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Sunbeam Children’s Centre has substantially increased the participation rates among fathers in the area through the ‘Dads-to-Be Project.’ Most fathers-to-be now take an active part in preparing themselves very well for the birth of their child and subsequent changes to their family life. 
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‘The centre needed to make a determined effort to involve fathers from the early stages of pregnancy. As a father and a male nursery nurse, I firmly believe that fathers have a vital role to play. That is why we started the ‘Dads to Be Project’ with the community group Base 25.’ 

Subhash Patel, Centre Manager

‘In my experience, medical and other care professionals, who are predominantly female, focus their attention on the pregnant mother, often leaving men as passive bystanders. So we worked with the professionals to involve dads and dads-to-be in the process from the outset. The project dealt with the fears and expectations of the fathers in a supportive environment in which they could talk freely to other male professionals and/or fathers. Through participation on this programme, fathers and fathers-to-be are helped towards a more fulfilling role in the family. They now feel confident in instigating and supporting changes in lifestyle such as eating healthy food, taking exercise, learning about child development and bonding with the child and the mother.’ 
Sarah Curran, Family Support Coordinator
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How it all started
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The centre identified the need to support fathers earlier than is usual with traditional dads groups, which tend to engage with fathers once the children are older. Jason Dudley, Acting Manager at Base 25 says: ‘Often the father’s role isn’t established until after the baby is born. However, it’s so important to engage the father at the earliest opportunity. Often, this is best done at the antenatal stage.’ 
As part of the NHS strategy to make greater use of local children’s centres, the community midwife was already delivering antenatal sessions at the centre. To support this, the Centre Manager, Family Support Coordinator and the male worker from Base 25 targeted men who came with their partners to the antenatal appointments. 
The centre promotes the project extensively in local schools, clinics and at external events. Midwives distribute leaflets and flyers advertising the drop-in ‘Dad-to-be’ sessions to all new contacts. 

The sessions
The drop-in sessions are coordinated with the midwife. While the parents-to-be wait to see the midwife, the fathers’ worker approaches the father-to-be very sensitively. The centre creates a warm, welcoming, friendly and non-threatening environment to ensure that the dads-to-be leave the centre feeling that they, and their role as fathers, have been valued. 
During these discussions with the fathers’ worker, the dads-to-be share their anxieties and issues related to fatherhood, which include: 

· preparing for fatherhood

· anxiety about the birth

· coping when baby is born

· involvement as a father 

· parental roles

· children’s behaviour

The programme is flexible and well supported by a comprehensive range of materials to meet the needs of the fathers. An excellent, easy-to- read booklet entitled Calling all dads and dads to be, collates broad-ranging information including valuable links to web-based resources. The fathers’ worker talks through the booklet with prospective dads and assists them with questions and answers on being a dad, which values their role as a partner in the pregnancy. 
The impact 

Inspectors identified the impact on dads-to-be who attended the centre as exemplary. Increasing numbers of fathers in the reach areas are benefiting from the service, rising from 20% two years ago to 40% in 2011/12.
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The behaviour of fathers-to-be has changed fundamentally. For example, one father-to-be and his pregnant wife used the website links from the booklet to see the development of baby in the womb and realised the importance of talking to the baby. Dads report strengthened relationships and increased bonding. Prospective fathers are extremely satisfied with the centre’s approach and the service that has helped them to overcome their fears and anxieties. They are better able to understand the development of the baby in the womb and take a keen interest in the welfare of the baby and the mother. Most of them adapt their lifestyle by choosing a nutritious diet and taking exercise.  Dads-to-be enjoy talking with the male worker and appreciate that a male worker is there to help; ‘especially about difficult or embarrassing stuff!’.
Tracey Keen, the specialist midwife for teenage parents, is in contact with almost all the young parents-to-be in the city and she refers them to the project and other related programmes. She says: ‘This approach helps with the bonding and dads are more hands-on and more aware of their roles.’ 

Building on success

The impact of this work is growing as local primary schools and other children’s centres are taking the initiative to engage more fathers. Training for the Sunbeam Children’s Centre staff has been extended to other children’s centres. The programme has been further developed and expanded by incorporating the views of the fathers-to-be. 
The Centre is also offering a nurturing programme specifically for men, which is jointly delivered by a female family support worker and the male fathers’ worker. The parenting programme targets fathers who need support with parenting skills. To meet the needs of fathers who require more intensive, in-depth targeted support, the centre has also tailored the ‘Safe Project’, initially developed by Base 25.  

The role of the fathers’ worker has been extended to enable him to be available in ‘Baby Stay and Play’ sessions for children aged from birth to 18 months. During these sessions information is available on child development, nutrition, health and safety, environment, social interaction and play. These sessions are used as a natural progression from the antenatal stage and successfully continue to engage dads in the centre’s services.     
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Sunbeam Children’s Centre is a phase two centre, managed by Wolverhampton City Council. The centre is linked to St. Luke’s Church of England Aided Primary School. Blakenhall Neighbourhood Nursery School provides early years care and nursery provision for the centre. 

Base 25 is a voluntary sector charity based in Wolverhampton. It aims to support young people up to the age of 25 in shaping their lives by increasing the take up of a variety of services. The main target groups are young people who are at risk due to their personal or family circumstances. From its one-stop shop in the city centre, Base 25 offers drop-in and open access workshops. One male worker is seconded to Sunbeam Children’s Centre to help develop work with fathers. 

Calling all dads: Sunbeam Children’s Centre
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Overview – the centre’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





The centre’s 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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