together
for children

Nigel Connah
Working with Men in Sure Start Wear Valley East

The Approach

What is the overall Aim of Project/Piece of Work:

To develop men friendly activities for fathers and male carers and actively encouraging their
involvement within all aspects of the children’s centres within our programme. By having a male
dads engagement worker to champion for men and provide a positive role model for both other
men and their children, and to encourage traditional services for families to no longer focus solely
on the mother and child.

How does the project link with the Every Child Matt  ers Agenda?

Research has proven that the involvement of a father/father figure in all stages in a child’s
development, from pre-birth has a very positive influence on a child across the five outcomes of
Every Child Matters. Our project ensures that fathers/father figures to be are involved in any
offered activity.

How was the work undertaken in practice?

Our programme identified that the employment of a full time male engagement worker was
essential to delivering male service provision and that men needed to be consulted on what they
would like to see offered. Through consultation the provision was defined as being a varied,
targeted, strategic and flexible model in which men would feel welcome and comfortable. The men
felt that a male only environment with the focus on their children was their main driver to
involvement and this is provided through:

Dads ‘N’ Kids Saturday morning group
Weekly Dads 5 a side football

Monthly Dads meeting/ social evening
Home visiting by the dads worker

By meeting with men on their own territory at a venue that was suitable for them was crucial to
initiating the process and getting to know them and to find out what they would like to get out of the
programme for both their children and themselves.

What were/are the main challenges?

Historically men have been seen as a hard to reach group whether through work/shift patterns;

single/separated fathers; stereotypical fathers role in the North East; feeling of “it's not aimed at
men”.

The main challenge was actually getting to see the men themselves and also being accepted by

the mothers without any associated suspicion of a man working in the childcare arena.

In addition, time was spent with partner organisations to promote a men friendly approach so that

the dad/granddad/male carer was included and encouraged to participate.
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In practice

Potential/actual impact of the work/project?

The impact has been that the dads group is the strongest bonded group in the programme with
men encouraging friends/relatives to join the groups, and that men are at the core of the service
provision. Women are encouraging their partners to come along and children are “pestering” their
dads to take them to the group.

What were the outcomes of the project?

We now have at least 30 male attendees per week and men are actively involved in the shaping of
the local Children’s Centres and their local community, sitting on the management committees and
are at the forefront of the success of our programme.

The men have recently constituted their own sports club through their involvement with Sure Start;
this sport club being open to all resident’s within the Wear Valley area and is the first of our groups
to become constituted.

The bond they have formed goes far beyond the boundaries of a Sure Start programme and the
friendships, support and camaraderie amongst them is amazing. They meet socially and have
arranged their own paintball days.

Referrals are now made into the dads worker by health professionals and social services so that
others can benefit from the services on offer.

The Learning

What new processes have been developed?

We have found that dads need to feel welcome and this starts in the antenatal period. By the dads
worker actually attending antenatal classes itself was enough to encourage men to come along
with their partners and they have progressed into the various groups post birth.

Although the work with men in the programme is a whole team approach, the benefit of having a
dedicated male engagement worker has had a very positive impact on the involvement of fathers
not only within the programme but also on their relationships with their children. As one dad put it
in a recent newspaper article concerning his involvement “it is not just about the services at the
centre, they encourage the dads to get involved in bringing up their children. We have made
friends and we always have somebody to talk to if we need to. You can see in my younger
daughter how much easier it is for her to socialise and develop. | have two older children, and |
wish Sure Start had been around when they were younger. It's brilliant”

Conclusions:

From involvement in parent craft classes pre birth to the Dads ‘N’ kids group, the number of men
involved with our services has grown significantly since the introduction of a dedicated dads
engagement worker; from one or two a week to over 30 attendances a week by dads/granddads
and male carers. This in under three years and is continuing to grow as the dads actively promote
the involvement of other men. Men now access mixed groups as a matter of course and have
developed their own support networks.
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The men now are the best advocates of the services we offer and the growth in their own
confidence, self esteem and parenting skills is evident.

Next Steps

Do you intend to continue and/or develop this work further?

Our work with fathers/fathers to be and male carers is integral to our service and will continue and
develop as the men now wish to develop one of the children’s centre’s garden areas as their own
project. The dads have run their own Dads ‘N’ Kids group on a Saturday morning, planning the
session themselves and evaluating its success. Home visiting by the dads worker has been and
will continue to be a defining service in encouraging men to become involved.

Can you summarise how this piece of work may assist other Local Authorities/Children’s
Centres:

With such an important resource as a dedicated male dads engagement worker and the success
we have achieved from our approach and initiatives, we see this as an example of good practice
that is available in our locality. Already our dad’s worker is working with our neighbouring three
programme areas to develop the involvement of fathers.

Further Contact Details

Contact details for further information:

Contact Nigel Connah
Telephone 01388 746740
Email nigel.connah@durham.gov.uk

Would you have any objection to Together for Childr en sharing your work with the wider
Children’s Centre networks?

No, not at all.
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