Good Practice Guidance for Young Parents 
Drop-in Groups at Children’s Centres
Introduction

This document will set out the expected standards to be met by Children’s Centres and other organisations providing drop-in support groups for young parents / young parents to-be in Liverpool.  In the context of this document, a ‘young parent’ is a young person under the age of 20 years. 

Separate Service Provision
As a general principle Sure Start Children’s Centre Practice Guidance (DfES 2005) 
advises that “to address apprehensions of teenage parents about taking part in activities with older parents, separate provision should be offered”. This applies to general provision for teenage parents / parents to be at Children’s Centres, as well as specific drop-in group provision. It is therefore advisable for drop-in groups to set an upper age limit so that young parents / parents to-be feel comfortable and develop a sense of ownership of the group.  To stay in line with the target group for the Government’s Teenage Pregnancy Strategy, an upper age limit of 20 [i.e. 19 years and under] is recommended for drop-in group participation. However, there may be a need for some flexibility in regard to the age limit depending upon the individual young parent’s support needs and individual circumstances. Whatever the age limit for an individual young parent is set at, it is important for staff to encourage young parents to move onto accessing generic parents’ services at Children’s Centres as they move out of the teenage parent category [refer to final section ‘Moving On’].
The rationale for drop-in groups is to help foster a positive relationship between the young parent / parent to-be and their local Children’s Centre.  It is therefore important that drop-in groups try to encourage young parents / parents to-be to access the range of other services on offer at their Children’s Centre and to help foster relationships between young parents / parents to be and other Children’s Centre staff. One way to facilitate this is to arrange for relevant Children’s Centre staff to have an occasional input at drop-in sessions. For example partner agencies, such as the Health Visitor team, could lead a series of sessions on weaning and use this opportunity to promote other relevant sessions taking place at the Centre. 

Young Fathers

Young fathers often feel excluded by professionals, both before and after the birth of their child. However research shows that successful relationships with their children can act as a positive turning point in young men’s lives and that their involvement can lead to improved outcomes for the child (Lamb, M.E. 2004. The Role of the Father in Child Development (4th Ed.), New York, Wiley.); Lloyd, N., O’Brien, M., and Lewis, C. (2003) Fathers in Sure Start Local Programmes, DfES.  It is therefore imperative that drop-in groups actively promote involvement from young fathers. However, female workers should not be discouraged from trying to engage with young fathers / fathers to be. Research from the Trust for the Study on Adolescence (Mordaunt, E, 2005 Young Fathers Project Evaluation Report, Brighton, Trust for the Study of Adolescence, TSA.) found that young fathers in the main did not care much about age, sex or ethnicity of their worker: what mattered was whether the person related well to them.

Other issues to consider when trying to engage young fathers / fathers to be are:

· Naming of the group - a ‘young mums group’ will not attract young dads
· Timing of the group – this may affect fathers’ attendance if they are engaged in work or training.

· Activities – activities need to be devised that will have dual appeal to young dads as well as young mums.

· Materials used in sessions – these need to reflect young fatherhood in a positive way i.e. pictures, magazines etc. 

· Mixed-sex groups - Young fathers who are no longer in a relationship with the mother may prefer a separate group for fathers. Young fathers living separately from their children may value the opportunity to spend time with their baby/child in a supportive environment with other fathers.

· Cross promotion/referral between groups should take place with the young parents’ agreement. 

For further guidance on working with young fathers in group settings, please refer to Sherriff, N. (2007) Supporting Young Fathers: Examples of Promising Practice. Brighton. Trust for the Study of Adolescence (TSA).  

  

Promoting the Group

When working with young parents & pregnant teenagers ‘word of mouth’ is often the most effective form of promoting a drop-in group. Make sure that the receptionist, in particular, and other staff at the Children’s Centre [particularly health visitors, midwifes, etc] are fully aware of all services available for young parents, including drop-in group provision. They should then be able to actively promote it to any young parent or pregnant young person who they have contact with. If your particular Centre does not run a drop-in group itself then staff should be aware of, and promote, other drop-in groups in the vicinity. Also consider strategies such as outreach work by peer mentors. If your group is well established, then consider training up more established members of the group to undertake this promotional role. 

It is often useful to suggest that if a young person feels wary about coming into a group where they may not know any-one else, they can bring along a friend or relative with them. However, friends/relatives should only be encouraged to accompany the young parent until they feel confident to attend on their own. It is also worth exploring whether, in fact, they may know some other young parents in the area who they could come along with. It is often the case that once young people do attend the group they find they know or recognise other participants. Also consider whether more experienced group members may be willing to take on a ‘mentor’ role - helping to make new members feel welcome and part of the group. This is important as even small groups can feel intimidating to new members.  It can be off-putting if they feel out of the ‘clique’ and this may discourage them from attending the group in subsequent weeks. 

