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| Introduction, aims and methods

This report summarises the second stage in the evaluati®oom to Play, an
innovative three year project run by the Peers Early &duc Partnership (PEEP).
The research was carried out by the Department of Edacattithe University of
Oxford and funded by the Sutton Trust and the Garfield Wdstondation. The first
phase of the evaluation was completed in June 2006 amnesiberch report is
available from www.peep.org.uk

i Context

Since 1998, when the National Childcare Strategy was anndtimees has been an
increase in pre-school services for families and imreatto lift children out of
poverty. In 2000, the Children’s Fund was launched to tackssldantage among
children and young people and to identify those at riskobisexclusion. The
Neighbourhood Nurseries Initiative (NNI), also launche@000, saw the
development of childcare places for children in disachgad areas alongside early
education and other forms of family support, such as faesisning and health
services. The last decade has seen parenting suppom feartit years emphasized in
family literacy initiatives, such as Bookstart ashaslin the development of Sure
Start local programmes. Parental outreach and family supgvices are integral
elements of Children’s Centres and the Extended Schgelgla.

As well as the development of services for familiaere have also been significant
changes affecting the ways in which these are detiv@riee Every Child Matters:
Change for Children agenda (published in 2004), underpinned by the 208Zghil
Act, introduced a new approach for professionals to wag&tteer in the interests of
those aged from birth to nineteen. Every Child Matteregaised the crucial role of
parents, carers and families in improving outcomesHhadren and young people, as
well as the importance of the local community. The govent has also reaffirmed
its commitment to early intervention and preventioniuty 2007, £396 million was
pledged to continue the Children’s Fund over a further tygaes, supporting projects
that specialise in early intervention and preventi®yn2008, all areas are expected to
have children’s trusts, expected to produce integrated workaltjlavels, from
planning through to delivery, and by 2010, there are expected3®®@ Children’s
Centres supporting young children and their families.

However, there is evidence that use of family suppovices may be in inverse
relation to need, with those who are most vulnerkdalst likely to take up offers of
support. Typically, those who do not participate are yoyrgss well educated and
in less stable relationships (Barnes et al 2006) and aretsoes referred to as ‘hard-
to-reach’. Consequently, developing services that are mesympathy with the
needs of isolated families has become a primary fotpslicy and for established
early interventions such as PEEP.

il Rationale for a Room to Play

The Peers Early Education Partnership (PEEP) has aicmenh to supporting
parents and carers in promoting their children’s languageadiy, learning


http://www.peep.org.uk/

dispositions and self-esteem through increasingly fleximees of delivery. In 2005,
PEEP began collaborating with the Sutton Trust whiclidgtie opening of Room to
Play in April 2006.

Room to Play is an innovative ‘drop-in’ style provision umiened by the PEEP
ethos and curriculum. Based in a shop in a busy commsimityping centre in one of
the most deprived areas in a city in the Midlands, tbe-it aims to welcome and
value all parents and carers, and to support their involveimémeir child’s learning.
The project was designed to run for three years and aefuby the Sutton Trust and
the Garfield Weston Foundation.

Room to Play seeks to appeal to families who may othem&ject a more ‘obvious’
form of delivery. Although open to all parents, the shoggientre based drop-in has
a special focus on young parents and those who are tbangdo-reach. The
emphasis is on making initial contact more accessinléhese groups, and then
referring them on to other support services where apptepiRoom to Play aims to
be a drop-in with a difference in that it:

* makes no attempt to recruit target families, but is tiavhere families go
already (shopping centre)

* isin a public premises, but one that feels like home

» s staffed by professionals who are perceived as friends

Room to Play appeals as a ‘home from home’ with thdesinde that parents and
carers are responsible for their own children atrakks. It offers the usual nappy-
changing and bottle-warming facilities associated witinog-in, and there are play
resources and activities for children. However, the ptivities on offer are part of a
well-established programme (PEEP), founded on a clearlyrdeated, structured
curriculum designed to support parents and carers in undergamt! facilitating
their children’s learning through everyday play and interastio

Aims
* to engage parents who are often termed ‘hard-to-reach’
* to develop a model for a drop-in centre based in a nexgnale that should be
easier to access for more isolated families

Objectives of the provision
» to offer a welcoming, neutral place to spend time duringléye
* to provide an opportunity for parents to talk to practitiodsut their
children
» directed and undirected play and learning activities
* information about local services

ili The evaluation

PEEP has a long-standing commitment to research and geal@ver the past ten
years it has worked with Oxford University’s DepartmenEdtication, the
University of Sheffield and the National Foundation for Ediomal Research
(NFER) to establish the effects of its programme ontadund children within the
community it serves.



The Sutton Trust has commissioned an independent evalwdtibe Shopping centre
project. The Principal Investigators are Dr. Maria Eyeou and Professor Kathy
Sylva from the Department of Education, University of @afdl he study is
coordinated by the PEEP Research Consortium whichratiades representatives
from PEEP and the Sutton Trust. The evaluation is tgiexce in three discrete
phases over the duration of the project.

The shopping centre project is scheduled to run for tyeaes, ending in 2008. The
evaluation consists of two strands running concurrently:

» formative research undertaken to inform practice (dtdgn

» critical description of the project and how it is peveel by both the user and
the provider in such a way that its relevance and valdeageneralised to
other situations (strand 2)

A literature review of existing research into hard-taetefamilies, programmes or
initiatives is a third strand. During phase 2 this was arpirery exercise, with a
more detailed, comprehensive and conclusive literatureweni®hase 3 (2008),
coinciding with the publication of the final report.

Aims of Phase 1 of the evaluation:

» to ‘evaluate’ the first four months of the initiativgaanst its projected aims and
objectives. To identify any unexpected outcomes/succebsseiomings;

* to provide recommendations for the next 9 months of thatine and to offer
advice on the creation of a transferable model of a-oirapntre.

Summary of findings from Phase 1

Preliminary findings from the first phase of the evaluaficovering the first six
months of the project) found that the project was wedld by a cross-section of the
community and was effective in attracting and engagitig asnumber of ‘hard-to-
reach’ families. Initially, while premises were sought project had a stall as a
temporary base, which raised awareness of the shopd&teai, Smith and Sylva,
2006). When the project moved to the shop premises, it paadlistinctive
welcome and homely atmosphere, with the PEEP curricakithe basis for all the
play activities. Leaflets and flyers about a rangeoél services were well used, and
information was also passed on by word of mouth by the sta

Some issues arising from this first phase, and whichbeillevisited in this second
report were:

» Definitions of hard- to- reachstaff had a pragmatic understanding of this
term; however, it has been difficult to establisho@jective measure of which
families could be categorised by this term.

e Curriculum Delivery adapting a curriculum based on a structured delivery to
groups of individuals, and delivering it flexibly and unobtrusiweithin the
unstructured setting of the shop has been a challenge.



* Inter-agency workingit was originally intended that practitioners sush a
midwives and health visitors might be invited to offer smupport from the
shop in certain circumstances. This has been piloted éifhes, and the
effects monitored and will be returned to at a lategesta

Evaluation of Phase 2 (January- July 2007): aims and ol®scti

The core aims and objectives of Room to Play as desdcaibeve remain unchanged.
In discussion with PEEP it was felt that the secorakplof the evaluation should
discover as much as possible about the users of RoBtaypin order to ascertain
whether the provision is indeed attracting those pareaisis to target. Detailed
information on users, including sensitive demographic dataasiéamily
composition, income and benefit entitlement, was clened to be a crucial, if
challenging task facing the second phase. The first phasavbaed questioning
users, acknowledging that this might potentially compromeigels of trust on the part
of users in the early stages. For the second phases iagreed that this was needed to
gauge whether the project was meeting its central amh®hbjectives. It was also
necessary to resubmit an application for ethical apptovidle University’'s Central
Ethics Committee in order to question the users abosttsenissues, such as benefit
entitlements.

iv Research methodology of Phase 2
The second phase used both qualitative and quantitative dset

1. Semi-structured qualitative interviewsere carried out with eight staff members,
project manager and CEO of PEEP. It was decided to keep #s similar as possible
to the preceding year, although questions probing for any chapgegress and
development were added.

2. The research officer undertook several perioddeérvationn the centre, during
which time a sign was also placed in Room to Playnigtiamilies know. A
photograph of the research officer was added to the ‘gatiéstaff photographs in
the room.

3. In order to find out more detailed information on thoseguhe centre a week-
long ‘user snapshot’ of the centre was createqudntitative questionnairgsee
Appendix A) was devised which aimed to assess the socimexoprofile of users;
whether they fell into the target group of ‘hard-to-teéatheir patterns of use of
Room to Play and possible use of other services. It eka®waledged that collecting
this data from those using this type of centre ran #heafi alienating the very users
that the provision sought to target: however it was dddidat the benefits
outweighed any possible disadvantages. An importantegieat the questionnaire
design was striking a balance between obtaining vital demogrdata and
producing an interview schedule that would not be too inatmgd for users or too
lengthy to complete.

In order to minimise the impact of the snapshot on parérwas decided to restrict
this survey to a single week in May. By this time, thgearch officer had attended the
provision over a three-month period and many users wenédawith her. A



bilingual member of staff was present for the week ofthgey to assist parents if
needed. Ethical approval for obtaining this sensitive datasgcured from the
University’s Central Ethical Committee and a poster adgigarents of this period of
data collection was displayed for a week in advandoom to Play.

4. A morein-depth qualitative interviewvas also devised for those users who were
willing and available to talk further to the research efficThese in-depth interviews
were carried out with six users who were identifiechulite assistance of staff as
hard-to-reach. In order to preserve confidentialitshisa one, highly visible setting,
the interviews have been used to create composite [setches, where individuals
cannot be identified, rather than case studies of unicers.us



uornoaoud

rIRp 10 pJsebal anp Yyum Saydiays Jualed
joysdeus Jasn

sJasn

pue Je1s yum saireuuolnsanb/smainialul
aAelenb pain1oNIIS-IWSS [eNpIAIpU|

"92IAJI3S 8] Jo suondaaiad
Iasn pue siapinoid uswnoop 01

SMaIAIDIUI 1S
joysdeus Jasn
SpJ02al

[| @ouepuane pue eyep Buloyuow umo s,d33d

wl

‘Aeld o1
00y Buisn sI as|a oym Ajnuapl 0] ‘€

suoljeoyienb ‘uawajua Njauaq ‘siasn

uo uolrewlojul aiydelsbowsp a1seq bBuipnjoul

10(sdeus Jasn anneuenb aji ayl Ul Yaam v

Y—

() 11

S92IAISS 13Y10 Sk ||om Se SIY]
D abesn urelaISe 0] SIaSN YIIM SMIIAIBIU|
abesn
D erep Buliojuow umo S,433d JO SisAjeuy
RIS YIM SM3IAIBU|

'S9]

=

IAISS premuo Aue Buissadoe ale Aayl
BY1ayM pue Ae|d 01 wooy Buisn ale
dnoub 106.e) Jayraym Ajnuspi o] ‘g

SM

mimn w

[elidlew wnNaILINg Jo SIsAfeuy
SJasn pue yeis yum

BIAI9IUI PBINIONJIS-ILIBS PUR SUOITRAIBSHO
JJe1s pue Jadljo yaueasal -sajou Areiq
SUOISSaS JO uoleAlasqo Buipnjoul ‘Aejd 01
00y J0 10ysdeus Aep G .8l Y1 Ul Yoam, ¥

A

‘Jeak puo2as sy Jo polad e 10}
P|d 01 WOO0Y aqlIosap Ajeanio o1 T

110091
SIY1 ulylim passe Jppe a e sssyl sy

SpoyB N

SOA1198 [qO pueswiy

PSS IpPE @& 8591 8 JoUM pue UoITenens a1 JO SO Igo pue sty ¢ aseyd Jo ubsa( yoiessay




