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Steve Laurence  
Early Years & Childcare, Oxfordshire County Council  

The Approach  
 
What is the overall Aim of Project/Piece of Work: 
To provide employment and training information / advice to the families in the Children’s Centres, 
enabling parents to make informed choices.  
 
How does the project link with the Every Child Matt ers Agenda?  
Helps to meet the following key targets: 
 

· Halving child poverty by 2010 and eradicating it by 2020 
· Increasing the number of children in lower income working families using formal childcare 

by 2008 
· Helping 70% of lone parents back to work; and 
· Improving the literacy, numeracy and language skills. 

 
How was the work undertaken in practice? 
The Family and Business Support worker visits Children's Centers on a regular and planned basis 
to provide information and advice on Jobcentre Plus (JCP) and other related services to parents 
who are looking to enter the job market. Each children’s centre displays information on the Job 
Centre services available, some of which have gone a step further and displayed vacancies of 
local employers by using the Job Centre Plus website. 
 

This work has developed a close working relationship between our support worker and Job Centre 
Plus, in particular the New Deal Lone Parent Advisers. A good example of this partnership work 
was enabling a lone parent called Natalie get back to work.   
 

Natalie is a single parent who was in receipt of Income Support. Her mother was also single parent 
in receipt of Income Support, so there were the beginnings of a cycle. On a visit to the Roundabout 
Children’s Centre, Natalie spoke to our support worker and she explained her barriers to finding 
work. Although there were financial worries, some of which were reassured by an in-work benefit 
calculation from the JCP lone parent adviser, Natalie also had concerns over her child’s care and 
the length of time that she had been away from a work. Natalie identified a job very quickly and 
following a series of short meetings between Natalie, our support worker, Job Centre Plus and the 
prospective employer, it was agreed that a work-trial would benefit all enabling both the employer 
and Natalie to find out a little more about each other before either committed themselves. While on 
the work-trial, Natalie remained on Income Support, she didn’t receive a salary during the work-trial 
period but she did get all of her expenses paid for. Job Centre Plus also purchased a child seat for 
her bicycle and safety hat to enable her to safely transport her child to his nursery. The work-trial 
was a complete success and Natalie and her child have settled in well.  
Good communication between the support worker and Job Centre Plus enabled Natalie to start 
work and at times within the work trial to reassure her and to quickly answer any questions she 
had. 
Our support worker also explains the help available to those that are in employment, through the 
Working Tax Credits and also childcare voucher schemes and workplace nurseries.  He also helps 
to identify childcare funding support to help parents back into training.  
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What were/are the main challenges?  
· The hard-to-reach target group, as a whole, have a good deal of independence. However 

they are frustrated with changes to benefits and feel that they have little control of their 
lives. The challenge is to ensure that the target group is able to access and understand the 
information they need 

· Ownership of the information that the support worker is giving out. That there is a value to 
seeing and speaking with the support worker. Meeting the needs of the customer 

· Bureaucracy and the length of time to make a claim for Income Support and inconsistency 
in particularly with tax credits. This can give a bad reflection on their service and can be a 
difficult service to sell. 

· The lack of funding to help with the cost of childcare for long-term FE courses 
· JCP not having the resource to come out to children centres 

 

In Practice  
 
Potential/actual impact of the work/project?  
This post offers the availability of specialist advice and support to parents. The support worker has 
a helpful knowledge of how Job Centre Plus works and has an excellent working relationship with 
its advisers. 
By building a connection and empathising with the parents, the support worker forms a link with the 
family and has been a key to empowering them to tackle barriers to employment and training.  
This work has also meant that a lot of employed families are now claiming the Working / Child Tax 
Credit and have been encouraged to join their employers childcare voucher scheme.  
Previously the support worker worked with businesses to encourage employers to look at childcare 
initiatives. There is potential for more of this work around children centres. 
 
What were the outcomes of the project?  
This is an on-going piece of work which has, as a consequence, resulted in several referrals 
having been made to the Job Centre Plus New Deal Lone Parent Advisers. Three of these parents 
have returned to work and many are searching for employment while updating their skills (skills for 
life). 
Referrals to Job Centre Plus are generally for In-Work-Benefit calculations, to reassure the parent 
that they will be financially better off working and also to ensure that they are told of the “roll on” 
benefits of coming off Income Support. 
The information given to the parents enables them to make decisions and plan. Information is also 
given on finding childcare through the Oxfordshire Children’s Information Services. 

The Learning  
 
What new processes have been developed?  

· We are still in the process of assessing the benefits of displaying vacancies at the centres. 
Job Centre Plus constantly updates their vacancies on-line and if the centres want to 
display the vacancies, they need to constantly review them to ensure that they are still 
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current. As you can imagine, this is a resource that most centres do not have. By displaying 
the JCP website address and an aide-memoir to help parents to search on-line, and also by 
training children centre staff to perform job searches, centres can still offer an excellent 
service to parents who are seeking employment. 

 
· Our support worker is leading on a joint piece of work with those partners that work within 

the children centres, for example Job Centre Plus, Adult Guidance, Connexions, LSC etc to 
produce two flowcharts. They will be in the form of a leaflet and poster, identifying each 
stage of looking for work or training. The user can identify where they are on the flowchart 
and the path / advice they need from the right professional body.  

 
· We are looking at the possibility of developing a newsletter for users of the centres to 

encourage parents to feed back their concerns, improvements and needs. We’re 
particularly interested in providing an opportunity for parents to ask questions around 
employment and training, so that we can then have the chance of publishing the good news 
stories and the individual achievements of families.  

 
· There is a necessity of sustainability funding to support parents with their childcare costs. 

 
Conclusions: 

· Kiosks may give us a way forward. Four kiosks will be piloted in our county, one of the sites 
available to parents will be Job Centre Plus. 

 
· The money from colleges to support childcare costs is usually spent within the first month 

of the academic year and parents tend to put their names down for funding months prior to 
the LSC allocating their college funds. JCP business cases for funding childcare costs need 
to be promoted to their client groups.  

 

Next Steps  
 
Do you intend to continue and/or develop this work further?  
This work ensures that the centres have a link with Job Centre plus and also that the parents have 
a better understanding of the services and benefits that Job Centre Plus offer. It is envisaged that 
this work will continue, as it is an essential to enable parents to make that initial step towards 
employed and training opportunities. This work has also resulted in twenty plus referrals to adult 
guidance and skills for life classes.  
We are hoping that this role, together with others, will help to encourage those “hard to reach 
parents”, to find out more about employment and training opportunities within a safe environment 
that they feel comfortable in. Good news stories, good outreach work and word of mouth will help 
to promote this service.  
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Can you summarise how this piece of work may assist  other Local Authorities/Children’s 
Centres:  
A piece of work that enables parents to receive specialist advice and support in looking for work 
and training, within a surrounding that is familiar to them. This will hopefully help to encourage new 
members to the centre and will also help some parents to help themselves out of the poverty trap. 
In turn it will help parents to achieve their potential and in doing so, happier parents and hopefully 
happier children. 
 

Further Contact Details  
 
Is there a web link to this project/work?  
Not at this stage. 
 
Contact details for further information:  
Clare Abolins 
Children's Centres Programme Manager, South Oxfordshire County Council  
Early Years and Family Support 
Foxcombe Court 
Wyndyke Furlong 
Abingdon 
OX14 1DZ 
  
Tel: 01235 549290 
clare.abolins@oxfordshire.gov.uk 
 
Would you have any objection to Together for Childr en sharing your work with the wider 
Children’s Centre networks? 
No. 
 
 


