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A big challenge for many children’s centres is how to involve parents and carers more. Forest First Children’s Centre has an excellent and dynamic parents’ forum that significantly influences the provision and benefits the local community.
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‘The parents’ forum took a long time to become fully established and has been so successful because of the parents who have been involved. At first, we used to take our ideas for new provision to them and get their views. Over the years, this has changed and now they are the people who propose new activities and sessions. They have the links with other parents and carers in the community and we use their feedback to tailor sessions. They are influential members of our partnership board and their work has helped bring new parents and carers into the children’s centre. 
My advice to others is to persevere, listen, and build up the trust and confidence of your parents’ forum – do not give up if attendance dips. You have to believe in them and make sure their opinions are valued.’

Tracie Currie, Centre Leader
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Inspectors were particularly impressed with the active part that parents and carers played in the centre and how the whole community was involved in its activities. Inspectors reported that, `The parents’ forum is well established and maintains excellent contact with the local community. Its members are excellent at organising events and fundraising. The forum is highly effective, dynamic and has the resources to respond and act swiftly to requests.’ This case study explores further why this parents’ forum is so successful and the types of activities its members organise.
Members of the parents’ forum have clear views about why their group works so well. Here are some of their tips for success:

· Include parents with a mix of personalities, skills and experiences, who have children of different ages. This enables them to work well as a group and cater to the diverse needs of everyone. 

· Around eight members works well; any more and decisions are difficult to agree.

· Plan regular meetings around sessions held at the children’s centre. This forum meets once a month and are flexible in changing the day to suit members’ jobs and childcare arrangements. 

· Be represented on the children’s centre partnership board. This helps to get to know what is going on in the area, gain support and funding for their play schemes, and influence decision making. 

Ensure that you are visible within the community so that parents and carers can contact the forum members easily. This parents’ forum set up a Facebook page to publicise their work, invite more people to join in, and announce their events.

The centre leader ensures that the parents’ forum is well supported, particularly with any activities and resources they need. Their children attend the on-site nursery or ‘stay and play’ sessions while parents attend meetings. Outreach workers help parents to apply for grants, for example from the local council, and have delivered confidence-building training. The forum has its own bank account and can respond quickly in making purchases and taking payments from parents towards trips and activities. Parents make good use of their connections with the children’s centre partnership board to raise funds, for example to help part-fund visits for children and parents who cannot afford them. They have also held fun days, raising money through raffles, a ‘play bus’, stalls, face-painting and a barbeque.
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The views of the parents’ forum are used well when developing new provision. This feedback was particularly useful when activities were introduced in a new area. Kylie Robinson and Kirsty Lucas, two of the parents, explain: ‘If a parent comes to us with an idea, we take it to the parents’ forum. Often it is about what their children like doing or making, like craft activities using sticking and gluing, but it can also be for new courses and activities. We work with the centre staff, parents and children to make sure that all needs are met.’

Initially, the parents’ forum was set up to organise the holiday play schemes. But two years ago it was decided to take the activities outside the children’s centre to enable more people to join in. They use a variety of parks, community and recreation centres to host events and roadshows. The forum is very active in advertising these activities through the children’s centre, by talking to parents and carers and dropping leaflets off in schools. Sarah Critchley, one of the parents, sums up how the play schemes have evolved: `The play schemes are getting better each year, mainly through getting to know the parents and using their feedback but also through trial and error. We agree different themes with the children’s centre staff and adjust dates and times to suit everyone. The play schemes give children and parents good opportunities to mix and build new friendships.’
The parents’ forum members are great ambassadors for the children’s centre. They encourage parents and carers who need help to attend and get support. Some of the activities they hold at the children’s centre, including the annual Christmas party, have brought the local community together well. This has resulted in more children attending activities and the children’s centre is attracting just over 95% of parents, carers and children from its reach area.
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Forest First Children’s Centre is located in two adjacent buildings on a large housing estate in Fawley, in the New Forest in Hampshire. Outreach activities are provided at a village hall in Langley and a local primary school. It is a phase one children’s centre. The centre serves an area in the south east of the New Forest which has around 440 children aged four and under. The area has small towns with a mix of social and private housing alongside rural, isolated areas. 
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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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