=

(€ aseyd) mainay ainielal

Juad ul-doip e 1o} [apowW ajgeiajsuen]
e Jo wawdojaAap 8yl 01 8INqIIU0D

€ aseyd sisAleuy ued uonen|eAs ayl yeym Ajnuspl ol ‘6
suoieAlssqo 'T aseyd ul Juswdojanap
() Al O30 pue Jels Yim SsmalAlau| 10} pallljusp! SaNSSI 8yl SIASI 01 '8
ERINES
(s aseyd P3109]]02 erep JO sisAleuy 10 Anrenb pue asuew.opad ayl Inoge
oisinoad jo Ayjenb pue ssuew.opad) suoieAlasqo 10ISN|2U0D Melp 0] pue uawdojaAsp
(N) Al 03D pue jjels yum mainisiu| alnny 1o0) sanssl Ajnuapl 0] )
sdnoub 18b.Je1 uo erep
[euolreu/ea0| 18ylo yum abesn aredwo)
yoneaudaq ajdiniy Jo xapu| yum aredwod
5 Ajqissod pue (919 ualp|iyd Jo siequinu s108n 19410 pue sdnoib 1962
dipnjoul) siasn Jo uolyew.ojul aiydelsbowsp
JISEq pUE Sap021sod Uo Blep 199107 ylog 01 uoirejal ul abesn adlAlas H:onw
1ep Buuojuow ajgejreAe asAjeue 0] ‘9
(e1q1ssod ataym) anuad
[| Buiddoys ayi Buisn siaquinu uo eyep urelqo
(£ @seyd ur uaxeuspun aq |[IM
92IAJIBS JO suondasiad 1noge s1aumo .
doys "6 8 a.uad ay) ul SI8Y10 YIM M3IAIDIUI) (€ @s®Ud Ul INO palired Mn [l Siu)
(®21n18s 8Y) Buisn j0U aJe oym aauad | PSN Jou Op oum saljitley Ag _om>_mﬁmo_
¢ aseyd bBuiddoys ayy ui saijiwe) yum aireuuonsang) S1 9INI9S B4} MOY JUSWINSOP 01 °S

oSS IpPE @& 8591 8 JoUM pue UoITen[ens a1 JO SOANR g0 pue sty ¢ 9seyd Jo ubsa( UoJessay




Il Findings from observations and interviews

This section offers a critical description of Room tayPover the period of its second
year.

i Physical description of Room to Play

Room to Play aims to engage hard-to-reach parents and bgrproviding a
welcoming and neutral place for them to interact wighrtbhildren and engage in
directed and undirected play and learning activities (Evang&mith and Sylva
2006).

Some settings which are purpose-designed for famili¢aplyoSure Start provision
and Children’s Centres, tend to favour play equipment ardkem furnishings in
bold, primary colours. By contrast, the décor of RooRl&y is understated,
comfortable and homely, with colour provided by displaysbites and artwork by
children and parents. It appears child-centred but also psoaigeslcoming
environment for adults. Although new equipment has been auiloeesl last year, and
the space reorganised, the sensation of ‘stepping into sefediving room’ has
been retained. Furniture in the main room divides it ditierent areas or zones
which are designed to promote an informal atmospheregl as to encourage
parents to engage with their children and to facilitatertipde mentation of the
curriculum. Room to Play includes:

* aninformation area for parents near the door as thexe avith leaflets
displayed at eye level and various parent informatitdefs arranged on a
bookshelf; a comments book

* asitting area with a large sofa at right angles édrbint window of the shop:
the bottom half of the window is covered by a blackboatd ehalks
available

» directly opposite the sofa, a child-height display saysker books with
different sized display ‘pockets’ and another bookshalf display

» two child-sized tables in the centre of the room withdzkiked chairs with the
day’s curriculum activity and a third table nearby which baradded if
needed

* ababy area in a corner enclosed by two corner wadlsadookshelf. On one
wall there is a large low mirror for babies to seertbelves in; a duvet
provides a soft floor cover which is spread with treabaskets, shakers etc

» another table which can be used for resources and re¢eneatterials relating
to the curriculum, including sheets that parents candeles

* asecond, smaller sofa ideal for breast-feeding witrerhooks placed in a
basket within arm’s reach

* an area set up for role play with dressing-up costuméetier role play
equipment such as a shop

* a‘messy’ area in the kitchen with water/sand ordglaactivities

» the kitchen

» toilet and baby changing area

* lockable storage cupboard

11



* cupboards with labelled storage containers for equipnesht &s duplo

* an outside yard with activities like sand and bricksshalbme large play
equipment.

» photocopier, scanner and digital camera

* computer with internet access available upon request

Changes to the physical environment since last year indhedetpositioning of the
book corner to give books a greater prominence. Any parfemichooses to sit down
on a sofa is now in the immediate vicinity of boaksl there are many more books
displayed at the child’s eye level on bookshelves asplaled in different-sized
pockets for children to access. The outside play are&d®en further developed since
last year. In the PEEP tradition, play equipmentaiesdd from everyday objects has
been secured at child-height to the fence. For exampkjgguttering has been
placed at an angle at child-height so that childrerrathiballs along it. Different-
sized door handles and cupboard door handles as well astetherfor pushing and
pulling have been added to the fence. A number of parentsentad that they had
been inspired to imitate this in their own gardens aténoA large canopy and some
smaller ones provide shade, and a large, safe storage alifffno@quipment has been
built into one of the walls.

Room to Play is open on Mondays to Fridays between 9.30dr8pamn, and on
Saturdays between 10am and 1pm. Unlike a number of droptHibida, it remains
open during half-term and the school holidays, althoughdloised on Sundays and
public holidays. In term-time it caters mainly for paseand carers of children who
are not yet in full-time school, however, in theilays it also welcomes children of
all ages. This means that numbers of those visitiagémtre can increase
substantially during the holidays, with school-aged siblimg®@mpanying younger
users. Activities also have to be adjusted to accommaollateroader age range.

Three PEEP practitioners and four assistants work immRodPlay on a rotational
basis. Responsibility for planning the curriculum is stdvy the practitioners, with
input from the PEEP curriculum co-ordinator and support fotmer PEEP
practitioners. A practitioner and an assistant ar@ydvwpresent and at certain times
there is a third member of staff. Since January a RitB®itioner has visited Room
to Play for two hours a week to undertake more directedtasiwith families to
extend the curriculum. There are certain sessions @ahelimgual practitioner is
always present: however for the remaining sessiontaadsis struck between
having some regularity in staffing patterns and ensuringrnkeatbers of staff do not
always cover the same sessions, although the rotarsgtte depends on staff
availability and preferences. Line management is providedgrpject manager who
offers regular supervision to all staff. There are wetddm meetings and regular
staff development days take place with other PEEP. staff

il Location

One year on, it is clear that Room to Play continoesppeal to a broad range of
families who feel comfortable using the provisitins increasingly apparent in the
views of staff as well as users that the locatioR@dm to Play in a busy shopping
centre which serves a number of disadvantaged arsasdsssful in terms of
attracting parents and carers who would not otherwiséheserovision. One of the

12



objectives of Room to Play was to develop a model foop-dr centre in a neutral
venue that should be easier to access for more iddiatglies. Many staff and users
commented that the shopping centre had been a suddesation for Room to Play.

| think a lot of the people we do get in, is because of wheregpiéaple who wouldn’t
necessarily go to family centres and things particulddtaff member]

Parents arriving by bus from one of the most disadvantagigttbourhoods in the
city need to walk directly past Room to Play to accesskiopping centre. One user
from this deprived area remarked that she found it faeetstake her children by
bus to the drop-in at the shopping centre than to aptegsacilities on foot within
her own neighbourhood.

Staff noted that as well as attracting a range afsusaving a drop-in facility in a
shopping centre, which is used by all kinds of people m#@t users do not feel the
shop to be ‘owned’ by a particularly community or logadgiroup, as is sometimes the
case with neighbourhood-based facilities such as faonigpmmunity centres. Room
to Play was perceived as being open to and accessibldféedi communities who
visited the shopping centre.

| think it’s in the right location. It's a shopping centre, isemething that isn’t your
own...likelnames area Apeople tend to stay there, ajmhmes area Bjeople tend

to stay there; you stay in your own little communities, whetgassn’'t anybody’s
...and maybe it works because you have just such a mixture of people, ard peopl
coming from all over, as well as from just up the rodstaff member]

Both staff and users commented on the atmosphere of RoBhay, which was
consistently described as homely, friendly and coraliet offering a structured
curriculum and varied opportunities to children and carersavitbgree of freedom.

It does feel homely and most of the time you can wander around, do whegrytou
more or less. Families have formed friendships in there. It'taidback attitude: it's
relaxed and easy - no hard or fast rules - free and easy to[ptajf. member]

The set up of the room as a ‘home from home’ was pardeis inclusive as well as
conducive to users getting on, building relationships andaictieg with each other.
The layout and seating arrangements within the room ntbahepportunities for
socialising occur naturally.

...and like I say you sort of have that sofa, and then the conversatief statts
there, and the whole room joins in...I think it's nice because it'sawobig and so
you get that atmosphere, there’s not lots of rooms for people tofsgotoff into.
[staff member]

The best thing is that everyone talks to each other. The kids alioglether:
sometimes they fight but that's a bit like family, isn’{g&rent of two children aged 3
and 5]

One year on, staff perceived the shop as better orglarisea practical level,
organisation and storage had improved and staff felt systemesin place. During
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the course of the evaluation, the interior layouhefshop changed with the book
area moving nearer the large sofa. This change, combitiedw introduction of a
new system for displaying books gave far greater promatmbooks and book-
sharing. Those who chose to sit on the sofa were sesigroximity to the books.
The improved storage systems made it easier for stafatage day-to-day
practicalities such as getting out play equipment andcalum materials.

We've all found our feet more, lots of teething problems have beed sut. There’s
better equipment, storage and cupboards - practical.4&i#ff member]

We’ve got cupboards, computer and photocopier, proper paper trays- things have
been organized and labelled, which is a lot better and as you go along you find out
different things you need - like a toaster... having a bench outsitieggenother

sofa, so they can sit comfortably and breastfeed or sit and read a boakeirt

child. [staff member]

All of the staff members interviewed had worked in RoorRlay since the beginning
of the project. After a year’s experience of theisgitstaff felt more confident and
better equipped to deal with the challenges of a drop-imec®iitere anyone can walk
through the door at any time.

| suppose from my point of view | sort of know more what I'm doinig. mbre
experienced because you know, we didn’t know what to expect wistophierst
opened and | suppose at the beginning it was like mentally hard-going. I18e not
much now, we’ve got more information in the shop, the compygtaff. member]

All staff members interviewed were overwhelmingly posimut the first year of
Room to Play, which was perceived as an exciting and calyséaolving project
and a rewarding place to work.

It's gone beyond my expectations. I'm really really pleased with Rodétay - it's
been fantastic. It's got a really good atmosphere, loads of people comlngds,of
positive stuff going orjstaff member]

iii Range of users, patternsof use, and reasonsfor using Room to Play

Variety, both in terms of the range of families using tentre, and the way those
families made use of the provision, was a key themeethatged from interviews
with staff and users. Room to Play is used by parentsnunitiers, grandparents,
relatives and friends looking after others’ children, nasiaind au pairs. It is used by
those with no qualifications as well as those witbtgaduate qualifications. Some
parents come in for five minutes to change a nappy, otherse to stay for a few
hours, and a small number of families stay for mucthefday. The user snapshot in
part 11l provides more detailed information on the fa@silivho used the centre in a
given week. The cultural and linguistic diversity of faes using Room to Play is
apparent from visiting the centre: from the user snapahmind 63% of families
were of White British origin and around 35% were not. diversity of families using
Room to Play, their range of motives for accessing theigion and their different
needs and level of engagement with their children winildte setting was a recurrent
feature of both staff interviews and research offaileservations in the centre.
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Some people come here just to sit down on the sofa, have a drink amdogfwitc
Other people want to play with their child, some come in as groups'veleyanged
to meet there, that's quite nice. Some come in to have lunch. Sophe @ed up
staying just for an hour and other people can be there all [d&aff member]

Based on observations, the majority of the users wethars, with a small number
of fathers who attended either alone with their chitdyibh the child’s mother or
other relatives. In addition to parents, a number ofdparents used the shop on a
regular basis, particularly those who were lookingradtéldren while the child’s
parents worked or shopped. Parents and grandparents veracdbmpanied by
friends whom they had arranged to meet at the shopr&@@aeents and carers
commented that the closure of a neighbouring familyreamhich had temporarily
moved to new premises during refurbishment had further decréas opportunities
in the area. A number of people timed visits to coinaida lunchtime which
sometimes put pressure on facilities at the ‘peak’sibetween 11am and 2pm. The
shop was perceived by staff to be acquiring a reputatiorussfal resource for local
childminders, who valued having a safe place for childrenap gohd access the
curriculum. Others using the shop included nannies and au Patasionally an
older child would come into the shop in charge of yousgdmgs or cousins and a
number of parents used it purely as a base to feed and ditalayen.

