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1  INTRODUCTION 

The first year annual evaluation report, delivered in September 2001, 

related to “The Setting up Stage” of Sure Start Stanley and discussed early 

strengths and challenges. This second year report summarises our work with 

the programme over the last year, in areas which the programme chose 

through the Questions Workshops (see Appendix 1). The areas chosen for 

evaluation were: 

• Parents’ views of Sure Start services 

• Quality of play 

• Team working 

• Children’s assessment on starting school 

• The costs of Sure Start activities 

• Working with mainstream agencies and organisations 
 

Key findings are given in the “Summary” section whilst detailed findings are 

presented in relevant chapters. Readers are likely to be interested in 

different topics and each chapter can be read separately. 

The evaluation team has already presented some findings to Sure Start 

Stanley on quality of play, parent views and team working. We summarise 

these, again, in this report. Each chapter will examine:  

• The questions the programmes asked  

• What we did 

• What we found out 

• What the findings mean 

• How the programme has worked with the findings, where appropriate.  
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2 SUMMARY 

 

2.1 KEY FINDINGS 

 

 

Parent views of Sure Start  

Parent Survey 
• 450 surveys were sent out to parents registered at Sure Start Stanley, 

of which 112 completed the survey.  This gives a return rate of 25%.   

• A large majority of respondents (74%) felt that services for pre-school 
(0-4 years) children and families have improved in Stanley.  Many people 
put this down to the Sure Start programme. 

• In general, most people were very happy with the services provided by 
Sure Start Stanley.  

• However, only 30% of people thought that the play and learning services 
for children under 4 in the area were good. 

• 6 parents were dissatisfied with the computer courses, free safety 
packs, home safety equipment loan scheme, information service and 
Storytime. 

• 11 people who were unable to use Sure Start said that this was because 
of childcare difficulties.  In written comments, parents also mentioned 
that work commitments prevented them from using Sure Start. 

• Many parents (65%) wanted to see other services for pre-school children 
in Stanley.  For example, there were a number of comments suggesting 
the need for outdoor play areas/parks in Stanley. 
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Telephone Interviews 
• We spoke to 7 parents (all mothers) by telephone to gain more in-depth 

information. 

• To a large extent, all of the parents we spoke to were positive about Sure 
Start Stanley and thought that staff were approachable. 

 

 

Quality of play 

At the time of our evaluation, Sure Start Stanley was running both regular 

play sessions such as Storytime and Creepy Crawlers, and holiday sessions 

such as the Teddy Bears picnic.  In all we evaluated 2 holiday activities, 1 

parent & toddler group session and 4 regular play sessions.  We spoke to 

parents and staff for their views of the sessions, and made detailed 

observations of key areas such as general structure, and interactions 

between adults and child.  

Parent Views of the Groups 
• Comments were collected from 12 parents (1 grandfather). 
• The majority of comments were very positive. 
• Most of the parents found it easy to join in with the activities and felt 

welcomed by the friendly staff.  One parent said “you don’t feel like a 
stranger”. 

Children’s Views 
• By using a range of approaches, we were able to find out what both a four 

year old, Sarah, (not her real name) and a 2 year old, Jack (not his real 
name) thought of their Sure Start playgroups. 
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Sarah 

• Sarah seems to be happy and confident at the sessions.  This could be 
due to a number of factors such as: 

o She enjoys all of the activities, in particularly she likes listening 
to stories 

o She knows most of the children who attend 
o She is familiar with both staff and other parents who attend 

the sessions 
• Sarah also liked to play pretend games with the other children, such 

as dressing up and being in the home corner; as well as colouring in and 
sticking.  She liked active games such as chasing.  Examples of what 
Sarah said about activities are: 

o “Sarah likes dressing up” 
o “Sarah and Abby likes the home corner” 
o “We like playing in the garden” 

Jack 

• In the group, Jack seems to be very happy and relaxed.  A lot of the 
time he played on his own. 

• He has started to play with the other boys in the group.   
• He prefers to play independently with a range of toys such as the 

Duplo blocks and toy cars. 
• The only thing he dislikes is when it is time to go home. 

Observation of play sessions 
• Sure Start Stanley has been delivering many much needed play 

opportunities throughout its catchment area, both at their Sure Start 
Centre as well as in a number of community venues. 

• Some sessions met the Sure Start criteria for high quality play settings 
more effectively than others. 

• The lack of space in the Sure Start Centre has created some frustration 
for staff and parents and has impinged on the quality of service delivery 
to some extent.   
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Cross Programme Themes  
Two areas emerged across all four round two programmes as needing further 

development in play groups: approaches to involving parents and managing 

difficult behaviour. 

Parental Involvement 

Some parents were much more actively involved with their children in the 

Sure Start play sessions than others. Staff felt there to be a number of 

possible reasons for this, including lack of knowledge, confidence or 

experience. 

Managing Challenging Behaviour 

Staff voiced some concerns relating to the management of challenging 

/difficult behaviour in the Stanley play sessions. Whilst parents have 

responsibility for their children in the groups, sometimes incidents occurred 

where staff felt that intervention was needed where parents did not. This 

sometimes created difficult situations for staff. 

 

 
TEAM WORKING  

All Sure Start team members filled in The Professional Sure Start 

Questionnaire in May, 2002. The questionnaire looks at different areas of 

team working such as how teams work together, support for new ideas, job 

satisfaction and levels of stress. Findings from the questionnaire were as 

follows. 
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• Overall the Sure Start team had positive views about their immediate 
line manager. 

• In general the team members were positive about 

o Participation in the team 
o Support for new ideas 
o Working within the team 

• Stanley staff thought that their team was 

o Innovative 
o Clear in its objectives 
o Reflective 

• Overall the team members indicated that they had a good understanding 
of their own role, and that they did not experience very much conflict 
within their role. 

• Staff were most satisfied with 
o Working hours 
o Relationships with fellow workers 
o Opportunities to use their own initiative.   

• They were least satisfied with 
o Job security 
o Opportunity for advancement 
o Physical conditions of their work. 

• Those people who were happier with their managers also reported higher 
job satisfaction. 

 

 
COSTS 

Background 

• In this report, we have summarised our findings. We have provided a 
separate, more technical report for those who need more in-depth 
information about costs. 
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• All Sure Start programmes have to measure cost effectiveness as part 
of their contract with the Sure Start Unit. 

• At this early stage, we are only able to measure costs not cost 
effectiveness because it is too early to find out how effective Sure 
Start Stanley’s services have been. 

• Knowing the cost of each service can help Sure Start Stanley make more 
informed decisions about how best to spend its money in future. 

• We have measures unit costs for most of Sure Start Stanley’s services. 

What are unit costs? 

• We have measured unit costs using the approach recommended by Pam 
Meadows for The National Evaluation of Sure Start. A full account of 
what we did is given in the separate report “Costing Sure Start Stanley”. 

• A unit cost is the cost of running any face-to-face service, such as a 
Story time session or a home visit by a family support worker. The unit 
cost is how much it costs per user per service session, for example how 
much it costs for one child to attend one Story time session.  

• Unit costs include not only staff time in delivering the service but also 
other costs such as materials, travel, training, and programme 
administration and management.  Inputs e.g. their labour or premises 
which other agencies or volunteers contribute to in the running of any 
service are also costed. 

• Costs may seem high for the year 2001-2002 for several reasons, 
including low attendance levels when services were first set up. 

• Costs in this report are only draft, until the programme is satisfied that 
the figures we have used to measure costs are accurate. 

Examples of unit costs 

• A full list of unit costs is to be found later in this report, in the chapter 
on costs. Two examples are given here. 

• Example 1: The cost of one child attending a Sure Start Stanley Story 
time session in 2001-2002 was £39. This figure includes staff time 
(family support team) and all of the other costs mentioned above. It also 
includes a proportion of the central programme costs and takes into 
account the average number of families who attended Story time which 
was 8 in November 2001. 
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• Example 2: The cost of one session for one parent at the Handling 
Children’s Behaviour course, again including all staff and other costs was 
£27 where the average attendance at the group was 9. 

• These costs say nothing about quality or what the short or long term 
benefits of services might be. 

 

 
FLYING START 

‘Flying Start’ is the County Durham baseline assessment for measuring 

children’s abilities when they first start school, normally aged four. This 

makes it an ideal tool for finding out if Sure Start is making a difference to 

children’s educational development when they start school. 

The assessment measures children’s abilities in the following areas: language 

and literacy, mathematics; personal and social development; physical 

development, creative development and knowledge, and understanding of the 

world. 

The Performance Review Team of the County’s Education Department 

analyses children’s results from the assessment in a number of ways, both 

for individual children and at school level. For example, reception children’s 

abilities can be compared year on year in the same school or across schools. 

Using the results of the 2002 Flying Start assessment, we wanted to know:  

• Are children who have used Sure Start better able to learn when they 
start school? 

• How do these children compare with children who have not had the 
opportunities offered by Sure Start? 

We found that, at a County level, schools in Sure Start areas did slightly 

better than expected for the year 2002, although the difference in scores 
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was small and not statistically significant. We found that children using Sure 

Start did slightly better in the Flying Start assessment than those who had 

not used it, although again the difference was small. 

At this stage, only small differences are to be expected between children 

who use Sure Start and those who do not, for several reasons: 

• A relatively small number of Sure Start children started school in 
September, 2002  

• Children who did start school would only have been using services for 12 
months or less. We would expect that Sure Start will have most impact 
on children who have benefited from its services from before birth. 
Longer use should result in higher Flying Start scores, in the future.  

 
 

WORKING WITH MAINSTREAMING AGENCIES 

• The views of 19 professionals were collected concerning their thoughts 
about working with Sure Start. 

• Overall there were positive views about Sure Start as an initiative, the 
benefits to parents, and some aspects of joint working such as sharing 
good practice, good interpersonal relationships and communication. 

• On the other hand, some professionals felt there were certain areas 
which could be better and there were concerns about limited consultation 
at various stages of the setting up process, duplication of services, and 
information sharing. 

• More recently professionals have felt that communication and 
consultation have improved significantly, particularly with setting up of 
the Joint Development Group. 

• In terms of the future, professionals felt that work still needs to be 
done in areas such as how to sustain Sure Start and accessing decision-
makers. 
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2.2 KEY RECOMMENDATIONS  

Parent Views 

General 

1. A higher return rate for the survey is needed in the future; NESS 
recommends that programmes aim for over a 70% return rate, although 
they suggest that a 60-70% return rate is usable. 

Survey and telephone interviews 

2. The programme needs to consider how it might overcome identified 
barriers to service use. For example, it could consider how best to 
support families where the parent/parents are working. 

3. Whilst the majority of parents expressed satisfaction with the range of 
existing services, over 65% of parents suggested that the introduction 
of other services could be explored such as more outdoor play areas in 
Stanley. 

Quality of Play 
4. All sessions need to be structured to ensure that high quality learning 

opportunities occur in the areas of social, emotional, language and 
physical development.  

5. The programme should consider providing supportive feedback to staff 
on their general role in the play sessions, based on regular observations.    

6. The programme could consider introducing more frequent activities at 
larger community venues.  

7. The programme could consider gaining children’s views as a regular part 
of its monitoring processes. 

8. It could also consider making play sessions even better, by asking parents 
about their children’s likes and dislikes. 

9. Programmes need to find ways of working effectively alongside parents in 
the play sessions. 
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10. A consistent approach to dealing with challenging/difficult behaviour 
needs to be developed further.  

Team working 
11. The programme may need to explore whether improvements to staff 

working conditions can be made in the short term. 

12. The length of staff contracts should be reviewed regularly. 

Costs 
13. Sure Start Stanley needs to review information on unit costs and decide 

if it is an accurate reflection of provision.  Systems for recording who 
uses which service should be checked for reliability. 

