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Improving Children’s Lives: Policy and practice from 1997 to 2011
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Abstract

The incoming ‘New Labour’ government in Britain in 1997 promoted educational attainment as its top policy
priority. But by 2003 this priority had a wider focus on improving outcomes for all children — in terms of their

health, safety and general well-being, as well as education and training for work.

The lecture will describe the wide programme of policy initiatives introduced by the Labour government to
improve children’s lives, and the changes made by the Coalition Government from May 2010. It will examine

how these have impacted on local authorities, schools and other services for children.

The session will also encourage students to relate the above to social policy in Japan. How do policies shape the

way that services are provided to children and families?
The session will be arranged in three sections:

1. Integrating children’s services
- national policy
- role and experience of Local Authorities (LAS)

- influencing practice of professionals working with children

2. Childcare, parenting and provision
- expansion of childcare through legislation
- children’s centres

- extended schools

3. Child protection and vulnerable children
- child abuse
- vulnerable groups
- children in poverty
- children in care
- disabled children

- children in trouble with the law

*  Former Director of Children’s and Schools Services in Essex LA, UK
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Input to session

1. Integrating children’s services

National policy
The new Labour Government came to power in 1997 and the new Prime Minister, Tony Blair, announced three

top priorities for social policy: ‘Education, Education, Education’.

Initially the focus was on Schools Policy; New Labour retained the focus on choice for parents regarding which

school their child attends and greater independence for schools in terms of budget, staffing, and buildings. But

Labour also defined a clearer and greater accountability for both schools and LAs in driving up education

standards. Raising standards was to be achieved through

a) National strategies for English and maths,

b) A more personalised approach to teaching, based on detailed data and attention to the progress that individual
children make

¢) Strong accountability systems through Ofsted — the national inspection body for schools and Local
Authorities (LAs) in England.

Increasingly, however, it was recognised by government and professionals that education standards could not be
addressed by schools alone, and that a more holistic approach was needed — one which brought schools and the
various social care, early years and family support services closer together. This was emphasised by the tragic
death of a child called Victoria Climbie, who was killed by her aunt and her partner. It was clear that the various
agencies who had responsibility for children were not communicating well or working closely enough together
to protect children and to make sure that all children were safe, happy, healthy, doing well at school and after

school, and contributing positively to their communities.

In 2003 an important government paper - ‘Every Child Matters’ was published. ‘Every Child Matters’ heralded
new legislation -The Children Act 2004 which provided the legislative framework for developing more effective

and accessible services focused around the needs of children, young people and families.

The key concepts influencing policy were: preventative services; supporting families and carers and improving
parenting; accountability of each agency; improving integration of different agencies; developing the children’s

workforce; a focus on achieving better outcomes for children.

The five ‘Every Child Matters’ outcomes that are crucial to children and young people are:
e Dbeing healthy
e staying safe

e enjoying and achieving at school

e making a positive contribution in the community
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e achieving economic well-being.

The five outcomes are universal ambitions for every child and young person, whatever their background or

circumstances.

Improving outcomes also involves narrowing the gap between disadvantaged children and their peers. The
Government wanted to focus particularly on improving outcomes for children looked after by the local authority,
children with special educational needs and disabilities, from poor families, and also on reducing the incidence

of teenage pregnancy and the number of young people not in education, employment or training.

Role and experience of LAs
‘Every Child Matters’ focused LAs’ attention on developing preventative (rather than just responsive) services.

This required LAs to

e develop services to support families and carers, and improve parenting skills — parents being the most
critical influence on children's lives.

e Ensure that necessary intervention takes place before children reach crisis point and protecting
individual children from being neglected by coordinating between different agencies

e Strengthen accountability and improving integration of all the different agencies and professionals who
work with children, such as schools, nurseries, doctors, nurses, health visitors, psychologists, midwives,
social workers, police, careers advisers and local authority officers

e Ensure that the people working with children are valued, rewarded and trained.