Many parents and carers had incorporated Room to Platheitonveekly or daily
shopping routines. Some parents used the outing as antiviec® ‘get through’ the
task of shopping while others hoped that after a periodagfgiiildren would be more
amenable to visiting the shops. Parents also clearly camelusively to seek
information: on a number of occasions parents ‘poppeib ilWok something up or to
browse for information on pre-school facilities ohgol and nursery catchment areas.
Based on observations, the local education authorityfaiaian nursery and school
places seemed to be the most commonly-requested resiodmemation relating to
activities to do with children — such as the PEEP playdoegbe- also seemed to be
well-used by parents. A file seeking and advertising councité exchanges is well-
used and updated frequently by parents and during the timestdaale officer spent
in Room to Play, there were many discussions betwess os the subject of
housing which was clearly a pressing concern for many.

You may have somebody coming into the shop that’s really needy, and waetkto s
and you’re with them for half and hour... somebody might come in and want
information about such and such, or maybe about their housing, or if they need to
look something up on the computer...we’ve got files on different thiagpldPmainly
come in to be with their children but they do come in for other reasonslar to
meet friends in the shdptaff member].

Access to a laptop and internet facilities is providgmarents request it and a number
of parents use this to look up information, from healith dietary information for

their children to low-cost holidays and furniture exchasgjeemes. After a trial
period with a computer available, it was decided that adoethe computer should be
regulated. It was observed that if it was availableronraegulated ‘unlimited access’
basis it was sometimes used excessively by some paaedtpotentially became
almost like a television, preventing parents from int@mgonith their children. The
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computer is therefore available upon request for anyosieivg to use it, and is
brought out regularly, as well as when it is requested Bnpa

It was striking that families from very different aulal, educational and socio-
economic backgrounds felt welcome and comfortable wittgrsthall space. While
users were different, the shared experience of paredthas felt to be a unifying
experience.

It's a place where you don’t feel that someone is more skilled tharag@uparent
you are all vulnerable at some poifparent of 1 child, aged 18 months]

Some parents felt that one of the opportunities offesg@oom to Play was
specifically that of being able to socialise with arll ta other parents, as well as
staff about their experiences and challenges as garent

This is a place where you can go and chat to people about what it’s likeato be
mother; you can go there to talk to other mothers. It's a good plage to talk about
your problems. | like to go to talk about the problems | have as a m{jgheent of
child aged 1]

It was acknowledged by staff that although the ‘feelhef $hop varied depending on
who was in there, the atmosphere was consistenttyowehg. On one occasion, a
group of six mothers, of whom four were young parenkethspontaneously together
about how friendly and inviting they found the provision. @rether contrasted her
experience at Room to Play with a negative experiehesiting a toddler group,
which she perceived as ‘cliquey’. A few others shared espees about occasions
where they had attended groups and felt ‘wrong’ or ‘lool@@rdupon’.

I've made friends here. Everyone talks to everyone. Theyéredi. If you go to
mother and toddler groups you can feel left out, everyone’s cliquey h@élieytheir
own groups and don’t talk to anyorjsingle parent of 1 child, aged 2 years]

While some of the parents using the provision were cledtiyng and able to access
other services for children, it was also apparent thaesaf the parents and carers
visiting Room to Play were exclusively using this servicee oung parent had
been told about the provision by her midwife when shepsegnant and described
how she had plucked up the courage to enter the centr@ancime regularly each
week to offer her child learning and social opportunities.

The first time | came | was a bit afraid, but you get used taldn’t have any other
places where | go, | just come here. They try to help you teackkigisuio do things;
it's good to get them used to sharing, get used to the idea of playschaulraedy.
It's a nice place for kids to comjgioung parent of child aged 2]

Another young parent described how the staff had madiedleat ease. She now

came to the centre every few weeks and felt able tocalsatally to other parents she
met there.
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The staff help the kids to play and they talk to you. When | first bane | was really
shy, but they were very friendly. You can talk to people heretisoeseyou don’t see
them again, but you still get ojyoung parent of child aged 1]

Staff members are very aware, however, that regulanfube centre by the same
parents might result in Room to Play appearing ‘cliquegth@rs who used the
provision less frequently. This had been identified as ailplesobstacle in Phase 1.
However, while there may be periods of intensity offoseertain families, the
natural trajectory of children’s lives - with transitsoto playgroup and school —
means that there appears to be a natural cycle and énrobwsers, with some
parents moving on when their children do. One parent waibed the shop
extensively as a young parent had now registered on a daureentinued to come
in on her days off. While she was at college, thedatointinued to attend with a
childminder.

| thought one of the problems possibly could have been that it might bedime a
cliquey, the shop, just having the same people back but that hasn’t reallyhieee
case, not really. We did have a spell where we had the same pedaledfier day,
and meeting, but obviously people’s lives change, their children start s¢jootal
nursery, you know they’re going in different directions but that hasallyrbeen a
problem.[staff member]

It hasn’t changed: how it was at first, there’s still that nice @phere. | think it

changes with different families, you know the atmosphere, you do in arygplac
regulars...and then you worry they might be taking over a bit... but then segnethi
changes with schooling or pre-school or a new baby... and you’re always going to get
another family along the ling[staff member]

A small number of families used the provision for seMeoairs a day several days a
week. On the plus side, this can be taken as a measitsesofcess. Staff felt that
Room to Play was meeting the needs of a number ofigswiho used no other
provision and felt comfortable and at home within thatremvnent. Additionally,
staff felt that those families using the provisionl@arg hours on a daily basis fell into
the target group of hard-to-reach parents, and a smabewaf these had significant
needs that did not appear to be met elsewhere. It shlzalde noted that with the
exception of a small park opposite the shopping ceatieda few toddler groups
locally, there are very few facilities for famili@athin walking distance of the
shopping centre. Much of the social housing in the imatedicinity of the shopping
centre consists of flats without gardens. It is poeditt the recent temporary closure
of the family centre closest to Room to Play (which nabtzealternative premises
during refurbishment further away) had some impact on usdte centre.

| suppose it's been used more for a longer period, whereas famiédstdsr a
couple of hours or an hour....I think there’s a few more families thatttesek it as
an all day thing really[staff member]

We began to think — they’re here ever such a lot. | don’t think ally iexpected that,
to that extent. | suppose it's because it is very friendly andediaxs very different

to what they’re offering outside,... and | suppose people do feel more bid@nd
do stay longer[staff member]
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Central to the discussion on patterns of use is thedig®n that it is difficult to
ascertain exactly how many families are using Room tg, Btaw frequently they
come, and the length of time they stay. The set-upeoptovision as a ‘home from
home’ precludes this kind of rigorous data collection, wiiigpht deter the target
group. Currently, very basic information on the numberigits made by adults and
children is collected on a weekly basis by staff in ReorRlay on a simple ‘tick-box’
sheet. It is not possible to record whether this iseaevisit’ and therefore data
collected calculates the number of visits rather themumber of users. This
information has been collated by PEEP to show numbersat, female and child
visitors (see Appendix). This is discussed more fulljhadection on ‘other
challenges’ in Part IV (iv).

One parent who used the provision frequently acknowledgéaghbdelt isolated at
home, and constrained, in some ways, by the expergdrEarenting. Room to Play
gave her a reason to leave the house each day.

It's very important to me. It helps me get out of the house. Youahawuéed social
life as a mother: your life is really narrowed dowparent of child aged 2]

For some parents, the periods of intensity of visiteaded with difficult periods in
their life. When these passed, the frequency and durattiosits decreased. One
parent of two pre-school aged children described how she hacbesed to visit
the shop by her health visitor when her second child lwrae tmonths old. She had
recently been diagnosed with post-natal depression, and that although she could
‘jJust about cope’ with meeting the needs of the balhg,fslt unable to offer her older
child the stimulation and play opportunities she needed.ifhisn made the parent
feel increasingly helpless. She described the shopligeslae’ to her during this
period, and believed that these visits, combined with the supfpstaff had enabled
her to recover from the depression. Although she coetirto visit after her
depression had lifted, she now felt able to access plingfacilities with her
children, and came to Room to Play for a few hourstiateon a fortnightly basis
when she visited the shopping centre.

When things were really bad | felt that if at least | could makeng, then that was
something. Even if | was only watching her, she was safe. She hatthotgys to
play with and could interact with the other children and ad{ittarent of 2 children]

The ‘things to play with’ in Room to Play are based onRE&P curriculum which
explores five developmental areas: self-concept andifgadispositions, oral
language, reading, writing and numeracy. Each of thedevisloped by the use of
‘core activities’: singing (songs and rhymes), talking asigiing (sharing books and
stories), and playing. The core activities are part efyeay living for both
parents/carers and the children.

The activities set out in the shop do engage the fasnitiut it is true that when
families regularly stay for whole days at a stretatditional demands are placed on
staff. This includes the need to provide additional activiiessause those set out in
the shop come from the nine-theme format used for newél groups. This format
provides session plans containing activities for groups timafor one hour per week
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for thirty-three weeks per year, which is more limitedcope than Room to Play.
Some staff also observed that children who stayedaglixere more likely to tire of
the environment and play resources, although extra effents made to rotate
equipment and activities on these occasions. Thetaddtave been taken into
account for future curriculum planning, discussed in theaeon curriculum
delivery, part IV (iii).

Staff members were very aware of how the provisionwsasl by families, and there
was a general consensus among staff that Room to Plapthidant to find itself
dominated by any one group of users. This group could includedamiith complex
needs, but members of staff were equally sensitive tathehat the centre might
find itself ‘taken over’ by what one staff member descriagd

...the middle- class families who are very good at making use of whatifteon
something on a Monday, something different on a Tuesday... It hasn’t become
dominated by that group of people, although we do have some who fit into that
bracket. It would be off-putting to have it dominated by that particular grobpt ..
then I think it would also be problematic to have it dominated by farthizsare
very needy..[staff member]

Consistent with the first phase of the evaluatioaf still felt that striking a balance
amongst user types was the desirable solution. Howesensgions about how to
best help families ‘move on’ to other provision areujatful and ongoing. As Room
to Play is dynamic and constantly evolving in nature, ttin@tson needs to be
reviewed and monitored regularly. As one staff member védeit was hard to do
anything about those who stayed for long periods of time:

It's difficult because once you've welcomed them in - you don’t wes#yt, look
you’'ve got to go now.[staff member]

iv Parent sketches

The user snapshot survey (section Ill) offers somenmbion on those who used the
centre in a given week. Below, six composite parentchksthave been created,
based on in-depth interviews with users. These arentetded as biographies of
unique individuals, but as ‘thumbnail sketches’ of the kmidseople who are using
the service.

Parent Sketch 1

Parent 1 was a twenty-year old single parent with dild aged 18 months. She used
to attend Room to Play two to three times a week, but adhmved into a part-time
training course although she still received some Income SuapdiHousing Benefit.
She had heard about Room to Play from a friend, and tdfeited a safe

environment for children to play as well as a place fuita to have a break with

their children, do activities and chat with other familigbe found the staff
particularly supportive when her child had sleep problenheirfirst year. In the
summer and at weekends she made an extra effort t&Resih to Play as she was in
a flat on the fifth floor with no garden and her lopaltk was too far away and unsafe.
She had made several friends through Room to Play whoneghlarly met up with
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both inside and outside the shop. She had taken a numiderasffrom activities in
Room to Play to do at home with her child.

Parent Sketch 2

Parent 2 was in her early thirties with girls aged 24ne@cently separated from her
daughters’ father. She had visited the stall, and now ¢tarfReom to Play at least
three times a week, sometimes every day if she waadavbad week’. Her four
year old had been given a full-time state nursery pii@ea the age of three because
she was unable to cope. She had suffered from depressi@msgety for the past two
years and had not worked since the birth of her first cl8lde had no qualifications
but had just signed up for a six week computer course vatbahoe via a leaflet she
had picked up in Room to Play. She walked for almost Imaltfcaur each way to reach
the shopping centre. She had never played with coun dibplaydough as a child,
and since visiting Room to Play had become aware of difteactivities she could do
with it, and made playdough with her children at home.#ltemade some friends in
the shop, but didn’t socialise outside of Room to Plawas the only place she felt
comfortable, and where she didn’t have panic attacks.