14. To ensure that the budget is spent as productively as possible: 
o Staff ratios to service users should be kept under review 
o The most appropriate professional to deliver each service 

should be kept under review 
 

Flying Start 
15. The Flying Start assessment has the potential to show the difference 

Sure Start is making to children in the Sure Start Stanley area. To make 
full use of it, we would strongly recommend that all local schools are 
encouraged to take part each year. 

16. Detailed records of families’ use of services need to be kept up so that 
we see how children’s use Sure Start services effect their results on the 
Flying Start assessments. 

Mainstreaming 
17. The Sure Start Stanley programme has started to build strong 

relationships with mainstream agencies, particularly with the setting up 
of the Joint Development Group.  This type of work need to be continued 
to ensure effective communication between Sure Start and all 
mainstream agencies. 
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3. PARENT’S VIEW OF SURE START 

Background 
It is important that the work of Sure Start is based on what is needed by 

local people in the local area.  The views of parents are essential and one of 

the key aims for each programme, set down by the Government, is that by 

2004, 75% of parents will think that services for families in the Sure Start 

have improved.   

Questions 
Sure Start Stanley asked the following questions: 

• Are we making an impact? 
• Which part of Sure Start is making a difference? 
• How can we find other ways of getting parents’ opinions? I.e. those 

not involved in Sure Start, ‘hard to reach’ families? 
• What did parents think of the crèche worker course? 

3.1 What we did 
We helped the programme to draw up a survey which was sent to all of the 

families on the Sure Start register.  A total of 450 surveys were sent out to 

parents in the Sure Start Stanley area.  The survey dealt with the following 

issues: 

• Knowledge of services 
• Level of satisfaction with services 
• Accessibility of services 
• Barriers to using services 
• Degree of service improvement 
• Parental suggestions for more services 

A copy of the survey can be found in Appendix 2. 
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Telephone interviews 

On the parent survey, a number of parents said that they would be willing to 

talk to an independent person about Sure Start.  We spoke to 7 of these 

parents to get more in-depth information on their views of Sure Start 

services.  We asked parents: 

• Which Sure Start services they have used 
• What they thought about them (likes and anything that could be 

better) 
• If they had any suggestions for change and/or future services. 
 

A detailed feedback report on the ‘Parent survey’ was given to the 

programme in November 2002.  In this chapter we summarise that report 

and give detailed findings from the phone interviews. 

Limitations of findings  

When exploring what the findings from the survey and telephone interviews 

mean, the following points need to be kept in mind: 

• Only 112 people returned the written survey (25%). These people may or 
not be representative of all of the people who were sent the 
questionnaire.  If others had replied, they may have had different views. 

• Offering an incentive (draw for £20 ASDA vouchers) may have affected 
who replied. 

• The written survey may have put some people off replying.  

• Only mothers were interviewed on the phone, mostly because few fathers 
filled in the survey. Fathers may have talked about different issues and 
need to be consulted more directly in future. 
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3.2 What we found: Parent survey & telephone 

interviews 

Knowledge of service 
• Since the survey was sent out to parents who were already registered 

with the programme, everyone who responded to the survey had heard of 
Sure Start Stanley.   

• Over a third of people wanted to know more about the programme. 
Number of children 
• Most of the parents who replied had only one child under the age of 4,  

but 1 family had 4 children younger than 4. 
Satisfaction with Particular Services 
Below we show how many parents were satisfied, very satisfied, dissatisfied 

or very dissatisfied with a number of Sure Start Stanley services. Overall, 

almost all of people replying were either satisfied or very satisfied with 

services they had used. 
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• As can be seen from the graphs most parents were in general very happy 
with the services provided by Sure Start Stanley. 

• A very small number of parents indicated that they were dissatisfied 
with some of the services.  6 parents (5%) said that they were unhappy 
with the computer courses, free safety packs, home safety equipment 
loan scheme, information service and Storytime. 

• More detailed views were given by parents during the telephone 
interviews – generally the views of these 7 parents were encouraging.  
Some examples of their comments on particular services are given below. 

• Baby Massage: 
o Relaxing – for him, helped him sleep; helped me to relax. 
o It was a chance to meet other parents with children that age. 
o It helped me bond with the baby. 

 
• Bumps to Babies: 

o My little one really liked it, there’s a really good atmosphere, really 
relaxed.  The staff run it well, they got everyone involved. 

 

• Creepy Crawlers: 
o Lots of things for the little one to do, keep them occupied. 
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• Free Safety Packs/Home Equipment Loan Scheme: 
o I couldn’t afford things on my budget – [things like] a safety gate 

is really expensive. 
o I wouldn’t have thought of buying a carbon monoxide detector. 
o The additional smoke alarm means that I now have one upstairs and 

another downstairs. 
o The bath mat was really helpful, and the corner protection and 

door jam.  The information with it was well written, and there were 
some free samples.  These were things I would have had to buy 
anyway. 

 

• Information Service: 
o [It] keeps you up to date, what activities they’re doing, what to do 

to keep them occupied.  The parents handbook is really helpful – 
it’s got information, phone numbers … 

 

• Welfare Rights Officer: 
o I’m very happy with [Welfare Rights Officer].  I was turned down 

for grants, [she] helped me write a letter to the benefits people – 
and I eventually got some money. 

 

• Toy Library: 
o I like the toy library because I get toys out before I buy them.  

It’s something [my son] enjoys. 
 

• Storytime: 
o They have the kids settled down nice, it’s a calm session, really 

professional, and they keep the kids interested – which I can’t do! 
 

• Individual family support: 
o [The staff] tried their best to help me … they went out of their 

way.  Even though it didn’t get very far, it wasn’t their fault. 
 
• Holiday activities: 

o It’s great, there’s plenty to do. 
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o When I completed the survey I was happy with the holiday 
activities, but we haven’t had any this year [2003] – no activities at 
all. 

 
• Courses: 

o I was happy with the [crèche training] course [because] the 
content was good [and] they put on a crèche for the children. 

o The teacher assistant course is excellent. 

• One parent was not happy with the computer course she went on at Sure 
Start.  She said that although it was a 15-week course, they had 
completed all the work by 6 weeks, after this time she learnt nothing 
new. 

• It was also commented that courses are not advertised well, so people do 
not know about them. 

 

Why do parents not use Sure Start services? 
• Parents were asked for reasons why they are not able to use Sure Start 

Stanley services.  Most parents said that work or study commitments 
prevented them from using Sure Start services (19 parents).   

• The table below shows the number of parents and their reasons for not 
using Sure Start services. 
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Reason for not using 

Sure Start services 

No. of 

parents 

Examples of comments 

Work/study commitments 19 “There are activities I can get to but they 

always seem to be on the days I work …” 

Childcare difficulties 11 “Sometimes the activities are just for 

babies, and not toddlers, so I got to find 

someone to look after the toddler” 

Transport difficulties 7 “It’s hard to get to the [Sure Start] 

centre.  I need to use an Easy Access bus 

and sometimes I am waiting ages.  I am on 

my own and sometimes people help me on 

the bus, but sometimes they don’t …” 

Don’t feel comfortable 

using service 

6 “The parents at Sure Start already know 

each other – they’re in little groups.  But 

the staff are lovely and make you feel 

welcome” 

Too far from 

activity/centre 

2 “I live 1 ½ miles away, but it still takes me 

40 minutes to walk to the centre, or I am 

waiting around for a bus.” 

 

• As a priority, there appears to be a need for Sure Start Stanley to 
provide out-of-hour services. 

• It was suggested that there are still parents who do not know about Sure 
Start, what it is for and where the centre is: 

o I know where it is, but they [my friends] don’t really know.  I think 
there should be some signs up. 
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Improvements in family services in Stanley 
• 83/112 (74%) of parents said services for pre-school (0-4 years) 

children and families have improved in Stanley. 

• This is a very important aim for Sure Start – which states that by 
2004, 75% of all parents in the Sure Start area will think that 
services for families in the Sure Start have improved.  This initial 
survey shows that Sure Start Stanley is well on the way to achieving 
this aim. 

• Many of the comments relating to this issue were very positive and a 
lot of parents thought that the improvements were down to the work 
done by Sure Start: 

o Since Sure Start has been established I feel services have 
improved.  I think it’s a good idea and I like the emphasis of 
helping 0-4 year olds reaching their potential before starting 
school. 

o Before Sure Start there was no-one to contact to find out 
about basic childcare things.  Now all information is at hand in 
one building – very good. 

o Since the introduction of Sure Start I feel services provided 
to families are excellent 

o I’d recommend Sure Start to anyone. 
 

Satisfaction with play and learning services for pre-school 
children 

• Although the majority of parents thought that services for pre-school 
children and families have improved, only 34 parents (30%) thought 
that play and learning services for children under 4 was good in 
Stanley. 

 

Other services they would like to see in Stanley 
• The majority of parents (73) saw a need for other services for pre-

school children in Stanley. 

• There were many comments about this issue – 64 of these comments 
were about the need for outdoor play areas or parks in Stanley: 
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o A good park i.e. fences around, no dogs allowed, picnic area, 
activities for ALL age groups, sheltered area, toilets. 

o The nearest park is in Chester-le-Street – we go there, but 
again it’s on the bus.  So it’s really for a treat when we go there.  
I really believe that kids should be out in the fresh air [and] 
open space. 

• Parents also commented on the need for a swimming pool in the area.  
The completion of the pool in the Louisa Centre should solve this 
problem for parents. 

• One parent talked about the shortage in playgroups in the area – 
particularly playgroups in which children could be left in staff’s care. 

 

Staff approachability 
• The 7 parents we spoke to all felt that they could call in at the Sure 

Start centre if they needed to.  They found staff approachable and 
helpful.  One parent added: 

o I feel I could suggest things they could change about their 
activities 

• However there was a view that staff now does not have time to greet 
people who visit the centre.  One parent was particularly concerned 
that new parents might drop in at the centre and there would be no 
staff available to make them feel welcome. 

Other comments about Sure Start Stanley 

Positive views about the programme 

• The vast majority of the comments about Sure Start Stanley in general 
were very positive.  Parents seem to appreciate the services and the 
support from staff at the Stanley programme.  For example: 

o I wish Sure Start was available when I had my first child.  I found 
the courses interesting and the staff were lovely, helpful and very 
down-to-earth.  Ten out of ten. 

o Sure Start has been a great help to me and my family.  We have 
had days out together with other families with children of our own 
ages.  We have also had help with equipment for our playgroup.  It 
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has been one of the best new ideas in Stanley for a very long time 
– keep up the good work. 

o It’s a brilliant set-up…I’m dead chuffed about it. 

o There’s a lot more on offer now…Sure Start is a good help. 

o I’m pleased that it’s started in the last 2 years.  [My son] is just 
over 1 – so he is getting all the benefits. 

 

Size of the Sure Start Centre 

• Some parents commented on the small size of the current Sure Start 
building – however, once the new centre is built on Clifford Road this 
problem should be resolved.  Comments included: 

o The centre is too small – particularly for my little boy who wants to 
run around.  When all the buggies are in – it’s crowded. 

o They changed the Bumps to Babies – so there are two sessions now, 
but it’s still too full.  You can’t get into the building with all the 
pushchairs there. 

 

Universal access 

• A few parents felt that Sure Start should be available to all parents, not 
just those with children under 4 and not just those living in the Sure 
Start area: 

o I would like to see Sure Start in every area not just Stanley 
because they provide help, support, advice and activities for 
families with young children and would be beneficial to everyone.  
Thank you Sure Start. 

o I think my older son would benefit from Sure Start, he likes mixing 
with other kids.  Something like reading classes [would] help him.  I 
think it [Sure Start] should be extended.  That’s my only 
disappointment with it. 

• These comments show that parents that have used Sure Start value it, 
and see the benefits not only to themselves but also to others. 
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3.3 What the findings mean? 

Findings from the written survey and telephone interviews represent views 

of approximately 14% of families (112 out of 800 families) living in the Sure 

Start Stanley area. 