Influencing practice of professionals working with children
Integration of services within LAs and between LAs and other agencies was key policy ambition of the New

Labour government.
In terms of practice changing amongst people working ‘face to face’ with children, there were two main areas:

e Integrated processes
New integrated processes were introduced to enable and encourage professionals to work together - such as
common assessment processes, and a single database on all children, and the appointment of a ‘lead

professional’ to coordinate the work of different agencies for a single child or family.

e Integrated frontline delivery
New ways of working in local communities developed such as “virtual teams’ ' and also multi-agency teams
made up of professionals from different organisations, such as health, education, police and social services

(fully co-located -- working in shared offices).
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A common core of skills and knowledge for the children and young people's workforce set out the basic skills
and knowledge that everyone who works with children and young people (including volunteers) was expected

to have. The common core is divided into six areas:

e effective communication and engagement with children, young people and families
e children development

e keeping children safe

e supporting the moves from childcare to school, and from school to work

e integrated working between workers in different agencies/organisations

e sharing information about children between different agencies.

Another important children’s policy and practice area which developed since 2004 is greater participation and
involvement of children, young people and their families or carers in the development and running of

services.

Questions for discussion:
e What is unclear or needs more explanation?
e What do children need for a happy childhood and a successful move into adult
life?

e Which professionals work with children in Japan?

2. Childcare, parenting and provision

Expansion of childcare through legislation
A key policy between 2004 -2010 was the development of services for families with young children. There has
been a huge increase in free childcare, with 95% of 3 and 4 year olds now receiving free childcare/early

education. Over 3,500 new Children’s Centres have also been established across the country.

The Childcare Act 2006 was the first legislation exclusively concerned with Early Years and Childcare. The Act
gave LAs the duty to assess the local childcare market and make sure there is sufficient childcare for any
parents wanting it. It also required LAs to provide a Parent Information Service; and it introduced the ‘Early

Years Foundation Stage’ curriculum and national standards for day care and childminding.
All 3 and 4 year-old children are guaranteed a free, part-time early-education place for 38 weeks of the year.

There are now over 37,000 settings delivering free, Government-funded early education in the maintained,

private, voluntary and independent sectors.
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Children’s Centres

Children’s Centres are places which provide a range of services for children under 5 and their parents, in an
integrated way, with professionals from different agencies working alongside one another. The services include
childcare, early education, support for developing parents’ parenting skills, health services and support for

parents to return to work.

The introduction of 3,500 Children’s Centres aimed to
- improve the educational outcomes, health and safety of children 0- 5 years old
- to provide high quality childcare, which would help the children’s development and enable more
mothers to work
- to improve the quality of parenting

- to help parents of young children to easily access other types of help.

Children’s Centres are for all parents but particularly targeted at those who need the most help.

Extended schools - enhancing the role of schools before and after school hours
Extending the range of services that schools offer is a policy aimed at making sure children and families are

given support they need through their local school.

The extended schools core offer includes:

e avaried range of activities before and after school - including study support, sport and music clubs,
breakfast clubs, after-school clubs, computers, music, drama, art, cooking etc, combined with childcare
in primary schools. Through 8am-6pm activities, parents have greater choice, flexibility, convenience

and accessibility to help them balance family and work commitments.

e parenting and family support. Where families are involved in activities such as family learning, they
become more involved in their children's education and encourage their children to learn. Schools
provide access to structured parenting programmes, and informal opportunities for parents to engage

with the school and each other.

e swift and easy access to targeted and specialist services. Schools work closely with other statutory
services and the voluntary and community sector — e.g. speech and language therapists, psychologists,
social and youth workers, to housing officers, the police and careers advisors. In this way, schools can
quickly identify and provide support for children and young people who have additional needs or are at

risk of poor outcomes.

e community access to facilities - opening up schools’ facilities to the wider community, such as meeting

spaces, sports halls, swimming pools and ICT facilities, in response to local demand.
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Schools are expected to work with parents, children and others to jointly decide which activities should be

provided in their community.