Making direct contact with the young person is often the most effective way of promoting the group and associated activities at the Children’s Centre.  However, it is important to recognise that some young parents may have anxieties about statutory services in general and may be reluctant to come to the Children’s Centre to access services. Ensure that the drop-in group is promoted in a manner appropriately targeted at young people. Ensure that other relevant agencies that have contact with young parents are aware of the drop-in group and are able to refer young parents. This is likely to include services such as Liverpool Women’s Hospital, Connexions, Youth Service [statutory & voluntary sector], etc.

Posters advertising your group should be displayed in at a range of relevant venues in the vicinity of the Children’s Centre such as local GP surgeries, health clinics, chemists, baby equipment/clothes shops, hairdressers/tanning salons; Youth Centres, local Job Centre & Connexions Centre, post offices, etc.  Consideration could also be given to advertising drop-in groups using appropriate media such as local radio or newspapers.

Providing practical support such as crèche facilities; transport and refreshments are important. Other incentives such as certificates of attendance for particular sessions or modules and accreditation for completion of courses delivered at the drop-in can all encourage young parents to access drop-in groups services. 

Following up Registrations

Ensure that any registrations from Liverpool Women’s Hospital, Connexions Centres or other agencies are followed up as soon as possible by a telephone contact to arrange to visit the young person. It is much more likely that the young person will come into the Children’s Centre if personal contact has been made, rather than just sending out a letter which can seem overly formal and impersonal from a young person’s perspective. Therefore try to make personal contact with a young person to introduce yourself and arrange a meeting at a time and place convenient to the young person. Suggest a variety of venues to the young person which may include their home, a friend or relative’s home, a café or a local youth centre. If a young person does not respond to a phone call or does not attend the pre-arranged meeting then just try again. It is important to adhere to your Centre’s Health & Safety policies in regard to arranging visiting, particularly in relation to lone visiting.  Finally, be aware that a great deal of encouragement may be required to make initial contact with a young parent and then keep them engaged with your service. Numerous telephone calls, texts and home visits may be required. However, experience tends to suggest that once a young parent has managed to access a drop-in on the first few occasions then they are likely to continue to attend on an ongoing  basis.  

Staffing

Young parents will respond best to staff that enjoy working with them and treat them with respect. A minimum of two people are generally needed to run each group – this need not necessarily be two Children’s Centre staff – it could be a Family Link Worker from the Children’s Centre working alongside a Youth Worker. Remember, this is staffing intensive work - young parents can arrive at the group with issues they need to discuss or have resolved before they can engage with the group. Consequently, there needs to be one worker to concentrate on the group whilst another worker can deal with individual issues. 

However, it is preferable not to delay the start of a planned group if securing commitment from two staff in the preliminary stages proves difficult. A worker from a neighbouring Children’s Centre that does not run a group may be keen to become involved or other options for staffing could be explored as the drop-in group develops. 

However, in general there should be continuity in relation to staffing where the same two staff take a lead role at each session. If one of the identified group leads has prior notice of a period of absence due to annual leave or is required to attend a training event, then their absence should be covered by another worker on a temporary basis. However, these periods of ‘cover’ should be kept to a minimum. 

As a last resort, if one member of staff is unexpectedly off sick or has another unforeseen commitment, it is better for the group to operate with one worker than to cancel the session.

Consistency of Service

It is imperative that there is consistency of service in regard to drop-in group provision.  A service should run on a weekly basis at the same time and venue. Workers should try to avoid cancelling the group for any reason. Long breaks when the group does not operate should be avoided if possible. Whilst public holidays are unavoidable, it is better to try and maintain some minimum provision over other holiday periods. In fact, religious occasions such as Christmas, Easter or Eid can be good opportunities to run ‘festive’ events such as Christmas parties or Easter egg decorating which involve young parents and their children in fun activities. These events are also an ideal opportunity to integrate young parents into generic Children’s Centre activities in a non threatening way
Similarly, try to avoid a closure of services over the summer holiday period as a long break can sometimes result in a dwindling of numbers when the group re-starts in the autumn, and it can then be difficult to re-engage with those young parents who previously participated in the group. If there is no alternative but to have a long break during occasions such as school summer holidays, then it is a good idea to plan a  number of trips or other activities on an occasional basis as a means to maintain contact with the young parents involved.  Maximise the opportunity to plan and deliver enjoyable activities such as trips out which are a treat for children who may not otherwise have access to such experiences. This also keeps the parents engaged for the autumn and a new planned programme of activities. If the group has no alternative other than to have a break due during holiday periods then it is important to inform all group members in person to remind them when the group is resuming. If at all possible some-one from the Children’s Centre should try to maintain some contact by telephone during a ‘closure period’ with those young parents who are not accessing any other support. 

