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Context and Rationale

During the last year, Oxfordshire County Council has been through a process of realignment as required by the Children Act 2004. A Children, Young People and Families Directorate has been created within which there a number of services including Early Years and Family Support which includes children’s social and healthcare teams and the Early Learning and Childcare Service.

Early Learning and Childcare (EL&CC) took the opportunity to consolidate the work of several teams (Support to Schools and Settings, Early Intervention and Children’s Centres and Partnership, Performance and Workforce), previously working in different service areas and from a variety of locations around the County, by merging them to form a new service to better meet the requirements of the Childcare Act 2006. So far, this has involved changes in structure and line management and some – but not major – re-location of staff.

As referred to above, a major workstream of EL&CC is to provide support to schools and settings (of which there are over 600) in relation to e.g. Foundation Stage curriculum and profile; Birth to Threes Framework; nursery education funding and access to other grant funding; training (and more recently the Transformation fund) and developing and sustaining childcare provision.

Whilst engaging in the often complex and demanding process of reorganisation,  it was particularly important to us to uphold the quality of the support service we provide to schools and settings (our customers).

In Beyond the Stable State (1973 p. 28-29), Donald Schon said that “Our society and all of its institutions are in continuous process of transformation” and that these transformations should take place “without intolerable disruption”. He said that this is something we must learn how to do by developing our institutions as “learning systems” 

Customer Service

Regardless of the type of service offered, Julie Lewthwaite in “Everything you need for an NVQ in management”(2000 p.290) says that what the customer wants is:-

· “Someone who will listen;

· Someone who will solve their problem; and

· Someone who will do what they say they will.”

In the case of EL&CC, by developing a good relationship with our customers, they will come to us for the information, advice and support they need to help them provide a high quality service to children and families. This, in turn, will enable us to meet the requirements placed on local authorities by government legislation.

Improving customer service is one of Oxfordshire County Council’s top priorities. A customer service strategy has been developed, including such key initiatives as “Raising awareness of the importance of customer service” across departments and “Developing staff skills and training on customer service”

Customer Focus has been identified as one of Oxfordshire County Council’s management competencies included as part of the appraisal process for assessing manager performance. It is defined as “retain responsibility for high levels of external and internal customer service through active feedback and a strong understanding of diverse customers and communities” and, along with “Active communication – actively consults and supports the flow of communication throughout the organisation and promotes a compelling vision to others” and “”Motivate and influence – has impact and influence and effectively motivates others to achieve goals and embrace change.” Is critical to my current role of Partnership and Training manager within the EL&CC Service.

Links to Professional Development

Positive feedback from my 360 degree review relates to aspects of the above definitions e.g. referring to my ability to communicate at all levels, knowing who should be consulted and valuing people’s views.

I have felt less confident in the extent of my strategic awareness and, therefore, in my ability to initiate and lead change. The opportunities afforded by both this and other projects resulting from the reorganisation of EL&CC have given me valuable experience in motivating and influencing colleagues, partners and providers.

The area of the Virtual Staff College Management Competence Framework most closely describing my development aims from carrying out this project includes:-

 “Managing activities to meet customer requirements” (D 21)

“Managing change in the organisation and its culture, structures and activities” (D 22)

“Manage the running of projects” (D 23)

Adopting a Project Planning Approach

As stated earlier in this report, whilst reorganising EL&CC we were concerned to uphold the quality of the support service currently offered to schools and settings, but we also identified that this might be an opportune moment to investigate the option of setting up a “one stop shop” with the potential for enhancing the service. 

Currently, schools and settings have a range of telephone numbers they call depending on the information/support/advice required. These have been gleaned from a variety of sources including development workers, publications sent to them by ourselves and/or our partner organisations and are not necessarily up to date. We have had various informal reports that individual providers are unsure who to call for which purpose and with the possibility of being passed from pillar to post before gaining the required response. They may also have to call several numbers to access the range of support available.

It was decided to initiate a short-term project to be carried out throughout the summer term and implemented in the Autumn.