Parent Sketch 3

Parent 3 was in her late twenties, of Turkish originl, laaxd been living in the UK for
the past 5 years. She had a boy and a girl aged eighteghs and three and came to
Room to Play around twice a week, specifically so thath#dren would be able to
hear English spoken, and could be encouraged to speak tointBexgish. Both
parents spoke to their children in Turkish; additionally,dhid’s father worked long
hours in a restaurant and the mother had few frientteiarea. She lived in a rented
home in an area characterised by properties of mutifdepancy, where turnover of
neighbours was high. The family received working tax ici@ttl some housing
benefit. She also came to Room to Play in order td mtber women, so that she
could practise her English. She had some qualificatiotigimotel industry from a
college in Turkey and hoped that she might be able to wegner English enough to
take a part-time job when her children were at school.

Parent Sketch 4

Parent 4 was in her mid-thirties, had lived in the areadwen years but was
originally from China. She worked part-time at weekenddeathie child’s father
looked after her daughter. She came to Room to Playhaithwo year old daughter
once a week and also attended a PEEP group, where shieshiddrd about Room
to Play. She came to Room to Play more frequently in theerwmonths when it was
too cold to play outside. She perceived her child as being nergetic, and felt that
she lacked space at home to use up her energy. At Rooaytské allowed her
child a free rein and to choose activities: at homegslve her child structured
activities. Her child particularly enjoyed being able to ¥himalls and using the play
equipment in the garden - an activity that wasn’t possibhome - and making a
mess in the kitchen. She had found the staff partigusaipportive when her child
began having tantrums, and had also sought their advice thédratpild get rid of
her dummy, which she had found a struggle.
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Parent Sketch 5

Parent 5 was 19, mixed-race and had lived in the arealsimiceShe had left school
at 16 without any qualifications, which she regretted. rAdtgear working in a
hairdressing salon she had left to have her daughter, nal\l&gaonths. She was
told about Room to Play by her midwife, and was initiatgompanied there by her
health visitor. She alternated a visit to Room to Playveeek with a trip to a family
centre and had used some Sure Start facilities for youegtgan the past. She had
made some friends at a group for young mums, althougbftrefelt quite isolated
in the evenings. Although the child’s father lived in aeofttity, they were on good
terms and he saw his daughter around once every thrés.v&e received income
support and other related means-tested benefits. Shatesssted in going back to
college to get some qualifications but was concerned abmalimd suitable affordable
childcare that she could access by foot. She lived ostateewith very few childcare
facilities and was dependent on the bus for transport: fmasgs would not permit
buggies and she felt it would be too far to walk.

Parent Sketch 6

Parent 6 was a mother in her twenties of a baby boythgeel months old. Originally
from Pakistan, she had come to the UK a few yearsvdugm her husband was
offered a job here. She had only recently begun visitingrRmoPlay and had been
told about the provision by her health visitor. She ctontbe centre two to three
times a week and on these occasions used Room to Pilaly asa place to
breastfeed and change her son. Her baby also enjoyeddcatkihe lights and the
mobiles. She acknowledged that with her family abrd¢edfelt quite isolated, and
was hoping particularly to meet other Pakistani womeouiih Room to Play. She
usually attended when there was an Urdu-speaking practitiogre who could
answer queries on child development. She was also keeiptovie her English. She
did not attend any other places, although she had judtduhia post-natal group at
her local GP surgery and was beginning to access infanmabiout other drop-in
centres locally.

v Relationship building, friendship, social support

One feature of Room to Play that emerges stronglyeisantribution of the setting in
facilitating friendships between parents from differeatkgrounds who supported
each other in the common task of parenting. The suoé¢kss was considered
unprecedented by staff: there was a sense that nobodyti@deaded that the social
support aspect of the shop could be this powerful. One mewhstaff described how
a group of young mothers who had met in the shop werebegmning to arrange to
meet each other both in the shop as well as outsidging picnics and outings.

There’s a lot of relationship building going on, between children and betweets.adul
And even if it started in Room to Play, it's gone beyond that. I'ne gware that
people do meet up and do things outside of the $bialf member]

Another staff member commented that she had beew regdlessed when parents,
had taken the initiative to put up notices offering or regqug$taby equipment.
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Parents in Room to Play regularly exchanged phone nurabdrshared stories and
experiences. One parents described how she had made tieodgh the provision.

I've made lots of friends here. | arrange to meet up with theruheh, or we meet to
take our kids to the parksingle parent of child aged 2]

Observations in the centre also showed that parentdyckadued the advice and
assistance of staff members, many of whom were too#thers themselves. Parents
specifically sought local advice, for example, relatmglaygroups, free nursery
places and school catchment areas from staff memiher®ften had personal, as
well as professional experience of these. One yowtgendescribed the various
ways that she felt staff had been able to help and supgort

The staff can help you with lots of things. When | had my phone connbeatdd lot

of problems with the phone company, they helped me with that. Theydigtan

When you’'ve been up all night with a screaming child you can come in here and hav
a good whinge and a gossip. They can also help you if you have problemsgydike if
child has tantrums, they can give you advjgeung parent of child aged 2]

While some families came in explicitly to engage witéit children, others used the
provision as a place to meet their friends.

Parents are supporting each other, talking to each other, making frietiaskl
that’s a really important thing in a community. There are so many paritthere-
young parents that haven’t got any friends - with children, they get moved torea
for temporary housing, away from their family, and because it’s inhiibppng
centre they can see it and they come in, and because they’remfadewelcome,
they’ll come again you know, and they’ll end up talking to people, makergl§:...
and it's been fantastic. It's been a really big thing in Room to Regysort of social
aspect for families, making friends and doing things together outside of tedelay.
That's been really good for the hard-to-reach familjsgaff member]

One parent who visited Room to Play for the first tempressed concerns to the
practitioner about her child’s tantrums and language dewedop She was concerned
that her child’s language might be delayed because at, tamelifferent languages
were spoken. Another mother joined in the discussiquartiag that when her first
child was young she had shared similar anxieties, as heamtisvas also from a
different cultural background. The two mothers began toestperiences. The staff
member later observed that while she felt she had golayele as a listener and
facilitator, it had been the exchange of experiencesdan parents that had been
most supportive and empowering for the individuals. TheRPEEMMunity
empowerment model (see Appendix C) illustrates how this tf empowering
experience can move families from isolation througbadrticipation.

vi New experiences and messy play
For many parents and children, one of the appeals of Ro&ay was that it offered
new experiences. These ranged from the more messyieaxja activities such as

playing with ‘gloop’ to everyday activities that were etimeless often new for both
parent and child. One staff member described how the wapjesexperience of her
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child holding a crayon had been a revelation for thenpaasd described the impact
of this on the child:

| was sat with a little boy last Friday. And he must have been aloudrid a half-ish
and just by the way he was holding a crayon, | said to his mum - is tHasthiene
he’s done any and she said — yeah, look at him! Two and half, that wastthiengrs
he’d held a crayon. So that experience was brilliant, and mum lovesthét was
saying- I'll get him some crayons now - | hadn’t even thought of thabr8etking
like that, you've made a difference there. She was like reailydpof it: “We’ll put
that up on the wall when we get home - it's really nice!” | thimdeé’s a sense of
achievement with parents. Quite a few parents have sat down and maadeétistuff
their children here, and they’'ve had a really nice time and it's @loshowing parents
that they can do this and they can do that and they can have a nicdttoloesn’t
have to be all telly and play on their own. And a sense of pridelbsseeing what
their children are doing, you know what they’re going to take home, and gheing
children play with other childrerfstaff member]

The function of Room to Play as a space where childoeiid engage in ‘messy’
activities that parents didn’t want them to do at homerged as a recurrent theme.
As well as the more obviously messy activities as pajnbther activities such as
playing with rice, pasta, salt and sand were mentioned fey{sa For a number of
parents it was clear that Room to Play had provided bodmpand child with their
first experience of messy play, as well as thegt faxplanation of why this was
important. Many parents appreciated that their child coldel part in these activities
without the inconvenience of clearing up after them:

Things like playing with playdough and painting. For lots of children it's bean the
first time in here. And mums think about getting some, or theytiakdaydough
recipe to make at home. It's these experiences: spending tithenaadult which
they don’t always get at honistaff member]

Taking things home for display, or to show to other parant relatives was also
considered important. One parent described how staffi@ensher how to make a
comfort blanket for her child using recycled materials, fama her child had also
created a book of her experiences.

It gives you ideas for games you can play. I've made books herdevidigital
camera so my child can show her dad what sort of things we do, likegcaittdl
sticking.[parent of 2 year old]

Several parents commented that the shop had givenidieash for things to do at
home with their children, by recycling objects that thagl rather than spending
money on toys.

The staff showed me how to make a shaker out of a bottle withamdtetitter in it,
stuff like that. They get you to play with things at home, use up §onge already
got. [parent of children aged 3 and 5]

For some parents Room to Play was their first expeei®f sharing books with their
child. One young parent described how she had not redfiaedien babies could
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enjoy books: this had been explained to her by staff. Nenvtoddler looked forward
to choosing books from the book corner to share. Whaay spoke of the
opportunities for play, there was an understanding amamgsathat this was a place
where children and parents could learn together. Anotlienpdescribed how her
two children aged two and four perceived Room to Play:

My children are very happy to come and play here. They call itsbbwol.[parent
of 2 children]

vii Staffing I'ssues

Room to Play was perceived by staff to be an extremelginging, if challenging
place to work. Perhaps exceptionally for a setting catdor pre-school children and
staffed exclusively by women, staff turnover was lowda-existent. It is to the
credit of the management and to PEEP itself thabtiggnal staff employed when
Room to Play opened are still delivering the same fronsiamgice to families. All the
practitioners and assistants interviewed had been woirkiRgom to Play since it
opened, and being able to offer this degree of stabilitgrtolies in often unstable
circumstances themselves is an achievement to be applgadeciilarly in a sector
where staff turnover is often high.

While the job clearly had its challenges, participatmthe successes of families was
also rewarding for staff.

When you help someone get on a course, or you help someone go into a preschool and
find a school nearby...someone that was really lonely and they met sohreoigg t

Room to Play and they come each week and enjoy the activities ...bibtimey

things in, the junk modelling and start using it as their own, and reallingeewhat

you're doing and why you're doing it and start asking questions which is[ate#.

member]

It's been really, really enjoyable and it's really nice to dest some families have
moved on, it's so different from week to wéstaff member]

A number of staff and users commented that the shop agpean-judgemental and
one observation made by a few staff members washéaet-up of Room to Play
was non-hierarchical for staff as well as parents. 8hila PEEP group, the contrast
between leaders and assistants was more marked, m ®d8lay some staff
members perceived a greater sense of parity, with staff gugpeach other on an
equal footing.

When you're in a PEEP group, you have a leader and an assistant. When you'’re in
room to play there doesn’t seem such a big difference - your opinionsasoomich
as theirs[staff member]

| feel more confident in dealing with people, definitely. You findrgas much a
leader as an assistant really. In the shop it’s definitely differe@dple see you more
as an equal and they’ll just talk. Conversations start and that’'s how & gogstaff
member]
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At times the shop became extremely busy, and on theesesions staff found it harder
to meet children’s needs, and in particular, deliver thecttum. Half-terms and
holidays were usually busy, but other periods remained uicpabté. Knowing when
to put on extra staff to deal with this was difficult foanagement.

| feel that it's quite difficult. You get 2 staff in there, anilsifjuiet, and you’ve only
got 3 or 4 families in there- which isn’t very often- that's quapable. But when
you've got 10, 12 13 families in there, all at once, and there’s onBff2 there isn’t
enough staff there to sit and do stuff, the curriculum. But thereaspecific time or
day of the week when you can guarantee that you’ll have that busy period. \&wyit’
difficult, you might end with having 3 staff and for the first 2 hofithe morning
only having 3 or 4 families irjstaff member]

As well as having to manage when Room to Play washuesy, staff also had to be
adaptable and resilient enough to be able to cope withgapmtintment of
inevitable lulls in attendance.

Because it's a drop-in, sometimes you go in and you can be quite enthuaiadtset
up ready for the day, and then you might sit for an hour and nobody detadfs.
member]

Room to Play relies upon a highly skilled staff base to gmgath parents. Most staff
working in Room to Play had substantial experience aking with families in
disadvantaged circumstances, and additionally, all ywarents themselves, mainly
living locally. The specific skills and qualities requir@ahd the particular challenges
facing staff and management are key issues that needdkedreinto account when
considering the notion of a transferable model for @-dinccentre.