Joint Working with other Children’s Centres 

It is not appropriate for every Children’s Centre to run a young parents’ drop-in group from its premises as there are not always sufficient numbers to warrant this.  As part of a broader strategic approach the Development Leads for Teenage Parent Support Services have attempted to build on existing drop-in groups that ran as part of former Sure Start programmes and to develop new groups where there were high concentrations of teenage parents and / or a lack of drop-in services in that particular area. In developing new drop-in groups it is important to maintain a consistent geographical coverage across the city. Consequently, when looking at the possibility of developing a potential drop-in group it may be worth considering running in partnership with another Children’s Centre in the locality and/or with Youth Service input.

Co-working recognises the demands that can be made on staff running a drop-in group - in terms of organising activities, preparation, facilitation and management of the group and meeting the needs of individuals in the group - and can help to reduce the burden on individual members of staff. It can also be helpful in terms of cover for staff sickness and holidays. However, the decision to work in partnership with one or more neighbouring Children’s Centres needs to take account of travelling distance and other potential barriers to the young parent attending a neighbouring Children’s Centre. To progress joint working further, it is suggested that you speak to your Centre Co-ordinator and the Children’s Centres Co-ordinator in the first instance. 

If a decision is made to run a joint drop-in group with a neighbouring Children’s Centre, it is important that one consistent venue is agreed, even though this may involve some travel for some young parents.  It is also important that the group is not seen as being ‘owned’ by one particular Centre, and that staff from both Centres take an equal role in the delivery of drop-in sessions and associated preparatory activities and follow-up work. 

Multi-Agency Working
Multi agency working with input from staff from different services can be a great asset to your drop-in group. A range of disciplines can be of great benefit to young parents / young parents to be as they get a greater variety of input and knowledge available to their group. Partnerships between agencies can also spread the resourcing of groups across agencies.  If a long-term partnership is agreed, and the external agency has ongoing regular staffing input at the drop-in group, this can have positive resource implications as it reduces the number of staff required by the Children’s Centre to run each session. If an external agency is delivering sessions on a short-term basis, i.e. a one-off session or a short course of sessions – then only one of the two usual session facilitators would need to be present for that session. This would provide an opportunity for the other facilitator to undertake some one-to-one support with a young person or make some home visits during the time. 

Examples of partnership working already taking place at young parents’ groups in the city include: Health Service (midwife); Youth Service and a range of voluntary sector organisations. Some groups may consider the involvement of Social Work or other students from other relevant backgrounds on placement at the Centre. Whilst this is a matter for the Centre Co-ordinator to arrange, it is important to recognise that the role of students should be as an extra person to support the existing two staff in the delivery of the session and they should not be the sole or lead facilitator. 

School-Aged Parents and Pregnant School-aged Pupils

Staff at Children’s Centres should be aware that young parents of statutory school-age and/or pregnant school-aged pupils should generally not be encouraged to attend Children’s Centre activities, including drop-in groups for teenage parents, during term-time statutory school hours. Instead they should be referred to the  Teenage Pregnancy Support Manager for Children’s Services – Ann McKay – who will liaise with the Children’s Centre designated worker to arrange the young parents’  involvement in the School-aged Teenage Pregnancy Support Group and also arrange associated home tuition / return to education. This Support Group runs from Ellergreen Children’s Centre every Wednesday during school term time.
Venue & Environment
Young parents groups should run from the Children’s Centre and a suitable room with adequate facilities should be made available from which to deliver the group from. Individual Children’s Centres should promote themselves as a welcoming environment to young parents. The waiting and reception areas should be young people friendly, comfortable and welcoming. There should be positive images of young parents on display in the reception area as well as appropriate reading and publicity material for young people. This information should be checked and ‘refreshed’ regularly to ensure it is up to date. Relevant promotional material should include Care to Learn booklets, ‘I’m having a Baby in Liverpool’ guide, information on housing for teenage parents, details of local Connexions Centres and sexual & reproductive health services. If a young parent comes to a Children’s Centre in person to enquire about a drop-in group or other activities, they should not be asked, in public, any potentially sensitive questions that might be overheard in the reception or waiting area.

For more guidance on good practice in relation to general service delivery for teenage parents at Children’s Centres in Liverpool please refer to the Quality Standards for Children’s Centres Working with Pregnant Teenagers and Teenage Parents in Liverpool devised by the Development Leads for Teenage Pregnancy Support Services as well as the Sure Start Children’s Centre Practice Guidance (referred to previously). 

