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VCS Engage –Additional Offer Final Report  
Introduction 

The VCS Engage programme (the programme) is a Department for Children, Schools and Families sponsored programme to support the voluntary and community sector’s ability to engage with Children’s Trusts and increase its capacity to deliver services. 

Since the beginning of the year the programme has been working intensively with three of the regions local authorities and their Children and Young Peoples Voluntary and Community Sectors (VCS). 

The work is a combination of outputs from the national programme  

· Developing and rolling out the Self Evaluation Toolkit 

· Support to 27 Local Authorities identifying needs  

These outputs are referred to as `the additional offer’ (AO), which has provided targeted support to areas that have identified they would like to make further improvement in their relationships with their VCS.

The following authorities and their VCS were proactive in identifying their needs; Thurrock, Hertfordshire and Luton. The programme identified a range of indicators which suggested the AO process would be beneficial for these Trusts, and they included; 

· Responses, including requests for support, as a result of the national exposure of Destinations Unknown.

· Anecdotal evidence suggesting Children’s Trust arrangements would present specific challenges to the sector. 

· Absence of investment in the sector, either for frontline organisations or for capacity to support their development.    

· The development of an effective network for the Children and Young Peoples VCS was in its early stages and there were gaps in representative functions.  

The start point for the AO comprised of agreement from both VCS and their statutory partners to contribute to the work. Each area had to agree to; a) undertake a two way self evaluation and b) develop an Action plan and agree some early actions and longer term implementation.        
THE SELF EVALUATION TOOLKIT AND PROCESS 

The Self Evaluation tool has been developed so that local authority children’s services and partners including the VCS can gauge their level of engagement and review current practice. 

The tool contains 17 questions under the headings of the performance areas in what has become known as the DCSF ‘onion’: Integrated governance, strategy, processes, delivery and outcomes.  
Beneath each question is a description which sets out characteristics of the service at three levels: 'good to best practice', ‘meets minimum standards', ‘needs significant improvement’. The tool contains fields for rating performance, identifying sources of evidence, commenting on the findings and prioritising questions for follow-up

The initial mode of delivery was expected to be via a structured meeting between:
· At least one senior member of the local authority staff, such as a head of commissioning or assistant director with responsibility for commissioning in Children's Services

· At least one key representative of the VCS, normally involved in representing the VCS at Board level within the Children's Trust or Partnership

· A facilitator, who should be perceived as relatively neutral by both of the other parties.  The facilitator will lead the meeting through the evaluation questions.  

At minimum of two hours was allocated to the initial meeting to respond to the questions, although more time was allocated where there are more than three people involved. However in phase 2 of the roll out a much more responsive modus operandi emerged to suit local circumstances including:
· Separate facilitated meetings for the local authority and statutory sides.
· The inclusion of other persons who may be seen as having expert knowledge or fulfilling an intermediary role e.g. Children's Fund officer.
· Joint `away day’ style of interactive mini events. 
Outcomes of the Self Evaluation – Developing the Action plan  
The output from the self-evaluation exercise is a completed questionnaire containing ratings for each of the self-evaluation areas with comments and prioritised areas for follow up.  The prioritised areas for follow up are then translated into an action plan defining the actions to be taken, allocating responsibility for actions and showing timelines for delivery and review.

The intended outcome is for the authority and the VCS to work together to address the engagement issues identified in the SET meetings and that addressing these will lead to a “Healthy  Third sector” and help LA’s to support their performance management frameworks.
Pilot Self Evaluations and their learning 
Initially 5 areas were piloted between August/September 2007 in Peterborough, Bedfordshire, Enfield, and Islington.  Each area used a different approach. 