There are specific professional and personal qualitieshahspose staff to working
in Room to Play, and evidently a unique skill base is neededder to deliver a
frontline service to families with complex needs irettisg with few rules. Dealing
with families in extreme circumstances, sometinmedistress, could be challenging
and upsetting for staff. Similarly, staff also needegdesess the ability to prioritise:
to know when it is possible and appropriate to mentionuhecalum, as well as
being able to anticipate and prevent incidents from ocguam to react
appropriately when they do. Confidence and experience seene of the attributes
cited by staff. As one staff member remarked:

| don’t think you can be trained actually in working in Room to Pldkink it can be
quite hard, it's something obviously confidence and stuff you get uséd toore
building up that relationship and trugstaff member]

Delivering the curriculum to families living in often adse circumstances was
consistently challenging. There was a genuine undersiadnong staff that the real
difficulties faced by some parents made it very diffiéor them to engage with their
child.

If someone is so troubled how can they engage? Their heads are full afhatlysr

they come and they sit on the sofa and it’s difficult for themgage with their child,
because they're so exhaustggtaff member]
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Staff clearly needed the resilience to be able to cogeadapt to different situations,
as well as the underlying optimism that if they weraile to deliver the curriculum
today, then they would be able to try again on anatbeasion:

It can be quite a challenge, for different reasons really. | méangets too busy, if
you get someone that comes in that's got a problem and wants to speak tagou, i
be a problem, you can't just leave that person...A lady came in last shgfd, just
lost a parent and she came in to talk to someone... she was reaty..upsse sort of
situations, you can’t sort of leave her and say you know, this is veia @oing in

the shop today... her children were quite happy and went off to play, th#tevase
to speak to her, that helped her but like | said the next tim#dl, gbme in again, so
that time you'd be able to do the curriculum, possibly... you know you wewlldle

to do it with her and her childrefistaff member]

As well as being able to face the challenges of impléimgthe curriculum in an
unstructured setting, staff needed to be able to dealhatbreater daily pressure of
handling families with complex needs, living in ofteffidult circumstances. The
emotional impact of this could be hard and at times pafofidtaff.

| think it's been very hard with people’s problems, and | mean a Etuéfthat they
bring in that they have to cope with in their life...l think the pressifithat is very
hard, and not having the time to offload or speak to other people at the greddafy.
Or you sort of have clumps of it...and then they say we can arrangesedmné
counselling and then you won’t have anything for weeks... it's fine. So kltleink
difference from day to day and sometimes the pressure you're umdalys
hard...it's very mentally draining sometimgstaff member]

Sometimes specific incidents or situations occurred th#itreeeded to discuss. All
were aware of the need to debrief: many relied on edwn &ir support, but also felt
well supported in supervision sessions and meetings. Adgedlopment day where
all PEEP staff talked in groups about possible scenargsight occur in Room to
Play was considered very helpful.

Although staff had been given the opportunity for fornmlreselling to help them
debrief, they had not considered it necessary at @ sHowever, it was agreed that
this should be regularly reviewed, and offered to stafEPBs an organisation is
fully aware of the demands on staff of working in Ro@nfPtay. Support systems and
training for staff should be an important core eleméiat toansferable model. It

would be helpful to unpack further the specific skills regghiby staff for working in

a setting of this nature, articulated below by one stafinber:

You need to cut yourself into 6 pieces sometimes | suppose. And aggn |
children are very... they might need you... it's quite good, the majbpgaple tend
to come back so you can involve children and carers in the activities gat... but
then you’ve got times where you possibly can’t, because you're seeiagashnelse,
you're in counselling mode and that can be quite diffic[dtaff member]

Some skills which emerged as important for staff were:
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» dealing with unpredictability: unlike a day nursery settingerme numbers are
regular, staff need to be able to cope with not knowing &lgoing to turn up
or when

* being able to deal with incidents such as challenging belvafrimm users as
well as ‘ad hoc’ incidents involving people using the shopgpentre

» flexibility- both in terms of attitude to the curriculurand the ability to think
on your feet

There was also the awareness that staff needed ctiynsparevise and revisit on a
weekly basis the way the shop was staffed and functioaxmipring issues such as:

» striking a balance between having a regular and predictddffepattern and
‘spreading the strain’ across different staff memberggling the need for
the comfort of a recognised member of staff with thedne change dynamics
in order to help families ‘move on’

* reviewing the need for staff counselling

* reviewing patterns of use and continuing to have discusaimmosd issues
such as the possible introduction of a time limit fonifees during ‘peak’
periods

* building up a ‘bank’ of casual staff who could be called ugoshort notice
when the shop needs cover or when it becomes excalbyitasy

» the possibility of further developing the outside arssswaygested by staff so
that for example some of the sand and water play eaxiended to make full
use of the opportunities

» the possibility of repeating the experience of the stalkin occasional basis as
means of engaging with those families who find it diffi¢a cross the
threshold of the shop

1l Findings from the user snapshot

i Introduction and methods

In order to find out more about the families using RoorRlay, a quantitative survey
of users (user snapshot) was made over a 5 day periodyinld comply with the
University’s ethical guidelines, a sign was displayedoom to Play for the week
preceding the snapshot. In order to preserve the angngfisers and to guarantee
confidentiality, the research officer explained theseo form verbally to parents.
The consent form was then signed and dated by the rbs#é&cer it so that the
participant did not have to give their name, but “witndssee record of the event.

A user snapshot questionnaire was completed via one-tovmmneiew for 46 visitors
to Room to Play. The questionnaire consisted of 26 multipdéce and open-ended
guestions. Answers were recorded by the interviewer. @peaed responses were
then coded and entered along with the multiple choice me SPSS for analysis.
The areas of question reflected adult service user ¢bastics, family
characteristics, child and description of Room to Play.
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It was noted by staff that the week chosen for thesr@pmppeared to be
considerably quieter than other weeks. There are a nurhpessible reasons for
this:

» The snapshot took place during the week before the suhatigerm, which
is an attractive time for families with pre-schoged children to take a cheap
holiday (this is one of the last cheap periods for alaglbefore prices rise at
half-term and into the summer). A similar dip in attance figures was noted
in the same week of 2006. Staff were aware of someiéwho had used
this opportunity to go away.

* Itis possible that some parents who were not conffleri@nswering questions
had seen the sign and had decided not to visit Room to Play de period
of the snapshot.

All adult service users of Room to Play with respongipfbr children were asked to
participate, however there were some exceptions:

» Parents visiting the centre for the first time wereasited to participate as
this was felt to be off-putting.

* The snapshot was restricted to service users who hachsdsifity for
children. For example, if a parent came into Room to Ridly her child and
another parent (to have a cup of tea together), onlgatent of the child was
interviewed. The parent without a child was not interédynbut was counted
as an ‘accompanying visitor’.

» Parents who visited Room to Play more than once isdhee week were only
interviewed once; however numbers of repeat visits Vogged.

Over the 5 day snapshot period:
» 57 adults visited the setting
» 10 of these 57 adults were ‘accompanying visitors’ and nabligpr
interview (3 were grandparents accompanying their children and
grandchildren and 7 were friends of adult users)
* 47 adult users were therefore eligible to participatbensurvey, and only one
refused, therefore a total of 46 adult users participated.
Of the 46 adult users who participated in the survey:
* 9 visited twice in the snapshot week
* 1 visited a total of 3 times
* 1 visited a total of 4 times
This shows there were 35 ‘once a week’ visitors, and 1dtipte visits’.
Over this 5 day period, a total of 62 children visited Roomdg.P
(ii) A week in thelife of Room to Play: a user snapshot

Adult service user characteristics
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Age, gender and relationships

The average age of adult service users at the timeeo¥ietv was 32 years, with ages
ranging from 17-54 years. Of those questioned 44 (95.7%) weedefemd 2 (4.3%)
were male, with the majority being the parents ofcthi&lren they were with (84.7%).
Other carers included childminders and grandparents (See Tjafilee majority

(65.3%) of those questioned had two or more children, witBf8saving only one
(see Table 2).

Table 1: Relationship of adult service user to child/ren

Relationship n %
Mother 37 80.4
Father 2 4.3
Grandparent 1 2.2
Friend of parent 2 4.3
Childminder 3 6.5
Other 1 2.2
Total 46 100

Table 2: Number of children (total)

How many children do you
have? n %
One 16 34.8
Two 23 50
Three 5 10.9
Four 1 2.2
Not Stated 1 2.2
Total 46 100
Ethnicity

The majority of interviewees (63%) were of White Bhtisrigin, although a wide
range of ethnicities were represented in the sampleT&de 3).

Table 3: Ethnic origin of interviewees

Ethnicorigin n %

White British 29 63
White Irish 1 2.2
White Other 6 13
Indian 1 2.2
Pakistani 3 6.5
Asian Other 1 2.2
Mixed Race 2 4.3
Other 2 4.3
Not Stated 1 2.2
Total 46 100
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Level of qualifications

As Table 4 shows, interviewees had a wide range of qu&ldn levels, from no
formal qualification (15.2%) to postgraduate qualificatiat®8%). Interviewees
were also asked their school leaving age. The majoritg¥apleft after O-
levels/GCSEs aged 16, whilst 23.9% continued until after teiiop of A-levels at
the age of 18. 10.9% continued to post-A level studies whi2d teft school before
they were 16, in line with the same proportion of inmmees with no formal
gualifications.

Table 4: Interviewees’ highest qualification
Quialifications n %

No formal qualification 7 15.2
GCSE grades D-G 3 6.5
Equivalent level 1 qualification 1 2.2
GCSE grades A*-C 6 13
O Level grades A-E 2 4.3
Equivalent level 2 qualification 7 15.2

A level 1 2.2

Equivalent level 3 qualification 3 6.5
Certificate of higher education 1 2.2
Bachelors degree 4 8.7
Equivalent level 4 qualification 4 8.7
Masters degree 3 6.5
Postgraduate certificate/Diploma 2 4.3
Not stated 2 4.3
Total 46 100
Employment

A large proportion of interviewees (46%) stated that thege full-time carers, while
none were in full-time employment (see Figure 1). @kthcurrently in employment
(50%) the main proportion worked in the childcare se@ay, teaching assistant. The
healthcare sector was also quite well represented wigl¥d @orking in this area e.g.
nursing (see Table 5). Of those who were not currentikwgibut had previously
been in employment (see Table 6), the majority of yebse in retail and service
(15.2%) e.qg. retail assistant. One interviewee had vewdded. Of those interviewed
with partners/spouses, 65.2% had a spouse currently in empitbyme
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4%

State of employment

46%

B Full-time carer
B Employed part-time
O Self-employec

O Maternity leave
B Student

B Not state:

Figure 1: Current state of employment of interviewees

Table 5: Current area of employment

Area of employment n %
Childcare 9 19.6
Healthcare 5 10.9
Clerical/admin 1 2.2
Retail/service 3 6.5
Management 3 6.5
Construction/housing 2 4.3
Not stated/Non-

applicable 23 50
Total 46 100

Table 6: Previous area of employment o

Previous ar ea of

employment n %
Childcare 3 6.5
Healthcare 2 4.3
Clerical/admin 1 2.2
Retail/service 7 15.2
Construction/housing 1 2.2
Student 1 2.2
Professional 1 2.2
Other 2 4.3
Never worked 1 2.2
Not stated/Non-

applicable 27 58.7
Total 46 100

Family characteristics

Family living arrangement

f those currentlyvorking
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67.4% of those questioned lived with someone else in thiyfaome, 24.4% lived
alone with their children, 62% lived with their partner.

Benefits

Table 7 shows the benefits received by the intervievigsasefits relating to children
were the most widely distributed e.g. child benefit, ctaldcredit while employment
and housing benefits were also common e.g. working taht ch®using benefit,

council tax benefit. The n value and percentage for ggehof benefit is out of the

total sample of 46.

Table 7: Benefits received

Types of benefit n %
Child benefit 40 87
Child tax credit 30 65.2
Housing benefit 15 32.6
Council tax benefit 14 30.4
Working tax credit 12 26.1
Income support 9 19.6
Child support 3 6.5
Child care tax credit 2 4.3
Local housing allowance 2 4.3
Disability living

allowance 2 4.3
Job seekers allowance 1 2.2
Lone parent benefit 1 2.2
Maternity/paternity pay 1 2.2

Table 8: Number of benefits claimed by users

Number of benefits
claimed

>

%

.00 6 13.0
1.00 3 6.5
2.00 16 34.8
3.00 5 10.9
4.00 5 10.9
5.00 6 13.0
6.00 5 10.9

Child characteristics

Language spoken at home

A large proportion of parents/carers stated that thelespmtheir children solely in
English (69.6), while 10.9% of children lived in bilingual housdkoTable 8 shows
the variety of languages spoken at the children’s homes.

