evidence available.
The main evidence sources available

The National Evaluation of Sure Start (NESS) was commissioned by the DCSF in early 2001. To establish the ongoing and sustained impact of Sure Start, the NESS programme is centred around understanding the impact over time of ex Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLPs), across the population and on particular groups. To date 27 reports have been published which can be accessed via the National Evaluation website at www.ness.bbk.ac.uk. 

The most notable report is the NESS Impact study, tracking the individual child and family level outcomes for over 8,000 children. The impact of Sure Start on 3 year old children was published in March 2008. 

The evaluation found a positive impact in seven of 14 tracked child and family outcomes. Five of these seven could clearly be attributed to a positive “Sure Start effect”. There were no statistically significant negative findings. The evaluation found that parents of three year old children showed less negative parenting and provided their children with a better home learning environment. Three year old children displayed better social development and higher levels of positive behaviour and independence / self regulation. The Sure Start effect appeared to be a consequence of Sure Start benefits upon parenting. Additionally, families in Sure Start areas used more child-and family-centred services than those living elsewhere. 

There is significant evidence that these outcomes, fostered by centres, help establish the building blocks for success in school and later life, and are key to making sure every child achieves their potential. 

Ofsted’s How well are they doing: The impact of Children’s Centres and Extended Schools (Jan 2008) offers a positive view on the sometimes “life-changing” impact of SSCCs on children and parents, as well as reinforcing the NESS conclusions about outreach. 

The National Audit Office publication Sure Start Children’s Centres (December 2006) also reported on the challenge of outreach to disadvantaged families. It found that most, but not all, SSCCs visited were providing some outreach activities, with one third pro-actively targeting hard to reach groups and working to ensure that services were more relevant to the needs of lone parents, teenage parents and ethnic minorities. The report identified further work was needed on outreach. Subsequently, the DCSF has strengthened its messages on outreach to SSCCs and provided funding for two additional outreach workers in the most deprived areas from this year.  

Research and case studies also show that in some SSLPs small, sensitive adaptations to meet the needs of local populations - which may include BME or Traveller families, or teenage parents – are being made appropriately.
Ethnicity

Families from Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) Groups

Research showed that SSLP practice varied widely in this area with some programmes having demonstrated a much greater ability to respond to the challenges involved. There is evidence that programmes were able to help build trust and respect between different communities through bridge-building activities. However, there is room for more to be done. Outreach work and the targeting of services is an essential tool in contacting BME families. Best practice includes involving parents in outreach to their own communities, as interpreters of materials, or as informal reception staff to build trust and overcome language and cultural barriers. 
Disability

Working with disabled children and those with Special Educational Needs (SEN-D)
Research and surveys show that parents of children with SEN-D are particularly positive about the friendly, non-judgemental, knowledgeable staff within programmes, to which they could turn in times of high pressure. They appreciate that centres provide a place where they can get high quality help and support, as well as an opportunity to see their child happy, coping well and making friends. More generally, there is evidence that programmes have raised commitment of other service providers to equal opportunities and inclusive services, and to be flexible and responsive to families. Going forward, Centres should focus on developing the links between services to enable forward planning and supported transitions. 
Gender:   Engaging with parents and fathers

The Sure Start Children’s Centres Parental Satisfaction Survey Report and Annexes 2007 (June 2007) noted that parents’ levels of satisfaction with individual services was very high, with 90% of parents saying they were very satisfied with the SCC overall, with a further 9% who were quite satisfied. Fewer than 1% of parents were dissatisfied with the SSCC as a

whole.  Research suggests that more needs to be done to engage with fathers; where there was involvement, it often became a ‘stepping-stone’ for further and more regular engagement in a wider range of activities at the centre. According to the Ofsted report, fathers, particularly lone parents, reported that centres were an important source of support in raising their children.
Summary of assessment
An adverse impact is unlikely, and on the contrary the policy has the clear potential to have a positive impact by reducing and removing barriers and inequalities that currently exist.

The purpose of the proposed legislation is to establish SSCCs as a legally recognised part of the universal infrastructure for children’s services, so that their provision is not seen as the outcome of a time-limited funding regime, but becomes a long term statutory commitment and part of the established landscape of early years provision. 

In establishing a long term statutory commitment, the proposed legislation will help to sustain and build on the benefits evidenced in this assessment, and allow SSCCs, as they develop following their establishment, to better improve child and family outcomes, tackle child poverty and improve social mobility by giving every child the opportunity to fulfil their potential.
Next steps

A public consultation is planned to run from 11 September until 6 November 2008. Subject to the results of the public consultation, the proposals will be included in the forthcoming Education and Skills Bill.  The Department will consider how promoting equalities and addressing the challenges identified should be reflected in guidance that would be provided on the new duty. The DCSF will continue to evaluate the impact of SSCC delivery, considering future evaluation to address issues such as take up, reach and satisfaction with SSCCs, including among different population sub-groups; how are services being delivered, and the effectiveness of this; as well as future work on chid level impacts, for example with NESS tracking the impact of Sure Start users onto five year old children. The resulting evidence will be used to inform development and implementation of future SSCC policy. 
� Most staff will already be covered as a result of their roles and the services they provide, but not necessarily all, and (as is the case in schools) we think the setting itself gives any staff member or volunteer a position of trust with children and families. Therefore we propose that all staff and volunteers at a SSCC should be covered.





