
 
Northamptonshire County Council 

 
 
Northamptonshire County Council’s Formal Response to Recommendations in the Healthwatch 
report on the views of parents/carers, staff and volunteers on services for under 5s delivered by 
Children’s Centres and Library Plus in Northamptonshire 
 
 
Date: 16th October 2015     
 
Northamptonshire County Council welcomes the positive comments in this report and notes the areas 
recommended for improvement. However we wish to note the small numbers of people who have been 
surveyed and express concern that conclusions have been drawn based on such a small sample. We 
also wish to note that the report makes significant omissions in terms of information shared by the 
Library Managers in respect of improvements that were already underway. 
 
We are committed to delivering the very best services for children and families and this is why we 
decided to review the way we deliver those services. The changes we introduced from 2014 have 
enabled us to provide support in the right place at the right time and to provide help to families where 
they most need it – in or near their homes. However we recognise the need for continued monitoring and 
review of the model. 
 
During the time that the Healthwatch report was being compiled, a restructure was completed within the 
Library Service, with a part time equivalent Children Centre Services Programme Coordinator recruited 
in each locality working closely with the delivery partners Spurgeons, Action for Children and Corby.  
 
A comprehensive training programme for new and existing staff has ensured a clear shared 
understanding of the universal services offer. Details of this training programme are as follows – 

 All (43) Library Managers and Area Managers attended focus workshops on the Children’s 
Centre Services Universal model and delivery of the 0-5 sessions. 

 36 Customer Advisors, and single staffed Library Managers (one at least per library) underwent  
a 10 day intensive training programme incorporating all aspects of delivery of the 0-5 services 
(early child development, play, communication skills, working with the community, safeguarding, 
heuristic play, treasure baskets, health and safety, Ofsted)  

 48 staff members completed ICAN (developing early communication skills). 29 libraries now have 
a Communication Champion and we intend to cover the remaining 7 this financial year. 

 85 staff members completed a two day paediatric first aid course All 36 libraries have a trained 
Paediatric First Aider on the premises at all times 

 34 staff members completed Five to Thrive Training. 29 libraries now have a member of staff who 
has completed the Five to Thrive Training and we hope to build on this number when further 
training is made available. 

 All staff and volunteers delivering Rhymetime have had in house training to deliver (unless they 
have recently been recruited). 
 

After completing an audit of training need across Northamptonshire’s Library Services in September 
2015 a rolling programme of training will be developed rather than block training. This will better meet 
the services capacity in respect of staffing The rolling programme will cover the following: Safeguarding, 
Rhymetime and Story Stomp Training, Early Education and Child Development , Rhyme Challenge, 
Book start gifting and Read On Get On.  
 



Spurgeons have offered library staff to join their staff training sessions and the offer has been 
reciprocated. Staff access the Northamptonshire Nursery School Partnership (NNSP) workshops locally 
and The Early Years Teams training for Early Education Providers. Staff will also access ICAN one day 
training and Five to Thrive Training.  
 
In addition, all safeguarding issues have been addressed as follows – 

 100% staff delivering 0-5 services now have a DBS check  

 100% staff delivering  0-5 services have completed the on line Safeguarding training course 
(NSCB) 

 129 of the 187 staff who have undertaken the on line safeguarding course have gone on to 
attend further safeguarding/child protection training. 

 All volunteers are mentored and supervised by their library managers in delivery of 0-5 services 
in libraries. 
 

The Library Services took part in the annual reviews (annual conversations) with the Commissioners and 
Action for Children and Spurgeons. The joint working strengthens on a weekly basis with working 
together at a local level and quarterly strategic meetings to jointly plan. Library Staff attend the Advisory 
Board meetings and planning days organised by our partners Spurgeons, Action for Children and Corby 
Children’s Centre Service providers, contributing towards the SEF and organising joint delivery sessions 
such as Read on Get On events, Bookstart corner, and open promotional events.  
 
