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Context

Children’s Centres have steadily grown in number and reach since their original purpose as highly targeted forms of intervention in 1997. Given the continued spending pressures on Somerset County Council the need to secure best value for money in all areas of spending is significant. 

Somerset has established 41 Children’s Centres since 2001 which provide a range of integrated early childhood and family services including family support, health, employment and training. Children’s Centre services are accessed at 151 locations across Somerset including sites such as schools and community venues. This service is undergoing a Programme of Change in order to improve the quality and efficiency of the service.  This Programme of Change is reviewing Children’s Centre Services in Somerset in order to ensure:
· A higher percent of families have “access to relevant services”;
· Improve outcomes for children and their families;
· Better integrated working and reduced duplication;
· Improved value for money;
· Improved range and relevance of universal and targeted services;
· Children’s Centre work is closely aligned to the Early Help Strategy.

Why we consulted
The legislation about Children’s Centres is contained in the Childcare Act 2006 which places a duty on local authorities to:
· improve the well being of young children in there area and reduce inequalities between them; 

· make arrangements to secure that early childhood services in their area are provided in an integrated manner in order to facilitate access and maximise the benefits of those services to young children and their parents; 

· work together with commissioners of local health services and Jobcentre Plus in their arrangements for improving the well-being of young children and securing early childhood services and whether those services should be provided through children’s centres in the area; 

· ensure there are sufficient children’s centres, so far as reasonably practicable, to meet local need; 

· ensure each children’s centre is within the remit of an advisory board, make up and purpose 

· ensure there is consultation before any significant changes are made to children’s centre provision in their area. 

The background to the development of the existing network of Somerset County Council’s 41 Children’s Centres and current arrangements’ are well documented in the Children’s Centre Service Review Report undertaken by Helen Kew (April 2012).   

The most recent management restructure took place in 2011 when the 41 Centres each with a manager were reorganised into 14 Clusters.  Each Cluster has developed its own way of working and delivery model. The budget was reduced at that time from £7.63m to £7m.   
This management arrangement has continued since then although in 2013/14 there was a further reduction in the budget of £1.34m.  Much of this saving was achieved through the cut in Children’s Centre Teachers and an outreach contract with Barnardo’s and Action for Children.  

The Kew Report highlighted that the series of organisational changes within Somerset County Council had an impact upon the development of Children’s Centre Services in Somerset.  It highlighted that performance management was not well established and the capacity limited. An analysis of the Ofsted inspections at the time highlighted that the performance in a number of areas was poor overall in comparison to national performance.

Targets have been in place for increasing the number of 0-4 year olds registered to Somerset Children’s Centres and has resulted in an increase to an average of 65.5% throughout the county.  The Ofsted Inspection Framework (April 2013) states that a Centre “needs to demonstrate that most families with young children in the reach area are known” to achieve a “good” grading.  ‘Most ‘is defined as 80-96%.  

Somerset’s performance management data confirms that the current cluster arrangements for managing the 41 designated Children’s Centre buildings and services are not effective in reaching outstanding judgements using the new grading for self evaluation and within the new Ofsted Children’s Centre Inspection Framework (April 2013).  

Furthermore Children’s Centres in Somerset are not achieving outstanding evidence of impact and improvements in outcomes for children and families in ‘greatest need’ across Somerset. This is evidenced from 2011 - 2013 Somerset Children’s Centre Ofsted inspections which demonstrates that registration, performance and outcomes overall for families across the Children’s Centre services requires improvement.  The Self Evaluation Framework (May 2013) showed too much work was focused on universal services and not enough targeted at areas of greatest need.
Therefore the Change for Children’s Centres programme is working to:

· Ensure outcomes for those in areas of greatest need are improved;

· Improve the performance of Children’s Centres in Somerset; 

· Improve Ofsted inspection results and deliver statutory Core Purpose of Children’s Centres, including addressing the requirements on the local authority of the new Ofsted inspection framework;

· Ensure as much money as possible goes on front line delivery;

· Ensure funding is allocated in a clear and transparent manner.
Approval was given in August 2013 to consult on a range of potential changes to the Children’s Centre structure. Feedback from stakeholders helped shape these proposals. Between April 2013 and August 2013 over 8,000 surveys were sent to users, non-users and key stakeholders including childminders, early year’s providers and health visitors asking them for feedback on the current services being provided.  
The results of these are summarised in Appendix 1.  A full report can be found on the Change for Children’s Centre website: http://change.somerset.gov.uk/childrenscentres/home/
How we consulted
The consultation was published on the County Council’s consultation website (www.somersetconsults.org.uk) on Monday 2nd September 2013 for a period of 8 weeks and closed on the 28th October 2013. 

