GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TO THE INFORMATION DUTY CONSULTATION
INTRODUCTION
The information duty of section 12 of the Childcare Act sets out the requirements on local authorities for fulfilling the duty to provide information, advice and assistance for parents.
The duty is set in the context of providing parents with an integrated information service and the opportunity to access the service at any convenient location, or by their preferred communication channel, with routes into either national or local information

The aim is to provide comprehensive national and local information for parents on services available to support them in all aspects of their parenting role. 

There is a particular emphasis on reaching out to families who might find it difficult to access the services they need.
To accompany this consultation, the Government published a first draft of the regulations and statutory guidance on s12 of the Childcare Act which is due to come into effect in April 2008. The guidance sets out the Government’s expectation that, as is currently the case, information services will be able to provide expert information advice and guidance to parents on childcare and early years services.

The guidance also asks local authorities to provide a childcare brokerage service for parents finding it difficult to access the provision they need or for parents of children with special needs. The regulations and guidance also set out the Government’s expectation that information services will be able to provide information to parents, of 0-19 year olds, on local services for families (non-childcare) and sign-posting to a range of more generic national information available in the form of web sites, telephone help-lines and published material.
THE RATIONALE
Parents often report that there is a shortage of coherent local information to help them in their parenting role. Because of this, parents are often unable to make informed choices on childcare and other services to suit their needs. This has also been noted by a number of research studies, including a small scale focus group exercise carried out by the Day Care Trust for the Department. 

The Childcare Act 2006 places a legal duty on local authorities to provide information to parents, or prospective parents, on childcare;  and other services, facilities or publications which may be of benefit to parents, prospective parents, children or young people. 

THE CONSULTATION
The Government would like to thank all those who responded to the consultation both on line and at the face to face events. Your views are welcomed and have been taken in to consideration when developing the response below. We will also take your views into account in producing final versions of the regulations and statutory guidance.   
The Government sought views on the proposed regulations and guidance for section 12 of the Childcare Act, the “Duty to provide information, advice and assistance”. The consultation ran from 2 October 2006 to 3 January 2007. 71 written responses were received and approximately 250 people attended 9 regional face to face events and an event in London for voluntary organisations and other interested parties. Respondents to the on-line and face to face consultation included Children’s Information Services, local authorities and other organisations such as the National Association of Children’s Information Services, Opportunity Links, Parentline Plus and MENCAP.
The consultation also included interviews with fathers and mothers asking for their views on the kinds of information they would most like to receive to support them in their parenting role and on how they would like to receive it. For local authorities’ information, we will publish the outcomes of this research alongside the statutory guidance.
CONSULTATION QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES
The section below summarises the responses that have been received and gives the Government response to the consultation. The summaries do not include every point made during the consultation, but reflect the key issues that were raised.
Throughout this document percentages are expressed as a measure of those answering each question, not as a measure of all respondents. Rounding effects mean that the percentages vary by plus or minus 1% for some questions.
Q1
Do you broadly agree that the guidance clearly sets out the Government’s vision and aims for providing information to parents? 
Summary
The majority of respondents agreed that the guidance clearly set out the Governments vision and aims for providing information to parents.  Respondents felt that it informed local authorities of their duties and also how it improved outcomes for families.

