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As starts go, it could hardly have been 
surer. Europe’s latest round of social 
inclusion peer reviews kicked off in 
London this May, with a close look at an 
innovative way of reducing child poverty.  

� aunched by the European Commission, 
the reviews promote the identification 
and exchange of good social inclusion 
practice throughout the European Union 
– see www.peer-review-social-
inclusion.net/peer/en/index_html	 

“The peer review process isn’t about 
competition,” explains the Commission’s 
Hugues Feltesse. “Nor is it about the 
ranking of policies. We’re looking for 
success stories – or inspiring stories.” 

The UK’s Sure Start programme fits both 
bills. Launched as a government initiative 
against child poverty, it is securing better 
outcomes for children, parents and 
communities by increasing the availability 
of childcare, improving young children’s 
health and emotional development and 
supporting their parents, both as parents 
and in their aspirations towards 
employment. This is done by assisting 
the development of services, particularly 
in disadvantaged areas, while providing 
financial help so that parents can afford 
childcare. Through children’s centres and 
extended schools services, families are 
supported from the time of the mother’s 
pregnancy right through until the children 

reach the age of 14 (or 16, in the case of 
those with disabilities). Sure Start 
operates in England only. Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland have their 
own separate provisions.  

Peer reviewers from France, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta and Poland 
evaluated Sure Start at a meeting in 
London on 4-5 May 2006, together with 
stakeholder representatives from ATD 
Fourth World and Eurochild. They were 
there to hear expert views, look at 
sample schemes and discuss if some or 
all of the Sure Start approach could be 
taken back and used in their own 
countries. Hosting the event was the 
British government’s Department for 
Work and Pensions. The reviewers were 
all people with first-hand knowledge of 
the issue. They came either from 
national NGOs involved in helping 
disadvantaged children or from 
ministries that set childcare policy.  

On behalf of 
European Commission, DG Employment,  
Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities 
 



 

 
 

One fact to emerge strongly from the 
session was that help for disadvantaged 
children often cuts across the remits of 
various ministries, but also across the 
specialisms and interests of different 
professional groups. The resulting 
overlaps and conflicts are common to 
many of the countries taking part.  
 
Here, Sure Start’s “joined up” approach 
certainly has lessons to offer. It promotes 
strong cooperation among government, 
local authorities, health services, job 
centres, local communities, public 
agencies and voluntary and private 

sector organisations. In this way, it 
ensures delivery, through children’s 
centres and extended schools, of free 
early education for all three- and four-
year-olds; affordable, quality childcare 
and after-school activities in every area; 
early learning opportunities integrated 
with daycare for under-5s; and health 
and family support services. At the 
same time, it helps to build parents’ 
aspirations for employment and for their 
children’s education. 
 
For more on Sure Start:  
www.surestart.gov.uk 

 

 
A starter everywhere? 

 
The main role of the EU peer reviews is 
to see what elements of one country’s 
social inclusion policies might be useable 
in others. The London meeting brought 
out a number of points about the Sure 
Start programme’s transferability: 
 
� Sure Start focuses on child 

development and the global well-
being of children. This was seen as a 
positive value that could be 
transferred to different national 
contexts. 

� Sure Start’s integrated approach was 
seen as a successful, and by and 
large transferable, means of 
promoting cooperation between the 
various ministries and groups of 
professionals involved in childcare. 
The joined-up, holistic approach 
taken by Sure Start’s new children’s 
centres was of great interest to 
participants from countries where 
services were more fragmented. 
Joint training could be provided for 
the various professionals involved in 

childcare, in order to promote 
networking. 

� Sure Start’s emphasis on evaluation 
and monitoring is an element that 
participants were keen to 
recommend. Personnel also need to 
be helped to self-monitor and self-
evaluate. 

� The level of parental involvement in 
Sure Start local programmes was 
seen as vital to its success.  

� The Sure Start approach includes 
some freedom of local action but 
also a level of control. This 
combination was seen as a useful 
way of promoting standards. 

� Financial constraints are a sore 
point for all peer countries. If Sure 
Start centres were set up, would 
there be any guarantee of continued 
funding after the first 2-3 years? And 
in countries with limited financial 
means, is there not a danger that a 
Sure Start approach would create a 
few centres of excellence amidst a 
general lack of coverage? 



 

� Accountability to the various 
stakeholders (parents, employees, 
policy-makers, funders) is important 
in ensuring value for money. 

� More information is needed on the 
functioning of Sure Start programmes 
in rural areas, where deprivation is at 
its greatest in many peer countries. 
England, with its relatively small rural 
population, has little advice to offer 
on this particular point, which could 
usefully form the subject of further 
international cooperation. 

� Interest was shown in Sure Start’s 
role in helping parents into 
employment as a means of tackling 
poverty. Some doubts were 
expressed as to whether a 
combination of childcare and 
employment promotion would work in 
every national context. Wages, 
training opportunities and childcare 
also have to be upgraded. 

� Given the scale of such 
programmes, and the level of 
investment involved, it is important 
to have the means of disseminating 
experiences and best practice. 

� Hungary has already imported the 
Sure Start approach, and Latvia 
sees possibilities for doing so. 

� At the EU level, child poverty 
concerns should be integrated into 
the 2006-2008 National Action Plans 
on Social Inclusion (NAPS/Inclusion) 
within the new National Strategic 
Reports on social protection and 
social inclusion, but also into the 
EU’s Lisbon reforms. Tackling the 
intergenerational inheritance of 
poverty is clearly relevant to growth 
and to future employment. EU 
structural funds, notably the 
European Social Fund, could also 
support the implementation of 
reforms. 