Prior to the commencement of the consultation staff were informed through staff awareness sessions that ran in various locations across the County, that it would be taking place.  Other stakeholders were also informed via meetings and email communications. 

A variety of methods were used to publicise the survey, including a press release, flyers and leaflets being circulated through Children’s Centres, schools, websites and partners. A substantial number of paper copies of the survey were provided for those respondents who did not have access or were unable to use the online survey. A telephone consultation also took place which targeted users who responded to the survey carried out in April who said they were happy to be contacted and targeted a sample of registered families who were classified as ‘in greatest need’ including those in rural isolation. The survey was also translated into five alternative languages and requests could be made for it to be translated into other languages as necessary, to ensure all those who wished to respond to the consultation were able to do so.

The Consultation Process

Consultation with staff and stakeholders

During April and August over 8,000 surveys were conducted with service users, registered non-users, non-registered non-users, staff, childminders early years providers and partners to seek the views of families and professionals in Somerset on the current Children’s Centre Service.  The results of these surveys will be used to shape the future of Somerset Children’s Centre service; including non-service users who are entitled to access the service as well as seeking professional advice where appropriate (see Appendix 1 for a summary of findings).
There is an ongoing engagement process with Partner Agencies, Children’s Centre Staff, HR, Pensions, Unions about the Change Programme and the potential impact for change for staff and services. The first Staff Awareness Session was held on 21st February 2013 and a robust program of six group sessions with staff led by the Strategic Manager took place over August. They had the chance to ask questions and provide initial feedback ahead of public consultation. Briefings were also held with cabinet members in September.

The Children’s Centre Programme of Change communication webpage (http://change.somerset.gov.uk/childrenscentres/home/) is updated regularly and includes a range of frequently asked questions and answers for staff to access.  More dates are planned for meetings to be held with staff following the consultation period.

The formal HR consultation process with SCC staff and the Unions will take place if a new structure and recommendations are approved.    

The proposed changes

Somerset County Council reviewed the feedback from consultations with stakeholders and used this to shape a provisional set of proposals which are subject to the results of the public consultation. The proposals which can be accessed on the Change for Children’s Centres website (http://change.somerset.gov.uk/childrenscentres/home/useful-information/) propose changes to:

· Increase the number of families in most need accessing Children’s Centre services.

· Increase the flexibility of centre opening hours to make services more accessible to families.

· Join-up early help services, maintaining 151 “community access points”.

· Improve school readiness of children.

· Reduce management overhead costs by managing the services in 5 districts.

· Re-design services so that as much resource as possible goes on frontline service delivery. 

· Increase the flexibility of the Children’s Centres staff structure to meet the needs of the community. 

Activity

During the consultation period Children’s Centre staff, partners and stakeholders encouraged families to participate in the consultation. 

Somerset County Council reviewed the equalities section of the consultation results at fortnightly intervals to ensure that there was enough being done to encourage target groups who had not completed the consultation. Postcodes of respondents were also reviewed by Children’s Centre reach area so that we could target promotion of the consultation in particular areas of the county where we had received few or no responses.

Eleven letters have been received in relation to the consultation. Nine of the eleven letters received were in connection with Children’s Centres services in the Wincanton area and two were received regarding services in Taunton Deane. Common themes between these letters were; raising concerns over perceived closures of Children’s Centre buildings, showing support for services currently offered and that service users were unsure of the proposed plans. 29 similar queries were also raised through Children’s Centre staff.
A petition was received entitled “SAVE OUR CHILDREN’S CENTRE – We, the undersigned, want Somerset County Council to guarantee that the Balsam Centre Children’s Centre, Wincanton remains a public service, with no changes or reductions in the services they provide to ALL families!” this petition was signed by 1017 people. The request made in the petition to guarantee no change or reduction in services is not possible within the proposed restructure. It is, however, proposed that services will continue to be delivered to all families in Somerset, including those living in the Wincanton area. It is also proposed that frontline family support services are retained and increased across Somerset.
The questionnaire was amended one week into the consultation period after concerns were raised about the nature of one of the questions. This question was removed and all responses to this question eliminated.

Response
About you

At the close of the consultation 1,144 responses had been received.

