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TEG - Early Help Self-Assessment 2017

Background

The Trust Executive Group (TEG) commissioned a self-assessment of Early Help 
during 2017 to assess progress since the independent ADCS (Association of 
Directors of Children’s Services) Peer Review of Early Help in 2015 and the change 
in model of co-ordination of Early Help to families through Family Centres in April 
2016.  The self-assessment considered the how the partnership collectively 
contributed to early help and how this was quality assured and performance 
managed.

Activity

It was agreed that representatives from TEG would analyse a range of information as 
part of the self-assessment which included:

 governance arrangements
 strategies and action plans
 multi agency audit programmes 
 performance reporting including quantitative and qualitative data
 case studies

Findings

Governance and Accountability

Overall finding: The self-assessment has found a strong governance and 
accountability framework.  It may be that this could be streamlined or reporting 
aligned to maximise efficiencies.  

As Early Help is every agency’s business, the governance arrangements extend to 
multi-agency partnerships across the borough.  The Early Help (Children and 
Families) Delivery Group is accountable for the delivery of the multi-agency action 
plan (See Appendix 1 for the 2017/18 Action Plan); a key strand of which is 
performance management.  

The Early Help Delivery Group is the forum by which agencies hold each other to 
account for their contribution to early help.  This includes quality assurance and 
performance management.  The Delivery Group formally reports into the Stronger 
Communities Partnership and the Barnsley Safeguarding Children’s Board via the 
Continuous Service Improvement Plan reporting arrangements and Performance and 
Quality Assurance Sub Group.  In addition, the Delivery Group provides quarterly 
reports to the Executive Commissioning Group.  The All Age Early Help strategy and 
the Continuous Service Improvement Plan provide the over-arching framework.  
Early Help is also subject to scrutiny by a number of external funders across the 
network including the Troubled Families – Think Family Programme and inspection 
regimes including Ofsted.

At a local level Family Centre Advisory Boards receive detailed data and intelligence 
regarding children and families in their community including key demographics.  This 
data, coupled with local intelligence, is used to set local targets and forms the basis 
of the Family Centre Self Evaluation Framework and action plan (Ofsted).  The multi-
agency Advisory Boards are the main vehicle for providing local support and 
challenge to Family Centres in order to ensure that performance targets are met and 
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outcomes for children and families achieved.  Furthermore, Early Help networks have 
been launched in 2017 to provide focused support to the wider workforce including 
the sharing of data and intelligence.

In addition to the above there are the standard corporate performance reporting 
requirements and regular reports to Cabinet and the Scrutiny Committee of the 
Council.

Strategies and Action Plans

Overall finding: The self-assessment has found that there are clear lines of sight 
between the work of the Early Help Delivery Group and the All Age Early Help 
Strategy.  Progress against action plans are clearly defined albeit some duplication 
between the Stronger Communities Partnership, the Barnsley Children’s 
Safeguarding Board and the Executive Commissioning Group.

The multi-agency Early Help Steering Group was established in December 2015 and 
the findings of the ACDS Peer Review formed the basis of the first action plan for 
2016/17.  This underpinned an initial Early Help Strategy which had been overseen 
by the Think Family Board.  Strategic responsibility shifted during this time to the 
Stronger Communities Partnership, following the dissolution of the Think Family 
Board and subsequently the Early Help Steering Group formed part of the wider All 
Age Early Help Strategy development.  The steering group became a Delivery Group 
aligned with Early Help (Adults) and Anti-Poverty delivery groups, each with their own 
respective action plans which were aligned to mitigate against duplication.

Performance Management

 Overall finding: The self-assessment has found that the performance management 
information has been significantly improved during 2017.  Data and intelligence is 
now routinely used to develop key lines of enquiry and improve the Early Help offer.  
There is a range of performance information include outcomes, activity and family 
level data.  There has been an increase in ‘active’ early help assessments and plans, 
with Primary Schools and Family Centres the greatest initiators.  At the end of 
February 2017 there are 4,265 children with an early help support plan.  This number 
has grown steadily following the introduction of a revised early help offer in April 2016

