Introducing Change in the Early Years – Implementation of a County wide Communication strategy in Children’s Centres

Introduction

Warwickshire County Council is located in the West Midlands and is a two tier Authority. There are five District or Borough Councils in the County of Warwickshire. Warwickshire has low unemployment generally and it’s 500,000 residents are perceived to have a good quality of life. Residents in the north of the County are deemed to be substantially more at risk of worse outcomes than their counterparts in the south of the county. 

(Source: Warwickshire Observatory)

My role in the Local Authority is as an Area Manager for Early Years and Childcare. This role includes supporting the development and sustainability of provision and involves implementing Government strategy in relation to Early Years and Childcare. It also includes both the capital development and service delivery of Sure Start Children’s Centres. My Personal Development Analysis (PDA) gave indication that I have good capacity to initiate and lead change in the Local Authority and also to influence colleagues so I want to concentrate on a change programme that I started to implement at the beginning of the programme and is still continuing due to the ambitious nature of its focus. The PDA also gave suggestion that although I don’t rate highly my ability to effectively delegate, others generally do and the change process undertaken in this project requires me to delegate tasks to others in order to achieve success.

This report outlines the management and implementation of change of a countywide strategy to implemented in all Children’s centres to support the development of communication skills in young children. The need for this change is highlighted by a growing recognition of children’s poor communication skills highlighted in The Cost to the Nation of children’s poor communication, Hartshorne, M (2006, p, 3), where it is stated that up to 80% of children in some areas start school without the solid foundations required in language and communications skills required for literacy and numeracy development with a resultant potential for school failure, low self esteem and poor social skills. This position is further supported by the recent launch of the Inclusion Development Programme – Supporting children with speech, language and communication needs (2008) where it is noted that “many practitioners in all types of settings have growing concerns about children’s speech, language and communication skills” (p2)

Throughout the case study Kotters Eight Step Model of planned change (1996) will be the change management model applied to implement the change proposed. 

Rationale for change in the early years

Change is important in order to develop availability of Early Years and childcare provision and the quality within it. Given that Robert Owen established the first nursery school in 1816, change in this area of education has been generally slow over the past two centuries. 

In the 70s and 80s when Early Years provision was lacking in coherency, availability and was sometimes of poor quality there has been a recent period of acceleration of change and the time is now right for better accountability and organisation, increased availability and better outcomes for the youngest children.

“While the nineteenth century was distinguished by the introduction of primary education for all and the twentieth century by the introduction of secondary education for all, so the early part of the twenty first century should be marked by the introduction of pre-school provision for the under fives and childcare available to all” (Rt Hon. Gordon Brown, Chancellor of the Exchequer, 2004, Comprehensive Spending Review)

Since 1997, when the current government came into power, there has been both unprecedented investment and enormous change in Early Years. The commitment by Government to eradicate child poverty by 2020 and address social exclusion has also driven the childcare agenda to ensure sufficient availability of childcare places to enable parents to go back to work. Over the past twenty years or so, alongside the increase in the number of childcare places, there has also been an enormous amount of research into early child development, early learning and brain development and how these link with parenting and parental involvement. This research ensures that, alongside unprecedented development of places, early years provision must be of good quality and improve outcomes for children if children and society are to reap the benefits.

Over recent years there have been a number of critical changes that Early Years practitioners and strategists are implementing. The Every Child Matters agenda took prevention of abuse as a starting point but has continued to develop as a means of improving outcomes for all children. The Children Act 2004 required significant changes from the sector and has enabled a move from separate Education and Social Services departments to Children’s Services Directorates and the introduction of Children’s Trusts or Children’s Trust arrangements where joint commissioning of services are underpinned by pooled resources.

In 2004 The Ten Year Childcare Strategy was launched which outlined the need to secure sufficient and available childcare, which was then further enshrined in the Childcare Act 2006 with the Sufficiency Duty. The ten-year strategy included details of how the Government aimed to increase the number of weeks and hours that young children would be able to access the free entitlement for (15 hours per week by 2010 and with a long term aspiration of achieving 20 hours per week). This increase in the number of hours available was as a direct result of the EPPE longitudinal research study.  EPPE also highlighted the importance of quality in Early Years provision and further elements of the ten year strategy identify that not only should all provision be of high quality but should also be led by professionals, which is prompting work by the Children’s Workforce Development Council (CWDC) to look at qualifications and career structure for the workforce. 

Quality in provision is also expected to develop further with the introduction of the Early Years Foundation Stage, which is fully implemented from September 2008.