Teachers do not have to deliver extended services themselves. Schools work with private and voluntary sector

providers, and with support staff who want to get involved.

Questions for discussion:
e What is unclear or needs more explanation?
e What activities (in addition to lessons) can schools provide to help children and
their families?
e What equivalent services are provided in Japan, and how are they organised?
What are the benefits and problems of delivering this range of social service to

children and families through schools?

3. Child protection and vulnerable children

Child abuse and ‘safeguarding’

The protection of children from abuse (physical, emotional and sexual abuse and neglect) took on a very high
profile for the public, for local authorities and for politicians following the tragic death of a child called Victoria
Climbe, in 2002. It led to the Children Act in 2004 and to the ‘Every Child Matters’ policies which focused on
all agencies involved with children ‘joining up’ to ensure that children are safe from harm. Whilst Social
services have the primary responsibility for responding to cases of child protection, all the different agencies are

now required to share information and work together to identify and act on any signs of abuse.

A wide range of areas of life are now more closely regulated to keep children safe. For example in every school
there must be a senior person who is designated as the ‘Child Protection Coordinator’, and schools must have
procedures for reporting suspected abuse to the Police and to social services. All people with regular contact
with children have to undertake a Criminal Records Bureau check before they can have unsupervised contact

with children.?

Vulnerable groups

Policy relating to children and families has also focused very much on what are called ‘vulnerable groups’.
These are the groups of children who tend to do much less well than others in terms of their educational
achievement, their health, their careers after schools and their ability to contribute and enjoy being part of their

communities. These groups include, for example:

- Children in care — those who cannot live with their parents, and so are looked after by the local authority,

usually by foster carers or in a children’s home. Family policy has focused on addressing the fact that children
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in care do much less well than other children in almost every way: their schooling is disrupted; they do not
achieve well in national tests and exams, often they do not get a job when they leave school, and they are more
likely to get into trouble with the law. Local authorities are required to make specific arrangements in order to

support these children to overcome their barriers to a good quality of life.

- Disabled children — with either physical or mental impairments. Disabled children are less likely to fulfil their
potential and most likely to live on a low wage and have low earning parents. The Disability Discrimination Act
2005 requires all organisations to make reasonable adjustments in order to remove barriers for disabled people.
Local authorities and other organisations must also provide a range of services to support this group of children

and their parents to enjoy more ‘ordinary lives’.

- Children in trouble with the law

In recent years policy has focused on how to reduce the number of young people who get involved in crime and
behaviour which causes nuisance in the community. All areas must have a ‘Youth Offending Team’ (YOT)
which works with young people to help them keep out of trouble and helps those who have been involved in
criminal behaviour to get back on track. YOTs have to be ‘multi-agency’ — and include workers in social care,

mental health, youth work, education, policing, and other disciplines.

On the more ‘punitive’ side, the government has introduced a variety of measures to deal with young offenders
and anti-social young people — such as ‘“ASBOs’ (Anti Social Behaviour Orders) and the detention of young

people.

A key issue for policy makers and lobby groups (campaigners) is that young people who get caught up in the
Justice System tend to get treated as adult criminal rather than as children who need support, guidance and often

intensive therapy to change their behaviour.

- Children in poverty
The Labour government between 1997-2010 and now the Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government
have both declared their ambition to reduce child poverty and to address the huge gaps in outcomes for children

in poor families compared with those in more affluent families.

Over 2.8 million children in the UK are living in poverty.

Schools are set targets for these children to achieve better in tests and exams, and will soon be given a ‘Pupil
Premium’ — extra money for each child from a poor family — to help these children do better at school.
Children’s Centres are expected to ‘reach out’ to engage low income families so that they can benefit from free
services. In health services there are various schemes which target children in poor families. Job centres are also

required to provided services and training to help unemployed parents to find work and increase their incomes.
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Questions for discussion:
e What is unclear or needs more explanation?
e Do you think that schools and local authorities should give particular attention
and funding to groups of children who do less well?

e Are there groups of children in Japan who need additional support?