Key Performance Highlights – position as at Q3 2017/18

Number of 'Active' Early Help cases 14/15
Outturn

15/16
Outturn

16/17
Outturn

17/18
Q3

Barnsley Performance (Snapshot) 2,183 2,796 3,866 4,265

Since the 1st April 2016 the Early Help Delivery Group has worked to develop a 
framework to drive improvements and ensure a positive impact on outcomes.  This 
enables agencies to better align resources and fulfil their commitment to 
constructively hold each other to account.  At each delivery group meeting an Early 
Help performance report is shared which includes data in relation to Early Help 
Assessments and Plans (See Appendix 2). This has been continuously improved 
each year and is now being effectively used to better understand Early Help in 
Barnsley and how to best maximise impact and outcomes.  The performance report 
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is analysed at each meeting which leads to key lines of enquiry or investigations as a 
group.  For example most recently the group agreed to undertake a deep dive in their 
own respective organisations as to the pattern of Early Help activity and Children’s 
Social Care interventions in relation to three particular areas of the borough.

The performance report relates to activity across the borough however there are 
individual reports for each Area Council which is examined by the locality based 
multi-agency Early Help networks and Family Centre Advisory Boards.

As part of developing a performance management framework the group has 
considered how best to develop an understanding of longer term measures of the 
impact of Early Help and agreed a quarterly report which provides a focus on bell 
weather indicator as to the impact of Early Help.  These include:

 % of two year olds benefitting from early education
 % of three and four year olds benefitting from early education
 Primary and secondary school persistent absence
 % of children achieving a good level of development at the end of the Early 

Years Foundation Stage
 Attainment 8 for disadvantaged pupils
 Progress 8 for disadvantage pupils 
 % of referrals to Children’s Social Care closed with no further action
 Number of re-referrals for an early help assessment within a 12 month period
 First time entrants into the youth justice system per 100,000
 Under 18 conception rate per 1,000

Performance Management - Measuring Distance Travelled 

The Family Star Plus has been used in Barnsley Children’s Centres since 2012 and 
continues to be used in Family Centres, and other services funded by the Troubled 
Families – Think Family programme. The service also uses the My Star (for children 
aged 5-11 years) and Teen Star (for teenagers) to enable a holistic approach to 
whole family working and assessments.  

The Star has been instrumental in ensuring that practitioners work in a whole family 
way, taking a solution focused and strengths based approach. The Star enables the 
measurement of starting points for families, demonstrates the change that families 
make through an intervention and evidences the family’s outcomes and distance 
travelled.  It can also provide a focus for discussion where parents and professionals 
perceptions of starting points differ. The tool enables the service to measure, 
evidence and summarise change within families.  The Star provides the opportunity 
to analyse and interpret data in order in order:

 to be outcome driven and to achieve better outcomes
 to improve the service and identify priority work areas in order to target 

resources in the right place
 to see the level of progress made by families accessing Early Help services 

through Family Centres 
 to maximise and evidence impact and outcomes

The Family Star Plus, part of the suite of Outcomes Star, is underpinned by the 
assumption that positive growth is possible and realistic for families.  It focuses on 10 
core areas that have been found critical to enable children to thrive and as the 



4

system is web based it allows for the production of statistical data that can be used at 
a number of levels.  The core areas of the Family Star are:

 Promoting good health 
 Meeting emotional needs
 Keeping your child safe
 Social networks
 Supporting learning 
 Setting boundaries 
 Keeping a family routine 
 Providing home and money 
 Progress to Work
 Your Wellbeing

The Star is based upon a model of change which includes 5 stages:

1. Stuck 
2. Aware 
3. Trying 
4. Finding out what works 
5. Effective parenting 

The Star has children and families at the centre of the process and it focuses on 
family strengths and indicates what steps they could take to progress.  It is family 
friendly and empowers families as they are active participants in the process and 
importantly it provides a visual representation of progress.  This does not replace the 
Early Help Assessment and Plan but adds value to the process and provides a 
tangible evidence base of change.

The continued use of the Star enables the service to track distance travelled of 
individuals/families that receive interventions and ensure that families, young people 
and children’s voices are captured in assessments and intervention measures.  
Currently the Public Health Nursing service is considering using the Star following a 
successful pilot in the Dearne prior to the significant changes in the service.

Quality Assurance

Overall finding: The self-assessment has found that through the multi-agency audit 
programme areas for improvement and strength are identified and as a result 
changes are made to systems, processes and where appropriate training/guidance 
enhanced.  It is however difficult to evidence single agency action in some cases e.g. 
when learning is being shared through single agency staff supervision.