Some respondents felt that providing information relevant to young people up to the age of 19 was a vast improvement, but there were concerns that some local authorities may not recognise they had duties under section 12. It was felt that in some local authorities, provision of information did not have a sufficiently high profile and some respondents felt it would be valuable for LAs to have communications strategies to which the information services could contribute. 
Some respondents noted issues concerning funding and resources in a number of areas including brokerage and accessibility.
Some respondents asked how they could ensure quality, accuracy and suitability of information for parents and others asked for more guidance on sources of local information, for example health and leisure information from children’s departments.
90% of those who responded in writing felt that the draft statutory guidance clearly sets out the Government’s vision. 1% felt it did not. 9% were not sure.
Response
The Government believes that there are sufficient resources available to local authorities to fulfil the duty. The guidance explains that funding for development work is available through the main revenue allocation of the General Sure Start Grant. The current grant is £612 million in 2007/08 and it is for local authorities to ensure that adequate resources are available for this work.
The Government already provides substantial support for information services, for example, through the childcare providers database (IChIS) offered to local authorities at no charge and through the Children’s Information Services’ regional project.
We are continuously looking to improve services provided from the centre. As part of the drive to provide improved national level and local level services, in “Aiming high for children: supporting families” (published March 2007) the Government announced a new universal integrated system of advice and support for parents, Parent Know-How. We are considering options for delivering this enhancement to services and how to ensure that Parent Know-How effectively complements the information provided for parents and carers at local level. 
The Government will consider how to raise the profile of information provision and seek the active involvement of Directors of Children’s Services, Common Assessment Framework Teams and local authority single commissioners for parenting. The Department will recommend in the guidance that it is good practice for local authorities to have communication strategies.
The Department will consider including more detailed guidance on sources of information in future good practice guidance.
Q2 
Do you agree with the descriptions, in the regulations and guidance, of the information which should be provided to parents on childcare, local and national information? 

Summary
The majority of respondents agreed with the descriptions of the information which should be provided to parents on childcare and local and national information.  Respondents felt that the information in the guidance was fairly comprehensive.
Some respondents said that there should be consistent national guidance available so that everyone was aware of their responsibilities.  They felt that a consistent framework was needed for national information. This should be defined, commissioned, and maintained by the DfES.

Some respondents asked for clarification about expectations on information services to give advice in specialist areas e.g. provision of financial advice or on services for children with disabilities. 
Some respondents recommended that data should be held using a standard format along the lines of that used by library services.

69 % of those who responded in writing agreed with the descriptions with the descriptions of the information set out in the draft regulations and statutory guidance.  12 % disagreed. 19 % were not sure.
Response
The Government agrees that a consistent approach to recording information on services provided by national organisations is needed, and will consider how to take this forward in the context of Parent Know-How referred to in the response to question 1.
It is not the Government’s expectation that information service staff should be able to provide in depth advice in specialist areas, but they should be able to steer parents to appropriate sources of such advice.

The Department will consider the feasibility of adopting a  standardised format for information. 
Q3
Is the description of the proposed role of information services in helping parents safeguard their children in childcare settings helpful?
Summary
The majority of respondents agreed that the description of the proposed role of information services in helping parents safeguard their children in childcare settings was helpful.  Respondents felt that the descriptions were clear and comprehensive and should enable parents to make better sense of the information available and make the right childcare choices for their family.

Some respondents thought that there would be confusion about registered and unregistered childcare provision.  They were concerned that the onus was on parents to check the status of childcare providers and they felt that this should be done by a regulatory body. They were also concerned that parents would feel that unregistered provision had been checked or vetted because the information had been provided by the CIS.

Some respondents asked whether staff providing information for parents should be CRB checked.

66% of those who responded in writing said that the description set out in the draft statutory guidance was helpful. 9% said it was not helpful and 25% were not sure.

Response
The Government welcomes the generally positive response to this section of the guidance, but notes the concerns about possible confusion for parents.

The Government believes that the most appropriate person to take the decision on the most suitable care is the parent.  However, it vital that information services provide parents with the information they need to enable them to take their decision. Information services have a key role in ensuring that parents understand the difference between registered and unregistered childcare and the checks that registered providers will have undergone.
We will consider whether there is scope to make this clearer in the statutory guidance.
Currently the circumstances for CRB disclosure that might apply to CIS staff (depending on the actual nature of the duties) would be where individuals’ normal duties involved ‘caring for, training, supervising or being in sole charge of a child’.  For many CIS staff this would not normally be the case. However, there could be circumstances, for example if children are left temporarily in the charge of the CIS member of staff, or if staff are interviewing teenage parents, where CRB checks would be appropriate. Local authorities should decide on whether checks should be undertaken depending on how local CIS services are organised.
 