As both these documents emphasise, young parents are a vulnerable group who are less likely than older groups of parents to engage with any statutory services, including Children’s Centres. Accordingly, additional effort needs to be made if they are to access facilities at a Centre. However, experience tends to suggest that if young parents are familiar and comfortable with accessing a young parents’ drop-in group at the Children’s Centre, and get to know some of the other key staff at the Centre, there is a greater likelihood that they will access the range of other facilities that are available there.

Drop-in group services should be informal, young person centred and whilst young people should be encouraged to attend as often as possible, it should be available on a drop-in basis. Every effort should be made to ensure that the environment is young person friendly; pictures/posters on the walls should depict positive images of young parents, leaflets and magazines should be relevant to the groups’ age. A CD player or other means of playing music could also be made available.   

Timing of Groups 

The time that the group is delivered should be agreed with potential / existing group members fitting in with any existing Children’s Centre timetables / room availability. Group timings should be reviewed annually. If possible, try not to deliver your proposed group at the same or similar time with another young parents’ group in the area (some young parents / parents to be may wish to attend more than one group). Experience of working with young parents suggests that most young parents prefer a meeting time that allows them enough time to get out of the house with a young baby i.e. not too early in the morning. As babies and toddlers can get tired towards the end of the day it is also best if groups try not to finish too late in the day. It is also worth remembering that some parents may have older children who need collecting from school and so a 3:00pm finish may be necessary to fit in with these commitments. 

Transport

Some young parents will need information about bus routes, times and nearest bus stops to the Children’s Centre. Most groups do not provide transport to get to and from the group, nor do they reimburse transport costs. If a young parent is suffering severe financial hardship such that they cannot attend the group, a third party may be able to help with transport costs e.g. Connexions or Children’s Services. However, sometimes it is worth offering to accompany the young person to the group as an incentive to get them to attend for the first time. This could be by simply going to the young person’s house and accompanying them on public transport or, if policy at your Children’s Centre permits, providing them with a lift to the group. However, it should be made clear that this is a one-off arrangement only and that they are expected to make their own way in future weeks. 

Refreshments

Food / refreshments for both young parents and their children should be provided if your budget permits. As well as providing an incentive for attending the group the benefits of providing refreshments are: 

· Sharing food is a socially inclusive activity.

· Young parents may not have a chance to eat before they leave home to get to a morning group.

· It is a positive way of introducing healthy foods, initiating discussion about eating habits and learning about basic cooking skills.

Food should take account of the dietary needs of individuals and be culturally appropriate. The group should be able to decide what food they would like within a certain budget and with regard to healthy eating. When the group is more established, group members can be encouraged to take responsibility for buying/preparing food. Agreement with the group needs to be made whether food will be provided or not for trips out, prior to the planned event.

Activities

Groups should offer a programme of activities that will:

· Appeal to young parents (both young mothers and fathers).

· Challenge and stretch members of the group.

· Generate interest and discussion.

· Offer some element of personal development to include socialisation, confidence building, access to statutory support services, etc. 

· Provide a degree of informal education to include sexual & reproductive health and general health issues for both parent and child (child health, healthy eating, stress management, breast-feeding, post-natal depression, smoking cessation, substance & alcohol misuse, mental health and emotional well being etc.)

· Promote Government targets to reduce the rate of second unintended pregnancies among teenage mothers through addressing contraception, including emergency contraception, and sexual health issues.

· Promote positive parenting and encourage learning and discussion about baby’s/children’s physical and emotional development.

· Provide advice and support on a range of issues such as domestic violence, debt management, etc. 

· Promote access to education, training and employment opportunities through linkages with local Connexions Centres

· Promote Government targets to reduce infant mortality in the city by addressing factors closely associated with infant mortality and correspondingly should promoting breast-feeding, smoking cessation and provide information on reducing the risks of sudden infant death syndrome.  

A significant amount of encouragement may be required to engage with young parents and so the activities provided should be those that they are interested in and initial sessions should be very informal. Once a relationship of trust has been established through these activities, it is easier to address other more ‘difficult’ issues such as smoking cessation, breast-feeding, sexual health & contraception or returning to education. It is also important to recognise that young parents may need time for their own personal development as well as support in their parenting role. When devising a programme of activities for drop-in groups it is worth taking into account that sessions should aim to contribute to the Every Child Matters outcomes as well as demonstrating how they can contribute to the performance data on teenage parents and pregnant teenagers outlined in the Self Evaluation Form for Sure Start Children’s Centres [SEF]. 