The Library Services programme has been tailored to focus on an area where children are not reaching 
a Good Level of Development (GLD) in their EYFSP results. This is language and communication skills 
which are a precursor to developing good levels of reading and communication. The sessions delivered 
in libraries therefore build on the traditional strengths of libraries focusing on language and 
communication skills. Twenty nine of our libraries have a staff member trained in ICAN which supports 
early language development and toys and resources were all purchased to enable communication rich 
environments e.g. language dens). Through Rhymetime and story times, staff are modelling to parents 
that reading, talking, and rhyming with your baby and young child builds healthy brains.  Open play and 
learn sessions use the resources and toys to promote this rich language environment between parents 
and their children.  
 
The Library Service has pledged to link to the National Campaign ‘Read On Get On’ aimed at raising 
reading levels of 11 year olds by starting the early habit of using libraries and parents pledging to read 
for at least 10 minutes per day with their child. This also links to the Bookstart gifting programme. They 
have been successful in being gifted thousands of books for 0-5 that can be given to under fives to 
celebrate that they have developed the reading habit (10min a day pledge).  
 
Issues raised in the Healthwatch report around the physical environment are also being addressed as 
follows - 

 Since April 2015 all of the Library Safeguarding and Environmental Audits that have been 
conducted by the Local Authority have come back with a clean bill of health and no further 
actions. 

 The majority of the changes necessary in respect of nappy changing have already been 
implemented. Over two thirds of the libraries have improved baby changing facilities and 29 
libraries have nappy bins. The rest will be in place by March 2016 when the capital programme re 
the baby changing facilities has been completed. 

 The 0-5 play areas have been enhanced and where necessary a picket fence and gate put in 
place to contain some of the activities. 

 Steam cleaners have been acquired (externally funded) to clean the toys and equipment. 
 
 



The figures below demonstrate that the reach of Universal Activities is growing: 

 The percentage of under 5s accessing universal services continues to grow month on month and 
has increased by 45% in the six months to October 2015. 

 Libraries, on average are getting 3172 under 5s through the door every month (in June there was 
nearly 4,000 under fives accessing sessions). These figures do not capture the thousands of 
under fives who come in just to play with the resources in the library when there is no specific 
session organised. 

 This year, Rhymetime has been delivered to 11,719 under 5s. 
 
Based on Library Managers observations a significant volume of under 5s are using library services and 
we anticipate that it will keep increasing as we register more 0-1 year olds . As Libraries continue to get 
more and more children involved in these activities, parents across the county will continue to, hopefully, 
feel the benefits.  
The timings of the activities being delivered are frequently reviewed. The original contract required the 
delivery of a set number of activities at weekends but, on reviewing attendance figures, this does not 
seem to meet families’ needs and a contract variation will enable better response to local need. 
 
The information available to the public about activities has been reviewed and work continues to improve 
websites and the use of social media. Rolling screens have been installed in libraries to give details of 
services, some of which have interactive capability and will be moving towards touch screen. A range of 
leaflets is available and many are supplied in community languages where a need is identified.  
 
The recruitment and training pathways for volunteers have been revisited and the Library Service is 
working more closely with partners to identify a range of opportunities and to ensure that the pathways 
are clear. 
 
We are now one year into the new model and NCC will be using the Healthwatch report as part of our 
own ongoing review into the effectiveness of our services for children and families in Northamptonshire.  
 
We will continue to work in close collaboration with the service providers and use local consultation to 
ensure that all aspects of service delivery both meet the needs of local people and fit within the wider 
framework of the Northamptonshire Early Help Strategy. The Library Service has recently undertaken a 
family survey around the effectiveness of the model, which is part of their contract, and the results are 
currently being analysed. They have ensured that the voice of the child is captured in this and have 
developed the evaluation of services to ensure that we listen to the views of our young users.  
 
The following feedback has been submitted through the NCC complaints and compliments system and 
from Impact Stories recorded by staff, April to July 2015/16: 

 “I'm really pleased that the chairs have been removed (Rhymetime). It makes interacting with the 
children easier and removes a barrier. We are all on the same level which I feel improves the 
learning opportunities for babies and children.” 

 “Excellent new sessions aimed at under 5s and great displays in the library. Very kind and friendly 
staff who welcome children and help make them feel comfortable. My two get so excited about a 
library trip now- well done!” 

 “It has been a lovely place for J (age 3) to learn and explore and has given him a lot of confidence 
when socialising with other children.” 

