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Early Support is funded by the Department for Education and is a core partner supporting 
the implementation of the strategy detailed in Support and aspiration: a new approach to 
special educational needs and disability. Early Support has been identified as being highly 
regarded by parent carers and professionals, and proven to make a significant difference 
to families. 

 Early Support is a best practice way of working, underpinned by 10 principles that aim to 
improve the delivery of services for children, young people and young adults with 
additional needs, and their families. It enables services to coordinate their activities more 
effectively and to provide families with a single point of contact and continuity through key 
working, which can also enable improved planning to use a personal budget.  

Early Support has a central team based at the National Children’s Bureau. A network of 
regional facilitators supports local areas to implement the government’s strategy to bring 
together the services families need to create a single assessment and planning process 
covering education, healthcare, social care and well-being. 

Early Support is well established for children from birth to five years in many local authority 
areas, working across health, education and social care, and the voluntary, community, 
cooperative and private sector. The approach is now being extended across the full age 
range, from birth to adulthood and is based on: 

• partnership working with families 

• promoting equality, anti-discrimination and rights for children, young people and 
young adults with additional needs, and their families 

• integrated service delivery, joint planning and shared decision-making 

• key working support for families 

Central to the approach is that the child, young person, or young adult and their families 
remain at the heart of any discussions or decisions about their future. The aspirations and 
wishes expressed by individuals over time are listened to and respected, and their 
expertise is valued by all those working with them.  

The original Introduction to the background information booklets was developed in 2004 in 
partnership with families, carers and those who work with families. It was last updated in 
2012 as part of the regular updating of all Early Support materials.  
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Early Support resources and training have been updated to reflect the wider age range, 
from birth to 25. The resources and training will cover: 

• early years 

• school years  

• into adulthood 

This information resource is the first in a series of background information resources that 
provide basic information about the kinds of services that are available, including Childcare 
and Useful contacts and organisations. The other titles that are available are: 

• People you may meet  

• Childcare 

• Useful contacts and organisations  

These can be downloaded from www.ncb.org.uk/earlysupport/resources. In addition, there 
are signposts to a range of other information that changes on a regular basis. Rather than 
developing separate information resources for these areas, such as financial help, 
education, health and statutory assessment, we have provided signposts to accurate and 
up to date sources of this information.  

This resource contains information that may be useful for a wide range of families and 
carers who wish to know more about the extra help available to meet their additional 
needs. This covers: 

• children in the early years of life 

• children and young people of school age  

• young people going into adulthood 

It tells you about how services are organised and introduces you to some other materials 
that you might find useful. 

The guide was developed by Early Support and Daycare Trust. 

To find out more about Early Support, please visit www.ncb.org.uk/earlysupport.  

Where a word, phrase or job title is printed in colour, like this, it means you can either: 
read more about the job titles highlighted in the resource Background information: people 
you may meet (please go to www.ncb.org.uk/earlysupport/resources to download); or you 
can look up the word or phrase in the Glossary at the back of this resource.  
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Introduction 
The content in the Background information resources reflect what families, who have ‘been 
there’, say it’s useful to know. You may like to use the resources separately or alongside 
the other resources such as Our family and My life, which are part of the recently 
developed updated Early Support resources. These resources aim to help with 
coordinating support and sharing information, particularly when many different people are 
in contact with a family or young person. They also contain much of the information that 
can be used in completing a single Education, Health and Care Plan (EHC).  

All these resources can be downloaded from www.ncb.org.uk/early-support/resources and 
are there to be used in whatever way you find most useful. The Early Support Background 
information resources provide information to dip in and out of as time goes by and different 
questions or issues become important – most people don’t want to read them all at the 
same time.  

The resources add value to any information you already have about the services that are 
available in your local area. Support for families is organised in different ways in different 
places, but the Early Support Background information resources provide a starting point to 
help you find the sort of information you want. 

Finding up-to-date information about these services is most reliable when it is gained 
through those you are working with on a regular basis, other parents and carers and, of 
course, young people themselves.  
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Thinking about the help you need 
It’s easier to find information and support if you are clear in your own mind what kind of 
help you would like. This may sound obvious, but it’s important to remember that you know 
your son or daughter better than anyone else and that every family, child and young 
person is different. Things that would really help you may not be what other families in 
your area need. 

