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FINAL EVALUATION of the Wales College contract - 2007/2010 - for the All Wales Heads of Children’s Services group (AWHOCS) and the Social Services Improvement Agency (SSIA)
Summary
This report presents a review of the different strands of work conducted by research in practice under the Wales College contract 2007/10. There have been significant achievements during these years:
· The Wales College has a substantially higher profile across the 22 authorities and within the Welsh Assembly Government

· There has been a demonstrable increase in the use of research in practice products and services

· There is significantly improved involvement from authority staff, and the focus on Link Officers within the Development Groups has led to a strong cross-Wales peer group of ‘champions’ committed to promoting evidence-informed practice and culture.

Overall the evaluation tells a compelling story of the Wales College growing in its profile and influence.  The continued investment in Link Officers is building a cadre of confident, enthusiastic champions for evidence-informed practice.  We have been able to secure strong engagement in the Development Groups, and they are viewed by participants as a very effective way of promoting the use of research in service improvement.  Publications, e-learning and access to the website are seen as highly valuable resources.  Website usage has risen considerably, and the email exchange forum is used actively.

The review incorporates the findings of the mid-way report presented at the All Wales Heads of Children’s Services (AWHOCS) Group in February 2009, and adds material from a final review of the work completed. This content of the report is structured so that it details the achievements of the Wales College against the agreed Wales College service plan (Appendix 1).

1. Introduction – the Wales College and research in practice
research in practice is the largest children and families research implementation project in England and Wales. Established in 1996 it is a department of The Dartington Hall Trust run in collaboration with the Association of Directors of Children’s Services, the Department of Sociological Studies at the University of Sheffield, and our network of  93 participating agencies in England (84 local authorities and 9 national children’s organizations) and the 22 local authorities in Wales. Our expertise lies in promoting authoritative, practice-relevant research evidence and supporting its use to improve service design and practice, and through this to achieve better outcomes for children and families. 

The Wales College is a joint initiative between research in practice, the Social Services Improvement Agency (SSIA) and the 22 local authorities in Wales. Formed in 2004, the purpose of the Wales College is to promote the development of evidence-informed practice and policy in children’s services through disseminating robust research and supporting its adoption and application in policy and practice at a local level.

The first contract covered the period 2004/2007.  Following its review, a second contract was set up to cover the period 2007/2010.  It was agreed with the All Wales Heads of Children’s Services group (AWHOCS), the Steering Group for the Wales College, that the second contract should focus on four areas. The work plan set out for the Wales College was closely aligned to the Wales social services improvement plan generally, and the workplan of the SSIA specifically. The four distinct and related aspects of delivery within the service plan were:

· Investing in Link Officers: These are the local champions for 
evidence-informed practice, nominated by each Local Authority to be the main link with research in practice. They are the main operational route to the benefits that agencies get from the Wales College, and work as ‘champions’ in their authorities to support research utilization.      

· Engaging front-line teams: A central aim of the Wales College is to create teams that are aware of key research information and who appropriately use this in their day to day work. The focus of this activity in 2008 and 2009 has been on building the knowledge, skills and confidence of practitioners who can provide leadership in this area within their team.

· Winning senior level support: Heads of Service and other senior level managers need to become leaders in the development of evidence-informed practice in their agency through encouraging the use of appropriate research information and creating opportunities for staff at all levels to engage in this endeavour.


· Disseminating accessible research: A core service of the Wales College is to continue the steady flow of practitioner-friendly research information, including bilingual publications.  

The costs for this were agreed as £79,200 for each of the three years. Part of this cost is offset by a contribution by SSIA, so that the annual cost to each of the 22 Authorities is reduced.  A sum of £8,500 is retained by the SSIA for their administration services.  
An interim evaluation report was presented to the AWHOCS group in February 2009. The contract specifies that renewal of the partnership will be considered within the first six month period of the third year, that is, no later than March 2010. 
Details of the strands of work for each of the four areas outlined above were agreed at the Heads of Child and Family Services Group meeting on 2 March 2007. The first part of this report provides an account of what has been achieved under these distinct strands of work, contained in the service plan presented at that meeting (a copy of which can be found in Appendix 1. The second part of this report evaluates the project work that took place in Development Groups in operational teams during 2008 and 2009.  
Attached to this report are eight Appendices that provide further information about the work carried out under the Wales College contract including qualitative and quantitative data that describe the outcomes of various areas of activity.
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2. The Work Plan – Wales College 2007/2010