 “I think having the library close to me has been a lifeline. As a new mother it has been a place for me 
to come when I have just needed to get out the house! The sure start groups are great for me to 
meet others and for my son to start socialising. Thank you!” 

 “Rhymetime is brilliant to aid child’s development and have clearly seen this with my child.” 



 “We enjoy coming to the library choosing books for my son likes to talk with other children. The staff 
are very friendly. They are also genuinely interested in talking with visitors. It makes the library a 
friendly place. Fab staff.” 

 “As a new person to the area I have met other mothers through the activities and my son has been 
able to socialise.” 

 “The library is a place I feel comfortable to bring my son with autistic spectrum disorder as staff are 
welcoming and supportive. It feels like a safe place for him.” 

 “The library is fun safe and welcoming and we love coming in every week. My two year old has 
learned to love books from being very small. The variety of stories is helping her speech and 
vocabulary and I look forward to helping her read to herself.” 

 “Have used the library and sure start facilities for nearly 4 years and am always recommending it 
very good place for meeting new mums socialising and activities. Daughter has thoroughly enjoyed 
coming here.” 

 “It's a lovely place to come and chat to other mums & for the babies.” 

 “My child loves coming to community stay and play and to Rhymetime. They're fun and educational 
and have proved very helpful for meeting new people as we have recently moved to the area.” 

 “Really helpful to have the sure start here and everyone is really helpful and friendly and don't mind 
your child crawling around making noise. It’s so nice to have a place to come that doesn't cost you 
money a place where as a family you can have fun and learn. Well done.” 

 “I appreciate an environment that meets the needs of all my kids as it is rare.” 

 Great community library. Really useful way to meet other parents and babies.” 

 “He loves coming to the library and it is so important to help continue the importance of books to look 
after them ahead of school in September.” 

 “Lovely space to bring a baby he's only 3 weeks old.” 

 “My daughter always loves Rhymetime. She has made new friends too!” 

 “I believe Rhymetime has been the single most important factor in encouraging my children to view 
the library as the place they wish to visit and use.” 

 “I would like to inform you of an observation I made in a library last week. S was working with a 
parent who had just entered the library with her two children. She welcomed the mother and informed 
her of all the activities that was currently happening within universal services along with ensuring the 
parent was aware of adult learning courses available within the children centre. It was a pleasure to 
see this in action, the warm, welcoming customer service that took place is something to be 
celebrated.” 

 Customer came to Rhymetime event and said that the local music school was running similar events 
for a £5 cost per session.  She is a stay at home mum and cannot afford to pay out that kind of 
money. 

 Mother who attends Craft & Play, with her two young children on Tuesdays, praised the session, 
saying it was fun and educational for her children, but it was also a great way for her to meet other 
mums and stop her from feeling isolated, helping her to share and learn parenting tips from the other 
parents. 

 A mother and her 9 month old son attended the baby bounce and rhyme session for the first time. 
Mother appeared lost. Following the session I approached her and talked to her about registering 
with CSC, Bookstart and joining the library. She then joined Bookstart and borrowed some books to 
take home and enjoy with her baby boy.   

 Mother and her two children (4 months and 2 years) come to Rhymetime on a regular basis. This 
week S stood in front of me and did the whole of twinkle little star. Her mother then said she feels 
sure that coming to Rhymetimes has helped her with her talking as at beginning of year she hardly 
spoke. 

 A mother, who has 2 young children and has been a regular library user for several years, 
approached me when she was visiting with her younger child to tell me about her daughter, who has 
just completed her first year at School. She had just received her end of year School Report and for 



"Reading" her daughter had received "Exceeding", which she believed was due to the fact that the 
children/family visits the library regularly (usually every week) both to read and choose books as well 
as to attend Rhymetimes and socialise with other children/parents. The family are well known to the 
Library staff and always come and talk to us and tell us what they have been doing since their last 
visit. 

 Libraries scored 9 or more out of 10 overall for 
o Being a safe place 
o Being welcoming 
o Being accessible  
o Helpfulness of staff 
o Helping children enjoy a wide choice of books 
o Creating child friendly children’s areas 

 
 
 
 
 
 