Table 9: Language spoken at home to child
| L anguage spoken at home | n | % |
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English 32 69.6
Japanese 1 2.2
Urdu 2 4.3
Arabic 2 4.3
Polish 1 2.2
Lithuanian 1 2.2
German 1 2.2
English + other language 5 10.9
Not stated 1 2.2
Total 46 100
Ethnicity

As with the parent/carer ethnicity, the majority (638bhildren were classed as

White British; however a variety of ethnicities was repréaed in the sample (see
Table 9).

Table 10: Child ethnicity

Child ethnicity n %
White British 29 63
Black Caribbean 1 2.2
Pakistani 3 6.5
Mixed Race 7 15.2
Other 5 10.9
Not stated 1 2.2
Total 46 100
Childcare

Half of the sample children attending Room to Play atsended another form of
childcare/centre with 21.7% attending playgroup, 15.2% nurseryt3% a
childminder or nanny. [Similarly 65.2% of interviewees saglyttook their children
to similar places to Room to Play].

Room to Play

Travel to Room to Play

The most common mode of transport to Room to Playbydsot (58.7%) followed
by bus and car. Many people however used more than omeofdransport to the
centre. The total percentages are shown in Table 10.pdogle visiting Room to
Play (65.2%) were there with one child while the restd®}.were with two.

Table 11: Modes of travel to Room to Play

Travel to RTP n %
Walk 27 58.7
Bus 15 32.6
Car 14 30.4
Bicycle 1 2.2
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Frequency of visiting Room to Play

Of those questioned, most people visited Room to Play oweela (34.8%) with
fewer visiting more frequently as Table 11 shows. Whendagkeut how they found
out about Room to Play most said they were just passitipugh some had first
heard about it from the stall (See Table 12).

Table 12: Frequency of visits to Room to Play

How often do

you attend Room

to Play? %

First visit 3 6.5
Every day 2 4.3
2-3 times a week 12 26,1
Once a week 16 34.8
Once a fortnight g 19.6
Once a month 3 6.5
Not stated 1 2.7
Total 46 100

Table 13: How did you hear about Room to Play?

How did you hear

about Room to

Play? n %

Just passing 14 304
Word of mouth 6 13
Health visitor 1 2.2
The stall 6 13.Q
A PEEP

practitioner 3 6.5
Not stated 14 34.8
Total 46 100

Reasons for visiting Room to Play

Figure 2 shows the coded responses of why the interviesag shey came to Room
to Play. When asked why they came to Room to Play 33% saidhthin reason for
coming was for the child,;

“My child loves it”
“My boy loves to come here”

Another popular reason for visiting Room to Play wad they were in the shopping
centre shopping already so decided to drop in;

“Came shopping so decided to come in”

“I come here when | go shopping, it makes shopping bearable for the
children”
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Why did you come to Room to Play?

7% B For the child
O For the adult
B To get out of house/nearby

B Came shopping al
dropped in

B Specifically to come 1
RTP

B Other

17%

Figure 2: Coded reasons for coming to Room to Play

What do you like about RTP?

For nearly half of those questioned (48%), the thing thatmast liked by the
parents/carers about Room to Play was its friendlynatful atmosphere and
people;

“It's relaxed and friendly. Staff are very nice”
“Casual, not judged by anyone”
“Positive atmosphere, professional staff”

Another popular response related to that fact that Roddtay was good for their
children;

“There’s things for the children to do they may not do at home”
“It's got so much for our child to do, she loves it”
“For my child it's an opportunity to play with other children”

Other comments related to the location of the Roonlayp iR the shopping centre,
the fact that it was free and a safe place to plag (Sgure 3);

“Children can play alone but | can see them. | know they’re safe”
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What do you like about RTP?

4%

7%

48%

B Friendly/helpful

O Safe

B Good for children
@ Location

O Free

B Nice place/facilitie

4%

Figure 3: What do you like about Room to Play?

What do children like about RTP?

As well as commenting on what they liked about Rooml&y, parents/carers also

commented on what their children like about it. Mosthef comments related to the
provision of the toys/activities/books and art equipni&ee Figure 4). The outside
area was also explicitly mentioned by 13% as a favoaspect. 11% were unable to
pick a specific aspect of the Room to Play and statedlitesl/“everything”.

What doesyour child like about RTP?

0
11% 2%

W Art

O Books

= Other children

% W Toys/activities/playing
m Outside area/running aro
@ Child feels comfortable
17% O Everything

O Not state

28%

Figure 4: What does your child like about Room to Play?
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Level of satisfaction with opening hours

When asked when they would prefer to visit Room to Playnhjority (54.3%) stated
that the hours were fine as they stood. However, 26.a%dwike to see it open after
3pm and 8.7% said they would like opening hours extended to wieken

Postcodes of users

Full postcodes were supplied by 42 of the 46 users. Oveofifiése users lived in
postcodes that were ranked in the top 50% most deprivesl acearding to the Index
of Multiple Deprivation and 13 of the 46 (28.3%) lived in postes that ranked in the
top 25% most deprived areas.

ili Conclusions

Due to the small sample size, and the unexpectedly logeusahe week, it is not
possible to conclude whether this was a representativelsafusers. However,
even with a small sample there are some obsergtiat could be made concerning
users and their relative levels of disadvantage.

» 7 ofthe 46 (15.2%) had no qualifications at all

» 47.8% left school at age 16 or under

» Just under a fifth of users claimed income support and just arttied
claimed housing benefit

* Five of the six users who were not claiming child berfefiiniversal, non
means-tested benefit) were childminders; the sixthimedgible due to
immigration status

» Users were more likely to live in a ‘more deprived'rite’less deprived’
area, with 28.3% living in areas ranked in the top 25% cheystived areas

There are further points that could be made specificgaliglation to the collection of
this type of sensitive demographic data within a drop-inesdntt is possible that
some families were deterred from using the provision duhe snapshot week
because of the survey. Additionally, there are sombiectges in collecting this type
of sensitive demographic data in a ‘home from home’rggtBven when provisions
are made for anonymity. Although the researcher aimeddertake the survey in a
‘quiet corner’, this was not always available. Paremy feel embarrassed discussing
benefits or school leaving age in a crowded drop-in, afhaising a response card
with numbers indicating benefits and qualifications rathan having to verbalise this
was helpful. Only the researcher is bound by the liofitonfidentiality, and it is
difficult to guarantee confidentiality with other usechijldren and staff around.
However, since parents have to be responsible for¢hédren at all times, and all
areas are accessible to all users of Room to Play #nerfew alternatives available.
These issues would need to be revisited if a ‘user bBo#psere to be repeated in the
third and final phase of the evaluation.

IV Revisiting key issues of Phase 1 and defining those of Phase 2

(i) Reaching the hard-to-reach
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The first phase of the evaluation noted the difficutgr@ating an objective measure,
or even an acceptable definition of hard-to-reachtatget group of the shop.
Unsurprisingly, this problem had not been magically resbbyethis second phase,
although the year’s experience in the shop has resuoleedreater staff knowledge
and understanding of the needs of those who make ule fadilities of Room to
Play. Doherty et al (2004) used the following definitionhafd-to-reach:

* minority groups (often linked to population characteristics)

» those who ‘slip through the net’ (overlooked, invisiblauoable to articulate
their needs)

» the service-resistant (unwilling to engage, suspicious;t@avgeted or
disaffected, including families ‘known’ and potentiallystite to agencies)

Some key characteristics of hard-to-reach users citestilffyat Room to Play include:

» difficulty in engaging with other services

difficulty in engaging with their own children

isolation

lack of confidence

socio-economic deprivation and from a disadvantagedheigrhood
young parents and those with language barriers

A consensual opinion among staff appeared to be thatngfusers as hard-to-reach
was not a decision that could or should be made on theAgptitionally, it was not
necessarily helpful to label parents in this waycdntrast, many observed that
finding out as much as possible about the child’s and thayfa situation was of
greater importance, in order to assess levels of Adesicould in turn be useful in
signposting other services and facilities. If users weade to feel welcome and
comfortable by staff, they were more likely to reveddimation about their home
and family life which could enable staff to select éipproach that would be most
likely to lead to engagement, as well as find out whepheents and children were in
touch with any other services.

| think it's getting to talk to people, and knowing more rather than pglgihat you
see and hear, when you've made a bit of a relationgstipif member]

Taking a very gentle approach with parents, listeningeatand not asking too many
guestions on their initial visits was felt to be cruaiaénabling parents to build up
trust in staff and ultimately the setting.

You just go with what they say really, you don’t ask too many questionsthamikl |
they sort of volunteer what they want you to know. You don’t want to frigiee
away, usually you ask what other places they go to, do you live lo@adiythen they
tend to open out a little bifstaff member]

While the need to support young parents was recognised,edtaffdt parental
isolation, which might be accompanied by poverty and a gélaak of support as
well as the confidence to access other services were acourate indicators of being
‘hard-to-reach’
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Being isolated, not having many friends, not possibly having the same language as us
| suppose with the younger mums, they find it difficult to manage witlckieren

and the money side of it, not having money to do much. Some familéglgefi

haven’t got enough suppoittaff member]

A number of staff members observed that being hard-threé@ not necessarily
mean being hard-up and vice versa: not all young parentshartdo-reach, or
needed support. Some noted a difference between thoseevbainable to access
other provision, and those who did not want, or need to.

There’s young mums, but not all young mums are hard-to-reach...some young mums
aren’t in dire need, they cope really well, just because you're a yaumg it doesn’t
mean...so it's something we’'ve talked about, how do we define hard-to-reacie, T

it would be that they've got needs. Because some people don't go to gradies,

they don’t go here, don’t go there, but then they’re coping really theljy;ve got

family support and stuff and they’re doing a really good [staff member]

Conversely, although they might not appear to be ‘obvidsisd-to-reach, other
parents who were more comfortable materially miglitlstiunable to access services
or engage with their children, for reasons such asmaisi-depression, for example.

On the whole, staff felt that many of those using Réoomlay on a regular basis fell
into the target group of hard-to-reach:

| would say on an average day | work in there the majority of people twaylare
what we’d class as hard-to-reach, | mean you do obviously get people thdhiwoul
be hard-to-reach and would access anywhere like family centres, drgpanss like
that, but I think on the whole the people that come in would be classeddahar
reach.

Regardless of level of disadvantage, many stafflialt those parents who were
unable to engage with their children, and who were unawdhe @alue of play
should be redefined as the target group:

Hard-to-reach is a stereotype. The families we would mostdikelp through Room
to Play are those who find it difficult to engage with their childeerd you can see
that that's for a variety of reasons- sometimes for not understandinglthaitself
can be helpful. We have these conversations around mess and gettingahnéy.
people genuinely believe that a child getting dirty means they’re baunghty and
not playing ‘properly’.[staff member]

A theme that emerged more strongly in this phase veafutittion of language
barriers and how these could make a person ‘hard-torré&dds could affect both a
parent’s confidence as well as their ability to makenttge One parent who had been
taking English lessons described how her difficultie$ wélf-expression made it
hard for her to make friends in another language.

It's very hard: you love to meet other people, but when you have a langaags

it’s the hardest thing. If that person smiles at me and if | firadgn my mouth they
will go away, there are certain feargparent of 2 children]
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As well as making it difficult to make friends, languagerkers could also reinforce
parental isolation as one staff member observed.

When they say... it's the first time | start coming out, becacar't talk properly, |
am afraid of saying things, | can’t make an appointment... these areelamiio just
keep inside because of different thirjggaff member]

However, it was evident from interviews with both s&afd users that a number of
parents were using Room to Play expressly in order ftheir child learn English,
or to improve their own language skills. One Arabic-&peamother described how
she brought her children to the setting in order for treehetar English being spoken.
When a relative visited her for three months, she brolghto Room to Play for the
same reason.

The children come here to learn. My son calls this his schook thdém to come here
because they can learn English here, by talking to other children. A¢ ivenspeak
Arabic. It's difficult for them to understand Engligparent of two children]

Parents who were unwilling to engage with services faamsmof confidence and
self-esteem were thought to be ‘hard-to-reach’: howesaane staff felt that rather
than people actually being hard-to-reach, which was derel a value judgment, it
might be the case that it was the services that fadireg to reach families.

