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At a time of major transformational change in the role of schools and the use of the educational
estate, Cheshire sees its children’s centres as a cornerstone of development within the authority.
An early decision was taken that the day-to-day management of the Centres should initially be
through the Children’s Services Department. This would provide a strong coherent framework
within the multiplicity of organisational relationships, and ensure clear lines of accountability and
well defined channels of communication, but with every opportunity to explore outsourcing services
and, ultimately, centre management to the private, voluntary and independent sector.

The Children’s Centre opened at Blacon, Chester in autumn 2006 encapsulates many of the
principles that have underpinned this development and the practices which are continuing to
evolve across the authority.

Amalgamating an infant and junior school into a primary school, left the junior site available for
development as a children’s centre, with the maintained nursery unit within the former infant school
subsumed into day care delivered from the children’s centre. Following a process of competitive
tender that involved parents and the new school’s head-teacher, the charity Toc-H were awarded
the contract. Funding saved from the nursery changes provided for a qualified early years teacher
to work alongside the nursery manager in the development of practice and to extend this role into
that of a social pedagogue working with parents and other providers of early learning within the
community. The relationship with the primary school remains close to the extent that joint
approaches to estates management have been agreed that enable both parties to respond to the
challenges of extended hours of opening.

NCH had been the accountable body for the SSLP and agreed, with the other accountable bodies
in the authority, to surrender that role to the LA in return for shaping the terms of reference of the
Advisory Group that would replace the Partnership Board and, subject to the authority’s rules on
procurement, the opportunity to tender to be the provider of Family Support services. NCH now sit
on the Advisory Group, provide Family Support services and are involved, elsewhere in the county,
in a pilot approach to contracted-out management of a centre.

Simon Gunner is a parent who has been involved with the SSLP since its inception and who now
sits on the centre’s Advisory Committee and will represent it on one of three county-wide Network
Board. He feels that,

‘despite our concerns, the Local Programme does feel as though it has been
translated into a Children’s Centre. Parents still see faces they know and trust.
We are still able to argue for the services that are right for this community with the
people who make the decisions about how they are delivered'.
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The three Network Boards will ensure that centres retain a strong voice at a locality as well as a
neighbourhood level.

Much of this discussion has been with health service managers and has led to a re-shaping of
community health provision in the area with midwifery and health visiting services established in
the centre. Whilst some of the detail of this still being developed, there is a strong commitment
that the new ways of working developed through the SSLP and supported by parents and
practitioners should not be lost.

Contact: Ric Turnock

Children’s Centre Strategy Manager
ric.turnock@cheshire.gov.uk

01244 603074
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