14.01.10: Sure Start outreach essential to engaging the most vulnerable
Sure Start plays a vital in providing early years services but simply locating children’s centres in the most deprived areas is not enough to ensure the participation of the most disadvantaged groups.
Most children’s centres are run by local authorities. The National Audit Office has found that too few are employing outreach workers to target vulnerable groups (the hard-to-reach families who don’t use children’s centres are arguably the families who need services the most). The role of these workers is based around encouraging parents to understand what children’s centres can provide and the benefits of accessing them – but these families need much more than that. The reality is that these families often require intensive home-based provision to support self-development and parenting before they can access mainstream services. 

Parents with mental health problems or learning difficulties may have poor self-esteem and lack the confidence to mix outside the home. Without support they may be unable to develop the household routines necessary for attending timetabled activities. Children on the receiving end of unresponsive or aggressive parenting styles may develop behaviour that makes it impossible them to mix appropriately with other people’s children 

In our experience family support workers need to help parents and children to overcome these difficulties before they can really avail themselves of all the opportunities that Sure Start presents. Where we succeed the rewards go beyond the immediate outcomes of safeguarding the child and assuring his or her development. Once a parent takes the step to attend a centre with their child they grow in confidence. Many take on volunteering roles in our services and prepare for further training, or employment, helping them to fight poverty and social exclusion.

However we need to see increased investment in home based services as well as outreach services if we are serious about children’s centres achieving all this for vulnerable families and their children. For this we also need more recognition from all the political parties and local authorities that if we are to protect and help the most vulnerable children first we must start with their parents.