Linked to the debate about defining hard-to-reach familees thve question of
whether Room to Play needed to be seeking to attrae aidhese families. On the
one hand, Room to Play is keen to attract new famdiese the provision: on the
other, staff and management are aware of the limitaiom space and the challenges
of delivering the curriculum when the setting is unconafolst full. When ten or
eleven families visit the provision at the same tiReom to Play was perceived to be
at full capacity. It is very difficult to predict whehese ‘peak periods’ will occur.

One task for the third phase of the evaluation coula beview the way data is
routinely collected on families and on visits, and tol@esg@models for predicting
attendance patterns to see whether it is affected hyréastich as, for example, the
weather, bus services or other local information.

Although at certain times in the year staff deliverediéts both within the shopping
centre and to homes, the most effective way to pshlithe service, in the views of
staff and parents, is considered to be by word of mouth.

| think that we’re doing all that we can now really...you can’'t make somekal#ty
through that door, can you? | think obviously it's getting back through word ofhmout
You've got a lot of people who come in through somebody coming into thésshibp.
member]

There also appeared to be a clear consensus amongatgfatents who did not want
to access the service should not be ‘forced’ to:
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It's not that hard-to-reach anyone really, if they’re coming out to trdre, they're
there. They might not want to be reached- | think that’s a lot of il &mdk we’'ve
just got to respect that. If they don’t want it, then fine- somebledydees[staff
member]

Given the difficulties of predicting when the shoplwg busy it is perhaps
unsurprising that there was some anxiety among staffrinagytto attract too many
new families might possibly ‘open the floodgates’ tgéanumbers of parents and
children that Room to Play would not be able to suppastu3sions have taken place
within PEEP around the idea of introducing a time linat gxample 2 hours) for
families on those occasions when the shop beconmeponally busy. However, it
raises the question that this might contradict the eveiog, ‘open access’ nature of
the drop-in. It is evident that PEEP is constantly neing and reflecting on the
numbers of people using the centre and their patterneoéuask ahead is to
develop robust mechanisms for collecting this information.

The stall: an accident worth repeating?

The ‘accidental success’ of the stall, located exghopping centre concourse is
documented in phase 1 of the report (Evangelou, Smith and 330&). It was
acknowledged that a number of the shop’s regular userfirsiadccessed Room to
Play via the stall. The stall has a number of pros and,ovhich are summarised
below.

Pros:

* less intimidating for parents who do not actually haveegsa threshold

* it is hard for parents to ‘avoid’ interacting with thehild: for some parents it
is easier to focus with a limited number of activities

» children may ‘draw’ their parents into an activity: pasawho might not want
otherwise go into Room to Play might allow their chddptay for a short time

» families are likely to stay for shorter periods ofeiand overcrowding is
unlikely

» cold and uncomfortable for staff who feel exposed

» safety issues for children (parents may find it hardsufervise)
* inadequate facilities

» restricted by space

» delivery of curriculum even harder

» shopping centre may charge additional rates for setprgiall

Although staff were well aware of the difficulties olved in having the stall, most
acknowledged that it had been a valuable experience, altfiewgippeared keen to
repeat it. There have been some discussions aboutevhiemight be worth repeating
the experience of the stall on an occasional basisder to raise the profile of the
provision and draw in new users who might find it difficiol access Room to Play. If
this were to be repeated it would be beneficial toyagaany subsequent impact on
attendance.
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il Inter-agency issues

One of the original ideas was that health visitonglwives and other agencies might
be invited into Room to Play when the provision became established. As noted
in the report of Phase 1, it was felt that if this hexgd too soon, it might deter those
very families that Room to Play was seeking to attract.

Over the course of the past year some health profedsibave used the shop as a
base for activities. A health visitor experimented veitiveekly group for Arabic-
speaking mothers, over a number of weeks, assistedebgfahe workers. This was
felt to be successful. Staff felt that most healthtais locally were aware of the
provision and were informally referring parents. Anecdmtf@rmation from staff and
parents suggested that some midwives were also informinigpla@nts about Room
to Play. In addition, a few health visitors have accamgzhparents on their first visit
to the shop, introducing them to staff and assisting patertsoss the threshold’ into
the provision.

One health visitor has also made herself availablenanfarmal basis in the shop for
some sessions, offering parents the opportunity to discudsdelvelopment issues
and for babies to be weighed. Again, this was felt to baes a success: staff
commented that the health visitor had successfully dgdnn’. A relaxed and
informal approach was considered to be crucial, as anytmimg ‘official’ might
make parents feel uncomfortable. Although this arrangemasitconsidered to be
broadly successful, this has not been turned into a regjataiThere remains some
concern among staff that if this kind if involvement wiengnalised, the provision
might turn into ‘just another family centre’. If theneere too many professionals, and
too many groups, Room to Play might lose its unique atmosphdreith it some of
the users it has worked so hard to attract.

Some staff members felt a core difficulty was thatotigencies, notably health
professionals had their ‘own agendas’ which were nogssarily the same as those of
Room to Play. As with so many other aspects of Roontetyy Ehere are clearly no
hard and fast answers: the challenge is striking a balagteveen inviting the
involvement of other agencies, and ensuring that they dtaketover’. Discussions
have taken place about introducing different professiatadpecific advice sessions
or ‘surgeries’. Some staff members felt that having mfation sessions on healthy
eating would be useful: others felt that targeted sesssoich as benefits advice and
basic first aid would be helpful and relevant to pareHobwever, other staff members
held the view that such sessions were already beiegedfelsewhere. Staff and
management are aware of the need to continue to expémvhere other agencies are
concerned; to allow enough time for changes to ‘bed domdhfar any impact to be
noted, and to seek feedback from users and staff on tirasg@ments.

It is also difficult to ascertain the extent to whigarents are being signposted to other
services and facilities. Although anecdotally staff regabthat they were able to
advise parents of other relevant services, it is noregbelppears difficult to evaluate
this formally, without questioning parents excessivelgff$emained wary of what

one staff member described as the ‘Sure Start syndravhere parents are
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constantly approached with questionnaires and asked ftivdek on services. Again,
it appears to be the case that it is through relatiprAshiiding that parents will
disclose information about themselves, including theiraiseward services.

Some parents who had built up a relationship with stdéfintarily shared
information, including their use of other services. @aeent came in to report how
her child had fared on his first visit to a local playgyahat a member of staff had
helped her to access. On another occasion, a parenisgdahe centre sporadically
as a base for nappy-changing came in specifically kddabne of the staff members
about her child’s recent hospital referral. The stadimber was able to listen and
support the parent, as well as suggest other potential safrsapport. Another
parent who came in regularly had also been referrad exlucation and employment
service for young parents and discussed her optionsafomig with staff.

As part of ongoing discussions within PEEP about helpinglitss to ‘move on’ to
other services, both within PEEP and to other servicegytbe helpful to look at
ways of recording and monitoring this information.

In a setting that aims to attract hard-to-reach fawiéind those with complex needs it
is perhaps unsurprising that as news about Room to Plaptesd, requests have
been made by other professionals for the shop to be sasetiase for statutory
assessments, as well as for contact and access @sithe one hand this can be
taken as a further measure of success: it is a sigthéhahop is attracting parents
with some needs who are not using other provision. However,the course of the
year it became necessary for the management téydlaat it was not appropriate for
the shop to become a regular base for access or toisits; for a number of reasons.
It was considered appropriate for the shop to be used onaligias a base for an
educational assessment of a regular user, but this istsométat needs to be
considered on an individual basis and monitored. Simjlatiff understood that as
parents were not formally referred to the service, addnb& actually ‘signed up’ to
anything, it was not appropriate for staff to answer quesfimm health visitors or
comment on parenting practices for court orders, alththayle were clear procedures
to be followed if there was a Child Protection issue aaff were familiar with these.

Formulating a clear set of policies to deal with reque$this nature from other
agencies might be undertaken in the context of estamishtransferable model of a
drop-in centre.

iii Delivering the curriculum

A year on, the single greatest challenge facing RooRlap remains engaging the
parents in their child’s development through the culuicuin a way that is
unthreatening, accessible and flexible. The vast rangeople@/ho use the shop may
be at very different starting points in terms of tl@igagement with their children.
This makes the task challenging, exciting and rewarding.

Staff and management as well as other PEEP practitidvaere continued to reflect
upon the best way to engage the parents through the PE&Rlaan within the
unstructured context of a drop-in. The assessment @i priateness of a formal
and structured way of trying to engage the parents is oggoin
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The PEEP community intervention model for learning togrefbee Appendix C)
shows the ORIM framework, PEEP curriculum, Core Vigaés and PEEP materials
as components of the PEEP programme. The PEEP Comraimiiowerment model
and the PEEP Parent-Carer Support Spectrum illustratefahalies can be moved
through empowerment from isolation to participation. @dno this is the
understanding that parents and carers are at differetimgtpoints on this spectrum:
some families have further to travel to the point whbkesy can be expected to engage
with the curriculum.

| think it is about relationships and for some families it being a teng activity
towards a point where you feel confident to say to someone - oh loekovemhere
and see what they’re doing ... oh have you thought of doing this at home...
Some will engage with you and talk about an activity but where people ceanpt
there you're just working towards it. | suppose that'’s the fivstg. [staff member]

In some cases, this was a matter of staff modellingdoents how to interact with
children. One staff member described how many parentsdtigely told babies off
for putting objects into their mouths, and how she dealt this.

They say oh, the baby puts everything in its mouth. And then you sorobf they's
because, you know, the way we feel with our hands they feel witmtheh and
tongue... that’s their way. You know it’s like if | give you somgthiith your eyes
shut you'd feel it with your hand, a baby would put it to its mouth... youocaaofs
share, it's not like “get it out of your mouth, get it out of ymauth, get it out of
your mouth”... we can say, oh this is why we use the treasure bashk@ifyou use
safe things it's quite alright...you can build up hopefully you know their
understanding[staff member]

Some observations on delivering the curriculum include:

» there may, in some instances, be a tension betweenraging parents to feel
as comfortable as possible and actively engaging theneindtild’s learning
and development in a ‘structured’ way

» the shop offers a wide range of opportunities for parereagage with their
children through the core activities which support childrele'gelopment;
however, it may be worth repeating the experiencaestall intermittently
because in some ways it was easier for parents taanteith their child, and
focus on that interaction in the simpler environmerthefstall

» the most flexible way of engaging parents through thealuarn, particularly
by using the structured nine-theme syllabus is a complestigne

* spending 4 weeks on a theme such as ‘supporting childrersitigt has
proved a challenge and can be too intense for thosghobmfortable with
that level of engagement

* more limited experiential activities (e.g. ‘gloop’) se&rbe most successful in
drawing parents that are less able to engage with thi&dren off the sofa

» children who spend long hours in Room to Play may tithatf day’s
activities if they are limited in scope because theyspecifically linked to the
theme
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* the nine-theme syllabus has a session plan for eadhwieeh contains
details of songs and rhymes, books and activities thabeaised; however,
the context of Room to Play is more complex as fiecéimultiple ‘sessions’
take place, lasting for different lengths of time withgrds engaged at very
different levels of intensity. The usefulness of ggsplans in their ‘group’
format is a complex question that needs further expdorat

» attimes due to the demands (staffing, time pressure, maretm it has been
easier for staff to put out activities such as colouoingutting out, which
although expressive of the curriculum might not be sppadly linked to the
theme. A key dilemma here is that this may be tist ®weonly way to get
certain parents to engage with their child, becauseatelappy to sit and
colour with their child but are not yet able to engage ridhewith the
curriculum.

* accommodating the curriculum within a child-centred apgrogspecting
what the child would like to do within the unstructured conté>Room to
Play can be a challenge

Successful support of the parents through the curriculdangely dependent upon
the skill of the staff in being able to find the ‘rightoment to engage the parent, as
one staff member described.

And | suppose another challenge is feeling that it's the right momentuallgct
discuss the curriculum. Because you can sit there playing with tlig dbihg stuff.
Mum might be sat over there, chatting to her friend, and you're wditinger to stop
talking to her friend so you can say oh - did you see so and so - whabhe'she’s
done this really well. And then if you can get her engaged in the catigarabout it
then you can go on, and drip in bits of the curriculum, like | don’t kntbwg-is really
good for his counting skills, you can take this home and you can have a go at doing
this counting later - did you hear him doing that, just now? So it'srfinthie right
opportunity to pull Mum into the conversation when she’s sat there chaithmgy t
mate. Because if you're too pushy, they're not going to want to keepgcbatk in.
So it’s just, you know, little bitgstaff member]

In recent months, an additional PEEP practitionenisi®d Room to Play for two
hours each week, offering directed activities to exteadtthriculum. This has
included the occasional singing session, delivered in ammadotad hoc’ way.
Although some concern was voiced by staff that thishiriigcome too much like a
PEEP group, there are obvious benefits to having a thifchstanber to focus on the
curriculum.

