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Darlington Borough Council’s adult service’s family learning team provides intensive support to start a learning programme in learners’ own homes and support them towards joining family learning courses later. The majority of these learners are from marginalised groups that do not traditionally participate in learning, such as travellers, or those who lack confidence and are not ready to join a group or attend a learning centre.
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‘We believe this is a unique and specialised route to learning for the most hard to reach learners and those whose circumstances may make them vulnerable. It has enabled us to engage with potential learners who we cannot easily identify or target as a group. These are often people who have never attended school for example, or have never accessed other services. Their own home is safe and comfortable territory for learning. Our focus is on meeting their needs on their terms and giving the learner ownership of the process. 

A key to the success is that the support is carried out by skilled and well-trained staff in a sensitive and non-judgmental way. Safeguarding is paramount. Building strong partnerships with other agencies has been fundamental. The streamlined referral process ensures a prompt response with ongoing dialogue throughout the support. Keeping the provision small has also been important to maintain good, open communication across the team and with partners, and to providing mutual support for staff when dealing with difficult or upsetting situations. While we recognise the complexity of individual learner’s needs, our focus is on enabling learning.’ 

Alaine McCartney, Learning and Skills Service Manager 
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A brief history

[image: image6.png]


Darlington Borough Council’s adult service developed the family learning intensive support strategy in 2006, initially through a three-year project under the local area agreement. It is now funded through the Skills Funding Agency (SFA). Its purpose is to improve the skills of isolated families across Darlington who could benefit from learning opportunities but are unlikely to attend courses. Most of this support takes the form of individual family learning within the home. The inspection report in January 2012 graded family learning as good, noting very good partnership work with a range of agencies that supported the participation of disadvantaged families and those families whose circumstances may make them vulnerable.
How it works

The aim of the service is to enable learners to progress into further learning or work, and to engage in children’s centre and wider community activities.
· Potential learners are referred to the service by a wide range of professional practitioners already in contact with the family and who have identified a learning need. These include midwives, health visitors, children’s centre and school staff, and the childcare duty team. There is a clear and straightforward referral process that quickly leads to a joint visit to the family by the referring professional and one of the intensive support team members. 

· Families can be referred to the service for a variety of reasons, including: literacy and numeracy needs that might hinder the children’s learning; the need for parenting support; baby and child development; behaviour support; budgeting; employability skills; and confidence building. 
· Family learning tutors work with the family in their home, helping one or more members of the family to identify learning needs and access learning provision. Initially, this is likely to take the form of one-to-one support to build confidence and overcome barriers to learning, alongside individual tuition by the intensive support tutor.
Particular attention is paid to safety and safeguarding considerations. In addition to the service-wide safeguarding procedures, a policy for lone workers is in place. This includes the requirement that tutors visiting homes always carry a mobile telephone and leave information about where they are going and when they expect to return. Tutors carry out a risk assessment for each home setting, drawing on the information already held by partners about the learner’s circumstances. 
Impact

The success of the programme is monitored carefully. Between August 2006 and August 2012, 151 learners have been recruited, including 16% male learners and 15% from minority ethnic backgrounds, mainly Eastern European and those from travelling communities. Of the 140 no longer receiving intensive support, just over 80% achieved a positive outcome. These include meeting the specific aims identified on individual learning plans, progression to employment or to further learning outside the home, and accreditation.
 
Why it works well

· Good communications between the team and the range of partners and agencies that refer learners have made a significant contribution to the smooth running of this initiative. It is built on existing networks that the team maintains through participation in networking and training events. The team’s location in the same building as the children’s centre and alongside early years practitioners and health visitors has helped reinforce these links. They have been strengthened further by the accredited learning the service has provided for a range of professionals, including midwives and youth workers.
· A simple and quick process. Completion of a one-page document enables referrals to be made rapidly. The team then responds swiftly to arrange initial contact with the potential learner.  

It is a small scale initiative. The team’s broad background of experience across social work and education, and their good knowledge of other support agencies enables the service to respond flexibly to individual learners’ needs. Tutors and other professionals work together to support continuity for the learner, through for example initial joint visits to the learner’s home and through tutors’ participation where appropriate in CAF meetings to support families’ children.
What were the challenges?

