Making Connections

Toolkit
Early Years and Families 

The toolkit acts as a resource to support the practical sessions of the Making Connections continuing professional development programme run by engage, for gallery educators at the start of their career.

We hope they will also have relevance for artists, teachers and artist-educators in their field. 

It is recognised that many gallery educators are artists in their own right, but for the purposes of this toolkit, the term ‘gallery educator’ will be used to distinguish them for visiting artists’. Also, throughout this toolkit, the word ‘gallery’ is used to represent art galleries and museums.

Each kit has been compiled in consultation with engages’ gallery educator members and others in the field, to act as pointers to information and issues that may be of interest to practitioners.

It is recognised that situations in art museums and galleries vary hugely, and much information will be familiar to ‘old hands’. We hope those in the early years of their careers will find the kits useful background information, and those with more experience will make suggestions for more materials / useful contacts.

The format of each pack is the same and includes:

· Food for thought: issues and points for discussion

· Themed sections: which includes more detailed information and guidance

· Samples and templates: reading lists and various documents for reference

References in bold italics refer to documents to be found in this pack.

Many thanks to the Esmee Fairbairn Foundation, the Baring Foundation and Arts Council England for their support of the Making Connections professional development programme. engage is grateful to those organisations which have allowed us to include sample documents and templates.

We would be most grateful for all comments and suggestions – please include these with your evaluation of the seminar. These will help in the future development of engage toolkits.

Toolkits researched and produced by Sally Entwistle, based on the model created by Venetia Scott.
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Samples and templates (coloured paper documents enclosed)

1. Case studies

2. Funding

3. Useful contacts

4. Further research

5. General Developmental Sequence: Toddler through Preschool

6. Child development & stages: early years

7. Questions and Answers-SureStart

8. Making their Mark-children’s early writing –SureStart

9. Toddlers and very early learning-SureStart

10. 5X5X5=Creativity in the Early Years

11. Ofsted document

12. ‘Surely some mistake?’-Guardian article January 5th 2005

13. Encounters Between Artists

14. In the early years –SureStart

15. The Learning through play Curve-ACE

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

A different type of learning

· How can young children learn and engage with new environments? 

· Do pre-school children need the languages and materials of the visual arts

    adapted differently than other children? 

· What levels of learning and development can you incorporate into your

       planning? 

Best Practice 

· Where do you start planning early years activities? 

· Who should you pitch the activity at – the children or their carers 

· How can early years activity contribute to building new audiences? 

· Is working with very young children about entertainment or development? 

· How can you feed a child’s imagination and ensure they join in? 

Practical aspects

· What kind of methodologies do you need to set up?

· Are you part of a larger network? Are there groups in your area you can work with and ask to help you? 

· Are you providing a safe place for the events? 

· Can you and do you want to link to early years formal education? 

Themes
What is ‘Early Years’ activity?

Arts Council England offers the parameters of children from birth to six years old1, whilst Sure Start, the government’s initiative for delivering ‘the best start in life for every child by bringing together: early education, childcare, health and family support’ prioritises years 0 to 4 (but also works with children up to 16 years). The majority of arts related projects have been with children aged 3 to 6, with less of an emphasis on ages 0-3 years1. 

What does ‘Family Friendly’ mean? 

The phrase 'Child and Family Friendly' is used as short-hand for a gallery in which children and their families feel comfortable and welcomed. This 'friendliness' will be demonstrated in the physical space and its facilities, and in the attitude of the staff. A Child and Family Friendly Venue will also be a space in which work programmed and created for these groups can be seen to its best advantage without being compromised artistically. 

Taken from a Research Study into a Network of Centres for Arts for Children and Young People in Scotland, Sarah Argent, 2000.

Why now?

Over the past few years a series of new legislation, government initiatives, and associated funding have brought about significant changes in the early development, welfare, care and education for children, leading to a current position of seeking out innovative solutions to problems, and a greater openness to new partnerships.