	Region
	Approach

	Peterborough
	Meetings held with Local authority officials only

	Bedfordshire
	Meetings between senor LA officer and Senior VCS person

	Enfield
	Larger group of VCS organisations involved with a meeting organised by the Local Authority

	Islington
	Initial meeting with Local authority officials only, followed up by second meeting with VCS organisations leading on reviewing the evaluation of the LA at the initial meeting.  One LA observer attended the second meeting


 The learning from the pilots:

· The impact of bringing parties singly or together around the table to discuss engagement specifically should not be underestimated.  It was evident that while in all the pilot cases there were strong communication channels between the statutory and VCS sides, this exercise provided a unique opportunity to review in a systematic way the challenges of engagement.

· All the pilots resulted in statutory representatives identifying engagement issues that they hadn't considered before and which they were keen to start to address. 

· All the pilots initiated action plans for addressing engagement challenges identified during the SET meetings.  These plans are being taken forward together by both statutory and VCS representatives.

DELIVERING THE SUPPORT  

The actual work in delivering the self evaluation was undertaken by external consultants, supported by the Regional Development Manager. The programme in the region contracted this with; Paul Chambers from Young Lives and Cambridgeshire, and Matt Buttery from Family Matters Institute and Bedfordshire, both of whom have been instrumental in improving the sectors engagement and contribution to their local Children’s Trusts.  

They have taken a step by step approach to taking all parties through the self evaluation and action planning process; this has meant a mix of; one to one interviews, small focused group work and larger cross agency away day style of events.
In two of the areas there was an active link with the emergent CWDC Workforce Strategy Partners Programme for the private and Third sectors, this included working jointly to achieve shared outcomes and maximizing both investments by ensuring the completed rather than duplicated each other.   
THE HIGHLIGHTS 

All the areas are now in the process of reviewing what has happened so far and agreeing 3 year Action plans with specific measurable outcomes; 

· In Thurrock, in combination with CWDC WSPP investment a jointly agreed action plan that supports their Non Governmental Organisations Network and provides the new Children and Young Peoples VCS Engagement officer with a clear work plan, which is supported by stakeholders.

· In Luton, support for the new Children and Young Peoples VCS development worker, and critically got their Children and Young Peoples VCS network off the ground, with the sector and the local authority fully engaged.  

· In Hertfordshire the process has galvanized both the sectors existing support services and its partners to acknowledge the need for greater investment and effort to help the Children and Young Peoples VCS. Plans are now developing, through the strength of the joint working that developed during the process to ensure this investment is forthcoming.  

THURROCK 
Thurrock’s Children’s Trust approach to the Children and Young peoples VCS, by their own admission needed to improve, no Children’s Fund investment went into the sector and the management of Children’s Centres phase 1&2 did not include the sector. 
However in autumn 2007 the Trust supported the development of a Non Governmental Organisations Network (NGON) for the children, families and young peoples. Alongside investment into the sector from CWDC, Thurrock has ambitions plans for commissioning from growing sector in the future.
The initial development work occurred in November with the formal evaluation process commencing in Jan 2008. The evaluation has included a range of senior offices from Thurrock Children’s Trust including Assistant Directors, Heads of Service, a contribution from the DCS and particularly the lead for Partnerships. The VCS involvement has been through the membership of the NGON including established providers, small national organisations and local community groups and forums. 
There has been little cross sector interaction in the process to date, the historic lack of investment in Thurrock’s CYP VCS has delivered a sector that is under resourced and overstretched and despite the renewed focus this will take time to overcome.
Most of the local authorities responses indicated a B position, most of the VCS responses indicated this was a little ambitious, amongst the responses that scored positively were Workforce Development and the diversity of representation developed through the NGON rather than a purely VCS focused forum. 
Areas for further work were identified as communication, internal learning and the need to convert aspiration into action in relation to commissioning, and to provide some clear quick wins for the sector. 
As a result of the progress made during the process a further joint VCS/ Trust meeting has been convened for late May. The hope is that this meeting will finalise the proposed the action plan and lead into its implementation phase. 
The draft action plan focuses on the activities of the newly recruited CYP 3rd sector engagement lead; the post will have its own multi agency steering group and provide the capacity to deliver on some but not all of the action plan.
LUTON 
Luton’s formal engagement with the voluntary sector is via the Luton Assembly, a subgroup of this, the voluntary and community sector network for children and young people is managed through Voluntary Action Luton (VAL). 
Luton’s Children and Young Peoples VCS network is at an embryonic stage in its development, the joint VCS Engage /CWDC input was designed to provide an impetus to this development as a means of Luton  Children’s Trust improving its performance with the VCS. The network’s role is expected to include communications updates, training and information other initiatives. The networks longer term vision and activity will be supported and coordinated by the recent recruitment of a Children and Young Peoples VCS development post hosted by VAL and directed by a multi agency steering group.
The evaluation process was completed through a series of interviews with the VCS and partners including representatives and organisations within the Trust. The structured interviews involved completing the SET and obtaining the objective scores and then evidencing them with detailed comments on each topic. 
The responses from organisations has been polarised between the statutory partners who have a higher scoring for progress and the VCS organisations whose answers depend on their specific role and ad-hoc interaction with partners and /or the network.  The answers therefore depend on  very local arrangements as opposed to reflecting a common experience across the  Children and Young Peoples VCS.
The evaluation suggested that further work needed to focus on;