The support you require will also change over time – what helps in the early days will be 
different from what you need later on when everyone, including you, understands your 
child’s situation better and has more experience of what helps and what doesn’t. As your 
experiences and understanding grow and develop, the Early Support process of 
partnership will enable you to: 

• make informed choices 

• take the lead in decision-making 

• become an active partner in service planning, improvement and delivery 

This booklet concentrates on additional or specific help that local authorities, health 
services and voluntary organisations provide for families with children and young people 
who have additional needs. These services are called additional support services, 
because they’re used by families with children who need more help than, or different help 
from, other children or young people of the same age. 

Services provided for every family in your area are sometimes called universal services – 
for example, the standard support provided by GPs, health visitors and schools, and for 
access to employment. Universal services include swimming sessions at the local leisure 
centre and local youth and sports activities. These services have a legal responsibility 
under The Equality Act (2010) to be accessible, non-discriminatory and welcoming to 
everyone. 

Other families with children with additional needs are often the best source of information 
about the services provided by your local authority. They can tell you a lot about what they 
enjoy doing as a family and pass on their experience of what’s welcoming, accessible and 
safe for children and young people. 

This booklet doesn’t say very much more about universal services, but recognises that you 
may be using them alongside more specialist services and support. 
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Families and local networks of support 
Most of the information in these booklets is about additional services provided by 
practitioners working for your local authority or health service. From 2014 every local 
authority will be legally required to produce information regarding their ‘local offer’. The 
local offer will cover: special educational, health and social care provision; other 
educational provision; training provision; and arrangements for children and young people 
to travel to schools, colleges (for example, further education colleges, sixth form colleges, 
independent specialist providers or training providers) and providers of relevant early 
years education.  

However, family, friends and the people you know in your neighbourhood can often 
provide more regular help than any professional agency. Other families with children with 
additional needs can also help in ways that professionals can’t.  

There are also a growing number of websites designed by and for parents offering a wide 
range of information, advice and recommendations based on their own experiences. 

Most areas now have a local parent carer forum. You can find out about the forum in your 
area by visiting the National Network of Parent Carer Forums website: 
www.nnpcf.org.uk/home.  

You may also wish to contact your local Family Information Service. A list of these can be 
found at www.daycaretrust.org.uk/findyourFIS. Other families and children and young 
people with additional needs can help by:  

• sharing their experience of services and those involved in delivering them 

• telling you about organisations, people and places to get information that they 
have found useful 

• understanding how you might be feeling 

• explaining how their feelings have changed over time 

• telling you about their child’s or young person’s achievements and giving you an 
opportunity to share those of your child 

• arranging get-togethers, so you can meet other families who may have similar 
experiences to your own 
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Voluntary/community/co-operative and private 
organisations 
Voluntary/community/co-operative organisations or charities and private agencies are 
useful sources of information, advice and support. They sometimes provide services and 
can often help you make contact with other families who are having similar experiences or 
who are seeking similar information. Organisations often work together and link their 
information. Many produce free information leaflets, news bulletins and hold networking 
and training events, and you can register with them to stay informed.  

Anyone who works with your child or young person and family regularly should be able to 
tell you about voluntary organisations and those in other sectors referred to above that 
could help – including any local organisations or networks of support. 

National organisations often have a helpline number you can call for information and 
advice. Most will also have a website you can access. Families often describe these 
organisations as lifelines, because they can provide information that’s particularly relevant 
to their child’s learning difficulty or impairment and a listening ear through difficult times.  

The Early Support booklet Background information: Useful contacts and organisations lists 
organisations like this, with all their contact details. 

Local services and multi-agency working 

Statutory services are the services that your local authority or health service must provide 
by law. They’re organised in different ways in different places, but usually include health, 
well-being, education, social care, transition and housing services.  

Over recent years, statutory local services have been encouraged to take steps to work 
more closely together and to coordinate their support for families, children and young 
people to achieve better outcomes for all. As part of the drive to get services to work 
together in a more coordinated way, the government is making changes to the way that 
assessment and planning is carried out. All of the services on which the child or young 
person and their family rely, will work together towards a single assessment process. This 
will lead to an agreed Education, Health and Care Plan, which reflects the family’s needs 
and ambitions for the child or young person’s future outcomes, including education, health, 
well-being, employment and independence. 