 

 

Dropping in and getting on 
 

Learning starts at birth and continues 
throughout life. That is a central belief of 
London’s Thomas Coram Centre, which 
peer reviewers visited. It caters for 
children aged from six months to five 
years, and they reflect the cultural and 
linguistic diversity of the area. The 
centre reserves up to 20% of the 
available places for children with special 
educational needs or otherwise in need, 
such as those from homeless or refugee 
families. Its multi-disciplinary team 
draws on a wide range of expertise. 

Next door to the nursery is a centre for 
parents. Together, they form a children’s 
centre. Sure Start Children’s Centres are 
seen as a key vehicle for providing 
services. By 2010, there will be 3,500 of 
them. They are part of Sure Start’s 

evolution from a range of local initiatives 
to a mainstream service. 

The centre works with parents from the 
whole of the surrounding area, the peer 
reviewers noted. This is different to 
practice in some of the reviewing 
countries. The visitors were impressed 
by the centre’s drop-in sessions, its toy 
library, its baby massage groups, its 
fathers’ groups and the “baby café”, 
which gives young mothers an 
opportunity to have a coffee and swap 
experiences. Staff at the centre include 
specialists in all the different levels of 
development. The reviewers praised the 
centre’s drive to keep parents informed 
of their children’s development. 

For more on the Thomas Coram Centre: 
www.thomascoram.camden.sch.uk 



 

 

 

One-stop shop 
 
 

Four-year-old Naweed is hard at work 
on a sculpture. “It’s a shepherd,” he 
confides. The gaunt figure recalls 
Germaine Richier’s Le Berger des 
Landes. Which is not altogether 
surprising. Each week Uche, a staffer at 
the Church Street Children’s Centre, 
takes a group of three- and four-year-
olds to London’s Tate Modern art 
gallery. Just one of the opportunities that 
the centre gives preschool children from 
a deprived, high-immigration corner of  
the British capital. 
 
Sara, meanwhile, is playing outdoors. 
“This is the first time we’ve come to a 
drop-in session here,” says her mother 
Nahed. “I think it’s important that she 
meets children of other cultures and 
nationalities.’’ Often, a drop-in leads 
parents on to other involvement, the 
centre’s Director Jo White explains. 
“They may come to a workshop about 
something directly to do with their child – 
for instance, sleep problems. Then they 

may find themselves sitting next to 
someone who says ‘I’m doing English 
language classes here. Why don’t you 
come along?’ It’s still word of mouth that 
makes the difference.” That is why the 
centre provides so many different kinds 
of service, from a Bengali outreach 
worker to a family support team, a 
creche, job advice and computer 
courses. “It’s a one-stop shop,” White 
says.  
 
Peer reviewers who visited Church 
Street reported that 75% of the children 
there do not have English as their first 
language. There is a high proportion of 
disabled children. The reviewers were 
impressed by the centre’s outside play 
area, which crams all sorts of play ideas 
into a limited space. They  admired the 
strong emphasis on family support and 
adult education.  
 
For more on the Church Street Centre: 
www.surestartchurchstreet.co.uk 

 
 
 

Learning curves 
 

Changes in the intensity of brain 
development mean that the rate of 
return to human capital investment is at 
its highest in preschool programmes and 
falls off rapidly from that point onwards. 
Traditionally, however, public investment 
in the various age groups has followed a 
curve exactly opposite to the intensity of 
brain development. That was the telling 
point put to the peer reviewers by UK 
national expert Edward Melhuish 

(National Evaluation of Sure Start, 
Birkbeck, University of London). 
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Clearly, he said, something had needed 
to change, and this was part of the 
reasoning behind the creation of Sure 
Start.  
 
Sure Start was almost universally 
acclaimed by people in the areas 
concerned, and there were calls for it to 
be more widely available. However, 
evaluations had shown that it took 
longer than anticipated to set up Sure 
Start local programmes. Most of them 
had taken three years to approach a 
fully operational level. In that third year, 
programmes had spent on average 
around UK£1,000 per child aged under 
four living in the area. Staff on the Sure 
Start programmes almost always said 
that they were well resourced and were 
not constrained by lack of money. 
Economies of scale had proved 
important, with the bigger programmes 
spending less to achieve the same level 
of services.  
 
A study had been made of 150 Sure 
Start local programme areas and of 50 
areas that did not yet have Sure Start 
but had been selected for future 
programmes. Children of non-teenage 
mothers (86% of the sample) showed 
greater social competence and fewer 
behavioural problems in the Sure Start 
areas. There was also less negative 
parenting (for example, physical 

punishment). On the other hand, 
children of teenage parents showed less 
social competence, poorer behaviour 
and poorer verbal ability in the Sure 
Start areas than in the non-Sure Start 
ones. The same was found in certain 
other subgroups, for example workless 
households and one-parent families. 
This was in line with findings on some 
other universal intervention 
programmes. The lesson was that more 
attention should be devoted to the most 
deprived minorities. 
 
But as Geoff Scammell of the UK’s 
Department for Work and Pensions 
pointed out, Sure Start began from a 
very low baseline, and is doing 
something new and different. So it is 
only to be expected that some of its 
results will not become apparent until 
later. The government had specifically 
set a target of reducing the number of 
children who were in workless 
households. In terms of employment 
outcomes, there had been a significant 
closing of the gap. The Sure Start 
programmes were, Scammell said, 
“small seeds from which, hopefully, large 
trees will grow.” He had asked a 
Swedish expert how her country could 
afford to spend so much on provisions 
for children. She replied: “How could we 
afford not to?” 

 
 

PEER VIEWS 

“One of the strengths of Sure Start is that the initiatives come from the people who are 
going to use the services.” 

“This is a good real-life example of how to integrate services.” 

“What I’m taking home from this seminar is that it’ s important to get value for 
money, because we’re spending public funds.” 

“I can go back and show examples that are working.”  

 