• The programme is almost on target for achieving the Government’s goal 
of 75% of all families in the Sure Start area reporting improvements in 
services by 2004. 

• Findings identified some barriers to service use, such as work 
commitments, childcare difficulties, and lack of transport.  Further 
development work may be needed to overcome such difficulties. 

• The programme has already started to run courses for parents in the 
evening.  There is also a possibility of providing out-of-hours services 
once the new building is set up. 

• Whilst the majority of parents expressed satisfaction with the range of 
existing services, over 65% of parents suggested that the introduction 
of other services could be explored. 

• One example of a service that parents would like to see in Stanley is an 
outdoor play area. The programme has tried to work with other agencies 
to develop an outdoor play area, although this has been unsuccessful so 
far.  However, there are plans for an outdoor play area at the new Sure 
Start building. 

What’s next? 
Another survey looking at parental satisfaction will be sent out in autumn 

2003.  We can use the information from the two surveys to find out if 

parents feel that there have been any improvements in the services provided 

by Sure Start, and whether there have been any improvements in services 

for pre-school children and families since last year.  The programme could 

also use the survey to develop their services and plan for new ones. 
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4  QUALITY OF PLAY 

The Questions 
Sure Start Stanley wanted us to find answers to the following questions: 

• What is the quality of Sure Start play provision?  

• Has there been an improvement in the quality of childcare provisions? 

4.1 What we did 
We explored the quality of play being provided by:  

• Getting views from parents and staff 

• Observations of key areas during play sessions, such as the general 

structure, interactions between children and adults and the levels of 

child engagement and enjoyment 

4.2a What we found: Observations  

Quality of Play 
• Some sessions met the Sure Start criteria for high quality play settings 

more effectively than others. 

• Approaches to the management of challenging behaviour were sometimes 
inconsistent. The programme is already aware of this issue and is 
currently looking at ways to address it. 

Parent Views 
• The majority of parents surveyed were positive about play sessions, 

particularly the holiday activities. 
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• Some concerns were raised regarding one session but these were quickly 
addressed once parents fed their views back to the programme. 

Parental Involvement in Play Sessions 
• Encouraging parents to take responsibility for their children’s learning 

during play sessions is entirely in keeping with the Sure Start principle of 
parental “empowerment”. Some parents were observed to take part in 
activities with their children in some of the sessions. 

• This enabling approach takes time to develop, however, and requires 
skilled facilitation on the part of staff. Sure Start Stanley has made a 
useful start in this but their approach could be developed further. A 
number of approaches are possible, including modelling (that is 
demonstrating how to structure learning opportunities for children); 
talking to parents about approaches which are successful in promoting 
learning and discussing aspects of children’s learning with parents within 
sessions. 

• Very few fathers were present at the play sessions observed. The 
programme has started to look at its approach to involving fathers in play 
sessions, a traditionally female dominated environment.  

Accommodation 
• The lack of space in the Sure Start Centre has created some frustration 

for staff and parents and has impinged on the quality of service delivery 
to some extent.  The completion of the programme’s own premises should 
resolve many of these difficulties. 

Key Recommendations 
Quality of Play 

1. All play sessions need to be structured to ensure that high quality 
learning opportunities occur in the areas of social, emotional, language 
and physical development. Staffing of all play sessions needs to be 
considered in the light of this recommendation. 

2. The programme should consider providing supportive feedback to staff 
on their general role in the play sessions, based on regular observations.    

3. A consistent approach to the management of challenging behaviour needs 
to be further developed. 
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Framework for Parental Support and Involvement 

4. Given the challenge of involving parents in their children’s learning, the 
programme should consider developing a clear framework within which to 
facilitate effective early learning interactions between parents and 
children.  

5. The programme could consider building in regular opportunities for 
parents to comment on Sure Start sessions. 

Accommodation 

6. Given the difficulties caused by limited space within the Sure Start 
centre, the programme could consider introducing more frequent 
activities at larger community venues. This would enable the programme 
to offer more activities which promote early physical development. 

 

Programme development 
• Feedback from staff at Sure Start on the interim report has been in 

general positive. 

• As a result of the report the programme has made several changes to 
their play provision: 

o Parent & toddler group – supervision and support is now offered to 
the parent-facilitator of the group. 

o Holiday activities – fresh fruit is available at snack time.  The 
staff are also introducing more music activities and more variety in 
their art & crafts activities. 

o  Creepy crawlers – A member of staff is now always present at the 
session, and the programme has bought a wider variety of toys. 

o Story time – There have been significant changes made in this 
session, for example, the librarian now run this group, parents have 
been involved in selecting the books for the library and Story 
sacks are now used. 
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4.2b What we found: Children’s views 

Introduction 

The need to listen to the views of children and young people is now very well 

recognised. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990), 

stated that children have ‘a right to be heard’.  “Investing in children” says 

“adults don’t always know best and we have to listen to and learn from what 

children have to say”.   

In this part of the evaluation we wanted to find out what children think of 

some Sure Start Stanley play groups.  

The Question  
What do children think about Sure Start play sessions? 

What we did  
• It was important to get an in-depth picture of children’s views.  We got 

detailed views from an older and younger child on Sure Start Stanley play 
sessions.  

• It’s important to keep in mind that children do not have to speak to give 
their views.  

• We used the following approaches to gaining children’s views: 

o Where children were old enough, we worked with them directly, 
using photographs. 

o We watched the children closely at the playgroups and made 
detailed notes about what they did 

o We spoke to the parents and a member of staff about the 
children’s behaviour 
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Sarah  
Background 

“Sarah” (not her real name) was 4 years old when we met her.  She had been 

coming to Sure Start activities for about 18 months. 

What we did 
We collected information on Sarah’s views by: 

• Talking to Sarah’s mother and a staff member at the play session 
• Observing Sarah closely for ten-minute periods at the Story time 

sessions and making detailed notes 
• Working with Sarah directly on a scrap book of “Favourite things at 

Story time” 

What we found 
Below we give snapshots of the sort of information we collected in the 
following areas: 

• What Sarah said 

• What Sarah did 

• What adults said 

We then give a summary of what we found out in each of these areas. 

What Sarah said: Making a scrap book 

The researcher made a scrap book of favourite things with Sarah to try to 

gain her views on what she liked to do at Story time. 

• We used a scrap book approach because information from her parents 
and staff showed that Sarah enjoyed craft. 

• We worked with both Sarah and her friend, Abby (not her real name) 
because it was clear that these two played closely together during 
Storytime.  However, during the activity the children had some 
difficulty taking turns.  This is understandable given their ages. 
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• We asked the children to think about what they liked to do or what 
they liked at Storytime, and then to take a picture of the activity 
with a Polaroid camera. 

• The children were fully involved in the activity, taking turns to take 
the photographs, choosing which colour paper and pen to use.   

• Sarah and Abby told the researcher what to write beside each 
picture.  All of the comments are given below: 

 “Sarah likes dressing up” 
 “Sarah and Abby likes the home corner” 
 “Abby loves books” 
 “I like the crèche” 
 “Abby likes the funny mirror” 
 “We like playing in the garden” 

• Both girls were very excited about using the camera and they enjoyed 
watching the photo ‘develop’.  At the end of the session, they were 
keen to show the photos to their mothers.   

Key points 
• Both Sarah and Abby were able to say which activities they liked best at 

Sure Start Stanley.  They both seem to like the same sort of activities.    

• However, some of the children’s choice of activities did coincide with 
what they could see in their immediate surrounding area.  Although the 
activities chosen by Sarah and Abby were consistent with adults’ views 
and observational data. 

• The way in which they took part in making the book also provided more 
information about their interests and abilities.  For example, the girls 
were excited by the novelty of using a Polaroid camera, and Abby was 
particularly good at taking the pictures.   

• They were both very interested in making the book and were able to 
concentrate for about 25 minutes. This is a long time for a 4 year old. 

 
What Sarah Did: Observation 
A lot of information can be gathered by watching children closely.  The 

researcher watched what Sarah did in four 10 minutes slots during a 
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Storytime session and at the Halloween Party.  She made careful notes 

about what Sarah did, how she did it and her general appearance.  A 

surprising amount of information can be gained during such short periods of 

time because children are generally so active.  We have summarised what we 

have found under the relevant headings below. 

Playing with other children  

Sarah was happy and relaxed in the company of other children.  During this 

observation, she interacted with other children 6 times in 10 minutes. 

Relating to adults outside her family 

During one 10-minute observation, Sarah interacted with adults outside her 

family circle 3 times.  She initiated one of these interactions. As her mum 

pointed out, she is learning that adults can be friends too.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relating to her Parents 

During the sessions, Sarah played independently without intervention from 

her parents.  Although during the Halloween Party, Sarah did refer back to 

one of her parents twice during the 10-minute observation.   

Observation: 31/10/02, Halloween Party. 
• Sarah talks to Gill (staff) who has a digital camera with her.  

Sarah poses for the camera.  Gill shows Sarah her digital 
image on the camera.  Sarah is very interested, pointing at the 
image and asking questions.  She then asks Gill to take a photo 
of her bracelet.  Gill does this, and again shows Sarah the 
image. 
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Pretend Play 

During one session, Sarah and Abby took part in pretend play for about 20 

minutes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Books and Reading 

Sarah clearly loves books and being read to.  She concentrated well for 

about 15 minutes, and answered many of the questions asked by staff about 

the story. 

Arts and Craft 

In the observations, Sarah did the following: cutting, colouring, sticking, 

gluing, taking photographs and food play.  She was able to take part in most 

of the craft activities independently, and concentrated well for a few 

minutes.   

What Adults Said 

Sarah’s mother 

What was Sarah like when she first came to the group? 

• Coming to Sure Start has “brought her out of herself”.  She has gained 
confidence coming to Story Time.  

Observation: 7/11/02, Storytime 
• Sarah and her friend Abby are dressed up in doctor’s and nurse’s 

outfits.  Sarah is wearing a white coat, high heel shoes and a pair of 
pretend glasses.  They play in the home corner. 

• They are playing with the medical kit, and Sarah is giving Abby an 
‘injection’.  I ask them if I could have an injection.  Sarah says 
“yes”, she tells me to roll my sleeves up and gives me an injection.  I 
rub my arm, Sarah says “Now you need a plaster” 
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What does she like to do at the group? 

• She likes listening to stories, and the activities like cutting out and 
colouring in.  She likes playing with the other children.  At the moment 
she really likes making things, she is really creative. 

• “She enjoys all of it, she doesn’t really have a favourite” 

• She has made new friends here of different ages.  And I think that she 
has learnt that adults can be friends too, that there are good as well as 
bad strangers. 

What does Sarah like to do at home? 

• At home, she likes playing out, dressing up, more individual play.   

• If she does something here [at Sure Start] that she likes, we would try 
it at home. 

Is there anything she doesn’t like at the group? 

• “There’s nothing she doesn’t like, she’d try anything” 

Member of staff: Helen (not her real name) 

What was Sarah like when she first came to the group? 

• Helen started at Sure Start Stanley in August 2002.  She said that 
Sarah has always been friendly towards her, and she did not take any 
time to get used to her. 

• She is my “splendid friend”. 
What does she like to do at the group? 

• “Sarah is a joy”, she has a lovely confidence and is very articulate. 

• She loves books and being read to.  She likes glitter, really girly things – 
stories with princesses and girly things like that. 

Is there anything Sarah doesn’t like at the group? 

• Sarah is gregarious, and would do anything. 

A Whole Picture 
The following table shows which themes and activities appeared most often 

in the information we collected:  
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 Child’s View 
(scrapbook) 

Observation Mother’s 
View 

Staff’s 
View 

Confidence / 
Enjoyment 

    

Listening to          
stories 

    

Cutting and gluing     
Colouring in     
Playing by herself     
Playing with other 
children 

    

Playing/talking 
with adults 

    

Making things 
/craft 

    

Dressing up     
Home corner     
Snack time     
Food Play     
Garden/ 
Playing out 

    

Crèche room     

A Whole Picture: Key points 

• It’s obvious from the table that different sources of information 
reveal different things about what Sarah likes to do.  This shows how 
important it is to collect information from a number of different 
places. 

