INSPECTION OF SURE START CHILDREN’S CENTRES

POLICY STATEMENT

Ofsted inspection of Sure Start Children’s Centres

The Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Act 2009 amends the Childcare Act 2006, recognizing in statute for the first time Sure Start Children’s Centres. The Act also introduces a duty for Ofsted to conduct inspections of children’s centres. The Act contains a number of regulation-making powers relating to the inspection. 
Frequency

We intend to prescribe a maximum interval of five years between inspections. As this is the first time centres will be inspected there is a need to set a timescale for the first ever inspections to be completed. For existing centres the period will run from the date the regulations come into force and support the integration of inspections with school inspections as soon as practicable. Around half of all children’s centres will be collocated with schools and the five year interval mirrors the provisions for schools.  Whilst there are over 3,000 centres already in existence, there will of course be some which are established after the regulations come into force.  We intend that all centres up and running by 31 August 2010 must be inspected for the first time by 31 August 2014.  

For new centres which are established on or after 1st September 2010, our proposal is to require inspection within 5 years of them being established, and for subsequent inspections to be done within 5 years of the date of the previous inspection.
In order for inspections to be useful to children’s centres leaders and their staff supporting continuous improvement, and to provide helpful information for parents, we consider they should be undertaken when centres have matured sufficiently and have all their services in place. Centres have up to two years from the date they are established to develop their services and so we want to ensure that centres are not inspected too soon. We therefore intend that Ofsted should inspect a centre once it is at least three years old – giving the centre time to compile evidence of impact on which the inspector can make a judgement. It will however be possible for Ofsted to inspect a centre before that time if there are concerns. Ofsted’s inspection of early years settings, including those that are part of a children’s centre’s services, will continue to be inspected in accordance with the separate shorter timescales already set out for these in separate legislation. The longer term aim is to integrate inspections wherever practicable.

Scope of the inspection

The Act requires that the inspection report addresses the centre’s contribution to facilitating access to early childhood services by parents and young children, maximising the benefit of those services to parents and young children and improving the well-being of young children, and the matters that can be prescribed in regulations must be for the purposes of Ofsted’s overall comment on the centre’s contribution to those things.  We propose that the report should specifically comment on the following matters:

i) the quality of the leadership and management of the centre, including whether financial resources are managed effectively; 

ii) how effectively the children’s centre works in an integrated manner with the relevant partners and other providers of early childhood services;

iii) how effective the centre’s outreach is at identifying and engaging with families who are hard to reach; and
iv) whether appropriate measures are in place and staff are aware of issues relating to safeguarding children.  
Ofsted’s consideration of whether financial resources are used effectively to address identified needs within the community of parents, parents to be and young children, and in particular whether the greatest resource is supporting core services for which there is the greatest need, will help them form a judgement on how well the centre is facilitating access for the most vulnerable and ensuring they are getting maximum benefit from the centre’s services. 
The Care Quality Commission is the lead regulator for health and adult social care, and as such is the appropriate inspectorate to judge provision of healthcare.  As set out in Part 2 of Schedule 4 of the Health and Social Care Act 2008, Ofsted and CQC will want to work together to ensure that any inspections are well managed, including managing communications with all appropriate organisations, and do not create unnecessary burden on the providers of services.