These can be broken down as displayed in this table:

	Respondent
	Total completed
	Completed Online
	Completed on telephone
	Completed on paper

	Parents
	685
	183
	13
	489

	Professional
	311
	311
	
	

	Other
	135
	135
	
	

	Unknown 
	13
	
	
	13

	Total
	1,144
	629
	13
	502


60% were from parents, 27% from professionals, 12% other and 1% unknown. 72% of replies were received from users of Children’s Centre services.

Although 685 respondents identified themselves as parents, 85 professionals and other said they had a child aged 0-4, making the total number of parent/carer 0-4 respondents 770.  The response rate (assuming respondents had 1 child aged 0-4) was 2.6% of the Somerset population of 0-4 year olds.
There were 325 respondents who live in rural isolation (fewer than 50 0-4 year olds per square mile). The rural response rate was 28.4%. 14.5% of respondents live in the most deprived Lower Super Output Areas.
87% (991) respondents were female, 10% (111) male and 3% (43) preferred not to say. 
The largest age group to respond to the consultation were aged 25-34 (39.9%), only 10 (0.9%) people aged under 19 responded to the consultation.

76 consultations were completed in an alternative language. 100 respondents told us they speak English as an additional language.
What you said

The following results are based on 1,144 online responses; including 279 paper questionnaires that have been input online, and 223 paper copies that could not be submitted online as some questions were unanswered or incomplete.  These responses were subsequently added manually.
All question responses, qualitative and quantitative will be taken into consideration in the future shape of Children’s Centres. The following analysis of replies to the consultation is based on percentage of total number of respondents aggregated from parents/carers of children aged 0-4 years, professionals and other unless stated otherwise.  It should also be noted that the number of respondents per question varies as not all respondents have completed every question.

This analysis summarises the results into the following categories:

· Children and families 

· Funding

· Buildings

· Staffing

Children and Families

These questions focused on the need to increase the number of families in ‘most in need’ accessing Children’s Centre Services by:

· Focusing services on areas were there is high level of need.
· Making services more accessible to families by opening hours that meet the needs of families.  

· By maintaining the use of a range of “community access points” where services are provided in a more joined up way. 

· Improving school readiness of children.

The results of the consultation show that 55% of respondents strongly agree or agree with the statement “It is important to offer more services to vulnerable children than all children”.  40% disagreed or strongly disagreed and 5% didn’t know.
When asked about the availability of Children’s Centre services 94% said that services should be open weekdays, 46% said Saturdays and 24% evenings. This question also had a comments box, grouped under the common themes respondents who left a comment said:
· 23 respondents said opening times should be earlier and closing later for those who work.
· 22 respondents said evening and weekend services would encourage more dads/partners to attend.
· 15 respondents commented that services should be available 24/7 i.e. telephone service after 8pm.
· 14 respondents felt weekday open hours should be the priority.

· 12 respondents said services should be available during school holidays.

· 8 respondents felt that current weekend sessions are successful.

· 7 respondents said opening hours should be flexible depending on the needs of the families in the area.

Respondents were asked to rate where they think services should be offered in order of preference the results are as follows:

1. Children’s Centres

2. Nurseries/pre-schools

3. Schools

4. Community Centres

5. Village Halls

6. Libraries

7. Other

8. Online

80 other suggestions were made, the most common suggestions were:

1. Doctor Surgery / Health Centres (18)

1. Faith group centres / churches (18)

3. Wherever parents choose i.e. home, park, clinic (13)

4. Outdoor spaces (6)

4. Mobile facility (6)

6. Leisure Centres (5)
7. Anywhere with parking facilities (4)

8. Youth Centres (3)

Funding

Questions in the consultation focused on the need to restructure services so that as much resource as possible goes on frontline delivery by:
· Reducing management overhead costs by managing the services in 5 districts.

· Re-designing services so that as much resource as possible goes on frontline service delivery. 

The consultation asked if respondents thought that some families should be asked to pay for some Children’s Centre services. The results showed that 48% respondents felt that “yes – if they are able to, some people should be asked to pay for some services.” 33% said “no – I think all services should be free to everyone”. 17% felt that “all families should be asked to pay for some services” and only 2% said “some services should be stopped”.

The majority (65%) respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “it is important to give money to areas that have more children aged 0-4.”

Buildings

These questions focused on the proposed need to:

· Maintain the use of a range of “community access points” where services are provided in a more joined up way. 

· Reduce management overhead costs by managing the services in 5 districts.

· Re-design services so that as much resource as possible goes on frontline service delivery. 

· Increase the flexibility of the Children’s Centres staff structure to meet the needs of the community. 

