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This example shows how East Hastings Children’s Centre uses well-integrated services from a wide range of professional agencies and an extensive network of volunteers to improve the lives of local children and families.
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‘Our staff work as a team with a common aim, shared responsibilities and a culture of celebrating successes. The strength of our partnership is developed through responsive listening, mutual trust and respecting each other’s skills and judgements. Working across sectors, the centre achieves a more detailed understanding of the community and is therefore able to meet the individual needs of families and improve their lives, and offering better progression routes. This includes the accredited Children's Centre Volunteer Programme. The mutually supportive ethos of the centre is then mirrored by the community as empowered parents and carers inspire others.’
Tracey Rose, Area Coordinator
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Working in partnership 

Inspectors were impressed by the strength of partnership working evident in the daily professional practice and communications that take place between centre staff, health visitors and midwives based at the centre. Staff from different professional agencies share the premises and are able to meet and talk through issues as a team and move things on ‘further and quicker’ to the benefit of families. Referrals from one agency to another are completed swiftly without recourse to what staff refer to as ‘phone tag’, or leaving answerphone messages and then waiting for a reply. Programmes of support for individual families are arranged more easily, avoiding duplication and ensuring a timely response to families in need of support.  

Information sharing

The team works well to share pertinent information to improve the quality and timeliness of their support. For the last two years, health authority partners across Hastings have shared information on all new births in the area with children’s centre staff. Family outreach workers are able to follow up on any families that have not made contact with the centre and ensure that most families are registered. Over 92% of families with a child under five in the East Hastings area were registered at the centre in 2012 and the attendance rates of target groups, including lone parents, teenage parents and families from minority ethnic backgrounds, are higher than in many other centres.

A wide range of voluntary and professional agencies are represented at monthly meetings. This helps to ensure a comprehensive evaluation of the needs of individual families and joint agreement on a support programme, and to review and adapt existing support. During the recent inspection many parents and carers told how the extensive support from staff had led to improvements in their financial security, housing issues, employment prospects, health advice and preparing children for school.

Volunteer programme
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A key feature of the centre’s success is the opportunity it provides for parents and carers to volunteer and to contribute to the local community. In her role as Volunteer Coordinator, Anne Harrington-Lowe has organised the volunteer programme for families across Hastings and St Leonards for the last five years. As well as regular volunteer support meetings she organises two volunteer training courses a year. The most obvious testimony to the impact of the programme is the wide variety of projects where volunteers actively contribute to the life and work of the centre and provide support for their community.                                                                             

Currently more than 13 different programmes, including music workshops, Makaton communication sessions with young children, the ‘Fun, Young and Informative’ group for teenage parents, a drop-in group for mothers with post-natal depression, breastfeeding groups, and one-off community events, are supported and led by volunteers. A newsletter designed to celebrate and publicise the work of the volunteers also keeps them informed of future plans. Monthly volunteer support meetings are held on a drop-in basis, encouraging first-time visitors to enrol in the programme. Established volunteers describe the huge difference that the programme has made to their lives. Some describe breaking a cycle of reliance on medication; others a new-found ability to change harmful lifestyles. All describe renewed self-confidence and an empowerment to provide help, support and guidance to other families in the community.
Research papers
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The centre has produced a range of publications that examine and evaluate the effectiveness of specific programmes and partnerships. First-hand evidence from participants provides confirmation of the long-term impact of the centre’s work. For a recent publication, parent-volunteers undertook research into the relationship between parental engagement at children’s centres and the parents’ subsequent involvement in pursuing their own educational activities.
In association with the University of Brighton, trained parent-research leaders and parent-volunteers produced a research paper in March 2012 which is beginning to influence the way that East Hastings Children’s Centre communicates with parents and carers. The research team presented a paper at the Universities Association for Lifelong Learning (UALL) annual conference in March 2012. 
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East Hastings Children’s Centre is one of nine children’s centres in the Hastings area. It opened in 2006 as a phase 1 centre and provides services for families in the Broomgrove and Old Town districts. There are currently 600 children aged under five years living in the area. Over 70% of children currently registered live in areas classified as within the 30% most disadvantaged areas nationally.


Mutual trust and support: East Hastings Children’s Centre
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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