• The value of Sarah’s mother’s opinions is clear.  Along with the 
observations, her views correspond most closely with Sarah’s own 
views of what she likes to do. 

• The themes which emerge most strongly from the various sources of 
information are: Sarah’s confidence and enjoyment of the group; her 
liking of dressing up and listening to stories; and playing with other 
children and adults. 

• These are very important skills which will help Sarah to get on better 
when she goes to school next year. 
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Questions Sarah might ask 

Having listened to what Sarah thinks about the playgroup in different ways, 

we can start to ask some questions from her point of view that may be useful 

for adults to consider.  For example: 

• Is the room quiet enough to help me listen to the story? 

• Are there books about different things for me to enjoy? 

• Are there enough different props and clothes that would help me pretend 
to be someone else? 

• Are there different activities for me to make things?  

• Do you give me enough practice at taking turns with other children? 
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Jack 
Background  

“Jack” is 2 years old, and has been coming to Sure Start for just over a 

year.  He usually attends Bumps to Babies and Creepy Crawlers with his mum 

and younger sister. 

What we did 
We collected information on Jack’s views by: 

• Talking to Jack’s mother and a staff member at the play session 

• Observing Jack closely for ten-minute periods at the Story time 
sessions and making detailed notes 

What we found 

What Jack Did: Observations 

We didn’t work directly with Jack because both his mother and staff has 

said that he was a shy person, and may be wary of adults, which is not 

unusual for children of his age.  However by watching Jack closely, we were 

able to gain a clear idea of what he thought of the Sure Start play sessions.  

We observed him during four 10-15 minute slots at a Creepy Crawlers 

session and at the Halloween Party.  During the Creepy Crawlers session 

Jack’s family were the only people at the session.  These observations are 

summarised below under relevant headings. 

Experimenting 

During the observations, Jack experimented with the different textures of 

the paint or icing, watching how it dribbles and spreads.   

 

 

Observation: 31/10/02, Halloween Party 
• Jack is putting red icing on his biscuit, he plays with the plastic 

knife and use it to spread the icing around.  He looks at his 
hands, they are covered in icing and he licks his fingers.  He 
plays with the plastic knife again, lifting it away from the tub of 
icing and dribbling the icing onto the tablecloth. 
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Relating to his Mother 

Jack referred to his mother, Eve, frequently during the sessions.  In one 15-

minute observation, he referred back to his mother 6 times.  This shows 

that having his mother nearby is important to Jack.  

Relating to other adults 

Jack appeared to be at ease playing with staff at the session – in played 

continuously with one staff member (Gill) for about 10 minutes during one 

observation.  However, there were only two occasions when Jack actually 

approached Gill, rather than the other way around.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Individual Play 

Jack spent a considerable amount of time playing happily by himself with 

toys such as small cars and Duplo blocks.  Many times during the 

observations Jack chatted or giggled to himself, for example, in 10 minutes, 

he seen chatting or giggling to himself 6 times. 

Pretend Play 

Pretend play can help a child develop their imagination and thinking 

processes.  Jack showed that he was beginning to enjoy some pretend play 

Observation: 7/11/02, Creepy Crawlers 
• Gill has helped Jack to put on an apron and he is now sitting at 

the table with Gill, painting with a brush.  His mother and sister 
sit nearby.   

• Jess (staff) joins them.  She uses a stamp to paint a car cut-
out.  Jack watches and then copies Jess on his own painting – 
stamping down hard.  He continues to watch Jess paint and use 
the stamp.    
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by playing with the till register and dolls in the home corner.  On this 

occasion he was observed playing in the home corner for about 15 minutes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Adults Said 
Jack’s mum 

What was Jack like when he first came to the group? 

• Jack used to want to be with me all the time. 
• Now, he has settled into Creepy Crawlers.  Since coming here he’s “come 

out of his shell”.  Now he would go off by himself and do his own thing. 
• He has made friends, and a group of them know each other. 

What does he like to do at the group? 

• He just likes to play with the toys, though he mixes well with the others 
as well.  He’s also been able to settle down at the crèches – he seems to 
like them. 

• I think that coming to Sure Start is a great opportunity for him; it will 
get him ready for nursery. 

What does Jack like to do at home? 

• At home, he plays with toy cars or he plays with his baby sister. 

Observation: 7/11/02, Creepy Crawlers 
• Gill (staff) is showing Jack a pair of new dolls.  He is very 

interested, looking at the size of them and the booklet attached 
to them.  He takes both dolls to the home corner.  He put the 
girl doll sitting on the chair.  He tries to put the boy doll next to 
the girl doll but it doesn’t fit.  Gill ask him “Do you want another 
chair?”, Jack says “Yes”.  Gill helps Jack with the chair and 
dolls. 

• Jack sits at the table with the girl doll, but leaves the boy doll 
on the floor.  He gives the girl doll a ‘cup of tea’. 

• Jack stands up, and takes the boy doll.  He put the doll 
underneath a baby gym.  Gill asks “Is that doll playing with the 
baby gym?” 
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Is there anything he doesn’t like at the group? 

• When it’s time to go home, he doesn’t want to go, and I really have to 
force him. 

Member of staff: Gill (not her real name) 

What was Jack like when he first came to the group? 

• He was very, very shy, but now he is very confident, though still very 
quiet. 

• At first, he just wanted to be by himself, but now he would come to show 
you things. 

• He is very quiet and doesn’t say a lot, but he is very easygoing and takes 
everything in his stride. 

What does he like to do at the group? 

• He mainly plays by himself, though he does play around the other 
children.  He is part of a little group of boys who would sit together. 

• He doesn’t seem to have a favourite toy or activity, but he is often at the 
‘home’ corner, and will make you a ‘cup of tea’. 

Is there anything Jack doesn’t like? 

• When it’s time to go home, he cries and is quite distraught. 

A Whole Picture 

The following table shows which themes and activities appeared most often 

in the information we collected about Jack: 

 Observation Mother’s 

view 

Staff’s view 

Playing by himself    
Playing with 
others 

   

Interacting with 
mum 
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Watching others    
Food play    
Toy cars    
Home corner    
Dolls    
Lego/Duplo blocks    
Books/pictures    
Painting    
Snack time    

A Whole Picture: Key Points 

• Eve’s presence in the group is clearly important to Jack.  He frequently 
refers back to her in some way, by either looking at her, showing her 
things or going up to her. 

• Jack enjoys spending a lot of time on the same activity, for example he 
played with the Duplo blocks in the home corner for up to 10-15 minutes 
at a time. 

• It is clear that Jack is comfortable in his own company, but he is also 
starting to take a strong interest in involving others in his play.  For 
example, both staff and his mother commented that he is now part of a 
small group of boys at the sessions.  Additionally in the observations, 
Jack made repeated attempts to involve adults in his play. 

• Jack is also learning to be more communicative and vocal in expressing 
himself.  He ‘talks’ to himself frequently, and giggles and squeals when he 
is excited or surprised. 

• Both his mother and staff think that he has made good progress since 
coming to Sure Start. 

  
Questions Jack might ask 
Having listened to what Jack thinks about the playgroup in different ways, 

we can start to ask some questions from his point of view that may be useful 

for adults to consider.  For example: 

• Is there enough space for me to play on my own if I want to? 

• I like playing in the home corner, is there someone to show me what to do 
with the till register? 
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• I am starting to talk to others more, can you help me with this? 

• Can you help me get ready for home time? 

 

4.3 What findings mean 

By using a range of approaches, we were able to gain an in-depth view of the 

quality of play sessions provided by Sure Start Stanley.  By making detailed 

observations at a number play sessions, we were able to form a picture of 

what the quality of the play environment was in Sure Start Stanley in 2002. 

The views of an older and younger child shed a different light on the play 

sessions and this has implications for the programme’s own internal 

monitoring approaches, as discussed below.  

4.4 Recommendations 

What do children think? Asking this regularly 

• Sure Start Stanley could consider gaining the views of children on a 
regular basis using a range of different approaches, as we have done.  
This would be a clear move towards a “best practice” approach (Clark & 
Moss 2001) where consulting children is an important part of checking 
standards. 

• These views could then be used alongside staff thoughts on any potential 
changes to the play setting. For example, before any potential 
reorganisation of space, children’s views could be gained on what they like 
about the organisation of space now.   

Individualising play settings 

• Sure Start Stanley could consider trying to match play sessions to 
children’s individual preferences more, as well as giving them the chance 
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to try new things. Sure Start guidance (Providing good quality childcare 
and early learning experiences through Sure Start, 2001) says: 

“All children are different. They come to the early years setting with 
their own set of attributes and experiences. Our task is to know them as 
individuals and enable them to feel confident and secure so that they are 
able to take full advantage of the opportunities on offer.” 

• To get the most from a Sure Start play session, children could be 
offered activities which they are known to enjoy which could be 
especially helpful when they first start to attend. 

• Staff could have informal discussions with parents/carers when they 
first arrive to find out what out what children’s particular likes and 
dislikes are so that suitable activities can be provided. 
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5 THE SURE START TEAM: HOW IS IT WORKING? 

Introduction 
Sure Start programmes have set up new teams of workers across the 

County. Sure Start Stanley wanted us to find out how well the new team was 

working because how well the team works affects how well it is able to do its 

job.  

The Question 

How well does the Sure Start Stanley team work together? 

5.1 What we did 

All team members filled in The Professional Sure Start Questionnaire in May 

2002. The questionnaire looks at different areas of team working such as 

how teams work together, support for new ideas, job satisfaction and levels 

of stress. 

 

As part of the questionnaire, we also asked team members to note down 

three things they liked about working for Sure Start Stanley and three 

things they disliked.  

 

We analysed the replies and then made some suggestions about how the 

Sure Start Stanley team might improve how it works. The team will fill in 

this questionnaire again in May 2003 to see if things have changed over the 

year. 
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5.2 What we found 

The Sure Start Stanley team 

At the time of the study, there were 14 members of staff in the Sure Start 

Stanley core team.   

• On average staff members had been working for Sure Start for about 10 
months, (ranging between 3 and 18 months) 

• 79% of staff were female. 
• The average age in the team was 35. 
• Sure Start Staff are employed by the different employers shown below. 
 
 

 

How the Team work Together 

How teams work together is important because good team working helps 
achieve the team’s aims and objectives.  This part of the Sure Start 
questionnaire looks at: 
• How much team members understand and accept each other, and share 

information. 
• Whether the team is developing and applying new ideas. 
• How team members work together. 
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• On average, the Sure Start Stanley team felt that there was good 
communication within the team, they understood and accepted each other 
and they had a “we’re in it together” attitude. 

• The staff members also thought that there was good support for new 
ideas within their team – that is, the team is open to new ideas and ways 
of working.   

• Some people felt that they were only able to do parts of their job with 
information from other members of their team, and vice versa. This issue 
is only a problem if staff are being held up by having to wait for 
information from other people.  

• 3 staff felt that more people were needed to do all of the work that 
needed to be done by the Sure Start team. 

• Positive comments from staff on team functioning included: 
o Relaxed and positive approach to work – empowering culture – 

doesn’t make excuses. 
o Having the opportunity to try new ideas. 
o Most people get on very well and it is good to come to work in a 

morning. 

 
The Team being clear about what it does 
To work well together as a team it is vital that team members all have the 
same goals and understanding of what they are trying to achieve.  
• The Stanley team felt strongly that they: 

o Had a shared idea of what it was aiming for. 
o Were working towards excellence. 
o Were good at reviewing how well its work was going. 

• One staff member commented that  
o Everyone [is] working towards the same goals. 