How are policies changing under the new Conservative/Liberal Democrat Coalition government?

Some of the priorities for children and schools remain the same under the new government, but the ways they
intend to achieve their goals are changing. The new government has focused its attention on schools — with the
policy of ‘setting schools free’ from the LA and from central government ‘interference’. However freedoms

apply mainly to high performing schools.

Disadvantaged and vulnerable children remain a priority, but the new government is taking action to reduce the
role of LAs in providing services, and encouraging local communities, voluntary and private sector

organisations to play a stronger part in ‘The Big Society’ approach to social welfare.

Reference

Dr Carey Bennet has worked within the education and children’s services sector in Britain over 25 years,
experiencing and implementing national policy change as a practitioner and senior administrator. She was
Director of Children’s and Schools Services in one of UK’s largest local authorities, and most recently has acted
on behalf of central government as an adviser for local authorities and their children’s partnerships. She
conducted her doctoral research at the University of Oxford and has published on parenting and on teachers’

lives and careers

A ‘virtual team’ is a group of professionals from different disciplines (for example a teacher, a social worker and a health
worker) who may be in different locations and have separate managers but who become a ‘team around a child’ to deal
with an individual case in a coordinated way, and who may meet or might simply share information electronically (hence
a ‘virtual’ team). The team might be temporary insofar as it works to deal with one individual child until that child’s
problems are resolved.

The principle is that anyone who might be working alone as the only adult with a group of children (‘unsupervised
contact’) in the school must have a ‘CRB’ check. So for example if someone was just coming in to speak to children in a
whole school assembly with other teachers present, they would not need this check.
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1. Integrating children’s services

1.1 National Policy

Every Child Matters:
Change for Children

The murder of Victoria Climbie led to ‘Every Child Matters’ policy

Integrating children’s services
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Who works with children and young people?

B g
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A ‘lead professional takes responsibility for
overseeing the child’s welfare

Team Around the Child

Decision-makers are expected to consult
Professionals share information and plan together for the child children on things that affect them

Questions for discussion: . . -
2. Childcare, parenting and provision

eWhat is unclear or needs more explanation?

eWhat do children need for a happy childhood 21 Expansion ?f Ch_“dcal'e
and a successful move into adult life? through legislation

e\Which professionals work with children in
Japan?
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2. Childcare, parenting and provision

2.2 Children’s Centres

Nursery education has been extended
to all 3 and 4 year olds, and 2 year olds
in low income families

2 Childcare, parenting and provision

23 Extended Schools —
enhancing the role of schools
before and after school hours

Parental involvement in children’s learning is
vital to their progress

Out of school activities provide opportunities for
children to develop new skills and to grow in self
confidence

Activities after school enhance children’s learning
and involve parents in the process
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Questions for discussion:

*What is unclear or needs more
explanation?

*What activities (in addition to lessons) can
schools provide to help children and their
families?

*What equivalent services are provided in
Japan, and how are they organised? What
are the benefits and problems of delivering
this range of social service to children and
families through schools?

3. Child protection and vulnerable children

3.1 Child abuse and safeguarding

The death of baby Peter Connolly reinforced the
need for professionals to communicate with one
another to safeguard children

3. Child protection and vulnerable children

32 Vulnerable groups of children:

*Children in Care

*Disabled Children

*Children in trouble with the law
«Children in poverty

Children looked after by the LA often do less well
than other children

Better services are needed for disabled
children
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Children in trouble with the law need an
integrated approach to care and education

All agencies are required to focus on
raising the life chances of children living
in poverty

Questions for discussion:

*What is unclear or needs more
explanation?

*Do you think schools and local authorities
should give particular attention and funding
to children who do less well?

*Are there particular groups of children in
Japan who need additional support?

How are policies changing
under the new
Conservative/Liberal Democrat
Coalition government?

Early Intervention:
The Next Steps

An Independent Report to Her Majesty’s Government
Graham Allen MP

3 Year Old Children

Normal Extreme Neglect

Janary 2011
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