1. A coherent communications strategy and also a lack of 
2. Support for capacity building and 
3. A consistent approach to commissioning work and funding.  
The areas of strength in identified were the energy and commitment of local champions such as Stephanie Cash from the statutory side of the partnership and Lorna Brown from Voluntary Action Luton representing the VCS network.  
The lack of common approach was an oft cited criticism of the Trust by the VCS. This manifests itself locally with organisations reporting the absence of a common understanding of who does what and their respective roles and responsibilities. The sectors ability or motivation to navigate its way around an emergent Children’s Trust needs to be supported ,those taking part welcomed the imminent arrival of officer based paid support to enable  this to happen more effectively.   
Commissioning is still an issue for VCS organisations; with a strong feeling that longer term commissioning is yet to happen. Support and ‘hand holding’ to help the sector to succeed with tenders and bids is also almost non existent. 

Statutory partners perceived the sector as able to support them in their delivery of services at a local level in hard to reach areas. They equally felt it was important that partnership activity should not detract from service delivery.  The network arrangements should be focussed and structured to ensure the VCS becomes more efficient, by removing barriers, providing support and building a common and consistent approach.

All parties to the process agreed that; 

1. The commissioning strategy and framework must operate on two levels, supporting wider delivery objectives and better capacity development within   VCS organisations of all sizes that support children, young people and their families. 

2. Performance measurement needs to be manageable and proportionate rather than simply measuring for measurement sake.  

Workforce development and asset management were viewed as key tools and would be an outcome the network could offer, this should include; 

· Shared and subsidized training and information on key statutory and government initiatives.  
· Regular communications on opportunities to co- locate and on available and subsidized accommodation would be welcomed by the VCS network. 
Finally it is important that success is recognised and championed where possible. This should include at meetings, in newsletters and also in case studies. This will further strengthen the network itself.

HERTFORDSHIRE 
Hertfordshire is a large, populous and prosperous authority with a strong commitment to improve. Hertfordshire’s Children’s Trust Partnership (HCTP) is currently reviewing and re-affirming vision and partnership structures, its Children and Young Peoples Plan is beginning to develop fewer priorities and sharper targets.
Key performance challenges are: narrowing the gap in outcomes between vulnerable children, strengthening Hertfordshire Safeguarding Children Board and accelerated progress on Integrated Practice.
The additional offer was undertaken over four month period from the end of November to the end of March. The work included structured interviews and a joint VCS and HCTP away day which were developed in partnership with; the Head of Children’s Trust Arrangements, Head of Partnership Commissioning, and the Council for Voluntary Services with a Herts wide portfolio for Children and Young People. 