The Children Act 2004 and Every Child Matters: In 2003, the Government published the Every Child Matters Green Paper alongside its formal response to the Victoria Climbié Inquiry Report. The Paper proposed changes in policy and legislation in England to maximise opportunities and minimise risks for all children and young people, focusing services more effectively around the needs of children, young people and families. 

Consultation on the Paper showed broad support for the proposals, in particular the intention to concentrate on outcomes that children and young people themselves have said are important, rather than prescribing organisational change. These are: being healthy, staying safe, enjoying and achieving, making a positive contribution and achieving economic well-being. The programme aims to improve those outcomes for all children and to close the gap in outcomes between the disadvantaged and their peers.
The Act has been produced in the light of this consultation and gives effect to the legislative proposals set out in the Green Paper to create clear accountability for children's services, to enable better joint working and to secure a better focus on safeguarding children.2
SureStart: In 2002 the government prioritised a commitment to the best possible start in life for all children across the country, including providing support for parents / carers and families. To put the commitment into practice it initiated the new SureStart unit, whose aim is to achieve better outcomes for children, parents and communities by:

· increasing the availability of childcare for all children 

· improving health and emotional development for young children 

· supporting parents as parents and in their aspirations towards employment 

achieved by:

· helping services development in disadvantaged areas alongside financial help for parents to afford childcare 

· rolling out the principles driving the Sure Start approach to all services for children and parents

In October 2002, £200m was made available to support the programme jointly through the New Opportunities Fund, DfES and DCMS. The new funds available, combined with the opportunity to develop new audiences and strengthen links with partners and local communities, resulted in a wide range of new and experimental activity springing up between arts organisations and children’s care providers. Although this funding has now all been allocated and has therefore closed, the initial developments made by a few organisations in these early stages have been taken on board more widely now, resulting in many galleries being more aware of the scope for working with very young children and families, aided yet further by the learning curves already experienced by others in the field. 

Early years activity has now been moved up the agenda for any organisation working with its local community, and with or without SureStart, many galleries are taking this opportunity on board as a new way for audiences to engage with its exhibitions programmes and projects. At the same time gallery educators who already provide family activity are often faced with requests for bringing younger siblings to workshops and other activities, and work with early years offers the opportunity not just to plug the age gap, but to develop a worthwhile programme of developmental activity for these very young bothers and sisters, thus adding value to the relationship between the gallery and its already supportive audience.

Early Years Learning Styles
Learning and engaging with a new environment

“Physical interaction, particularly by touching, is important for children. If galleries appear to be ‘fragile’ environments, or hostile to the idea of interaction, parents will be reluctant to risk a visit.”3
A major concern for many galleries is how to programme activities for very young children in a way that will not be damaging to exhibitions and valuable works. The guidance documents listed later in the kit offer excellent self-audits for galleries which will cover some of these concerns. Ideally galleries need supportive, family friendly front of house staff and in some instances curators may be able to programme exhibitions which are family friendly too in that they can be selected precisely because of their ‘touch ability’. However this is rarely the case, and in most galleries it can only be occasional, if at all. Once the family friendly exhibition closes, consider your legacy if families have been welcomed and invited to touch and explore, then face a new exhibition behind wires, alarms and glass boxes. 

It may be more effective in the long term to develop programmes which work with the realities of exhibition programming by, for example:

· agreeing with curators what materials may be used within the gallery spaces

· introducing carers to the gallery with a quick tour, explaining how and why particular works are exhibited, and which areas are most (and least) suitable for children or activity

· set aside a corner of the gallery which families can take over; this way children can directly respond to the exhibition environment, but space which is safe both for them and the exhibition

· use the gallery for ‘dry’ activities like story telling and games; then move to a workshop space for the messier activities, using reproductions of works to remind participants of what they saw in the galleries if necessary

Materials and Language

It’s likely that the materials and language normally used in sessions with children will be too complex for early years activity. The following advice about what materials work for young children has been adapted from ‘Toddlers and very early learning’ (see inserts section),  and can be used as the very first stages in looking at and thinking about the stories, experiences and processes of art.