Health services 

These can include a health visitor, hospital specialist, community nurse, your GP and a 
dentist. Some of these services can visit your child and you at home, some may have a 
specific clinic or hospital where they are based, or they may deliver their services at a local 
centre such as a children’s centre in your local area. Some health services also offer 
appointments based at your child’s school.  
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There are many other health services available, such as speech and language therapy, 
physiotherapy, occupational therapy and child and adolescent mental health services. 
These services usually require a specific referral. 

Education and childcare 

These services can include childminders, children’s centres, school nurseries and private, 
voluntary, co-operative and independent nurseries. Some playgroups are also included if 
they are registered with Ofsted and are funded to offer free places to all three to four year 
olds and some two year olds. All early years and childcare providers must have regard to 
the current code of practice for special educational needs, the requirements of the Early 
Years Foundation Stage and The Equality Act (2010).  

All primary and secondary schools, including academies and free schools, will be required 
to meet any existing and new requirements resulting from new legislation.  

Social care services 

These can include: personal assistants; home support workers; domiciliary support; social 
workers; advice and information services relating to available financial support; brokerage 
to link families with providers of Short Breaks; and occupational therapists to offer advice 
on additional equipment and adaptations for the home setting.  

Multi-agency working 

Different services (like health and education services) are sometimes called ‘agencies’. 
Multi-agency working is a term used when different agencies work together. For example, 
multi-agency assessment and multi-agency planning mean that a number of different 
services or agencies are working together to achieve a joint assessment or a single plan. 

Where families need help and support from many different agencies, effective multi- 
agency working is essential; it helps practitioners and managers to put children, young 
people and their families at the centre of holistic, coordinated and seamless service 
delivery.  

Early Support provides an approach, underpinned by 10 principles that can lead to 
effective multi-agency working. Find out more information here:  
www.ncb.org.uk/early-support/about-early-support/10-principles  

Early Support has a wide range of resources and planning tools for practitioners and 
families to help plan services and support and track progress. Find out more information 
here: www.ncb.org.uk/early-support/resources 

Ask the people who work with you on a regular basis how services are organised in your 
area and about multi-agency working and Early Support. 
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The development of integrated services for 
families, children and young people 
Most of the people you meet who will work with you and your family are employed by 
health, education or social services. However, an increasing number of people are now 
being employed by more than one agency or by a statutory service in partnership with a 
voluntary organisation or other independent sector organisation, such as a cooperative. 
This reflects a growing trend towards the integration of services for families, children and 
young people. 

Integration means that services will work together more closely; they will plan together, 
develop their strategies and funding together, and work in a way that appears seamless to 
children, young people and families. 

Integrated working focuses on enabling and encouraging professionals from different 
agencies to work together effectively to deliver frontline services that ensure the family is 
at the heart of all decisions. Within the draft legislation relating to reform of provision for 
children and young people with additional needs, there is a new requirement for local 
authorities and local health bodies to work together to promote integrated services. It will 
aim to ensure that families no longer find themselves caught between different parts of the 
system waiting for a particular service. Local authorities and their partners will have a duty 
to cooperate.  

There are a number of nationally used processes and tools designed to support services 
to work together to improve services for children, young people and families. These 
include information sharing, The common assessment framework (CAF), the lead 
professional, and the team around the child/young person and family. 

Find out more information about these processes and tools to support integrated working 
here: www.education.gov.uk/childrenandyoungpeople/strategy/integratedworking.   

The Early Support approach, key working and the Early Support resources also provide a 
range of tools by which to improve effective integrated working in the context of a single 
assessment and planning process.  

Centres providing integrated services  

Additional services for children, young people and their families are delivered in a range of 
different places, such as health centres, clinics and hospitals. Any centre that provides 
specialist help can usually provide information and advice, as well as medical treatment, 
therapy or support for your child’s development and learning. 
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Sure Start Children’s Centres 

Sure Start Children’s Centres bring together service providers from the statutory sector – 
including health services, social services and early education, as well as voluntary, private 
and community organisations and parent carers themselves – to provide integrated 
services for young children and their families based on what local children need and 
parents want. A recent evaluation of children’s centres highlighted that 93 per cent of the 
centres’ leaders involved, considered families of children with additional needs, including 
special educational needs to be a high priority for their services.1 

Sure Start Children's Centres are based on the idea that providing integrated education, 
care, family support and health services is a key factor in making sure that children and 
their parents have better outcomes, aiming to achieve the best possible start in life. The 
centres work with a range of other partners to help them deliver this core purpose – for 
example, other early years providers, Jobcentre Plus, GP consortia, information and 
advice organisations, schools and voluntary and community sector organisations.  