If less money were available for Children Centre Services 37% of respondents felt that existing centre buildings should be kept open with fewer services available in the local area. 46% of respondents felt that they would prefer fewer Children’s Centre Buildings to be kept open, but with the same services available in the local area, 17% suggested other options.
307 (17%) respondents commented to suggest alternative options under ‘other’, the most common suggestions were:
· Keep the service as it is (56)
· Offer services at other local accessible venues (44)
· Share facilities with other services or hire out the building (32)
· Offer outreach in the home (17)
· Charge for some services (15)
· Fundraise to keep current centres open (15)
· Centres in rural areas should remain open (14)
· The budget should not be cut (14)
· It is wasteful to close centres after the investment made in them (10)
· Some centres should close (9)
· Raise awareness of the services children’s centres provide (8)
· Improve Children’s Centres (6)
When asked to rank (1-8) which type of service would be a good use of existing Children’s Centre buildings in the local area, responses showed:

1. Nurseries/pre-schools

2. For local schools to use (i.e. after school clubs)

3. Community meeting places for people of all ages

4. To access health services

5. None of these - Children’s Centre buildings should only be used to access Children’s Centre services

6. Library services

7. For registering births

8. Other

58 other suggestions were made, the most common suggestions were:

1. Hire out centres for private functions/community use (16)

2. Family, children and young people's centres (13)

2. Adult learning (13)

4. Multi-agency use (10)

5. Health and wellbeing centres (3)

6. Job/advice centre (2)

7. Contact centres for court ordered contact (1)
The majority (70%) strongly agree or agree with the following statement about Children’s Centre buildings; “it is important for Children’s Centres to be based in towns and villages that have more vulnerable children”.

Staffing

This question in the consultation focused on the proposed need to increase the flexibility of the Children’s Centres staff structure to meet the needs of the community. 

When asked if respondents thought that more groups/activities offered by Children’s Centres could be run by volunteers and/or community groups in their local area the majority (59%) said yes, 24% said no and 17% didn’t know.

What next?
The consultation results will shape the final proposals for change. A Key Member decision will be made about the proposals in November 2013.  

Appendix 1 – Summary findings of surveys conducted April 2013 – August 2013
The consultations conducted with stakeholders helped shape the proposals laid out for public consultation.

Staff Survey – 

A staff survey took place in April 2013. The results of the survey highlighted some issues, to address these it was the following points were recommended:

· Ensure implementation of the performance management framework including supervision and annual appraisal and ensure these are taking place.
· Improve communication from a strategic level through service and cluster managers.
· Clearly demonstrate where poor performing centres are required to improve.
· Ensure that the Somerset County Council consultation process is transparent and views of staff will be taken into consideration.
· Improve cluster working arrangements to increase a sense of “team” across the cluster.
· Celebrate success of staff i.e. put in place the suggestion of a celebration board in all centres/clusters.
· Inform staff of training opportunities and enable them to feel consulted on training they should attend.
· Implement a system where training is shared between staff and implemented in centres. Impact of training should be measured after each training event.
· Improve staff induction.
A staff continuous improvement team has been set up to drive improvement forward from the results of the staff and user survey which were conducted in April 2013.
User Survey - In April 2013, 3,500 surveys were sent out to registered users of Somerset’s Children’s Centres.  There were 617 responses.  The main points of the responses were:

· Usage of the Children’s Centres – Activities/Groups and social aspect is the highest reason users become members.
· Awareness of Children’s Centres – 39% through health referral and 21% personal recommendation.
· Attendance - 43% attend approximately once a week.
· Services used in the past 12 months – Activities 76% & health visitor 66%.
Additional Comments for the user survey included:

· 71 (12%) comments were made about users wanting more activities or specific types of group.

· 57 (9%) respondents commented that they are happy with the service and would like to keep it as it is.

· 53 (9%) would like extended opening hours (i.e. open over school holidays and the weekend).
· 34 (4%) comments were made on improving the facilities of centres or increasing the size of buildings.
Non-User Registered User Survey - In May 2013, 1,218 surveys were sent out to registered parents/carers who no longer use the Children’s Centre Service.  There were 128 responses:

· 29% of responses thought they were not registered with their local Children’s Centre despite being recorded on eStart.
· 72 parents/carers who responded said the reason they registered was because they accessed activities for their children or health visitor services.
· The main reasons for not using the Children’s Centres are due to the opening hours and not knowing about the service provided.

· Participants felt that the opening hours are not flexible enough for them and therefore are unable to attend during their working hours.

Results of the survey indicated that greater advertising of the Children’s Centre service is needed.