Materials: Toddlers love playing around with interesting materials, but before you spend, look carefully at the materials. Can toddlers use it in different ways? Will it add to what they enjoy already? If it has limited interest, toddlers will soon abandon it for the more interesting box that it came in. Spend your money on materials that you cannot make or gather together such as:

· A solid wheeled trolley has a long play life. It provides balance for young toddlers who still wobble when they walk, and can help carry materials around the space or from the workshop into the gallery and vice versa.

· Toddlers can enjoy a generous supply of basic wooden blocks and plastic brick shapes. First they build simple towers or like to knock down your building. Toddlers develop their first ideas about space and shape by putting bricks in and out of containers, again and again. Later in early childhood, they and their friends will build anything that fires their imagination.

· Toddlers are keen on piling, filing and sorting. You can buy a simple shape sorter toy, but they learn just as well with a range of different size containers and a home-made ‘posting box’.

· Large cardboard boxes are useful because they can be sat in, pushed along and decorated. Soon they will become a bus to sit in, a cave to hide in and the table in a pretend café.

· Toddlers love dressing up, but they do not need specially bought outfits. They like hats, bags and clothes that are easy to put on, like a fancy scarf or a waistcoat. As their imagination grows, an attractive piece of material can be a cloak, a wraparound skirt or the way to become a butterfly.

· Collect a big bag or basket of safe household materials that otherwise go in the recycling or the bin. Young sculptors have fun exploring cardboard tubes, wide neck plastic bottles, corks and cotton reels, tins (empty and cleaned), supermarket packaging, old-fashioned dolly pegs. Check that anything is safe to be sucked, because younger toddlers will put some things in their mouth. Avoid polystyrene packaging, plastic bags and, obviously, anything with sharp edges.

Language: It is really useful to understand how language unfolds. First of all, toddlers learn words that are the names of familiar people and objects. Then they learn words that stand for actions. Only then do they start to have the words that describe their world, that are about ideas. This development is usually in the second part of the second year of life. Listen to older toddlers and you may hear ‘big’, ‘high’, ‘tasty’, ‘hot’, ‘smelly’ and other words for ideas. Such words cannot make sense until toddlers have plenty of words for naming and actions, because the words need to link together. ‘Big’, ‘high’ and ‘hot’ are ideas words that cannot stand alone. Young children enjoy dramatic pauses and repeating phrases that they can say as well. Be excited when they link what they see outside – a big sunflower or a fire engine – to a picture4.

Child development and early mark-making

For many galleries, working with very young children will be a new area, and education staff may not know what to expect from young children regarding how they learn and respond, and what activities might work. Running a consultation panel can help assist with this (see planning, below), but taking account of some basic milestones in child learning and development can help devise a framework for activities which should help ensure their success. Below are some tips about the behaviour, physicality, and mark-making children can be expected to develop which relates to their practical creative skills. Further guidance on ages and stages of child development are provided later in the kit.

Toddlers learn through having time and space to practise. They repeat actions, often with slight variations. In this way they get to understand how things work. They become confident about what causes what, and what will fit or not. Try hard to look beyond the apparent mess to what toddlers are exploring and what they have learned. Of course, it is sensible to make some ground rules like ‘Paint stays on this table on the plastic cloth’.4
The first clear sign that children are interested in mark-making comes when they use thick crayons to make big circular and straight lines. This type of mark-making is often dismissed as scribble, but it is actually an important step in learning to write, because children are trying out new things to see what happens. The marks children make slowly begin to have more meaning for them, and you will be able to see this by listening to what they say when they play with pens, crayons and paper. At first, mark-making is a blend of writing and drawing, as children are keen to use their new skills. But most begin to understand the difference between drawing and writing sometime after their third birthday.