They are places where families and children can go to for a range of different universal 
services. These services include:  

• high-quality, inclusive, early playful learning and childcare 

• information and activities for families  

• adult learning and employment support  

• integrated child and family health services 

Many children’s centres also offer: 

• parenting and family support  

• links with specialist services  

Children’s centres are being encouraged to develop their role as a hub for the local 
community. This includes offering a friendly environment for families, for example, by 
welcoming older people’s groups to use the facility for community activities or by 
supporting siblings or older children’s activities where this is appropriate locally. It is about 
Sure Start Children’s Centres using their facilities creatively so the whole community can 
benefit and using the skills within the community to the benefit of the centre. 2 

If your family already uses a Sure Start Children’s Centre, ask one of the staff you meet 
there about the information in this booklet and also what opportunities there may be for 
young people and those entering adulthood with additional needs. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Evaluation of Children’s Centres in England (ECCE) 
Strand 1: First Survey of Children’s Centre Leaders in the Most Deprived Areas June 2012 
	  
2	  DFE April 2012 Sure Start Children’s Centres Core Purpose. 
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Community children’s centres/nurseries 

There are many other types of children’s centres that are often run by local authorities or 
voluntary sector organisations. They offer similar services to Sure Start and will have a 
range of activities and support services for families and the local community.  

Child development centres 

Child development centres (CDCs), which are sometimes called by other names, provide 
health and other services for young children with disabilities and their families in one place. 
They are often led by paediatricians, who are doctors who specialise in working with 
babies and young children. Ask if there is a CDC in your area and about the services they 
provide. Some run playgroups especially for young children who need extra help and 
therapy to develop, participate and learn. Sometimes there is a child development team, 
although the people involved do not all work in the same place. This is another way of 
making sure that services work together more closely for the benefit of families. 

If you have a CDC in your area, but don’t need all the services they can offer, it’s still 
beneficial to know about them because they’re good places to go for information. 
Sometimes these centres act as a hub for local networks of support and information that 
you might not hear about otherwise. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introduction to the background information booklets 
	  

	   13 

Home visiting services 
Home visiting means that someone comes to see you at home to work with you and your 
child. Some Sure Start Children’s Centres offer outreach services that provide help, 
support and advice for families and children at home. Other services for young children 
with additional needs have been organised in this way for a long time. 

In the first few years of life, children who are deaf, have a visual impairment or multi-
sensory impairment are particularly likely to receive regular support at home from advisory 
teachers with specialist knowledge and experience. Some local authorities also provide 
other early years advisory teaching services in this way. 

Portage is a home visiting service specially designed for families with young children who 
need additional help because of their additional needs. Find out more information about 
Portage here: www.portage.org.uk. 
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Key working 
If you’re meeting lots of different people who are trying to help, it can be overwhelming and 
difficult to make sense of what’s happening. Where a child or young person is being 
supported by more than one agency, services are encouraged to offer key working support 

Key working is an approach that builds on partnership working with children and young 
people with additional needs and with their family. Early Support identifies four functions of 
key working. These are: 

• providing information and signposting 

• coordinating services and practitioners around the child, young person and family 

• providing emotional and practical support as part of a trusting relationship 

• supporting and facilitating a planning and joint assessment process 

The key working functions can be carried out by a wide range of practitioners, from all 
agencies and the voluntary sector, other independent sectors, by parent carers and young 
people themselves. This means it is a way of working rather than an additional service. 

Key working is not new. It is support that offers: 

• a single point of contact for the child, young person or family 

• coordination of the delivery of the actions agreed by the practitioners involved 

• significant reductions in overlap and inconsistency in the services offered to 
families 

Those providing key working support may carry out a number of tasks that will support 
families to make choices and navigate their way through the system. These include: 

• building a trusting relationship with the child or young person and their family (or 
other carers) to ensure their involvement in the process 

• being the single point of contact for the family and a sounding board for them to 
ask questions and discuss concerns 

• being the single point of contact for all practitioners who are delivering services 
to the child or young person and family 

• coordinating the effective delivery of a package of ‘solution-focused’ actions and 
also establishing a process by which this will be reviewed regularly 

Key working will play a significant part in the single assessment process leading to a single 
plan. If the person providing key working support  is working with young people, they will 
draw on skills that involve: 

• gaining the young person’s trust and respect 
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• seeking to support the young person’s voice and influence  

• being able to challenge the child when necessary and help them move on in 
their thinking 

• ensuring an effective transition to adult services if necessary 

Key working training is being offered in all parts of the country as part of the government’s 
approach to increasing the capacity to support more children and young people with 
additional needs and their families to be resilient, strong and in control of their own lives. 