Following the on-going discussions between staff memaed other PEEP
practitioners, methods will be continued to be developesipport parents in a
flexible way as they respond to their children in the extndf Room to Play. Delivery
will continue to explore how to engage parents in tbieiidren’s learning in a less
structured way, by providing activities to support all fivehwf tlevelopmental areas
of the curriculum on any one day in the shop.

It is important to remember that practitioners in RdorRlay are not only supporting

children with their play, but have the far harder taskugporting parents to support
children with their play. The most vital tool in succedigfintroducing the curriculum
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however remains the skills, experience and intuitiothe staff in being able to seize
opportunities at the right time at the parent’s pace.

Sometimes it’s just not appropriate; it's there and it's quite vistind-things you use,

but it's not always appropriate if someone’s in tears to start talkimgut, you know
“we’re doing senses this week” | mean, obviously you just don’t! Vdsdreen

another time when you're sat at the table with an adult and a child, and yollirg

the dough and you say, you know, can you smell it and they say- oh yeah we hadn’t
thought of cutting it like that, and you start talking about the senseshawtld really
interested and it’s like 100 per cent to do with the curriculumthnk you've got to

be quite flexible with that.[staff member]

So it’s sort of that slowly drip-feeding with some familieshaps never touching on
it the first couple of times. With others, some are more fdcaisé interested and
wants to know a lot. It's about knowing when to, red#itaff member]

iv Other challenges and issues for future development

In supporting families with complex needs, staff memsbeork hard to build up
relationships with users and promote their trust, oftéraily through listening. It is
perhaps unsurprising that at times, some parents may\yeestaff as occupying a
counselling role. PEEP is aware of the need to contmueflect on ways to deal with
this.

Another challenge for Room to Play, and for other potedt@b-ins of this kind, and
already noted in the first phase of the evaluationanesithe task of assessing exactly
how many families are using the provision, how frequetigy tome and how long
they stay, and whether they are accessing any onwatideserThe user snapshot
covers only a single week in the project’s life and mat/be representative, as
discussed earlier.

The set-up of Room to Play as a ‘drop-in with a diffee2meakes collecting this sort
of information very difficult. Users are not requiredsign in or out, and one of the
appeals of the provision is thought to be that no quesaienasked.

Data on attendance is currently collected daily by stafh simple tick box sheet (see
Appendix). This sheet indicates numbers of carers atdtehivisiting Room to Play
on that day, which are counted as visits. The figures ibeseow many child or adult
visitors came to the shop on a given day, totalled owewtdek and offers basic
descriptive categories. However, it cannot indicageftbquency (for example, how
many times those users have been in that week, thahmoeven that day). A
difficulty that PEEP is fully aware of is that # impossible to ascertain frequency or
length of visits from these data. For example, fiftyglewisiting the centre five

times each in a week would register a total weekly totitwo hundred and fifty
visits. The total number of adults counted per week doesake it possible to
distinguish between parents and carers, and ‘accompanyitigvisttars’ (for

example, those who accompany a parent to Room to Plagerthem there).
Additionally the basic descriptive categories aremfited use on information such as
ethnicity, or English as an additional language.
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Rather than questioning users, staff felt that the bagtof/finding out more
information about the user, including frequency of usetoas to build a
relationship with users as they met them. A ‘softliflgoapproach might mean they
would be more likely to return to the setting, and be wiltmghare more information
about themselves on future visits.

Obviously when someone’s been a few times and you’ve built up hilitifea
relationship then it's showing a genuine interest you know, but you kndve dinst
time you meet someone, you’re trying to listen to their acfigate out where
they're from [staff member]

Gauging whether or not the target group was accessingravayr@ services posed
similar challenges. Again, the overriding message appéatglthat this information
could only be discovered when a relationship had been mitldéhe user. Although
parents were asked in the snapshot whether they adoeider services, it was
difficult to assess the frequency and intensity of sisit

Suggestions for phase 3 might include repeating the snapao? or 3 weeks, and
including more detailed questions about frequency and interisiigecof other
services. In order to estimate the approximate lengtimefusers spend in Room to
Play, one possibility might be for staff to undertakéhmurly census’ on selected
days (for example, one day a month) and calibrate tstagistics. An additional task
IS questioning other target users of the shopping centrelwhot use the provision,
to document how the service is perceived by those who dagseat.

v Strengths, threats and opportunities

Although some strengths of Room to Play have beenifgehtproven weaknesses
have not. Preliminary observations on the strenggsodunities and some possible
threats of Room to Play include the following:

Strengths

* Right location

Highly experienced and skilled staff base

Low turnover of staff (consistency)

Ongoing professional development and support

Parents feel positive about the experience

Absence of published rules makes parents feel welcome
Evolving and prepared to adapt and experiment

Social support through empowerment of parents

Some threats to Room to Play might include:

 The “over-use” of Room to Play, both by needy familend middle-class
families

* Possible conflict between a comfortable and sociable @mwvient and one
which promotes and facilitates learning

» Challenges of delivering a curriculum in an unstructuréthge
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» Staff may be in a social work/counselling role as opgpdeean educational
role

* Inability to ‘move on’ those benefiting least fromwees

* Children of different ages and adults with differentelevof engagement
makes targeting of service difficult

Some opportunities which have been identified for Rooniay iRclude:

Multi-agency liaison and not co-location
Redefining the PEEP curriculum to be relevant to thisnget

More effective means of moving parents between diffeRIBEP delivery
models as well as other services

Prioritising users with needs closest to the aimset#ntre
Early recognition of those who would benefit most frasnecservices

V Conclusions and looking towards phase 3

Room to Play has enjoyed a busy, challenging and succésstfyear, and staff and
management deserve praise for the energy and enthusiagimatve brought to the
project. Parents interviewed about their experiencesiaf the provision were
overwhelmingly positive: the only real suggestion forrg®articulated by parents
was to increase the opening hours of the provision.

Issues for future development include:

» Discussions about how to help those families who use Rod?ay
extensively to ‘move on’ into other types of provisioon& discussions have
taken place about the possibility of seeking further fugdo establish groups
or home programmes for such families to help them ‘nwvento a more
intensive mode of PEEP delivery

* Exploring whether the experience of the stall mightdpeated, on an
occasional basis to draw in new users

* Exploring methods for collecting robust data on pattefragtendance and
predictive models

Other topics to consider might include whether theeerised to introduce explicit
rules for behaviour in Room to Play. Guidance for stai$ts, but there are no
published rules on display for users. The only exceptidhis is the rule, which is
displayed and stringently enforced by staff, that evergmids responsible for their
own child. However, it may be necessary to have saites to guide adult users to
define what is and is not acceptable behaviour. These mighde: no smacking,
respect for others, restricted use of mobile phones $dime of the proposed
changes to the curriculum as well as the possibilitmoife input from other agencies,
it is important that enough time is allowed for changebéd down’ before these are
evaluated.

The third and final phase of the evaluation will includsmprehensive literature
review of interventions with hard-to-reach familigswlll also be important in the

48



final phase to attempt to draw some conclusions abeujuality and performance of
the provision. These will in turn help to identify theraknts for a transferable model
of the provision and of the evaluation.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly of all, Room t@yRhould continue to view
itself as a dynamic and innovative entity, experimentinfind the best ways of
supporting parents to engage with the PEEP curriculum.

It would be good to explore. | think the shop has a lot of potential, and yole$s/

different things, you're not really going to be able to get to the batfdimt
potential.[staff member]
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APPENDIX A

Room to Play: User Snapshot

Parent number: Male O Female O
1. Brief introduction to theinterview including anonymity and confidentiality

2. How often do you attend Room to Play?

First visitO Every dayl 2-3 times a weekl Once a weekd Once a fortnight Once a

montrd
3. How did you hear about Room to Play?

Just passingl Word of mouthd Health visitord The stalld PEEP practitioner
Other (please Write iN) .........cccceeeeienenieeemeciieeenen.

4. Why did you come here today?

4. a) What do you like about Room to Play?
4. b) What does your child like about it?

5. How many children do you have?

1 2 3 4 5 5+

6. How old arethey?

7. How many are here with you today?

8. Thinking about the child/ren with you today, do they go to...
Childminder/nannyd Playgroupd Nurseryd SchoolO
9. If you are not the mother for all the children you have with you today, then

areyou?
Father O GrandparentD Aunt O Uncle O FriendO Childmindert OtherO

10. Does anyone else live with you in the family home? YesO No O

11. Can you tell me who?
Partner/Spousel Parentsl Parents-in-lawdother relativell otherd

12. Which language do you speak to your children in at home?
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13. Which ethnic group would you describe your self as? (Prompt card$

14. Which ethnic group would you describe your child/ren as? (Prompt card}

15. Do you go with your child to any other placeslikethis? (Prompt: for example,
Donnington Doorstep, Rose Hill family centre, or any other places thahpgee
with their children)

16. How do you travel to Room to Play?

Walk O busO car O bicycle O otherd

17. When would you prefer to vist Room to Play? (Are there any times when it is
not open and you would like to visit)

18. What isyour postcode?

19. Areyou:
Full-time carer
Employed full-time
Employed part-time
Self-employed full-time
Self-employed part-time
Voluntary work
Not working
Maternity leave
Sick leave
Looking for work
Student
Other

20. (If working) What isyour job title?
21. (If not currently working) What was your previousjob title?

22. (If spouse/partner mentioned) Isyour spouse/partner working at the
moment?

Jobtitle. ...

23. What isyour highest qualification?

24. How old were you when you left school?

25. Do you receive any of the following benefits (show cards)

26. What isthe year of your birth?
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Parent Interview

Introduction: thank parents for attending. Explain confidentiality and informed
consent and check that they are happy for interview to be recorded.

Section 1: Room to Play experiences

Aims: to talk to parents about their experiences of Roontay Find out how long

the parents have been coming to Room to Play and howtbfg visit. Ask what it is
like for parents and children attending Room to Play amatwhey think Room to

Play is trying to do.Example prompt: How might you describe/explain Room to Play
to someone new to the ajea

Activities

Aims: to find out what sort of activities the parent and thiélacdo at Room to Play,
and what activities they both enjoy doing th€Eexample prompt: can you describe
an activity you have done with your child here today/recently, and what bave y
learned?) Ask what the parent feels they get out of attendiogrRto Play, and what
they feel their child gets out of it; whether they hdweae any of the activities at
home, or if it has given them any ideas for activiteedo at home with their children
etc. Try to find out about the kind of things the paxdos with their child at home:
what things do they think are important for helping cleitdto learn?

Learning

Aims: to find out whether the parent has used any of the infi@meesources in
Room to Play- for example, the leaflets, informatiooks and the computer.
(Example prompt: Can you tell me what sort of information you have found most
usefuP)

Room to Play: relationshipswith staff and other parents

Aims: to find out about their relationships with staff andestusers- what kinds of
things the staff help families with; whether they hawade friends with any of the
other people who visit Room to Play; and whether they haeanged to meet any of
them outside Room to Play.

Section 2: Background infor mation

Health, Social support and networks

Aims: to find out more about parent’s health, as well as ¢itheir child/ren and
whether they have anyone else who helps out with thdairen. Ask whether they
consider they/their children have been in good healthtbreepast year. Ask about
whether anyone helps them out with their children (propgtents, relatives, partner,
partner’s relatives, other children, any groups or progranehegs
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Attendance at groups

Aims: to find out whether the parent takes the child to anyrgtlaees (including
family centres etc); whether the parent currentlgrats or has attended any groups
both with or without their child

Infor mation about home area

Aims: to find out where the parent lives (postcode) and hogy tbaey have been
living there; what they think of the area and locallfiaes (prompt: eg shopping,
parks, transport, how friendly/safe the area is); wdrettiey have access to a safe
outdoor play area e.g. park/garden.

Work, learning, personal information

Aims: to find out the parent’s work situation (for exampleh#éy are
employed/unemployed etc); if they are working, whay tthe etc. Find out highest
gualification, school leaving age, and training undertakenedisa& whether they
would like to work/do other training etc. Find out whethewtaee in receipt of
benefits (show cards); who lives in their home, whatrtfirst language is, what
language they speak to their children in, and whether any latigriages are spoken
at home. Ask if they will tell you the year of théirth and thank parent.
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