Consequently it is advised that a rolling programme of sessions is devised in agreement with group members and that relevant external input into the group is sought where appropriate and in consultation with the group. A comprehensive list of suggested activities and associated contact details is contained within the ‘Group Work with Teenage Parents / Pregnant Teenagers Toolkit’ which was devised to support this Guidance. This Toolkit should be available as on on-line version in the near future.  

Where possible, certificates should be provided upon completion of ‘blocks’ of sessions and, if possible, try and gain some basic accreditation by an external body for particular ‘modules’. This can promote attendance at sessions and provide the young parent with a real sense of achievement. However, this needs to be balanced against providing an informal, inclusive approach which does not discourage other young parents who may not want such a structured approach. Experience has shown that a productive way to manage this is to provide a combination of both approaches which young people can then choose to attend over time. After a series of more formal sessions a trip out could be offered as a ‘treat’ for completion. Venues for trips should be decided with the group and should take account of individual member’s financial circumstances and age of their child[ren].

Crèche

Some groups provide a crèche for every session whilst others provide a crèche for specific sessions. To enable the young parents to get the best out of most activities it is preferable to provide a crèche if possible so that the parent can focus on the activity, unless it is an activity that is appropriate for, and can safely involve, young children.

If a crèche is provided, young parents should be offered the choice as to whether to use it or not. Whilst some parents may be reluctant to use a crèche, particularly if their baby is very young, staff should encourage them to use it, even it is just for short periods on an infrequent basis. It is important to recognise that for most young parents this will be their first opportunity to try out childcare that is not provided by a family member and this can be a positive influence when choosing childcare in the future. Utilising a crèche is also important to enable all group members to focus on, and get the most out of, the activity provided at the sessions.

If a crèche is not offered then consideration needs to be given to the activities that can be offered to the parents. Age appropriate toys and equipment need to be provided for the babies/children.

Ground Rules and Behaviour  

The group should be invited to set their own ground rules with some guidance from the facilitators. The ‘rules’ need not be extensive and need to focus on respect for each other, the Centre and other parents, respect for different opinions and cultural or religious differences. Ground rules will need to be revisited from time to time e.g. when someone new joins the group.

Health and Safety and Safeguarding Children

The group should follow the health & safety policies and procedures of the Children’s Centre. These should be clearly explained to group members in a non threatening way. They should be repeated for each new member who joins the group.  

Consultation

Young parents should be involved in service development. They should be involved through consultation, peer research or feedback and evaluation of services. It is likely that young mothers and fathers will want and need different things from drop-in groups. Consultation can begin even before the group is established. Consulting with young parents about the type of things they would like a group to offer, times of operation, etc. will increase the effectiveness of the group delivery and also make it more likely that the young parents will feel a sense of involvement. Regular consultation will also lessen the possibility of things going wrong at a future date. You can consult young parents by asking them questions individually and collating the answers or bringing them together as a group to discuss a particular topic with a facilitator. Young people generally respond best to a direct approach. Staff providing the service should however be willing to adopt a flexible approach and be prepared to change the service in response to feedback from young parents.

Monitoring and Evaluation

The group needs to be able to give feedback about activities each week and at the end of each programme period or ‘term’. This allows for both instant reaction and a considered response; for example’ the group may not have liked a particular session or trainer but on reflection have found the information they received to be useful. It is important to ask group participants to complete simple evaluation sheets or allow group members the opportunity to provide verbal feed-back. This allows for individuals to express their opinion at the end of the activity and provides information when planning further activities.  A sample ‘Evaluation Form for Group Work Sessions’ will be available as an appendix to the on-line version of the group-work toolkit which will be available on-line early in 2008.

Moving On

Whilst there can be some flexibility in regard to the age limit depending upon the individual young parent’s support needs and individual circumstances, as referred to earlier in this document, a general upper age limit should be set at under 20 years of age. When this age is reached, young parents should be encouraged to access support from other groups at the Children’s Centre as well as other services which may be operating locally such as parent and toddler groups. Staff running the drop-in group may signpost or refer young parents to other agencies within the Children’s Centre but it should be recognised that they may need to support the young parent to access that service. Simultaneously, staff may wish to encourage one or two ‘older’ young parents to take on more of a peer mentor/volunteer role within the drop-in group. Careful consideration needs to be given to those young people who would be appropriate to fulfil this role and such a role should be complementary, and not a substitute for that young person accessing other generic services for parents in the community. 

October 2007

� To access a copy of the Sure Start Children’s Centre Practice Guidance go to: http://www.surestart.gov.uk/improvingquality/guidance/practiceguidance/
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