On a practical level, it is useful to provide endless supplies of paper, crayons, felt tips and paint. Don’t worry about buying expensive paper; very young children will be happy scrap paper which you could get donated. You might also like to try mark-making outdoors by getting out some chalks. Patios, walls, paths and pavements are fantastic for helping children.

For young children, learning to control a pencil, pen or even paintbrush is hard. To do it, they first need to develop their hand–eye coordination, and build up the muscles and control in the hands. And children need more than just the control of their hands – they also need to be able to coordinate their arms and shoulders. Controlling these larger movements is what comes first when children are very young.5
Planning for Good Practice

The Philosophy of Reggio Emilia

‘Children have many languages for expressing and communicating, and they want to use all of them. They seek an alliance with the adults in their life to protect their right to creative freedom which is also a space of trust, solidarity and joy.’ Louis Malaguzzi, a key founder of the philosophy

Reggio Emilia, a small town in prosperous northern Italy, has become an international focus of interest for artists and educationalists working with young children. Central to the approach pioneered by the pre-schools of Reggio Emilia, is the belief that children can be the protagonists of their learning and the architects of their curriculum. Teachers are seen as enablers and co-researchers who have a deep respect for the children’s curiosity and potential. They support children’s right to learn and communicate using the many languages open to them. These languages are not only verbal, but also include other symbolic representations such as drawing, painting, using clay, collage, performance, movement and music.

The people of Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy started to develop their early childhood centres after the Second World War. Their methods have been carefully developed over half a century of observing, listening and responding to children. Their work is now an important point of reference for educators and researchers, acting as an inspiration to educators around the world.

The Influence of Reggio in the UK: The influence of these powerful ideas has started to be seen at many levels within the early years field in the UK. At a grass roots level, increasing numbers of early years educators have begun to implement these ideas in their own practice. A professional forum – Refocus – is being developed. Also curriculum advisors for the national and regional government are acknowledging the power of this particular theoretical perspective (Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage: QCA/DfES 2000; The Learning Country, National Assembly for Wales).6
The Reggio Emilia ethos is so integrated into childcare and learning in the region, that creative and artistic training is a core element of childcare and teacher training so that every child’s imagination and creativity is nurtured from day one. The exhibition ‘One Hundred Languages of Children’ which demonstrates the methods of the region, and the processes and work of the childcare workers and children, has toured the UK three times and is well cited in early years learning as illustrating a model of exemplary practise which other areas can take and adapt to their own circumstances. The exhibition continues touring internationally in 2005. Website links and other related publications about this work can be found under Further Research.

Where to start planning?

Think about why you want to offer activity for early years children and their carers. It might be to:

· accommodate younger brothers and sisters who already accompany siblings to existing workshops

· widen the gallery’s visitor profile by offering activity which can attract a greater number and diversity of adults

· because of particular partner organisations you can, or want to work with

· to interpret an exhibition which will have appeal for that particular age group

· make the gallery more family friendly

· widen your approach to participatory activity and learn more about how the imagination and learning styles of different people contribute to your programme

These reasons will impact on planning. However if this is a new area, think about the following two routes to aid the development process:

· Work in partnership with a group who have this area of expertise, such as Sure Start, schools, local nurseries, or colleges and universities with relevant early years education departments

· Alternatively build up a small consultation group of people who can advise you as you plan, such as carers and parents, grandparents, local nursery workers, nursery and reception school teachers or advisors, and artists or staff from other galleries who may have established something similar

You may need to be prepared to compensate some of these people for their time, but the advice they can offer will save time, money and staffing resources in the long run by being able to learn from mistakes other people have already made, and taking on their ideas to turn your activities into a high quality, well received programme. They may also have good suggestions about factors you hadn’t considered, such as the physical settings, and health and safety considerations for very young children; as well as general advice about what very young children thrive on, what’s worked for them, and how children learn at that age. At the same time the consultation group can be starting to spread word about your activities, thus ensuring you have an audience ready to join in when they commence.