Quality is assessed through a range of measures including single agency audit and 
frameworks.  To add value to this activity the Early Help Delivery Group co-ordinates 
a series of multi-agency audits which form part of the mainstream programme of 
audit under the Barnsley Safeguarding Children’s Board.  Following the audits 
undertaken by the group; an action plan is agreed and monitored through the delivery 
group and the Performance and Quality Assurance Sub Group of the Barnsley 
Safeguarding Children’s Board.  The focus of audits during 2016/18 included:

 Cases that were referred to Children’s Social Care but were deemed not to 
have met the threshold for Social Care intervention
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 Quality of Early Help Assessments and Active Plans 
 Cases stepping down from Social Care

Over time the group has changed the focus of the audits in line with how the 
workforce has responded to the new model of early help and how the training and 
support provided has impacted. The focus of the most recent audit in March 2018 
was structured around the following key questions:

The multi-agency audit programme provides an additional insight for partners which 
should complement their single agency framework for supervision and performance 
management.  This supports both joint learning whilst holding each other to account 
for each agencies respective contribution.  The culture of the group is one of open 
and honest conversations within a supportive and constructive environment.

The main findings of the audits include:

 Most early help is provided in a timely manner
 Agencies contribute to the Team around the Family with some excellent multi-

agency practice
 Most early help concludes due to outcomes achieved
 There a low levels of re-referrals to early help within a 12 month period

Were the needs of the family met within appropriate timescales?  Was action taken 
timely?

Was there an appropriate TAF to respond to the needs of the family?  Were all 
appropriate agencies/services represented?

Has the family and child (s) voice been heard and responded to?

Were all desired outcomes met? Was early help effective? 

Was the early help assessment and action plan closure appropriate? Has there 
been a positive impact?

Have the benefits of early help been sustained?  E.g. no referral for early help or 
specialist services
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 Due to the priority placed upon the voice of the child, this is a focus at each 
audit.  Findings evidence that the voice of the family/parent is consistently 
recorded however the voice of the child is not consistently recorded/captured 
clearly.  The use of the My Star and Teen Star are recommended as effective 
tools for this and agencies are actively encouraged to consider its use.

Post Self-Assessment Action

Since the self-assessment a number of key actions have been taken in relation to 
supporting the partnership’s workforce to fulfil their early help responsibilities:

 Refreshed Thresholds of Intervention guidance issued and publicised

 Enhanced Early Help Training Programme with on line Early Help Toolkit

 Implemented Step down protocol to support families to sustain the gains they 
have made following statutory social care interventions

 Implemented Step across protocol (to specialist services) to support families 
following access to specialist services 

 Improved weekly professional consultation (early help, social care and health) 
for all agencies to overcome barriers and provide practical advice

 Established weekly early help panel (early help including Family Centres and 
Targeted Youth Support and health) for families need extra support from a 
Family Support Worker when required

 Improved monthly performance reporting generating intelligence and key lines 
of enquiry

 There is a continued and targeted focus to support all agencies to contribute 
to the early help offer and initiate where appropriate a co-ordinated Early Help 
Assessment and Team around the Family.

The above represents the support to the infrastructure and co-ordination of early help 
across the borough and across all agencies.  This does not include the direct work to 
deliver a better offer to families through wider early help provision such as the 
continually developing parenting pathway, single agency early help and greater links 
with specialist services.  

Continuing Priorities for Improvement:

The self-assessment found a number of key priorities which would ensure continuous 
improvement in the early help offer and these will be incorporated in the Early Help 
Delivery Group Action Plan for 2018/19:
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 Increase in multi-agency early help assessments and active plans from a 
range of agencies, in particular, those in universal services such as health 
and education (primarily secondary schools).

 Maximise the impact of early help in partnership with the Public Health 
Nursing Service and Barnsley Hospital Maternity Services to ensure that all 
pre-school children in need of additional support are identified at the earliest 
opportunity with active and effective early help plans in place where 
appropriate.

 To ensure the multi-agency early help workforce continues to access early 
help training and support (including Early Help Networks) to ensure that they 
have the skills, knowledge and confidence to offer and provide excellent early 
help leading to a positive and sustained outcome.

 Develop and launch the enhanced comprehensive parenting pathway from 
prevention through to targeted/specialist support leading to improved 
outcomes for children and young people.