Amendments are planned to the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974 (Exceptions) Order 1975 in 2008 to expand eligibility for disclosures to those who have access to social services, education or medical data about children. More information will be made available to local authorities in due course.

Q4
Are the proposals for local information services to signpost parents to national information sources realistic?
Summary
Respondents welcomed the proposals to signpost parents to national information sources.  Respondents felt that having a central point for national information would help information services to ensure they were signposting people to reliable and accurate sources of information.
Some respondents questioned how the agencies involved in providing information would do so in an effective and timely way, whether it would collated centrally and how the information would be quality checked.

66% of those who responded in writing felt that the proposals were realistic. 8% felt that the proposals were not realistic. 26% were not sure.

Response
As described in the response to Question 1 above, the Government is considering the development of Parent Know-How and will consider the feasibility of providing central collation and quality checking of national information in this context. 
Q5
Is the description in the regulations and guidance of information which should be provided to parents of disabled children helpful? 

Summary
The majority of respondents agreed that the description in the regulations and guidance of information which should be provided to parents of disabled children was helpful.

Some respondents noted that it was only possible to provide information on services that were actually available. 

Some respondents felt providing the level of information envisaged in the guidance would be challenging. Although the guidance was helpful, there was a need for more comprehensive guidance on strategies for tackling the role including how to draw on people and services with expertise in this area.
62% of those who responded in writing felt that the descriptions in the draft regulations and guidance were helpful. 8% felt that the descriptions were not helpful. 31% were not sure.

Response
The Government believes that providing information to support parents of children with disabilities is vital, but recognises that the information is dependent on the availability of suitable services. Information services have an important role to play in feeding back to local authorities instances in which lack of provision has been identified.
The Government has commissioned Contact A Family to provide information services with customer care information on strategies for supporting parents of children with disabilities. This will include material on accessing specialist sources of available help. The Government, in consultation with information services and specialist organisations, will consider the scope to provide further support to assist local staff in this role, for example in explaining the need to work with LA inclusion teams and child development centres.
Q6
Is the section on working with partner organisations helpful? 

Summary
Most respondents felt that the section on working with partner organisations was helpful.  Respondents felt that this section helped identify those with whom they needed to build closer links.
Some respondents felt that the guidance should ask that information services work with existing voluntary sector services and other local authority  services, including area SENCO teams.
78% of those who responded in writing felt that this section was helpful. 10% felt it was not helpful. 12% were not sure

Response
The Government is grateful for the views expressed and for the suggestions made. We will consider amending the statutory guidance to better reflect the need to work with already established organisations.
Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10

A series of questions asking whether the guidance is clear on the kind of support the brokerage service should be offering and on the proposals for how the service should be targeted and its role as a feedback mechanism for the duty to secure sufficient childcare.
Summary 

On the whole, respondents felt that the brokerage service was a positive development and its requirements were clear. The majority of respondents agreed with the proposals to target the service on parents finding it difficult to identify suitable childcare or who might find it difficult to access the help they need. The majority of respondents agreed that the proposed arrangements for the brokerage service to act as a feedback mechanism to the duty to secure information were clear and realistic.  

Some respondents raised concerns about the time and resources involved (please see response to question 1 above) and sought further guidance on managing demand for the service. There was concern about the suggestion that staff might accompany parents on visits to providers.
Some respondents felt that more guidance was needed on how to identify the target groups envisaged.

The majority of respondents agreed that the proposed arrangements for the brokerage service to act as a feedback mechanism to the duty to secure information were clear and realistic. Some respondents asked for clarification on information services’ role with regard to complaints from parents that the childcare duty is not being met in their area.