Mann, as quoted in Mullins “Management and Organisational Behaviour” 2005 p. 618, says that “In today’s meaner and leaner management set up it seems that everything is a project and everyone is a project worker”. The reasons for this are given as the stripping down of organisations leading to limited resources and the need for every area of business to contribute and be accountable as a cost centre. Project management methods seek to optimise the use of available resources (people, information etc.) in order to produce a successful result. 

According to Lewthwaite, project management requires a pragmatic approach, good organisation and an ability to deal with people. It is particularly important to pick the right people, with appropriate skills, experience and, in my experience of this project, operating at the appropriate level of the organisation for effective decision-making.

She also stresses the importance of leadership qualities as management authority is usually informal and outside the established lines of responsibility.

In his article “Covert Leadership: Notes on Managing Professionals” p. 144, Mintzberg describes the work of Bramwell Tovey, an orchestra conductor as highlighting a common condition among managers “not being in absolute control of others nor being completely powerless, but functioning somewhere in between.” This is referred to by Tovey himself as “covert leadership” which is made up of unobtrusive actions more in the nature of “doing rather than “leading”. As the project leader, my facilitation skills were going to be an important factor contributing to the successful outcome of the project.

The Logical Framework Plan

Although, broadly speaking, the objectives in any project planning method are:-

· To determine all the activities required for successful completion;

· To determine the relationship between activities …… and which activities are independent, and can therefore be undertaken in parallel (resources permitting);

· To identify the time required for each step; and,

· To consider the resources required. (Lewthwaite, 2000)

I decided to adopt the discipline of producing a Logical Framework (or logframe)  which is based on the underlying concept of cause and effect and can be used to identify what is to be achieved and how the planned activity fits into particular overarching strategies.

According to Tools for Development/ Version 15 / September 2002, “if used correctly, the logframe approach can help us to:-

· Achieve stakeholder consensus;

· Organise thinking;

· Relate activities and investment to expected results;

· Set performance indicators;

· Allocate responsibilities;

· Communicate concisely and unambiguously with all key stakeholders.”

With a major advantage being that it draws together the main aspects of the planned activity into a short document which provides a clear overview of the project. However, the fact that it starts with problem analysis may not be appropriate in circumstances of uncertainty and it also requires good leadership and facilitation skills (referred to earlier) to be effective.

I undertook developing the logframe for this project as an individual rather than adopting the recommended “participatory team approach”. This was largely due to time constraints, although lack of confidence in my ability to achieve “buy in” to this approach, in a culture not used to project planning, played a part.

It proved to be a useful “living document” as I added and deleted activities according to decisions made by the project planning group. It helped me to prepare well for meetings, ensure that indicators of achievement and means of verification were agreed along with activities and monitor progress. I did, however, find completing the many sections of the logframe repetitive and would prefer to develop a simplified version for future use. On balance, it was a useful exercise which enabled me to plan and lead the project more effectively achieving a satisfactory outcome.

Content of the Project plan

The goal of the “One stop shop” project was to enhance access for schools and settings to the support available from EL&CC. this was to be done by clarifying and simplifying the system for gaining information/support and also by determining the feasibility of setting up a “one stop shop”.

Once the various stakeholders had been identified and representatives allocated to the project group, meetings of this group determined the activities put in place to achieve the goal, within the limited timescale May to September 2006.

It was also possible to utilise opportunities to engage with all staff at a) a whole staff development day and b) an admin. staff day to investigate their knowledge of the support available in different parts of the new EL&CC Service and garner ideas (particularly from frontline admin. staff) as to where there might be scope for improvement. We were also able to inform them about the project and give feedback on progress.

Main elements of the project:-
· Research the approaches taken by other local authorities in relation to developing a one stop shop.

· Identify the goal of the project

· Identify stakeholders (minimum of 1 manager and 1 senior admin. person from each of the 3 parts of the Service; the marketing and communications officer and 1 senior officer representing each partner organisation). Manager involvement was particularly important as, on one occasion when deputies were sent to the meeting, no decisions could be taken.