Staff at a senior level right across HCTP and the VCS took part and this included the lead member for Children and Young People from Hertfordshire County Council. 
The VCS organisations who contributed included; County (HCTP) VCS Representatives, District Children Trust Partnerships, VCS Representatives, VCS provider, and  VCS Infrastructure chief officers. The event built on a series of commissioning events that HCTP has co delivered with the sector the autumn of 2007.
From an engagement perspective the feedback suggested approval for the move toward a district based model, both for engagement and commissioning. The need to develop on this ensuring bottom up approach that included the smallest VCS groups was emphasised, as did the issue of ensuring effective interface between the 10 districts, 7 strategic area partnerships, extended schools, County and Health.  

The questions which highlighted Local Safeguarding Children Board (LSCB), Asset sharing and quality and performance management were all identified by HCTP, as requiring more work.  This was confirmed by the VCS response, who identified it as ‘not working’, with lack of information penetrating to the grass routes.
Despite a low score for commissioning, the sector did feel they were more aware of “commissioning structures”, and welcomed the newly formed VCS Strategy group which includes VCS representation. The VCS also felt the commissioning workshops held at the end of 2007 worked well.

The questions relating to Workforce Development, Communication Strategy both recorded a number of Don’t Know replies from the VCS whereas the LA scored them proportionately higher.  Representation and engagement on workforce issues was agreed to be quiet good in discussion but that communication about this was not reaching out into the sector.  
The VCS felt the communication was a key issue and that the use of acronyms, volume and number of sources of information was confusing. The responsibility and resources for “filtering”, cascading and disseminating information within the VCS was not felt to be clear or present.  ‘Children’s Partnership News’ was identified as a strength communication wise.  

The draft action plan focuses on developing VCS specific; Communication Strategy, Representation Strategy, Development of the VCS Strategy group, Safeguarding, celebratingsuccesses, development of more formal arrangements to include the VCS in the new  HCTP framework and providing the required capacity to enable this to happen.  
REFLECTIONS 
First and foremost a massive thank you to everyone who so willing gave up their time to support the initiative. The level of cross agency support was impressive. Officers and elected members at all levels and their  VCS counterparts  actively engaging in the work and quickly identifying that it had the potential to deliver improvement.   

The principles of evaluating work as part of a two way dynamic is one that has been successfully applied elsewhere within Children’s Trusts environment.  One of the implications of the Section 10 legislation is that the VCS has more autonomy than many Trust partners. For that reason alone the work which has helped `external’ partners to understand each other within the framework of the Children Act 2004 will stand all parties to it in good stead in the future.       

From a regional VCS perspective – it has provided some particularly useful learning, that; 

· The inspection processes (JAR) can be meaningful and beneficial to the sector. 
· It provide an in depth perspective on the differences within our unitary and shire authorities, this is particularly important in this region wit the potential for up to eight new unitary councils about to be created.  
· The process allowed the overall dialogue to develop to a much deeper and more structured level 
· The tool is best used in its existing format – any shortening will remove some of the value, but it will need to be revisited periodically and one or two questions revised to ensure major issues which are specific to the region are included.
· A growing number of tier 3 and 4 managers are now able to develop their Trusts relationships with the sector across a wider range of activity, including the sector beyond the boundaries of a formal Trust board.       
From statutory partners perspective - most appeared to find the process equally as productive, feeling that;

· It had moved “them on” considerably and bought them into contact with a wider external sector view  

· They had for the first time some rigour and formality to their dialogue with the sector   
· The structure allowed senior officers with a wider range of responsibilities and experience to contribute equally to the process and therefore the action plans were much more likely to be owned across the authority. 

· It provided them with a suitable benchmark that could help to support inspection and assessment 

· Most importantly it provided a planned, structured achievable and accountable way forward for their relationship with their VCS 

The East of England Children & Young Peoples voluntary and community sector   






































� Destinations Unknown- Buttery M ,Family Matters Institute/ VCS Engage, Report on the future of Children’s Fund, Sure Starts and Local Network Fund in the East of England.      
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