Staff being clear about what they do 

For a team to work well, it’s vital that each team member is clear about what 
their job is and that others in the team have the same view. Role conflict 
happens when staff feel that they are receiving mixed messages from line 
managers about what they should be doing. 
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• Generally, staff thought that they have a clear idea of what their 
individual jobs were.  This means that staff have a good understanding of 
their job responsibilities, and know what is expected of them. 

• In addition, staff at Sure Start Stanley felt that they experienced little 
role conflict.  This means that staff rarely got mixed messages from 
different line managers and that they have sufficient resources to do 
the job. 

• As expected, staff members who have clear expectations about their 
roles, experienced less conflict within their working roles. 

Support for new ideas 

One of the things Sure Start is trying to achieve is to work in new and more 
effective ways with parents and children.  Therefore it is important that 
teams come up with new ideas and try them out with families.  
 

• Staff thought that their team was good at coming up with new ideas and 
different ways of doing things. They reported that several changes had 
already been introduced such as changes in the timetable of activities to 
suit parents. 

• Staff liked  
o  [The] freedom to use innovation and put own ideas into practice.  

 

Job Satisfaction 

Staff were asked to say how satisfied they were with their job, by scoring 
from 1 which is “very dissatisfied” to 5 which is “very satisfied”. We asked 
about lots of different areas which could affect someone’s job satisfaction, 
such as: income, job security, relationships with fellow workers and physical 
working conditions. 
 

• At the time, the Sure Start Stanley team were more than satisfied with 
their jobs as a whole, but not very satisfied.  Their average score was 
4.36/5. 

• As a team, staff members at Sure Start Stanley were most satisfied 
with 
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o Hours (working time) 
o Flexibility of hours e.g. if things crop up or taking holidays 

during term time 
o Relationships with fellow workers e.g. Working with friendly 

people 
o Opportunities to use their own initiatives.   

• These views are in line with the written comments made by staff 
members e.g. The actual work and the team is excellent. 

• Staff were most dissatisfied with: 
o Job security 
o Opportunity for advancement 
o Physical conditions of their work 

• It’s not surprising that staff are concerned about promotion and job 
security given the temporary nature of Sure Start staff contracts.   

• Staff concerns about job security were noted several times in the 
comments section, with one person saying:   

o There is no real security and the income should be higher for 
the responsibility [of the job]. 

• Several staff members were also unhappy with several aspects of their 
office space, including temperature, lack of space and noise. 

• In relation to their work as a whole, some staff talked about the 
challenge of working with other agencies: 

o Other health professionals and agencies lack awareness of what 
Sure Start is. 

o Lack of support from external agencies. 
o Difficulties of working with other professionals. 

Relating to Professions and Teams  

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Professional and team identification looks at how much people relate 
to or feel part of their professions and their teams.  Some examples 
of questions we asked staff in this area are as follows: 

• Staff rated their answers from never to very often. 

• I am a person who considers my profession important  

• I am a person who tries to hide belonging to my team. 
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• Sure Start Stanley staff related quite highly to their profession and 
they also felt strong links with their Sure Start team.  This means that 
team members not only felt that they were part of their team, but they 
also felt that they belonged to their profession. 

• In fact, staff identified slightly more with the team than with their 
profession which is good because it shows that the team is bonding well 
despite being new. 

Management 

Staff were asked to rate their feelings about their immediate line manager.  
They were asked a series of questions such as: 
o Does your manager treat you fairly? 
o Is your working time wasted through lack of planning on the part of your 

manager? 
 

• All but one member of staff were line managed by individuals outside 
Sure Start Stanley and answered questions on management accordingly. 

• Overall the staff at Sure Start Stanley were positive about how they 
were managed. 

• Most of the team indicated that they trusted their manager, and thought 
that their manager trusted them. 

• Nearly all members of staff felt that they could talk easily with their 
manager regarding work. 

• All members of staff felt free to use their own initiative in tackling 
problems encountered in their day-to-day work. 

• 86% of staff thought that their manager  
o Understood their viewpoint, 
o Usually or always treated them fairly and  
o Was interested in their personal problems. 

• 79% of the staff team felt that they received recognition by their 
manager for a job well done.   

• Within the Stanley team, it was found that those more satisfied with how 
they were managed were more satisfied with their job as a whole. 
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Stress and psychological well-being 

To assess the stress and psychological well-being of Sure Start Stanley 
staff, we included the General Health Questionnaire (Goldberg and Williams, 
1978) as part of the Team Questionnaire). A score of 4 or more means that 
an individual is feeling considerably stressed and support from an 
appropriate professional may be needed. 

• Only 21% of staff scored above 4, indicating that they had experienced 
stress in the past few weeks.  This is below what we would expect, given 
that around 31% of the general population is experiencing stress at any 
one time.  Of course not all stress is work related, but it is important 
that every individual who feels stressed by work can get the right kind of 
support. 

• We found that staff members who were experiencing high role conflict 
(conflicting demands, etc), experienced more stress. 

5.3 What the findings mean 

To put the Sure Start team’s scores in context, they can be compared to 

scores we have obtained in other studies for family support workers in 

voluntary and statutory agencies. For example, Sure Start Stanley workers 

had a greater sense of what their job should involve (role clarity) than 

family workers in either of these other agencies. Similarly Sure Start 

workers reported less role conflict than these other workers. Furthermore, 

Sure Start Stanley staff rated team working and participation in the team 

higher than staff at statutory and voluntary agencies. 

 
Below are the recommendations we made in our interim report, followed by 

changes which have been made since the report was delivered in June, 2002. 
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5.4 Recommendations 

Team working 

1. The extent to which staff are dependent on each other for completion of 
tasks, and consistency of their workload may need reviewing. 

Support for new ideas 

2. To help support staff further there needs to be time set aside for them 
to think and discuss new ideas. 

Job satisfaction 

3. The Partnership should continue to work towards longer term contracts 
for all staff. 

4. The team’s framework for professional advancement could be reviewed.  
5. The team needs to continue to develop its relationships with other 

agencies – this is something that staff highlighted as particularly 
challenging. 

6. The programme may need to explore whether improvements to staff 
working conditions can be made in the short term. 

Stress 

7. Not all stress is work related, but it could be reduced by: 
o Identifying and reducing sources of role conflict for individuals 

through supervision 
o Ensuring that every individual experiencing stress at work can get 

some personal support. 
 

Programme development 

Since the report was delivered in June 2002, the programme has looked into 

introducing some changes to develop the team.  For example: 

• Although Sure Start staff have not been given permanent contracts, all 
staff at the Stanley team are now contracted until 2006. 

• A ‘learning culture’ has been developed at Sure Start Stanley where staff 
are encouraged to participate in further training or education.  Currently, 
7 members of staff are undergoing further education. 
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•  A restructuring of the grading system for some members of staff has 
been carried out, giving staff more opportunities for personal 
advancement. 

• The programme has initiated regular interagency meetings with some 
mainstream agencies as a way to develop relationships with these 
agencies. 
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6 COSTING SURE START 

Working out the costs of Sure Start services is a complicated process. We 

want to make our costing analysis as clear to readers as we can. Therefore, 

we have summarised costs findings in this report and have provided a 

separate costing report, available from the programme, which is more 

detailed for those who need more in-depth, technical information. 

Why costs? 

• Each Sure Start programme has to measure cost effectiveness as part of 
its contract with the Sure Start Unit.  

• Measuring cost effectiveness is a way of finding out if money is being 
spent in the most effective way possible, that is, if it has produced the 
greatest possible improvements for the use of money involved. 

• Knowing the cost of each service can help Sure Start Stanley make more 
informed decisions about how best to spend its money in future. 

6.1 What we did 

Costs not cost effectiveness 

• For this report, we have measured costs, not cost effectiveness, because 
it is too early to find out how effective Sure Start Stanley services have 
been. 

• The Government hopes that the benefits of Sure Start for children and 
families will make it a very cost effective approach in the long term. 
However, this can only be judged after Sure Start has been running for a 
number of years.  

• Other chapters in this report suggest that Sure Start Stanley is already 
beginning to make a real difference to local families but further 
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information will be needed in years to come to find out just how effective 
it has been, in relation to how much its services have cost.  

• It is important to collect costs information at the beginning, to act as a 
baseline for future costs analyses. 

What are unit costs? 

• Costs are a way of describing the cash value of face-to-face services 
provided through Sure Start projects.   

• There are different ways of measuring costs. We have used the approach 
recommended by the National Evaluation of Sure Start (NESS) which 
emphasises that costs information needs to be seen as a tool for 
management, rather than something which may seem threatening.  

• A unit cost is the cost of providing a particular face-to-face service. For 
example, a unit could be a single home visit by a family support worker or 
a Creepy Crawlers session. 

• All programme activities have a number of cost elements, in addition to 
the time that staff actually spend delivering the service. Other costs 
include: the time spent preparing for sessions, travelling and doing things 
that enable staff to carry out the activities (such as training or 
attending meetings); together with the materials, equipment, 
administration and management provided by the wider programme. All of 
these elements are included in the final cost for a unit of service.  

• The final unit cost says how much the unit of service 
(session/visit/group) cost per user per session in the year 2001-2002.  

6.2 What we found 

Draft unit costs 
• We have worked out the unit costs for a number of Sure Start Stanley 

services. For example, the cost of one child attending a Story time 
session in 2001-2002 was £51. This figure includes staff time and all of 
the other costs mentioned above. It also includes a proportion of the 
central programme costs and takes into account the average number of 
children who attended Story Time in November 2001.  It does not include 
the cost of the Sure Start premises. 
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• The cost of one session for one parent at the Handling Children’s 
Behaviour course, again including all staff and other costs, was £29.46, 
where the average attendance at the group was 9. 

• All costs shown here for Family Support workers are averaged over the 3 
FS workers and one co-ordinator.  Where the FS co-ordinator actually 
undertakes face to face work, rather than supporting other staff to do 
so, there is a clear difference in costs. For example, a home visit by the 
co-ordinator would cost £97 as compared to £39 for the FS worker.   

• It is important to remember that these figures give only the cost of the 
service. They say nothing of how good the service was or what the short 
and long term benefits to families might be. Parents returning the Sure 
Start survey and talking to us by telephone thought that both these 
services were good and that they and their children were benefiting from 
them. 

• Other unit costs are given below and have to be understood in terms of 
costs only, at this point.  We have given examples of parent views of each 
service and have suggested points to keep in mind (“Context” column) 
when looking at the unit costs. 



 

Service No. of 
staff 

present 

Average 
Length  

of session 

Average staff 
time per 

person per 
session 

Average 
attendance 

Examples of 
parents’ views 

Context Cost per user per 
service 

Aqua Natal 2 3hrs 45mins 8 Of the 15 people 
who used this 
service, all were 
very happy (11) 
or happy with it 
(2002 survey) 

• Includes costs of 
midwife (£23.33), 
although midwife 
not paid by 
programme. 

Family support 
worker & midwife 
– £50.63 
 

Breast 
feeding 
workshop 

2 1hr 30 mins 45mins 4 
 

 

Of the 15 people 
who used this 
service, all were 
very happy (12) 
or happy with it 
(2002 survey) 

• Includes costs of 
midwife (£11.67), 
although midwife 
not paid by 
programme. 

• Attendance may be 
low due to newness 
of service – costs 
will decrease if 
attendances rise 

Family support 
worker & midwife 
– 
£73.05 

Breast 
feeding 
support 
group 

2 1hr 30 mins 
 
 

45mins 4 Of the 9 people 
who used this 
service, all were 
very happy (6) 
or happy with it 
(2002 survey) 

• Includes costs of 
midwife (£23.33), 
although midwife 
not paid by 
programme. 

• Attendance may be 
low due to newness 
of service – costs 
will decrease if 
attendances rise 

Family support 
worker & midwife 
–  
£62.78 
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Bumps and 
Babies 

1 1hr 30 mins 
 

10mins 9 mothers The little one 
liked it, there’s 
a really good 
atmosphere, 
really relaxed.  
The staff ran it 
well, got 
everyone 
involved. 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Benefits of new 
ways of working will 
only be known in the 
future. 