Since the introduction of the Outcomes duty in Childcare Act 2006 the importance of working in a more integrated way to improve outcomes for children has gathered pace, with the introduction of more integrated working in Children’s Centres and Extended services and the implementation of the Common Assessment Framework. Intervening early and the idea of collaborative or integrated working sets the scene for this change management process.

The Local Authority is now deemed as the “Accountable body” for all Children’s Centres. The Childcare Act 2006 gives the Local Authority a Duty to deliver integrated services (Children’s Centres) and also another Duty to improve outcomes for under fives, so this is part of the driving force behind proposed changes.

Over recent years local practitioners have been reporting concern about levels of children’s language acquisition and communication skills. This is supported by research that outlines three contemporary issues in children’s communication. It identifies the growing recognition of the scale of children’s poor communication, the increased awareness of the need for early intervention and the importance of skills development for the children’s workforce. This research also shows that around 6% of children in the UK have specific and primary speech and language impairments. Studies in areas of social disadvantage show over half of nursery aged children are assessed as having language delay. These statistics identify Communication, Language and Literacy as the lowest scoring skills areas for children in the early years and are well below that considered to be a “good” level of development. 

The Cost to the Nation of Children’s Poor Communication (2006)

Children with Speech, Communication and Language needs are categorized as having either persistent or transient difficulties. Those with persistent needs are those with a communication disability, which can include an ongoing difficulty with production or comprehension of spoken language. Up to 10% of all children will have a communication disability. 

Children with transient difficulties are those who, with the right sort of help at the right time, are likely to catch up in this area of their development. Transient difficulties are likely to include impoverished language, unclear speech or limited vocabulary. Upwards of 50% of children have impoverished language on school entry.

The Cost to the Nation of Children’s Poor Communication (2006)

The need to better support children’s communication has been evident and ongoing for some time. Since 2001 there has been a Public Service Agreement (PSA) with Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLPs) to achieve by 2004 for children aged 0-3 a reduction of five percent in the number of children with speech and language problems requiring specialist intervention by the age of 4. This performance management continues with a performance indicator for all Children’s Centres to increase the percentage of children who achieve a total of at least 78 points across the Foundation Stage profile with at least 6 points scored in each of the Personal, Social & Emotional Development (PSED) and Communication, Language & Literacy scales.

“The correlation between children with a communication disability and low attainment, behavioural and emotional difficulties, mental health issues, poor employment or training prospects and youth crime is strong.” 

The Cost to the Nation of Children’s Poor Communication (2006)

The Rose Review (2006) identified the importance of speaking and listening skills, along with reading and writing, and also the fact that as prime communication skills they have a bearing on children’s social, cognitive and emotional development. 

In 1995 John Kotter outlined the eight-step model of change. The first step is about creating urgency around the need for change in order to develop the initial motivation to begin the change process.
The professional concern about poor communication skills, recent research and government performance management of integrated provision fulfills Kotters first step in that the need for change is clear and the sense of urgency to do it is evident as children experiencing communication difficulties need support sooner rather than later.

This impetus for change has led to the need to develop a Communication strategy and its implementation in Warwickshire. Traditionally the Primary Care Trust (PCT) would have been seen to be the responsible organisation for developing strategy around meeting the Communication needs of young children with persistent or transient difficulties but with the emphasis on intervention and integrated working coupled with the growing body of evidence that Communication levels are falling ensured that the time was appropriate to have a joint approach using specialists employed by the PCT and funded by the Local Authority and implemented throughout local provision run by the Local Authority or private and voluntary organisations. This is supported in the Bercow report (2008, p15) 

“Joint working is critical. In planning, commissioning and delivering universal, targeted and specialist provision, it is critical that health services and children’s services, including schools, work together in support of children and young people with SLCN [Speech Language and Communication Needs]. No single agency can deliver any one of the five Every Child Matters outcomes for children and young people by working in isolation. Separate silos produce misunderstandings, cause divisions and can be bewildering or infuriating to parents for whose children services are delayed or denied as a result.”

This also creates the conditions that Kotter suggests are step two in the change process, form a powerful coalition. 

The need to work collaboratively between the Local Authority (LA) and Speech and Language Therapy (SALT) team was evident right from the start as the LA had the funding but the SALT team had the expertise. This financial imbalance has the potential to be a problem which is recognised by Huxham, C & Vangen, S (2005) “Financial imbalance is perhaps the most common reason cited for concerns about power……………….Practical concerns about power are voiced mostly when one party feels another to be significantly more powerful than the self. Management of power issues, however, is important at all levels of disparity. Ultimately most people in collaboration are concerned that they have a degree of influence on the collaborative agenda that is commensurate with their interest in it”

Kotters third step is about creating a vision for change. The initial vision for change emerged from discussion between the Local Authority and SALT team which was then translated into developing a Service Level Agreement with the Primary Care Trust. Within this the parameters were set of how the strategy should be researched, consultation required and how the strategy needed to meet the needs of all children but with a focus on those children who were more vulnerable.