It is important that the boundaries between professional roles are observed. The service has a clear view that the focus of their work is on learning. However, the multi-disciplinary nature of the initial contact and ongoing support make this a challenging focus to maintain, particularly where a CAF review is required. 
The individual tutoring and time spent following up and maintaining contact make this a time-consuming form of delivery. Many of the potential learners have complex needs and are under pressure; for example, it may take three attempts to catch a learner at home to initiate contact, even where a visit is arranged in advance. Continual review of tutors’ caseloads is crucial to ensure they do not become excessive. The successful outcomes indicate that the investment of time through this initiative is supporting social inclusion and helping to break the cycle of deprivation. Local authority officers report that this initiative reduces costs significantly by cutting the number of children in local authority care.
It has proved difficult to maintain continuity for learners during the school holidays as both tutors work in term-time only. To address this, the service proposes to recruit an additional team member to cover the holiday period. 
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Darlington Borough Council’s Learning and Skills Service sits within the People Directorate, Educational Services. The adult learning team is based in the Coleridge Centre, close to the town centre. The team has good working relationships with the primary school staff, health visitors and early years workers that are based in the same building. The same building accommodates a children’s centre, health visitors and early years workers. The adult provision includes a significant proportion of family learning. The intensive support team consists of two support workers, one with an education background, the other a former social worker. Darlington has a diverse social and economic mix, with areas of disadvantage and hidden pockets of deprivation situated alongside affluent areas. Approximately 16% of Darlington’s wards are in the 10% most deprived nationally. The overall unemployment rate is slightly above the national rate, and significantly above for 18 to 24 year olds. 
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Brief description





 





Overview – the provider’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





A parent with a travelling background and little continuity in her formal schooling wanted to learn to drive. She felt this would make a significant difference to her life, particularly in looking after her children. Her literacy levels were very low however, making the theory test a major barrier to overcome. With the help of an intensive support tutor, she developed her literacy skills sufficiently to enable her to pass the test. This met a very real and immediate practical need that will benefit her in her parenting role. She speaks highly of the support she received and would have no hesitation in contacting the team if she wanted to access further learning.








The headteacher of her children’s primary school referred Maria to the service. Maria’s was having difficulty coping with her two children and the demands of being a single parent. She lacked confidence and found it difficult to remain calm when dealing with her children’s behaviour. Maria was also having problems managing the family home, struggling to decorate the house after stripping the wallpaper off in all the rooms. She asked for help and the adult service initiated a Common Assessment Framework (CAF) process to get as much help as possible. With Maria’s consent, social services were also informed of her situation, and they arranged to make a visit. The intensive support tutor worked with Maria to help her manage household tasks better, to source help for the redecoration of the house, and to develop some strategies for dealing with her children’s behaviour, such as a structured bedtime routine for the children. Maria later decided she was ready to attend a family learning confidence building course for 10 weeks. She was also referred to the council’s family intervention project team who allocated a key worker to assist her in developing her parenting skills further.








A community midwife referred Emma to the intensive support service when she was expecting her first baby. The midwife was concerned that she and her husband, John, were not going to be prepared for their new arrival as Emma has learning difficulties.


The intensive support tutor drew up an action plan with Emma. They agreed she would benefit from a basic baby care course at home together with her husband. Carried out through weekly visits, the course covered a range of assessment tasks for them to complete both with the tutor and at home on their own. Topics included how to change a nappy, who to contact in an emergency, sterilising feeding equipment and the importance of personal hygiene. Emma benefited particularly from the hygiene aspects of the course and it has increased her confidence in her ability as a parent. She gave birth to a healthy baby boy and both parents have embraced this life-changing experience. They work well as a team to provide a loving, comfortable and safe environment. Five months later, Emma has gone on to complete courses in weaning and in baby massage. Following an initial assessment of her literacy needs she is about to begin an English class at the centre where she can leave her baby in the crèche. In common with other learners at home looking after young children, she welcomes the chance to get out of the house and pursue an interest of her own.





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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