 

Family support 
worker - £8.77 
 

Creepy 
crawlers 

1.5 1hr 30 mins 
 
 
 
 

10 minutes 13 parents 
 

My son plays 
with other 
children his age 
… I’ve made 
friends there. 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Benefits of new 
ways of working 
will only be known 
in the future. 

1.5 family support 
workers - £13.66 

Individual 
family 
support 

1 per visit N/A 44 mins 1 family The staff went 
out of their way 
to help me 

• This is an 
individualised 
service, the 
benefits of which 
will only be known in 
future 

• Costs vary according 
to who does the 
visit. 

Family support 
worker average - 
£38.57 
FS co-ordinator 
£96.78 
 
 

Parent-
toddler 
group 

2 2 hrs  7.5 per parent 
or child 

 

10 children, 
6 adults 

I’m very happy 
with it 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• A parent-
volunteer run this 
service. 

Cost per child - 
£1.78 
 
Cost per adult - 
£2.97 
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Story time 1.5 3 hrs 25mins 7 children [Member of 

staff] has done 
very well – she’s 
got parents 
involved – it’s 
champion! 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Benefits of new 
ways of working 
will only be known 
in the future. 

1.5 family support 
workers - £50.72 
 
 

Toy library 1 n/a n/a 44 users per 
week 

I get toys out 
before I buy 
them.  It’s 
something [my 
son] enjoys 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Benefits of new 
ways of working 
will only be known 
in the future. 

• Costs will 
decrease as the 
number of users 
increases. 

Cost per user per 
week - £9.10 

Handling 
children’s 
behaviour 
course 

2 2 hours 27 mins 9 adults It was really 
handy – they 
gave you advice 
on how to get on 
with your own 
children.  It 
works. 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Benefits of new 
ways of working 
will only be known 
in the future. 

£29.46 
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Baby massage 2 1hr 30mins 27 mins 10 parent-

baby pairs 
It’s relaxing for 
the baby, and I 
am bonding with 
[him].  The staff 
were good. 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Benefits of new 
ways of working 
will only be known 
in the future. 

• The structure of 
the course means 
that only a small 
number of families 
are able to use 
this service at any 
one time. 

£9.94 

Parent & 
Toddler 
course 

2 2hrs 33 mins 11 parents It was a good 
course 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Costs will 
decrease as the 
number of users 
increases. 

£28.90 

Introduction 
to school 

1 per 
family 

3 hrs n/a not known No views 
collected as this 
service is 
relevant to only 
a small number 
of families. 

• Includes central 
programme costs  

• This is an 
individualised 
service, the 
benefits of which 
will only be known 
in future 

NK 

IT and 
Internet 
course 

1 1 hr 5 mins 13 parents Of the 14 people 
who used this 
service, 12 were 
either happy or 
very happy with 
it (2002 survey). 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Costs will 
decrease as the 
number of users 
increases. 

£5.47 
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Messy Play & 
Music making 

4 2hrs 32 mins 15 children It’s great – 
there’s plenty to 
do. 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Benefits of new 
ways of working 
will only be known 
in the future. 

£35.35 

Teddy bears 
picnic 
 

4 2 hrs 11 mins 45 children Of the 32 
people who used 
the holiday 
activities, all of 
them were 
either very 
happy (27) or 
happy with them 
(2002 survey). 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Benefits of new 
ways of working 
will only be known 
in the future. 

• Costs will 
decrease as the 
number of users 
increases. 

£11.78 

Weaning 
parties 
 

2 1 hr 17 mins 11 parent-
child pairs 

No views were 
collected for 
this service as it 
is a relatively 
new service. 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

• Benefits of new 
ways of working 
will only be known 
in the future. 

£12.05 
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Job search 
workshop 
 

1 1 4mins 17 parents They gave me 
good advice 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

£4.18 

Take a Break 
 

1 5 10mins 30 children No views were 
collected for 
this service as it 
is a relatively 
new service. 

• Includes central 
programme costs 

£14.58 
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6.3 What the findings mean 

Is it expensive? 

• Costs at this early stage of Sure Start Stanley may seem high for a 
number of reasons. 

• First, central programme costs (administration, staff travel, 
photocopying and so on) are divided equally between all direct services 
(for example Toy Library or Antenatal visits) and so the more services 
there are in future, the less the central programme cost for each 
activity will be.  

• Second, it may take time to build up attendances at some services. In the 
future, the more children or parents who use services, the lower costs 
will become. 

Working together and moving on 

• It is important to state that costs in this report are draft only. The 
programme needs to work with us to make sure that the information we 
have used is accurate.  

• Once accuracy is achieved, Sure Start Stanley can begin to decide what 
the implications of the findings for the programme might be. For 
instance:  

o Staffing levels at groups with low attendances could be 
reduced, until attendance levels increase.  

o Staff withdrawn from one session can then work in another 
area of the programme. 

o Groups delivering similar services could be joined together.  

o The choice of where to refer families could be influenced by 
understanding the costs of each service, so that resources may 
be used as efficiently as possible.  
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7  FLYING START 

The Question 

Is Sure Start making a difference to children in Stanley?  

Background 
“Sure Start aims to achieve better outcomes for children, parents  

and communities by:  

• Increasing the availability of childcare for all children 
• Improving health, education and emotional development for  

young children 
• Supporting parents as parents and in their aspirations towards 

employment.”   (Sure Start website, www.surestart.gov.uk) 

The key Sure Start aims of improving health, education and emotional 

development are linked together.  A child with emotional or health-related 

needs may not be able to take full advantage of educational opportunities 

and both physical and emotional development are central aspects of 

education in young children. The point at which children leave Sure Start 

provision to go to school, normally aged four, is an ideal time to find out if 

Sure Start is improving their health, educational and emotional development.  

What is Flying Start? 
Flying Start assesses how well children are doing in a number of areas, such 

as literacy and social development, within seven weeks of starting school. 

Flying Start was accredited by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority 

in 1998 and all schools in County Durham had to use it until 2002. Flying 
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Start results gave a complete picture of all children starting reception 

classes at primary schools in the County, over several years. 

The reception teacher records how well each child does on key skills, and 

then monitors this over 7 weeks.  At the end of this period, the scores can 

be analysed to help plan what individual children need, as well as what classes 

of children or the whole school might need. 

Flying Start has three elements which were ‘statutory’ until 2002: language 

and literacy; mathematics and personal and social development.  Each of 

looks at a number of areas: 

• Language and literacy: speaking and listening, reading, writing. 

• Mathematics: using and applying, number 

• Personal and social development: independence, and relationships 

It also has ‘non-statutory’ elements: physical development; creative 

development; and knowledge and understanding of the world.  

What Flying Start finds out 
• By exploring how children are rated across several of these scales, a 

summary of their ‘Developing Skills’ can be made.  

• This can help sometimes help identify any children who might need extra 
help, such as Speech and Language Therapy support. 

• Flying Start results can be analysed at school level, for example:  

• To see how reception children’s abilities change over time in the same 
school. 

• To compare the skill levels of children entering different schools.  

Why this analysis is limited 
Our analysis of Flying Start results is limited, for the following reasons: 

• We could not know in advance how many schools might take up Flying 
7Start in 2002, although schools were specifically encouraged to take 
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part and programmes were willing to pay the £32 fee for them to do so.  
In fact, 7 of the 9 schools identified in the Stanley area did complete 
the assessments.   

• We knew that there would be a relatively small number of children from 
Sure Start areas starting school in 2002.  

• Also, children starting school in September 2002 had only been able to 
use Sure Start services for about 12 months or less.  

• We expect that Sure Start will have most impact on children who have 
had access to its services from birth, or even before.  None of these 
children are due to start school yet.  

What we wanted to know 
• Are children who have used Sure Start services better able to learn 

when they start school?  

• How do they compare to children who have not had the opportunities 
offered by Sure Start?  

7.1 What we did 

The Education Department Performance Review Team thought that these 

were interesting questions and most helpfully carried out some extra 

analyses of their Flying Start data for this year.   This allowed us to respect 

the confidentiality of the families because the names were never revealed to 

the evaluators.  The help of the Education Department Performance Review 

Team means that the analyses are consistent with other Flying Start 

analyses and so the results are as reliable as possible.  We are extremely 

grateful to Shelagh Lowerson and Alan Ramsay for their help.  
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7.2 What we found 

Programme-level analysis 

The following tables (Tables 1 and 2) shows how many pupils were assessed in 

each school in the Stanley area in 2001 and 2002, how many of these live in 

Sure Start wards, and what proportion were identified as regular users of 

the programme.  

Seven of the nine schools in the Stanley Area completed Flying Start 

assessments in 2002.  Beamish Primary and Shield Row Primary, which did 

not participate, had between them 38 school starters in 2001, of whom 35 

(92%) lived in Sure Start wards, although none was identified as a user of 

the programme in 2001.   Children starting at these schools represented 16% 

of the Sure Start catchment in Stanley in 2001.  We can therefore assume 

that a similar number of children from Sure Start wards are missing from 

the Flying Start assessments from 2002. 
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Table 1: 2001 Flying Start Assessments and Sure Start participants 

School No. pupils 
starting in 

2001 

No. 
starters in 
Sure Start 

wards 

% 
Starters 
in Sure 
Start 
wards 

No. 
identified 
as users of 
programme 

Beamish Primary 9 8 89% 0 

East Stanley School 35 34 97% 2 

S. Moor Greenland 47 43 31% 4 

South Stanley Infant 42 40 95% 4 

Burnside Primary 21 18 86% 0 

Bloemfontein Primary 19 18 95% 1 

Shield Row Primary 29 27 93% 0 

St Joseph’s RCVA 27 20 74% 0 

St Mary’s RCVA 15 15 100% 0 

Total 244 223 91% 11 
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Table 2: 2002 Flying Start Assessments and Sure Start participants 

School No. pupils 
starting in 

2002 

No. 
starters in 
Sure Start 

wards 

% 
Starters 
in Sure 
Start 
wards 

No. 
identified 
as users of 
programme 

East Stanley School 34 33 97% 11 

S. Moor Greenland 40 36 90% 2 

South Stanley Infant 39 30 77% 7 

Burnside Primary 29 25 86% 7 

Bloemfontein Primary 10 8 80% 2 

St Joseph’s RCVA 21 12 57% 2 

St Mary’s RCVA 9 7 78% 2 

Total 182 151 83% 33 

 

In the following graphs, we compare the Stanley schools’ Flying Start total 

scores for the three ‘statutory’ elements to the average score that would be 

predicted for all Sure Start wards on the basis of previous performance.  

The predicted (or ‘weighted’) average takes account of the fact that many 

schools in the Sure Start areas had significantly lower scores than the 

average for the country before the programmes came into being.  
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Graph 2: Average Totals 2001 Compared to Expected for 
Sure Start areas 
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Graph 2: Average Totals 2001 Compared to Expected for 
Sure Start areas 
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County level analysis  

The wave 2 programmes identified a total of 32 schools that received children from 

their areas.  Seventeen of these schools took part in the Flying Start Assessments in 

2002, compared to 25 in 2001.   

We would expect children living in Sure Start wards to do better because of the 

programme’s services to the wider community. For example, their average total for 

statutory strands (see above) should be higher in 2002 than in previous years (e.g. 

2000).  

• A thorough analysis of the information gives only inconclusive results at present:  

• Between 2000 and 2002 children assessed in Sure Start schools appeared to improve 
from year to year, and were approaching the county average score in 2002 (Graph 3). 