Ask the people working with you how their service uses key working as a way of 
supporting families. Find out more information about key working and the free training on 
offer at www.ncb.org.uk/early-support/training/key-working-training. 
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Glossary 
Early Support 10 principles 

• Valued uniqueness – The uniqueness of children, young people and families is 
valued and provided for. 

• An integrated assessment, planning and review process is provided in partnership 
with children, young people and families. 

• Key working – Service delivery is holistic, coordinated, seamless and supported by 
key working. 

• Birth to adulthood – Continuity of care is maintained through different stages of a 
child’s life and through preparation for adulthood. 

• Learning and development – Children and young people’s learning and development 
is monitored and promoted. 

• Informed choices – Children, young people and families are able to make informed 
choices. 

• Ordinary lives – Wherever possible, children, young people and their families are 
able to live ‘ordinary lives’. 

• Participation – Children, young people and their families are involved in shaping, 
developing and evaluating the services they use. 

• Working together – Multi-agency working practices and systems are integrated. 

• Workforce development – Children, young people and their families can be confident 
the people working with them have appropriate training, skills, knowledge and 
experience. 

Additional needs – The term used in this and other Early Support resources to refer to any 
child or young person who has a condition, difficulty, challenge or special educational 
need, whether diagnosed or not, who is likely to need additional support beyond universal 
services. 

Additional services – Services that are additional to or different from the services provided 
for all families. 

Assessment – Meetings to work out what support and care a disabled child and the family 
need. 

Brokerage – A person or organisation that helps families to manage their personal budget 
and spend it in the right way. For instance, a broker could get a particular service for you, 
or could sort out paying a support worker. 
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Common assessment framework (CAF) – This is a checklist used by most children's 
services to make sure that the same areas are covered in every child’s first assessment. 
This helps to ensure that your child gets the right support.  

Education, Health and Care Plan (EHC) – A single, person-centred plan that is drawn up in 
partnership with the child, young person and family and those who know them best. It 
identifies the individual’s strengths and their support needs, and who is responsible for 
meeting these. 

Educational psychologist – Someone who has a degree in psychology a who undertakes a 
further three-year, full-time, professional training course leading to a doctorate in 
educational psychology. Educational psychologists help children who find it difficult to 
learn or to understand or communicate with others. They specialise in children’s 
development and learning. 

GP – A family doctor who works in the community. They are the first point of contact for 
many families. They deal with your child’s general health and can refer you on to clinics, 
hospitals and specialists when needed. 

Health visitor – A qualified nurse or midwife with additional special training and experience 
in child health. They give help, advice and practical assistance to families about the care of 
very young children, normal child development, sleep patterns, feeding, behaviour and 
safety. They also visit families in the early years to check on children’s health and 
development. 

Individual Budget – The total amount of funding given to a child or young person and their 
family by a multi-agency assessment panel. 

Lead professional – A person who acts as a single point of contact for families and 
supports families in making choices and navigating their way through the system. 

Local authority – The local government agency that provides services for families and 
children. 

Paediatrician – A doctor who specialises in working with babies and children. 

Portage service – A home visiting educational service for early years children with 
additional support needs and their families. 

Special needs – Additional needs that a child has in this case because of an impairment.   

Speech and language therapist – A health practitioner specialising in communication 
development and disorders and, sometimes, associated eating and swallowing difficulties. 

Statutory service – Services that the law says must be provided. 

Sure Start Children’s Centre – Provides a range of services for families and young children 
in one place. They often include health services and some provision for children with 
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additional needs. 

Transition – A period of transition is a period of change. For children and young people it 
may represent a period when they move into a new school or the period when they move 
out of school and into adulthood. Leaving school may involve going into further education, 
employment or training, or maybe leaving home. It leads towards independence and, for 
young people with special or additional needs, requires careful preparation to ensure 
success. 

Universal services – Services provided for all families. 

Voluntary/community/co-operative/organisation – Provides information and services linked 
to particular needs. They are usually charities and operate at national and local level. 
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www.ncb.org.uk/earlysupport  
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