Planning for children and adults 

Arts About Manchester carried out a number of action research projects looking at working with families and found that, “Social interaction for the family plays a critical role in shaping the visit. Family members bring their own personal and social agendas to bear, even more than other visitors. Discussions between family members generated by, for example, looking at exhibitions and reading interpretation is an important part of the experience. This should be actively encouraged. Conversations can be pivotal in finding a shared meaning and adults often appreciate help in starting those conversations.”3

Activities which work for both children and their carers or families also assist in breaking down barriers to exhibitions for people who may not be familiar with being in galleries or looking at art. The opportunity exists for adults to learn alongside their children in a very relaxed, informal way which draws attention towards the children and away from the uncertainties of the adults. In many cases as well as encouraging dialogue and interaction within the session itself, it can also prompt adults into remembering and enjoying their own artistic interests, and stimulate imagination for activities parents can continue with the children back at home. Similarly by involving other family members and encouraging for example, grandparents or ‘weekend parents’ to attend sessions with children, the activities can help find new common interests within family relationships and thus contribute towards building and strengthening interaction. The combination of all these benefits means that in some cases, the adults and families will choose to come back to the gallery over time under their own steam, or to join in future programmes, as their confidence in visiting and using galleries increases.

Entertainment or development? 

One of the key features of your family or early years programme is that you have a unique environment which nurseries and schools can’t replicate – the gallery. Whilst this brings its own logistical challenges, it also brings a richness of unusual opportunity and resources.  As with all gallery education activity, being able to sit and work with art works first hand can inspire questioning and creativity in new ways, where children and their parents / carers can be encouraged to think imaginatively and be challenged in exciting ways. This feature should be harnessed and capitalised on in your programme

As with other kinds of children’s events, parents can also find the social aspect of the event as rewarding as the activities, and running a social and entertaining programme somewhere in your venue could provide a way into gently familiarising new families and groups with the building itself as a starting point (and might help you get round problems of room availability). However in the long run, think about what value this adds to the experience of the exhibitions. Unless you move these sessions slowly into the gallery space as the confidence in the participants grows, families could visit for 2 or 3 years and yet never come into contact with the exhibition spaces themselves.

A conference report arising from a residential course for artists working with very young children clarified the uniqueness galleries can offer young children:

“A question that often arises amongst early years practitioners is, why is there such an emphasis on the arts, and the particular skills of artists over those of other professions? There is a particular way artists think that is of value to early years work. Artists are steeled to approaching the blank canvas, to not knowing quite where to start but allowing things to happen, to taking personal risks, allowing for mistakes and recognising and creating opportunities. It’s all in a days work, whereas most other professions are outcome led as against process and play. Observing and listening is in the nature of being an artist, and observing and listening are fundamental to being with children”7.

Checklist
There are many areas of advice offered in the Arts About Manchester and Family Friendly.net audit guides; but there are several additional questions about the activity itself that can be useful to consider when planning child friendly / family activities:

· Does it involve the adults and children working together?

· Does it relate specifically to this gallery / exhibition?

· Are the participants doing or learning something new that they would

           be unlikely to get from home or in nursery / school?

· Does it have the feel of a high quality activity? (Only your instincts can

           tell you this to start with)

· Are the materials and environment safe?

· Does the environment look and feel professional, friendly and

           welcoming?

· Are there enough staff available?

· Can you spend time explaining to the adults what the activity will do and

           be about?

· What size group can you comfortably work with, given staffing levels

           and the high amount of attention the session will require?

· Should your event be drop-in or start-finish over a set time?

· Will participants want to have done or made something to take home

           with them at the end?

· Do you want participants to leave their mark at the gallery through a

           collage, model, small exhibition area etc?

In addition, consider how you will display or otherwise recognise/ celebrate the contribution made by your very young artists. 

Keep adding to the list through your own experiences as the programme develops to form a useful evaluation model, which will help develop the programme over time and justify any necessary resources.