52% of those who responded in writing thought that the guidance gave a clear description of the childcare brokerage service. 23% felt it did not. 26% were not sure.
70% of those who responded in writing felt that the suggestion to target the brokerage service on parents having difficulty in finding childcare was helpful.  3% felt the suggestion was not helpful. 26% were not sure.

81% of those who responded in writing found the suggestion to target the brokerage service on parents having difficulty in accessing services was helpful. 5% felt the suggestion was not helpful. 14% were not sure.

59% of those who responded in writing felt that the proposals that information feed back information on gaps in childcare were clear and realistic. 13% felt that the proposals were not clear and realistic. 28% were not sure.

Response
The Government welcomes the overall view that the brokerage service is a positive development, but notes the concerns expressed about its practical application. 

We will review the guidance with a view to addressing the concerns raised and provide greater clarity on the following points:

- the scope of the brokerage service

- the need for the  brokerage service to provide parents with the information they need to make their own decisions;

- the importance of maintaining impartiality, with staff providing brokerage helping parents to identify the questions to ask providers, rather than giving opinions on providers

-  that arranging appointments for staff to accompany parents to providers (selected by parents) is at the information service’s discretion
- the potential role of other agencies and individual staff who already have a relationship with parents who may be better placed to accompany a parent on a visit to a childcare provider
· providing more guidance on how to target the service including a case study approach.
- clarifying the Government’s expectations around the handling of complaints, i.e. in informing parents about the details of the local authority’s complaints procedure, rather than supporting parents in making complaints.
Q11 Q12 Q13


A series of questions asking for views on the feasibility of the proposals to make information more accessible, and to make it available through a wider range of delivery outlets.
Summary
Opinion was evenly split between those respondents who agreed that the recommendations to make services accessible to all parents would work and those who were unsure.

Respondents who were not sure expressed concern about a lack of resources particularly in large local authority areas with a high level of poverty. Respondents noted the need for possible additional recruitment of staff and staff training. They also commented that resources and guidance were  needed on promoting the information service, identifying need and monitoring take-up by key demographic groups.
The majority of respondents agreed that the proposals to make information available through a broader range of delivery outlets was workable.

Some respondents noted the importance of having information available through a wide range of outlets, although again there were concerns about funding and resourcing issues.

The importance of strong communication links, consistency of approach, accuracy of information and meeting the needs of people without access to computers were noted.
45% of those who responded in writing felt that the recommendations to make services available to all parents would work. 10% felt that it would not work. 45% were not sure.

59% of those who responded in writing felt that more information on accessibility could usefully be included in the guidance, 16% said that nothing further was needed and 26% were not sure.

68% of those who responded in writing felt that the proposals for a greater range of information outlets were workable, 3% felt they were not workable and 29% were not sure.

Response
The Government believes that that there are sufficient resources available to local authorities to address access issues (Please see response to Question 1).
The Government will review the content of the statutory guidance with a view to giving more information on how disadvantaged groups can be identified, for example, though identifying particular needs of people who approach the service, through outreach sessions, through children’s centres and extended schools and through contacts with employers and voluntary organisations. We will also consider providing additional (non statutory) guidance later in 2007, on how information services have reached groups with access difficulties.
 The Government is encouraged by the overall positive response to the proposals for broadening the outlets through which information is made available to parents. 
The Government acknowledges the importance of ensuring that the information is accurate and consistently presented. As mentioned above, in developing Parent Know-How, we will take into account issues of accuracy and consistency.  
Q14 Q15
Questions on defining parents for the purposes of the information duty and the focusing of the information service.

Summary


There was widespread support for the definitions of parents and those acting in the parental role. The majority of respondents agreed the intentions to focus information services on parents were clear and workable. Some respondents asked why there was no requirement to provide information directly to young people.
86% of those who responded in writing felt that the definitions were clear, 5% felt they were not and 10% were not sure. 
73% of those who responded in writing felt that the proposals to focus the service on parents were clear and workable, 3% said they were not and 24% were not sure.