As a result the Strategy document was written by a colleague from The SALT service, which fully details the vision, why the strategy is needed, who will benefit and how it will be implemented in Children’s Centres locally. An important learning point during developing the vision has been about seeing how agendas and initiatives develop, new information emerges and the importance of ensuring that the Strategy remains connected. This is supported by Jean Lipman Blumen who describes connective leaders as people who can perceive connections amongst people, ideas and institutions even when others do not. Cameron, E & Green, M (2004)

Managing change – progress so far

After identifying emerging concern about children’s poor communication skills from both practitioners and research, as well as the growing understanding that the children who were at most risk were children growing up experiencing social disadvantage, it became obvious that there needed to be some joined up thinking around this, particularly in the developing Children’s Centres. Meetings were held with the Speech and Language Team to discuss the issues and identify ways of working together to address the problems. Funding was identified and in March 2007 a year long Service Level Agreement (SLA) was established with the Speech and Language service within Warwickshire Primary Care Trust (PCT) to help develop a strategy that could be implemented in Warwickshire Children’s Centres. The SLA outlined fundamentals of the approach e.g. the need to consult with local practitioners on their views on Children’s Communication skills and how their current work force was supporting this and their skills and confidence to do so, the concept of developing Communication Champions in each Children’s Centre, a coherent training programme for an integrated workforce, as well as support resources to be identified for both the workforce and parents. 

A speech and language therapist was recruited to develop and write the strategy who had a wealth of experience in working in an integrated way in two local Children’s Centres. Consultation work was undertaken with local Children’s Centres to identify the issues that they were experiencing in the area of development of children’s communication needs, what they were currently doing and what they thought would help further. Review of current best practice and reviewing recent research was also a key part of developing the strategy alongside a gathering of resources and sources of information that would be available to practitioners. 

Progress was monitored by holding regular meetings to discuss the progress of the developing strategy by the team leader of the Speech and Language team and Local Authority Area Manager. Monitoring meetings ensured that the strategy was developing appropriately and that it took into account local needs. The opportunity to work collaboratively with the PCT on a joint initiative proved to be a learning opportunity for all involved.

By April 2008 the therapist employed to do the job had written the full Strategy with full academic reference. A “Slimline” version was written for more simple ease of access and understanding along with  a “Quick start” version (1 page of A4) for staff in Children’s Centres on how to support communication development in the Children’s Centre and a “Quick start” version (1 page of A4) for parents on how to support communication development at home and through their daily lives. The completed strategy has clear links to the Speech Language and Communication Framework throughout.

Alongside the strategy development there was also an opportunity to use the (now finished) Transformation Fund to buy resources to support delivery of the strategy. This included provision of training opportunities for local practitioners, a toolbox of resources that could be used by speech and language therapists to promote communication skills and sufficient promotional material that highlights good practice for use in all Children’s Centres. 

Since completing the written strategy it was then necessary to implement the fourth step which Kotter, J (1995) outlines as communicating the vision. This was achieved by the strategy being launched and presented to key policy makers and practitioners. These include all members of the Early Years Development and Childcare Partnership, Head of Early Years and Area Managers, Early Years Inspectors and the advisory teaching team, SALT (Speech and Language Therapist) service and SALT manager, Head of Children’s Services for the PCT and all Children’s Centre managers and Children’s Centre teachers and the Head of Service for Adult and Community Learning.  The strategy has been well received by all to date. Constructive and positive feedback has been received this has resulted in some minor changes to the documentation. Further plans are in place to communicate the strategy to direct workers with children in Children’s Centre through a “café club” (a twilight informal training session for Children’s centre staff) over coming months.

Communicating the vision to others is deemed a critical incident as, if it hadn’t been well received or criticized in a supportive way, it is likely that the implementation would have floundered at this point. This is supported by Cameron, E & Green, M (2004 p 223), “People need to be convinced by a compelling vision rather than compelled in a coercive way. They need to see the overwhelming logic of the proposed changes. The more people are drawn to the vision the better”. 

Since the launch of the strategy it has become evident that in order to implement it fully that there needs to be significant investment to enable this to happen. This brings us to the current point of implementation of the change which Kotter, J (1995) describes as being about removing obstacles. 