Practicalities


Partnerships and networks
SureStart: will undoubtedly be running programmes local to your gallery and may be interested in partnering up with you to offer new provision, or alternatively will know of groups who might be interested in joining your activities. They may also be able to advise you in working with very young children, join your consultation panel, or put you in touch with other contacts and resources.

See website listings for further information.

Centres of Curiosity and Imagination: are dedicated to inspiring children's exploration of the world around them through hands-on activities.  They foster children's natural curiosity about the past and present, so helping them to develop a strong sense of identity, deepen connections with their communities and the wider world, and take an active and imaginative role in shaping the future.

Early Excellence Centres: offer high quality practice in one-stop-shop integrated education and day care for young children, and services and opportunities for parents, carers, families and the wider community both directly and in cooperation with other providers. There are 107 designated centres across England, providing a wide range of early years settings in rural, urban and inner city areas
Formal Education: If working with schools and LEAs is a priority in your gallery, you might choose to work with formal education routes in early years programming. Working with primary schools at nursery and reception level can increase your capacity for school visits and outreach activity, as well as help you tap into funds and partnerships available through schools such as Education Action Zones, Education Business Partnerships, and Excellence in Cities. 

The Foundation Stage: Gallery education staff are well versed in the pros and cons of linking work with the National Curriculum, but either way, teachers need to be able to demonstrate the value of gallery visits in order to secure the time and finances to book visits. This will be no different with very young children. To this end you may need to be familiarised with the learning objectives of the Foundation Stage, so that you can demonstrate how your exhibition or activity can enhance children’s development in line with Foundation Stage developments. One of the main factors working in favour of gallery activity for very young school children is that the Foundation Stage Curriculum for children from three to six years includes creative development as one of six key curriculum areas and has clear implications for the teaching of the arts. The following summary is taken from the QCA (Qualifications and Curriculum Authority) website:

The document ‘Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage’ was distributed in May 2000 to all schools with nursery and reception classes, and to early years settings receiving nursery education grant funding. It set out six areas of learning which form the basis of the foundation stage curriculum. These areas are:

· Personal, social and emotional development 

· Communication, language and literacy 

· Mathematical development 

· Knowledge and understanding of the world 

· Physical development 

· Creative development 

Each area of learning has a set of related early learning goals. ‘Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage’ is intended to help practitioners plan to meet the diverse needs of all children so that most will achieve and some, where appropriate, will go beyond the early learning goals by the end of the foundation stage. In 2002 the six areas of learning became statutory and the Foundation Stage Profile was introduced into schools and settings in 2002-3.8
Health & Safety

As with all activities ensure you have planned the necessary Health & Safety aspects. 

Staffing and ratios: Working with families and especially very young children is likely to need more than one facilitator in the session in order to ensure all participants enjoy safe, high quality activity, and so that you have enough time to properly explain and demonstrate any practical activity which is likely to be new to most people joining in (although obviously dry activities like story telling and games may need less). Following good practice guidance you are unlikely to be running sessions with small children without the support of their family, carer or teacher, so adults should be in plentiful supply.

Whilst there are no official guidelines about how many adults should be present per child in gallery activities, models for out of school care recommend a minimum of 1 adult to 8 children for ages 0-5 years; and 1:13 for children aged 5-7 years9; whilst pre-school ratios are: 1: 3 for children under two years of age; 1:4 for children aged two; and 1:8 for children aged between three and seven.10 

A final word on staffing family activities – you may encounter a parent who wants to leave their child with you to go and look round the galleries or go for coffee. If your session isn’t set up to look after children without the parent or carer being present, make it clear that this is not acceptable for health and safety reasons. People will usually understand if you are clear about your policies. If, once the session has begun they leave the room, you should feel confidently within your rights to search for them and bring them back, or ask them to collect their child from the workshop. This also demonstrates the need for adequate staffing in family sessions so that if need be, one of you can leave the room.

Materials: as usual, always check that the both the content and durability of the materials you are working with are suitable for the age group involved. This is of course, especially important in activity for very young children who may still be tempted to put things in their mouth. You can also check which materials are machine washable and be ready to tell parents if the need arises.