• However, on further investigation, schools with lower starting points were found to 
show a greater overall improvement.  Therefore, taking this into account, the score 
expected for all Sure Start schools taken together would have been 28.20.  The 
actual average score was 28.41 so that Sure Start schools have done slightly better 
than would have been expected.  This is what we predicted but the difference in 
scores was not large enough to be statistically significant.  In other words, we cannot 
rule out the possibility that this might have happened by chance. 
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Graph 3: Average Statutory Total Scores for the Years 2000 – 2002 
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Children who used Sure Start services  

We would also expect that children who used Sure Start services would benefit more 

and achieve higher Flying start scores than children who did not.   

For three areas, including Stanley, it was possible to look at the children who were most 

frequent users of Sure Start facilities.   

• 322 Children living in Sure Start areas were compared to 52 children who were 
known to have used services.  

• The average score for the non-users was 26.14 while the score for the users was 
26.67 so that children who used Sure Start did slightly better than those who did 
not.  The difference was not statistically significant, but again, it is in the 
direction that we predicted.  
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7.3 What findings mean 

• These analyses have demonstrated that, with the help of the Education 
Department, Performance Review Team, comparisons can be made between 
children who have used Sure Start and others who have not.    

• Further analyses are under way.  In particular, the areas most relevant to Sure 
Start (language and literacy and personal and social development) will be looked at 
separately, as well as the Developing Skills summary profile.  

• Nevertheless, it is not likely that conclusive results will be available in 2003, for 
two reasons: 

1. The incomplete participation of schools in the assessments, which restricts the 
number of Sure Start graduates for whom we have information.  This has a 
relatively small impact the data available for Stanley. 

2. The small number of school starters emerging from the programmes at this stage.  
This will improve year on year, giving us a larger sample, and more chance of 
finding statistically significant differences, if any exist.  

 

Conclusion 
• There are some small but encouraging signs that Sure Start may have positive 

effects on children’s achievements on starting school. However, as stated above, 
it is early days for Sure Start and we expect that greater benefits for children 
will be seen in years to come. 

• The “Flying Start” assessment has the potential to be an invaluable tool for 
highlighting these benefits in the future.   

 

7.4 Recommendations 

• To make full use of Flying Start, we should strongly encourage the programme to 
persuade all schools in Sure Start areas to complete the Flying Start assessment, 
in years to come.   

• The programme must maintain their standards of record-keeping. This is so that 
we can relate children’s use of Sure Start services to the results of their Flying 
Start assessments.   
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8 Working with Mainstream Agencies 

 

It is vital that Sure Start works closely with a range of mainstream statutory and 

voluntary organisations. One of the Sure Start principles states that Sure Start must 

“co-ordinate, streamline and add value to existing services”.  

The Question 

How do Mainstream agencies and organisations view Sure Start? 

8.1 What we did 

We interviewed 6 professionals and ran 2 focus groups, jointly comprising 13 

professionals. We asked the following questions: 

• What are your general views of Sure Start as an initiative? 

• What has been your involvement with Sure Start?  

• What has gone well over the last 12-18 months? 

• What have been the challenges in working with Sure Start? What could have gone 
better? 

• Do you have any suggestions for how working with Sure Start could be improved in 
future? 

• What are the implications of working with Sure Start in the long term for your 
organisation? 

8.2 What we found 

General Views of Sure Start  
• All of the professionals we spoke to were positive about Sure Start as an initiative.  

There were different aspects of Sure Start that they felt were particularly helpful 
for families with children under 4, these are outlined below: 
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Building confidence 

• As an initiative, one professional thought that Sure Start is a “brilliant 
scheme…..Sure Start is giving parents the skills and confidence to play a role in what 
happens in the community”. 

• Another professional said that Sure Start “is definitely needed in the area”.  It gives 
people the chance to “boost their ego and confidence….and that would help boost 
their children’s confidence”.  She wanted Sure Start to raise the expectations and 
aspirations of local people. 

• One professional said that Sure Start is “giving people a voice, showing them how to 
best help their children develop, and putting them into contact with people who could 
help them”.  For example, he hoped that the training provided by Sure Start would 
enable people to get jobs and better prospects.  

Extra resources in the area 

• One comment was disadvantaged communities are becoming advantaged because of 
the extra resources they now receive. 

Emphasis on early intervention 

• Some professionals felt that it is important to target early intervention.  In addition, 
the focus on the whole family is vital. 

Thinking outside the box 

• Another professional talked about Sure Start in relation to the wider context of 
more flexible and user-centred services, saying the Sure Start is the “first practical 
model of thinking outside the box”.  

Working with other agencies 

• In relation to the Sure Start programmes in County Durham, one view was that Sure 
Start is enabling organisations to make links with families that they have previously 
found hard to reach. 

• Furthermore, Sure Start is helping other mainstream organisations to become more 
aware of the needs of families and young children. 

Reservations 
Most professionals we spoke to had some reservations about various aspects of Sure 

Start. These related mostly to the geographical constraints and short-term nature of 

the programme.  However, professionals were aware that these issues were outside the 

control of individual programmes. 
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Geographical constraints 

• Most professionals were very disappointed that Sure Start is not available to the 
whole Stanley area.  Some people saw this as inequality. 

• Some of the professionals gave examples of people who would benefit greatly from 
Sure Start but who lived just outside the catchment area.  This caused some 
difficulties for professionals who had to tell some of their families they could access 
Sure Start resources, whilst others could not. 

• It was felt that the programme would not turn out-of-area people away, but there 
was uncertainty about how flexible Sure Start could be about working outside its 
boundaries. 

• There was a general feeling that Sure Start should be based on need rather then 
geographical area. 

Suggestions for the future 

• Professionals thought that guidelines regarding boundaries would be helpful. 

 

Short termism 

• One professional was concerned that Sure Start was “just another Government 
initiative which would receive funding for 3 years or so, and then would be left to 
dwindle away, leaving the community with nothing”. 

• Several professionals were not clear about what would happen once Sure Start 
funding runs out.  For example, who would pay for the extra Sure Start services?  

• There was a feeling that Sure Start is raising expectations and a concern as to how 
these expectations will be met after the funding runs out. 

Sure Start funding 

• Staff referred to the understandable tensions sometimes created by the sudden 
appearance of large amounts of funding in an area. 

• However, professionals were aware of the need to see beyond this issue, and work 
positively with Sure Start to benefit local families. 
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Strengths: What has gone well? 

Benefits to families 
Most professionals talked about the positive feedback they have had from families using 

Sure Start Stanley services.  In particular, parents were thought to have benefited 

greatly. 

Benefits to parents 

• One professional talked about the “brilliant” support Sure Start gave to a woman 
with post-natal depression whom she had referred. 

• Professionals have also received much positive feedback from parents on services, 
such as baby massage and Aqua-natal.  The range of people who have been attending 
Sure Start activities also surprised one professional. 

• It was hoped that the parents using the sessions would be asked to evaluate them.  
• There was a view that parental involvement in Sure Start has led to some parents 

being more confident in approaching professionals.  

Joint working 
Good interpersonal relationships 

• Some professionals have formed good relationships with the staff at Sure Start.  
The importance of face-to-face contact was emphasised as being a vital factor.  For 
example, one professional described her work with a Sure Start team member as “a 
great help”.  The worker was “always accessible”.  Another professional described the 
relationship with Sure Start as “tremendous”. 

• Professionals found that Sure Start staff always returned their calls, and made 
regular contact with them, either at the Stakeholders workshops, or at specially 
planned events.  The Open Day, for example, have been helpful in facilitating 
communication. 

• Professionals felt that they have benefited in several ways from their work with the 
Stanley programme.  For example, they have been able to share some of the Sure 
Start resources such as the garden and toy library.   

Direct work 

• In some cases, Sure Start staff have worked directly with professionals in their 
workplace.  For example, some schools in the local area have been taking part in the 
programme’s Speech Therapy Initiative, which “all schools have been crying out for”.  
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The training of nursery school staff by the Sure Start Speech & Language Therapist 
has been “quite a revelation”. 

Sharing good practice 

• One professional has facilitated a training course for parents with a member of the 
SPAN team. 

• Some professionals have been working in the Sure Start building, providing services 
for parents.  This has enabled the professionals to form good relationships with Sure 
Start staff. 

• Professionals have also been discussing with Sure Start staff the developments of 
new services, as well as where areas of doubling up of work has occurred. 

• Professionals thought that there should be an opportunity for Sure Start workers 
and local providers to feed into each others’ practice.  For example, the sharing of 
Sure Start Stanley’s findings from a parent survey were usefully shared with 
another agency. 

Professional training 

• Sure Start has organised a Joint Training event with local professionals in the area.  
The feedback from workers about the training was very positive. 

• Some professionals would like to see more shared training, such as in baby massage, 
which they think would help sustain the service in the future. 

Data collection 

• Several professionals have been involved in providing data for Sure Start Stanley.  
Whilst some professionals have been happy to do this, others have found the work 
involved in data collection difficult.  This is discussed further below. 

Communication 

• Sure Start has established an Early Years Group, which consists of Sure Start staff 
and staff from different schools in the area.  The group meets regularly to discuss 
various issues and concerns relating to preschool children.  For example, Sure Start 
was able to organise a health visitor liaison worker for the schools, which helped to 
improve the link between schools and the local health visiting service. 

• Three of the professionals valued the Stakeholders workshops as a way of 
communicating with Sure Start.  Two professionals regularly attend the programme’s 
meetings, and have found that this is a good way of communicating with Sure Start. 

• Professionals also receive Sure Start information from the programme’s information 
service and particularly liked the parents’ handbook, together with the various flyers 
and leaflets.  
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• Some professionals felt that communication have improved with the arrival of the 
information team. 

• Above all, most of the professionals appreciated face-to-face contact with Sure 
Start staff, which helped to build better communication and therefore relationships.   

• More recently the Sure Start programme has organised a Joint Development Group 
where the issue of joint working is discussed with mainstream agencies.  Early 
feedback from the group indicates that it has been helpful in sharing information 
between agencies. 

Funding 

• Sure Start Stanley has helped to fund a number of initiatives in the area, for 
example, nursery provisions at 2 local schools, and a soft play area at the Louisa 
Centre.  One professional said, “schools are benefiting significantly”. 

Shared objectives 

• 5 professionals talked about the similarities between the Sure Start objectives and 
those of their own organisations’; such as language development in preschool children, 
and supporting community participation. 

• Some professionals felt that their work together was mutually beneficial for Sure 
Start and their own organisation as information and resources were shared.  One 
professional said, “it’s in our best interest to work with Sure Start and SPAN”.  

Dual line management 

• Some Sure Start staff at the Stanley programme are line managed by people outside 
of the programme.  One managers saw it as an advantage that the workers are “an 
integral part of the Sure Start team” rather than being merely “dumped” into the 
situation from outside. 

• However, this professional added that it was sometimes difficult to find enough time 
to deal with all of his staff at the various Sure Start teams. 

 

Challenges: What could have been better? 

Understandably, given the newness of Sure Start and the speed with which it had to be 

set up, professionals from mainstream organisations identified a number of areas where 

there have been some difficulties in working with Sure Start in its early days. 
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Limited of consultation in the setting up stage 
• A number of the professionals felt that there had been insufficient consultation with 

them during the setting up of the programme.  One view was that Sure Start was set 
up “before we knew about it”. 

• However, professionals acknowledged that the current management team had not 
been involved during these early stages. 

Suggestions for the future 

• Some professionals felt that it was important to learn from this experience, by 
“bringing everyone in at the start” to ensure that consultation and communication 
takes place from the beginning. 

 

Limited consultation in service delivery 
• Some professionals felt that Sure Start could have taken advantage of their 

particular areas of expertise during various stages of the setting up process.  For 
example, consultation regarding the development of information sheets could have 
helped avoid ‘reinventing the wheel’, where prepared resources already existed. 

• More recently professionals said that there has been significant improvements in 
this situation, and they now feel that there is much more consultation between their 
own agency and Sure Start. 

Information on services 
• Whilst some professionals felt well informed about the Sure Start team and their 

services, others were not fully aware of who is in the team and what the nature of 
their roles is. 