· Organise meetings of the above

· Consult with schools and settings

· Consult with frontline admin. staff

· Analyse results of consultations

· Decide how to proceed based on analysis

· Take forward actions to implement new system

Consultation with schools and settings

Although, as referred to earlier, we had received informal feedback that several schools and settings were finding it difficult to know who to contact, it was important to try and discover the extent of any problems and establish a baseline of level of satisfaction against which to judge the result of any changes implemented. Lewthwaite (2000 p. 344) says that it is important to ask customers what they want “You cannot afford to assume you know people’s requirements – you are unlikely to think of everything.”

One of the key decisions made at the first meeting was to send out a paper-based survey to all schools and settings asking questions about their experience of contacting EL&CC and its partners e.g. about the number and type of enquiries made within the last 6 months, how they had made contact, whether they had gained an immediate response and about their level of satisfaction about having up to date contacts and knowing who to contact for what purpose.

It was also decided to carry out a parallel exercise with frontline staff across the service completing a simple telephone log over a 2 week period noting whether they were able to respond to a query immediately, found the answer and called back or passed the person on to another member of staff.

The survey also proposed several options for contacting the Service in future e.g. having one central telephone contact point; a contact point in each of 3 geographical areas; a paper-based contact sheet or an electronic version.

Survey Results

Schools and settings were informed on the questionnaire that the intention of the survey was to help us improve the service we offer when they need information, advice and support.

In total, 115 Private, Voluntary and Independent settings (34%) responded and 61 schools (26%)

· Most of the contacts with EL&CC and partners were about training, followed by meeting/visit arrangements and queries about individual children.

· The telephone was used most often to make contact and this is what they prefer.

· 76% of their calls are either answered immediately or with a return call made by the person they first spoke to.

· 71% of them reported a high or very high level of satisfaction with the service we provide although 23% of both schools and settings said they are unsure of who to contact when and 26% of settings and 25% of schools say they do not have accurate contact details.

· Their least preferred way of contacting us in future would be one central number. A web-based or paper-based contact list would be equally preferred by settings, with schools slightly preferring paper-based.

Telephone log results

· 58% of calls received an instant response

· 11% of calls were answered with a return call

· 26% of calls were passed on to another member of staff within the same team/part of the Service

· 5% of calls were passed on to another part of the Service

Although there is a high level of satisfaction with the level of service offered (71%) and  76% have calls answered immediately or with a return call (backed up by 69% recorded in the telephone log) it is clear from inspection of the survey results that approximately a quarter of respondents from both schools and settings experienced some lack of clarity about who to contact when and a similar number were not sure they had accurate contact details. Closer reading of individual returns demonstrated a lack of understanding about which part of the service people were speaking to when they did make contact.

There is also a clear message about not wanting the “one stop shop” approach of having a central contact number. 

Actions to Achieve the Goal

We needed, therefore, to take forward the option of producing a paper-based contact list which could also be posted on the internet and could be regularly updated as the reorganisation of the Service progressed e.g. the operation of 3 Area Teams within the “Support to Schools and Settings” part of the Service and the re-siting of continuing professional development training to “Partnership and Workforce Development”

The results from the telephone log indicate that frontline admin. Staff can be better supported to respond more effectively to customers. This was also demonstrated by the outcome of an exercise set up on the whole staff development day to identify those areas of the work of the Service where staff were able to answer questions/knew who to pass on to for answers and those which were more difficult (and from which a set of FAQs  was subsequently circulated to staff). Frontline staff could be better supported by providing them with more detailed contact sheets giving further explanation of the work of different areas and named contacts.

A further suggestion from the admin. staff themselves that a programme of visits be set up between offices to help develop their understanding of the range of support available is to be implemented in the Autumn.

We already have a set of customer service standards to work to but these could be developed into a set of protocols for use across the Service e.g. to offer callers the opportunity of saying whether they would like to be called back or passed on to someone who could help them. A plan for the future is to work towards achieving a charter mark for the Service.

Conclusion

The project has fit well with the need to at least maintain but hopefully improve the level of the support services offered to schools and settings by EL&CC and its partners during a time of reorganisation. It has also enabled me to move closer to achieving personal goals relating to initiating and leading change within the organisation.