Childcare Provider Survey – In May 2013, Childcare Providers were invited to give feedback following Provider evenings held in each District area.

· Of the responses received 16 felt that general support from Children’s Centres has had a positive impact on their work with families and children.
· Participants would like to see improvements in communication between the Children’s Centre and the Providers including meetings, newsletters and flyers.

· 21 responses indicated that better relationships, sharing of information and sharing good practice would encourage them to work more closely with Children’s Centres.

· Providers also raised a concern around the reach of Children’s Centres and confusion as to which Centre they aligned to.

Childminder Survey – In August 2013 Childminders were invited to give feedback on the Children’s Centre service.  

Non-user unregistered - A survey targeted at 4,000 non-users who are not registered at a Children’s Centre was released early August, 254 of the 4000 responded.  The results showed that the majority of these families were unaware of the services provided by Children’s Centres. 
· 26% of the responses had never heard of a Children’s Centre.
· 48% of these responses have registered at a Children’s Centre.
· The other 52% but they only registered to attend a baby clinic, to see a Health Visitor or for social interaction.

· Some of the comments indicated that families were unaware of the services Children’s Centres provided or didn’t know about the Centres. 

· 176 comments were made about the need for advertising Children’s Centre services.

· 13% of the responses have heard of Children’s Centre but don’t know how to access local Children’s Centre services.

· 15% of responses assumed that only families with problems could attend Children’s Centres.

· 75% of non-users were unaware of volunteering opportunities.

· 19% of responses would be interested in getting involved in volunteering.
Appendix 2 – Public consultation results: summary graphs

The following graphs demonstrate the responses from the public consultation held between 2nd September – 28th October 2013. It shows the responses of the 827 users and 317 non-users of children’s centres and the overall (1,144) percentage results. 
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Appendix 3 – Equal opportunities monitoring report

The equal opportunities monitoring questions of the consultation showed the following results:

	Gender


	Number
	Percentage

	Female
	991
	87%

	Male
	111
	10%

	Transgender
	0
	-

	Prefer not to say
	43
	3%


	Age (years)

	Number
	Percentage

	13 and under
	3
	0.3%

	14-19
	7
	0.6%

	20-24
	69
	6%

	25-34
	457
	39.9%

	35-44
	323
	28.2%

	45-54
	145
	12.7%

	55-64
	70
	6.1%

	65-74
	23
	2%

	75 and over
	5
	0.4%

	Prefer not to say
	42
	3.7%


	Lone parents

	Number
	Percentage

	Yes
	178
	16%

	No
	943
	82%

	Unknown
	23
	2%


	Ethnic Background

	Number
	Percentage

	Asian - Chinese
	1
	0.09%

	Asian - Other
	2
	0.17%

	Black - African
	2
	0.17%

	Black – Caribbean 
	1
	0.09%

	Gypsy/Roma/Traveller
	4
	0.34%

	Mixed race
	6
	0.52%

	White – British/Irish
	959
	83.82%

	White – Other
	114
	9.9%

	Prefer not to say
	55
	4.8%


	Main Language

	Number
	Percentage

	Chinese
	1
	0.09%

	Danish
	1
	0.09%

	English
	952
	83.2%

	Estonian
	1
	0.09%

	Finnish
	1
	0.09%

	French
	1
	0.09%

	German
	2
	0.17%

	Japanese
	2
	0.17%

	Lithuanian
	1
	0.09%

	Polish
	81
	7.08%

	Portuguese
	3
	0.26%

	Russian
	1
	0.09%

	Serbian
	1
	0.09%

	Spanish
	2
	0.17%

	Turkish
	1
	0.09%

	Welsh
	1
	0.09%

	Prefer not to say
	173
	15.12%


	Respondents who consider themselves to have a disability

	Number
	Percentage

	Yes
	98
	8.5%

	No
	976
	85.31%

	Prefer not to say
	70
	6.1%


	Sexuality

	Number
	Percentage

	Bi-sexual
	12
	1%

	Heterosexual
	922
	80.5%

	Homosexual
	7
	0.6%

	Prefer not to say
	203
	17.8%


	Faith

	Number
	Percentage

	Yes
	433
	38%

	No
	480
	42%

	Prefer not to say
	231
	20%


	Faith (where specified)

	Number
	Percentage

	Buddhism
	1
	0.09%

	Christianity 
	306
	26.75%

	Islam
	1
	0.09%

	Paganism
	4
	0.35%

	Multi-faith 
	4
	0.35%

	Rastafari
	1
	0.09%

	Spiritualism 
	5
	0.44%
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