• However, more recent views from agencies indicated that they are now receiving 
more information about the Sure Start team and the services they provide.  

Joint working 
Professionals felt that there was room for improvement in the area of joint working, 

highlighting areas where progress could be made. 

Duplication of services 

• There were some concerns that Sure Start may be duplicating some services that are 
already provided by mainstream agencies.   
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Conflicting advice 

• Another issue of concern is the apparent conflict of information which has 
sometimes occurred.  Some professionals said that in some cases Sure Start has 
inadvertently given inaccurate advice or information to families.   

• Greater consultation with professionals with relevant experience could help avoid 
such situations in the future. 

Information sharing 

• Some professionals would like to know more about Sure Start involvement with 
families with whom they also were working. 

• Professionals felt strongly that Sure Start involvement needs to be carefully 
managed to take account of the input of other agencies, to ensure greatest benefit 
for families and avoid duplication of service provision. 

• Some professionals also felt that they lacked information about the Sure Start 
Language Measure, which they felt could represent a duplication of service. 

Data collection 

• Some professionals have found the request for data from the Sure Start programme 
difficult to implement.  They understood that the programme needs to be evaluated 
on a monthly basis, but this does exert significant additional pressures on their time.  

• More recently, professionals have felt that this problem has been resolved as data 
collection for Sure Start has now become part of their way of working.   

Referral systems 

• Some professionals reported that it has been difficult referring families to Sure 
Start since the programme does not have a formal referral system. 

• Workers try to encourage families to register with Sure Start but ultimately it is 
the family’s choice as to whether to engage or not. 

• A recent development at the programme has been the setting up of a robust referral 
system.  

Suggestions for the future 

Framework for relationship building 

• There was a strong feeling that face-to-face contact with Sure Start staff was vital 
to develop effective working relationships and that given constraints on some 
mainstream agencies’ time, it would be very helpful if Sure Start staff could attend 
mainstream meetings, and make informal visits to their workplace. 

• Professionals felt some of the in-house discussions which occur at Sure Start 
meetings are not necessarily relevant to outside professionals. 
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• Some professionals also felt that communication by email could work well and save on 
time and paper. 

Consultation 

• There was a strong feeling that there has to be better consultation so that joint 
services can be developed more efficiently. 

• For one professional, the worst scenario would be where local services “let Sure 
Start get on with it”, taking no interest in what is happening.  There have to be joint 
approaches.  Both services have to look at their combined resources and ask how best 
their joint resources can be used. 

• More recently views from mainstream agencies show that the issue of consultation 
has improved significantly, and there is now more involvement of other agencies in 
developing Sure Start services as well as more communication between agencies. 

Joint visits 

• It was suggested that Sure Start could carry out joint home visits with other 
professionals when trying to encourage families to use the programme. 

Shared understanding 

• There was a view that a shared sense of vision and understanding is needed, because 
currently different professional groups talk in their own language, and do not 
necessarily understand each other’s aims and ways of working. 

• Another professional said that the key question should be “what do we as services 
want for the families and children in our area?”. 

Impact of Sure Start ways of working 
• Some professionals felt that Sure Start has not changed the ways in which they 

worked as yet, but it has enabled them to access extra resources for some of their 
families. 

• There was a view that Sure Start has impacted on joint working in some ways.  There 
was a feeling that the programme has “impacted on looking at other people’s role”, 
and there was recognition that some of their work can be “devolved down” to the 
programme.  

 

Future work with Sure Start 
Joint Development Group 

• It was hoped that the setting up of the Joint Development Group would enhance 
future working with Sure Start, in looking at the issues of mainstreaming.   
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Direct work 

• Several professionals talked about their future plans to work with Sure Start.  One 
professional would like to work alongside the programme to explore how to involve 
parents in different ways, such as working with fathers in a Dads Group. 

• Another professional would like to see Sure Start using their community building as a 
venue to run courses from, or playgroups.  Some agencies have talked to the 
programme about the possibility of funding more community-based facilities such as 
a mobile toy library and baby-change facilities. 

• One organisation was interested in working with Sure Start on a preventative 
approach to childcare, looking at the issue of social exclusion. 

Co-ordinating Sure Start 

• There was a strong view that co-ordination of Sure Start programmes was needed on 
a county-wide basis.  This is something that the programme is looking into. 

Sustaining Sure Start 

• One professional felt that in order to sustain Sure Start, there must be commitment 
at the higher management level from all mainstream agencies: Health, Social Services 
and Education.   Agencies should help shape the future of Sure Start. 

• Another professional said Sure Start could play a role in the future of mainstream 
services by feeding into areas such as early intervention and transparent referral 
systems. 

• Another view was that the key to mainstreaming Sure Start lies in embedding its 
ways of working into mainstream services.  For example, all health visitors doing some 
Sure Start work, rather than only a few doing all the work. 

Accessing decision-makers 

• There was a view that it would be most productive to infiltrate existing meetings to 
access decision-makers rather than set up additional ones. 

• One professional felt that Sure Start should use existing frameworks such as 
Children’s Strategic Partnerships, or the Children’s Services Plan as a way to 
communicate with decision-makers. 

Focus on continuity in children’s services 

• Three professionals thought that focusing on continuity in children’s services is vital.   
• There were strong views that Sure Start needs to be integrated with all children’s 

services, so that there is one system and a common sense of purpose. 
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Sure Start as a brand? 

• One professional was concerned that the Sure Start ‘brand’ sometimes seems elitist.  
She felt that in the future, the branding of Sure Start needs to be handled carefully 
to prevent Sure Start from becoming a “stand alone” service. 

 

8.3 What the findings mean 

The Sure Start Stanley programme has started to make some steps towards building 

relationships with mainstream agencies.  The issue of mainstreaming is a difficult one; 

‘mainstreaming’ means different things to different people, and there are many 

different views as to how it should done.  Gaining the perspectives of professionals from 

different agencies could help in making links between Sure Start Stanley and staff at 

mainstream agencies. 



 

 

 89

9 NEXT STEPS 

In the final year of our three year evaluation, we agreed with Sure Start Stanley that 

we would revisit themes discussed in this second report, to measure any change over 

time.  The themes being: 

• Parent views 
• Quality of play 
• Team working 
• Costs 
• Flying Start 
• Working with mainstream agencies 
 

Our next annual report will be delivered at the beginning of 2004.  This third year 

report is particularly important since programmes must submit it to the Sure Start Unit. 

 

We look forward to continuing our work with Sure Start Stanley in the coming months. 
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Appendix 1 

Overview of Questions Workshops 

The Questions Workshop 

Our overall approach to evaluation is to involve people in Sure Start as much as possible 

in what we do.  We ran questions workshops to help parents and staff decide what they 

wanted the evaluation to focus on. 

At the workshop in Stanley, we asked parents and staff the following questions: 

• What do you want to know about? 
• Can we find out something about this? 
• Who in particular wants to know this? 
• Do you know the answer to your question already? 
• How will you use the answer? 

We could not answer all the questions raised because of time and resource constraints.  

Instead we grouped the most important questions together and fed these back to the 

programme, together with suggestions for how we might find out the answers.  
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APPENDIX 2 

 

Parent Survey 
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1.     Have you heard of Sure Start Stanley? (please circle your answer)  
    Yes    No 
 
2.     Would you like more information about Sure Start Stanley? 

Yes    No 
      

(If yes, please remember to give your name and address in the box above and someone 
from Sure Start Stanley will contact you). 

 
3. How many children under 4 do you have?…………………………………………… 

 
4.     How old are they? (please tick the appropriate boxes) 

Number of children: One Two   Three  
0-12 months     # # #  
1-2 years      # # #  
2-3 years      # # #  
3-4 years      # # #  

PLEASE TURN OVER 

We want to find out what YOU think about Sure Start Stanley.  Please be honest - 
your answers will be treated confidentially.   
 
If you fill in this survey, and your name and address, you will be entered into a prize 
draw to win one of ten £20 Asda vouchers.  Please complete the following: 
 
Name………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
Address…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
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5. If you have heard of Sure Start, could you tell us what services you have used by 
circling Y or N, and then tick how you felt about them: 
Sure Start Stanley 
services 

Have you 
used this 
service? 

Very 
happy 

Happy Unhappy Very 
unhappy 

Aqua Natal Y /N     
Baby massage Y /N     
Breast feeding support 
group 

Y /N     

Breast feeding workshop Y /N     
Bumps and Babies Y /N     
Computer courses Y /N     
Crèche Worker’s training Y /N     
Creepy Crawlers Y /N     
Dad’s group Y /N     
Free safety pack Y /N     
Handling Children’s 
Behaviour course 

Y /N     

Holiday activities e.g. 
Messy Play, Teddy Bears 
picnic 

Y /N     

Home safety equipment 
loan scheme 

Y /N     

Individual family support Y /N     
Information service e.g. 
Parents Handbook, 
Newsletter, website. 

Y /N     

Parent-toddler group Y /N     
Parent-toddler group 
training 

Y /N     

Quit smoking group Y /N     
Story Time Y /N     
Toy library Y /N     
Welfare Rights Officer Y /N     
Work Start/Advice on 
employment 

Y /N     

6. If you are unable to use the services is it because of: 
(please tick the reasons you are unable to use the services) 
Transport difficulties #  Don’t feel comfortable #  

      using services 
 

Too far to activity/ #  Childcare difficulties # 
     centre  
 

Other  (please give details) ….…………………………………………………. 



 

 

 95

 
7. Do you think that services for pre-school (0-4 years)      

children and families have improved at all in Stanley?      

Yes    No 
Please give your comments: 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

8. Do you feel that there are good play and learning services for children under 4 in 
your area (for example, outdoor play grounds, play groups, nurseries, book club, etc) 

Yes    No 
 

9. Are there any other services for pre-school (0-4 years) children and families that 
you would like in Stanley?                  

    Yes    No 
Please give details: 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

10. Would you be prepared to talk to someone outside Sure Start about 
what you think about Sure Start? 

    Yes    No 
If yes, please give your name and phone number: 
Name………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
Telephone………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
11. Please add any other comments about Sure Start Stanley here (please continue overleaf 

if you run out of space): 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 

 96

Appendix 3 

Summary of Feedback on the Year 2 Evaluation Report 

The report was delivered to the staff and parents at Stanley in March 2003.  The 
feedback outlined below was gained from: 

o Discussion at an Action and a Partnership meeting 

o Informal discussions with parents and staff 

o Discussion with parents at a Parent and Community meeting (9 mothers, 1 father 

present). 

What parents thought 
o Most parents agreed that the report was too long, and parents did not have time 

to read through it. 

o They thought that the summary of the report was much easier to read.  For the 

future, they suggested that within the summary, the chapter pages could be 

referenced so that parents know where to refer to should they want more 

information. 

o Parents would like to see more detailed recommendations in future reports. 

o Parents commented that it was interesting to hear about the information from 

Flying Start and to see the small differences that seem to be being made already 

in County Durham. 

o Parents were most interested in the Quality of Play chapter, as it looked at an 

area which has a direct impact on children. 

o In the future, parents suggested that colour co-ordinated pages would make the 

report more reader-friendly. 

What staff thought 
o A key member of staff thought that the report was easy to read and understand. 
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o It was felt that although the size of the report (91 pages) may discourage some 

people from reading it, the detail included was necessary. 

o There were some concerns about the low return rate for the parents’ satisfaction 

survey. 

o  With regards to children using Sure Start and their scores on the Flying Start 

assessment, it was felt that a more accurate way to measure families’ usage of 

Sure Start is required.  For this report, families who have just received the free 

Safety Packs were classed as users in the same way that regular users of, 

Storytime were, for example. 

Implications of the Report for the programme 
o In order to make the report as accurate as possible, it was thought important 

that the programme now needs to devise ways to accurately record attendance at 

activities/services.  This will have particular implications for the Flying Start and 

cost effectiveness data. 

 
 