Adopting a more disciplined approach to project planning in the form of the Logframe has proved successful in this short term project.

It will be important to ensure that the contact leaflet produced is agreed by the project team prior to publication as it is a direct result of their contributions and that monitoring and evaluation, as noted in the logframe, are not forgotten.
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Appendix 1           The Logical Framework for Project Design and Evaluation

Project title: Early Learning and Childcare – Investigating a “One Stop Shop” for Schools and Settings

Design Team:

Revision date: June 2006                         Estimated project completion date: September 2006

Narrative Summary/

Hierarchy of Objectives
Objectively Verifiable Indicators (OVI)
Means of Verification (MOV)
Important Assumptions/Risks

Goal

(sector/programme/wider/development objective)
To enhance access for schools and settings to the Early Learning and Childcare Service


1.1”One stop shop” set up for schools and settings

August 2006

1.2 OSS in use by schools and settings

Sept. 2006


1.1 Agreed by schools and settings

1.2 Callers asked question about ease of access

      
Goal to Super Goal (or Long Term Objective)

1 Agreement not reached

2 No improvement in access



Purpose

(impact or project or immediate objective)
1Clarify and simplify system by which schools and settings can access information/ support in relation to Early learning and Childcare.

2Determine feasibility of setting up a “one-stop-shop” for schools and settings to access the Early Learning and Childcare Service


EOPI / EOPS

(End of Project Impact / End of Project Status)
1.1 ELCC staff, schools and settings understand and use new system for accessing support


1.1 understanding demonstrated in discussion


Purpose to Goal

1 ELCC staff and schools/settings see need for improved service

2 ELCC staff and schools/settings use system



Outputs

(deliverables or terms of reference)
1Scope of “one-stop-shop” defined

2 Clearly defined 2 way system communicated to Early Learning and Childcare Staff, schools and settings

   
TOR

(basic terms of reference for each output)
1.1 Definition of OSS agreed by stakeholders

       May 2006

1.2 Translated into system of communication

August 2006

2.1System printed and distributed

    Sept. 2006

2.2


1.1 All stakeholders have definition

1.2 All stakeholders have system of communication

2.1 All EYCC staff, schools and settings have copy of system

2.2


Output to Purpose

1.1 Definition not agreed

1.2 System not agreed

2 Distribution list not current

   

Activities

(key activity clusters)
1.1Establish initial understandings/misunderstandings in ELCC

1.2 Identify stakeholders

1.3 S et up working group of representatives

2.1 Consult with ELCC staff

2.2 Consult with sample of schools and settings

2.3 Admin. telephone log

2.4 Establish baseline levels of satisfaction

3.1 Develop proposals

3.2 Present to Head of Service

3.3 Produce system

4.1 Pilot one-stop-shop

4.2 Inform/train staff

4.3 Inform settings

5.1 Evaluate with staff

5.2 Evaluate with settings

6.1 Decide how to proceed

     
Inputs/Resources

(budget/costs: people, time, materials etc.)
1.1 Activity at Service Development Day, March’06

1.2/3 Meetings to be held from May‘06

May/June 2006

May/June 2006

June 2006 

July 2006

July 2006

July 2006

August 2006

Agreed not to pilot

Sept/Oct 2006

Sept/Oct 2006

March 2007

March 2007

April 2007


(The chief MOV for all activities are the Budget and Expenditure Statements)

1.1 Results of activity written up

1.2/3 OSS defined

Actions from group

2.1  Notes from development days

2.2/3 results inputted and analysed

2.4/3.1 notes from July 17th meeting

3.1 proposals developed

3.2 agreement to proceed given

3.3 system in place

4.2/3 implementation programme agreed and progressed
Activity to Output

1 Day goes ahead, Activity as planned

1.2 Group agree to meet, agree definition

2.1 development days go ahead

2.2/3 surveys prepared, distributed and returned

2.4 useful information gained from surveys

3.1 group agrees on proposals

3.2 Head of Service agrees

3.3 satisfactory system developed

4.2 managers and staff co-operate with training

4.3 settings use new system