Risk Assessment: if your programme is working with formal education (school) groups, you may be asked for a risk assessment on the activities. Legally the school is responsible for risk assessments of any activity it undertakes, and there can be implications regarding insurance for your gallery if you offer one to them. However teachers will be happy with a document which offers them guidance about creating their own assessment of your activity – this shows that both you and they have taken the necessary steps to ensure provision of a safe environment. This can include any of your own internal risk assessments the company may have carried out, or an assessment which follows the models of school versions. But always ensure the document states it is only to be used as guidance and that teachers should carry out and use their own assessment. On occasion schools may also want a copy of your public liability insurance so keep one on file just in case.

Child Protection: ensure your gallery has, and works according to, a current child protection policy. This is likely to include processing enhanced disclosure on staff who run your workshops, and should also clarify who is responsible for what, what to do in an emergency, and may include other health & safety precautions such as staffing ratios, accessibility to the rooms in which child based activity takes place, ‘phone extension or radio call numbers for office and front of house staff, and fire training or evacuation procedures. Further guidance to developing a child protection policy can be found in the Further Research section.

Evaluation

As with all programmes or projects, documentation, monitoring and evaluation methods should be set up from the start to ensure your objectives are being met, and to help identify any problem areas which need your attention. This evaluation will also demonstrate to partners, funders and your gallery the value of the activity, as well as flag up any information which could be useful for other artists and practitioners working in the same field. It can also highlight any appropriate PR opportunities (though be very careful to follow good child protection practise regarding the use of names and images for any child related activity). SureStart offer some useful transferable guidelines about evaluating programmes with early years children in their document Sure Start – Information on Evaluation11, as follows:
Programmes need to find out whether they are reaching local children and families in the way intended and whether their services are having the desired effects. Programmes should: involve parents, grandparents and other carers; avoid stigma by ensuring that all local families are able to use the services; be culturally appropriate and sensitive to particular needs; promote the participation of all local families in the design and working of the programme

All programmes need to routinely collect information on what they are doing to provide information to manage the programme effectively. This will provide the basis on which to make decisions about future developments, but regularly collated information will only be valid if it starts from reliable baseline measurements but such information will be of limited value without some further understanding of why objectives are, or aren’t being met. By routinely monitoring and reviewing working practices and processes, programmes will be in a strong position to improve their performance and make timely, ‘mid-course’ improvements, by looking at issues such as: 

· the effectiveness of the partnership

· the role and involvement of local parents and the wider community

       including minority groups

· how individual services and activities are delivered

· how professionals from different agencies work together

· whether management structures support the achievement of the 

       objectives and key principles

In summary, pay attention to the following checklist of points and principles for evaluation:

· Start by specifying what you want to find out from the evaluation. Be realistic about what you can measure and what you hope to demonstrate.

· Be realistic about what can be achieved with the level of resources available. 

· Think about the ways that different outputs and outcomes can be measured and how those indicators will help you discover whether services are meeting their targets.

· Consult and involve as many people as possible in planning the evaluation, especially front-line staff, managers and parents. 

· External researchers can help you to design and implement an evaluation that provides dependable answers to the questions you want answered. 

· Avoid evaluation strategies that are over-elaborate, disproportionately expensive or that needlessly replicate other evaluation.

· Keep surveys to a minimum to ensure visitors / participants aren’t over-burdened with requests for information. Maximise the use of existing data sources. Where possible, join forces with other initiatives that need to collect data from the same area.

· Be mindful of data protection issues and set up mechanisms to ensure confidentiality and data security.

· Remember that reliable and detailed baseline data is crucial.

· Establish a robust monitoring system from which data can be easily extracted to inform the evaluation.

· Monitor and review the processes for planning and delivering local services so that timely, mid-course corrections can be made if needed.

· Ensure that there is a strategy for informing partners and the local community about the evaluation’s findings; and for responding by making any necessary changes to services and the way they are provided
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