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Eastbury Children’s Centre has achieved outstanding results in accelerating children’s communication and language development using a progressive pathway of core play and communication services that have been carefully designed by the borough’s Play and Communication Team. Universal and targeted services support children’s growing communication skills from their birth through to the end of the Early Years Foundation Stage. Parents and carers are involved at every step and become confident in using the strategies that help their children to progress.
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‘All children in the early years need some help in their journey to becoming a successful communicator. We aim to provide every child with accessible, enjoyable activities that provide opportunities for occasional help or intensive support through the core play and communication services. We may only get an hour or so a week to work with a child so we have to involve all professionals and partners who come into contact with families to create a network of support. We take responsibility for assessing children’s levels of need and for planning what strategies to put into place. Building relationships with families is important so that they enjoy joining in and to encourage the strategies to be used at home as well.’
Penny Pyke, Strategic Lead 
.
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The core programme of play and communication services in children’s centres in Barking and Dagenham has been developed in response to headteachers’ concerns about the negative impact of poor language and communication skills on achievements in the early years; and parents’ and carers’ ambitions for their children’s development. The rationale for consistent services across all areas comes from a firm belief that positive impact comes from early intervention and ensuring that all children can be included at their level of need. 
Lilani Wijayatilake, Early communication Lead, explains that it is the evidence, which points to significantly better achievement for children who had started to attend sessions below the age of one, that underpins the borough’s determination to make every play and family learning activity a contribution to communication and language development. ‘We put this in place right through from breastfeeding groups to pre-school play, throughout all types of services, in indoor and outdoor activities, in the centre and in outreach work.’ Penny Pyke adds: ‘Families are highly mobile in this area and we may only have fleeting opportunities to work directly with the children. So helping parents and carers to gain long-term strategies they can use themselves is vital for their children.’ 
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Families can take advantage of the universal provision at whichever venue suits them. There are also targeted services in each children’s centre, including short play and communication courses for parents and carers of children who are identified as being at risk of delay.
Professionals in health and family support agencies train alongside early years practitioners and play a part in identifying children’s communication and language needs and refer children for support. Concerted support from Play and Communication workers who carefully review and track children’s progress ensures that children in need of additional intervention attend sessions regularly. Parents and carers are involved in all evaluation and decision-making about provision for their child. 

A sophisticated data set is used well to evaluate the impact of children’s centre play and communication work. Outcomes for different groups of children at different ages are rapidly improving as evidenced by the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile scores. The analysis, alongside local, national and international research findings is used to shape the increasingly integrated play, speech and language services. 
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We call our play and communication offer services rather than activities because they truly serve a purpose – to help accelerate children’s communication development.[image: image6.png]



Penny Pyke, Strategic Lead 
Putting it into practice 
Help for children to become excellent communicators starts the minute they enter the Centre. Staff forge positive and welcoming relationships with families from the moment they offer individual greetings at the front reception desk. Signs and images in the entrance hall reflect the range of cultures and languages in the community but are not cluttered with text. 
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Enquiries are assessed sensitively by experienced workers who are adept at varying the complexity of their language to match parents’ and carers’ understanding of English. They are encouraged to use their English language skills, and interpreting services are available when necessary. Staff use the plain English leaflets, designed by the Play and Communication Team, to find out what services the family is interested in and to provide information about services. As a staff member says: ‘We need a few basic details when a family starts at the centre but we don’t make it a long drawn out process to put a family off from coming. The important thing is to try to find at least one type of service that will be right for the child – they’ll love it and come back for more. We will soon get to know the family.’ This attentive approach is effective in encouraging families to attend regularly.
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Speech and language support is built into a carefully balanced, flexible programme that is tailored to support both groups and individuals. For example, in response to the growth in the number of four-year-olds in the area, the centre shifted resources to provide more ‘Play with a story’ and ‘Little rhyme makers’ provision for that age group.

Workers interact directly with children during the sessions. They observe and assess the children’s progress and offer a range of activities to engage them, always explaining to parents and carers what they are doing and why. Practitioners introduce one or two new strategies per session and always offer a leaflet that can be taken away as an aid to memory. 
Resources are chosen carefully. Texture-rich mats and blankets cover the floor and tables for a sensory session for very young babies; this room has a sensuous, cosy feel. The baskets of sight and sound stimulating toys placed carefully around the room elicit a low hum of gentle talk between children and their adults. In one case, the practitioner was working with two families to teach the parents how to use different stimuli. The parents were working on listening to their children and showing they have heard by copying the sounds that the baby makes. The parents said how much fun it was to let the toys do the talking. They found it relaxing to copy their baby instead of ‘constantly having to find something to say’ and were amazed at the range of different noises their children could make.
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As much skill is put into choosing resources for older children. In ‘Play with a story’ sessions the choice of visual props for telling popular stories is excellent. The methods used by the practitioners and the content of sessions are carefully planned to teach particular strategies to parents and carers and to help identify the progress children are making. 
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The initial assessment of families’ needs is carried out by well-trained practitioners with highly developed skills in assessing the progress of babies, children under three years of age and children who at an early stage of speaking English. As one said, ‘The training is second to none. We come away able to assess whether a child is using the skills you expect of them at their age. It is reassuring to be able to consult speech and language therapists in the team at any time.’ Workers pay particular attention to behaviour and non-verbal language. Using a set of diagnostic activities, they observe children playing by themselves and with others. Initial assessments and reviews take place with the full involvement of parents and carers. Reviews of children’s progress highlight the effectiveness of matching intervention to the needs of children.
As inspectors reported: ‘Children respond to the excellent teaching and guidance and the well-planned activities seen at all stages of the structured play and communication pathway from baby massage through to “little rhyme makers”. And as one practitioner says: ‘Families keep coming back for more and we are pleased that the outcomes for children go from strength to strength.’ 
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Eastbury Children’s Centre was designated as a phase two centre in 2008. Activities take place at the main site, in schools and at other venues in the local community. The area served is among the 30% most deprived in the country. Incomes of families in the area are below average for London. The mobility of the population is high. Over 90% of families using the centre are from minority ethnic backgrounds and more than 40 languages are spoken among families attending the centre. 
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Developing children’s communication and language skills in the early years: Eastbury Children’s Centre








 





Brief description





 





Overview – the provider’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 








�     Our advice to centres wanting to give the best chances to all children is to be systematic, structured and relentless; make use of detailed data; build up the skills and awareness of all staff, partners and parents so that everyone plays a part in promoting children’s communication and language development.�





Baby massage and breastfeeding groups  


Babbling Babes 


Talking Toddlers 


Messy play 


Play with a story


Little Rhyme Makers�








�The important thing is to try to find at least one type of service that will be right for the child – they’ll love it and come back for more. We will soon get to know the family.�





Provider 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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Provider name
Good practice example: Remit 
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Eastbury Children’s Centre
Good practice example: Early Years


