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The Early Days Children’s Centre has significantly increased the numbers of families who are benefiting from their services, including many who traditionally found it difficult to access professional support. Services are delivered on and off-site by excellent partnerships between the centre’s multi-disciplinary team and other service delivery partners. In the centre itself the welcoming, stimulating plaza is seen as the key to encouraging access and building relationships.
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‘We know it can be daunting entering a building for the first time, so we have done all we can to make it a pleasurable experience. We re-designed our entrance and corridor to create a vibrant area with informal seating to create a series of “rooms within a room” where people can relax, chat and look at the attractive displays. Floor-to-ceiling windows in our nursery overlook the plaza and link the nursery children to the rest of the centre. High-quality exhibits and resources welcome users of the centre and tell them about the past, present and future work of the team, highlighting the inclusivity of the centre. We believe our environment informs and engages the child and adult viewer and it has certainly increased the number of families meaningfully involved with our services.’
Jo Zasada, Head of Centre
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Inspectors reported the exemplary support for those children and families who are in particularly vulnerable situations and the centre workers’  ‘can do’ attitude and solution-based approach to removing any barriers to access.
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Andrew and Lynne, the reception staff, the vital ‘first point of contact’, appreciate how important a warm, helpful welcome is, especially for adults and children who may be nervous about entering the building. A vision panel at their desk helps small children to see them, and they take time to welcome and support visitors to the centre – often accompanying first-time visitors through the plaza to encourage them to use it. When maintenance work is being done, the builders are encouraged to lie on the floor and see their work from a child’s perspective, to ensure that the children’s viewpoint and needs are respected and taken into consideration. 
The inspiration for developing the plaza lies in the Reggio Emilia concept of valuing the environment as a way of promoting positive relationships, and of ‘sparking’ learning, as well as validating the values, ideas and cultures of those who use the space. [image: image8.jpg]


Jo explains: ‘We wanted to underpin our work with a partnership of communication between children, families and the staff team. At first, our plaza area, which runs the length of our building, was just a long wide corridor. People walked quickly down it to get to where they were going. This seemed a waste of both the large space and of opportunities to engage with children and families, so we introduced large display boards which started at the child’s eye level and went up to adult height. We exhibited children’s work and placed sofas along the corridor. This slowed some people down and encouraged some to look at the displays, but they weren’t relevant to everyone, so we needed to do more. So we started to link displays to the adjacent rooms and use more photographs and snippets of information about past, current and future events. 

Then we added more interactive and three-dimensional elements such as a ‘dark den’ for children to play in and free-standing art work, some created by the centre users. We found that by turning the sofas round we created ‘rooms’ within the corridor, breaking it up and therefore inviting people to take their time to sit, chat or browse at a display or activity. We encouraged children, families and staff to use the entrance and plaza areas to meet friends and members of the team in a relaxed and informal way. This stimulated people to sit and linger, and helped to create and build the relationships that are the foundation of all our work. 
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We also use our displays in the plaza to inform, excite and celebrate success. They include photographs of groups and activities, children’s work, contributions and comments from their families, alongside information about events in the centre, advice and tips and places for families to “have their say”. It all made the parents and carers feel a valued part of the centre’s experiences and stories, an important aspect of the Reggio Emilia approach.’

Past displays and additional materials are made into homemade books and placed strategically near sofas, with accompanying toys or resources so that everyone can share memories, gain new ideas and feel involved. In this way staff have tried to make the environment the ‘third teacher’; by igniting new learning and having visible reminders of previous learning.  
Displays are purposeful, clear, and easy to understand. They use photographs and straightforward, simple language to inform visitors about the centre’s services and to celebrate the impact they are having on local lives. This approach has helped the centre to actively engage the children’s families ​– over half of which speak English as an additional language. Very good use is made of beautiful, giant-sized photographs of children, parents and carers and staff engaged in centre services, taken by one of the parents. Mounted professionally and displayed prominently, they celebrate the achievements of everyone using the centre. These highly positive images give centre users pride in themselves, and in what they have achieved through the centre. They also promote inclusion and increase participation. Every single pregnant teenager in the reach area is actively involved with the centre’s services. 
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Using the environment to develop productive relationships is embedding the centre as a hub of the community and establishing community traditions, such as the bonfire night celebration, which in turn increase the number of parent/carer volunteers who are guided towards learning and development opportunities for themselves. Take-up rates, from family learning through to further education, are very good.
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Early Days Children’s Centre began life as an NCH Family Centre in 1979. It then became part of a Sure Start Local Programme Trail Blazer formed in 1999 and was designated a Phase 1 children’s centre in 2004. Action for Children – a National Children’s Charity is the organisation commissioned by the local authority to run the centre. 


Linger and learn – welcoming and engaging parents and carers: Early Days Children’s Centre





 





Brief description





 





Overview – the centre’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





Centre background





 





Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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Early Days Children’s Centre
Good practice example: Early Years