Response
The Government is grateful for the views expressed.
The Government acknowledges that the content of the information provided will be relevant to both parents and young people and that some local authorities may wish to run integrated services. This could be a sensible way forward to avoid duplication and make best use of resources, given that the information held will be of benefit to parents and children. Authorities will need to ensure that suitably qualified and experienced staff are available to meet the needs of both client groups.
Q16 Q17


Questions on local delivery arrangements including examples of delivery models and guidance on other aspects of delivery, e.g. quality, consultation and links with other services.
Summary
The majority of respondents were content with the examples of local delivery models given, although some felt that further good practice case studies would be helpful.

Some respondents said that there would need to be a robust information network in place, suggesting that there should be an information hub at the centre of any delivery model used.  
The majority of respondents agreed that the section on other aspects of delivery were helpful.

Some respondents felt that keeping information up to date could be difficult and that service providers should be encouraged to regularly update their own information. There were also some concerns about resourcing training needs for staff, including those in children’s centres and extended schools, and identifying appropriate training and qualifications.

80% of those who responded in writing felt that the delivery model examples were helpful, 10% said they were not helpful and 10% were not sure.
70% of those who responded in writing felt that the section on other aspects of delivery was helpful, 7% felt it was unhelpful and 23% were not sure.

Response
The Government will consider developing further guidance on a range of delivery models that could be implemented in addition to publishing revised standards as referred to in the response to question 12 above. These will emphasise the importance of each local authority implementing robust systems to maintain, update and share information. 
Central resources are not available for comprehensive training of the information workforce. However, the Government will consider how training could be made available to key individuals in information services either through on-line training or by sessions which could be cascaded to colleagues.

It is not appropriate to define a particular training course that information service staff should have undertaken, but we will update the list showing the range of training and qualifications that could be relevant to provision of information to parents.
The Government also intends to continue to offer the support provided through the current CIS regional project and to continue to work with the National Association of Children’s Information Services (NACIS) on development issues. 

Q18
Do you agree that the language used in the regulations and guidance is accessible to all local information services and other organisations working in the delivery of information to parents?
Summary
The majority of respondents agreed that the language used was accessible to all and welcomed the use of good plain English. Where there were concerns they were that the guidance was difficult to navigate or that some of the descriptions were difficult to understand.
70 % of those who responded in writing felt that the language was accessible, 10% thought that it was not and 20% were not sure.
Response
The Government is grateful for the comments made and we will review the drafts and look for opportunities to improve linkages and cross references. 
Q19
What do you think the more wide ranging information services should be called?
Summary
Respondents put forward numerous suggestions for the name. The most popular “Families Information Service” Respondents also suggested “Children and Information Services”. Some respondents felt that a generic name would prevent possible confusion for parents moving between different authorities.
Response
The Government is grateful for the suggestions made and agrees that a generic name would be useful in helping parents to identify the service. However, we acknowledge that some local authorities will wish to use locally developed names to badge their services. 
The Government acknowledges that the most popular name for the new service is “Families Information Service” and therefore proposes to use this as the new generic name. Whilst there may be a risk that the service is perceived as holding information for all family members, the Government believes that this is outweighed by emphasising the importance of families, including fathers, in helping every child to get the best start in life.

Local authorities could use Families Information Service  as the name for their service or as a strap-line following a locally chosen name. We would not be asking CISs to immediately change their name but would ask that over time i.e. when they use up existing materials or re-launch they adopt the new name.

Q20
Are there any other comments on the regulations and/or guidance that you would like to make?
Although there were no common identifiable themes, there were a number of individual comments and the Government will consider the feasibility of including them in the guidance. These include:
- the importance of libraries to the information agenda both as managers of information and as points of contact
- keeping information services to be kept up to date with policies and procedures from local safe-guarding children’s boards
- partner agencies and services need to be made aware of their role in providing information to local services

- the guidance should include reference to continuous quality improvement
- the guidance should contain more information on the work of parent partnership services to support parents of children with disabilities and special education needs 