The major obstacle to overcome is the identification of sufficient investment to enable full delivery of the strategy. The PCT are supportive of the strategy and its proposals but their stance on funding full implementation is that they have no money to do so as they have recently made millions of pounds in efficiency savings with further efficiency savings planned from the Children’s Services team. This also coincides with the Local Authority having less funding than expected for the revenue funding of Children’s Centre services and also against a backdrop of 6% efficiency savings for the LA. This is resulting in a further discussions of who will fund and currently I am compiling a business case for joint funding and cost / benefit analysis to support the business case.

Some smaller obstacles have already been removed (initial funding, acceptance of the strategy etc) and this links well to Kotters sixth step of change, creating short-term wins. This is important as “….anything that demonstrates progress towards the initial aims……….is important” Cameron, E & Green, M (2004)  

Anning et al  (2006 p 119) suggest “ The expectation is that professionals will work in multi-disciplinary teams and be co-located, often in Extended Schools or Children’s Centres”. Speech and Language therapists in Warwickshire are now aligned geographically to Children’s Centres, which will make a swift and easy referral process for the 10% of children who need the specialist services and will enable delivery of the service in Children’s Centres close to families homes rather than in centralised clinics. It will also mean that Children’s Centres have better links to a key professional who can advise and support them in the delivery of the strategy. 

A key part of the change management process includes a review of local training and development opportunities. This includes all non accredited general practitioner training, specialist training for practitioners who are working directly with children with SLCN and training for Adult and Family learning across many settings training across the county to ensure that all are giving consistent messages in line with the strategy with no duplication of training in areas where it could be more cost effectively delivered.

The final steps of change outlined by Kotter, J (1995) include building on the change (step 7) and anchoring the change in corporate culture (step 8). Building on the change will involve the development of the Communication Champions in each Children’s Centre by investing in their training and giving ongoing support for the promotion of good practice. It will also involve building in the processes outlined in the Inclusion Development Programme (2008) and implementing locally the relevant recommendations of the Bercow report (2008). The local children’s workforce needs to be confident and have the right skills to develop a good understanding of children’s SLCN and how to address those needs. Warwickshire needs to build local capacity and in order to do this will need access to Specialist workers to fully implement the strategy in all Children’s Centres in the County. These workers will be expected to train and support all workers in Children’s Centres to an introductory level, train Managers and Children’s Centre Communication Champions to an advanced level and support individual Children’s Centres in meeting speech, language and communication needs of children who have transient difficulties, and who will benefit from early intervention.

The need to anchor the change in corporate culture (Step 8) will be supported by the further development of Children’s Trust arrangements within Warwickshire. It will also be supported by the Every Child a Talker initiative, which was recently announced as part of the Children’s Plan (2007). This is an Early Language programme to support the development of listening and speaking. Warwickshire will receive funding from 2010 to support this. Other authorities will receive this from 2008 but with the implementation of the local Strategy in advance of this initiative Warwickshire will be well placed to implement smoothly.

Conclusion

It is evident from research that poor communication costs individuals, families and society in general. Communication is central to social and economic success and therefore is well placed to be an important element of the Narrowing the Gap agenda (2007), particularly as there are clear links to social disadvantage and communication development. It is also clear that the best way of supporting children with speech language and communication needs is through support given as early as possible particularly for those with transient needs who may otherwise need later intervention by a therapist. Practitioners need to work closely together and share skills without diminishing the professional expertise that key practitioners have. Managers and policy makers have benefited from planning together and have achieved to date what could not have been achieved in isolation. 

Having managed the change of developing a countywide strategy so far, it is important that this is built upon and implemented appropriately. It is reassuring that although the strategy was written prior to the launch of the Bercow report (2008) and the Inclusion Development Programme (2008) the Warwickshire strategy sits comfortably alongside and echoes many of the key points and delivery ideas. There is clearly some way to go before all elements of the strategy are fully implemented and it is these areas that need to be built upon and ensuring that these get embedded into the LA and PCT structures. There is also clearly a need for ongoing strategic and policy development in this area of work and the need to look at national models of delivery and national dissemination of good practice. 

“Modern policy making is based on principles that should produce robust effective developments that are informed by research evidence and lessons from the past”

Baldcock, P, Fitzgerald, D,& Kay, J (2005 p 118)

Key recommendations of the final Bercow report (July 2008) support our work and the change achieved so far sits comfortably within the recommendations of this important report. 

It is evident that having researched this area for this report that more research into what works and identifying effective early intervention will be necessary to ensure best practice in Warwickshire
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