First area of activity - Investing in Link Officers  
Link Officers are central to the value that agencies get from their investment in the Wales College. Three strands of work have supported their ability to develop this role within their authorities.
Strand 1: Delivering an Annual Link Officers’ Meeting, starting November 2007

The Link Officers’ Annual Meetings have proved to be very popular elements of the Wales College work and have been successfully run three times during the contract for 2007-2010. The meetings have offered inputs from researchers, policy makers and have usually included presentations from local authority staff on local projects utilising research. They have been an important source of support and motivation for the 22 Link Officers. 
The second overnight Link Officers’ Annual Meeting (LOAM) was held on 7/8 November 2007 at Llandrindod Wells. The aim was to support Link Officers in planning and taking forward the evidence-informed practice agenda in their authority. The programme combined policy, research and discussion about approaches to promoting the use of research (including two high profile academic speakers - Donald Forrester from Bedfordshire University and Judy Hutchins from the University of Wales at Bangor). At this event there was excellent attendance with 20 out of the 22 agencies represented (17 by the Link Officers themselves), the exceptions being Carmarthenshire and Vale of Glamorgan. This was a significant improvement on attendance at the 2006 event where only 14 agencies were represented (and only 11 by Link Officers). 18 of the participants rated the event overall as ‘very good’ and the remainder as ‘good’. 
‘Feel enthused again!’

‘Useful for clarity on role, links options available and networking.

‘Stimulating discussion and practical guidance to move issues forward’
The third Link Officers Annual Meeting (LOAM) took place on 4/5 November 2008 at Llandrindod Wells with 21 of the 22 Link Officers present (an increased attendance from the previous year). The programme combined policy, research and practice elements designed to support Link Officers in their local championing of evidence-informed practice. External presentations included an overview of current children’s policy developments in Wales linked to research initiatives that have shaped them (Donna Davies from Wales Assembly Government), the role of research in commissioning services (Katy Burch, Institute of Public Care) and research into advocacy services for children and young people (Anne Crowley, independent researcher). 16 of the participants rated the event as ‘very good’ and the remainder as ‘good’.
‘Good exchanges take place – I have developed some continuing liaisons with other authorities as a result of LOAM’
‘This is the first time I have attended this event and its overall content and variety of topics were useful and certainly provoked ideas and thoughts for me to take back’ 
The fourth Link Officers Annual Meeting (LOAM) took place in Llandrindod Wells on 18/19 November 2009. 18 out of the 22 Link Officers were present. Speakers included Albert Heaney on behalf of ADSS Cymru, Donna Davies (Wales Assembly Government), the SSIA (Chris Davies), and two research presentations. The first of these was on foster care payments (Sion Jones from LE Wales, an economics and policy consultancy based in Cardiff) and the second on using evidence to strengthen family support (Dr Donald Forrester, University of Bedfordshire). Of the 15 people who completed the evaluation form 12 rated the event overall as ‘very good’ and the remainder as ‘good’.
‘Yes, it gives link officers much needed time to think, reflect and plan before a return to the real job – excellent as usual’ 
‘Excellent structure – would not really welcome change to format since the overnight stay allows for digestion of information and freshness for sessions’

These meetings are a significant and valued element in the overall Wales College programme and vital in supporting the creation of a ‘cadre’ of champions of evidence-informed practice across the 22 authorities. They have been very positively received by Link Officers who have valued the research and policy inputs and having a forum in which they have been able to share and promote local evidence-informed initiatives. Appendix 2 provides more detailed feedback and Appendix 3 provides the full list of Link Officers.
Strand 2: Launching a Link Officer web-based pack

Web based guidance is available on the Wales College pages on the website to help Link Officers promote greater awareness and encourage the use of research in their agency. The pages currently showcase innovations and ideas that have been successfully implemented by different authorities, including films and material from the Development Groups (see below).  Further material is to be added during the next year. The web address for the research in practice website is www.rip.org.uk and the Wales College pages are at the following address www.rip.org.uk/wales/index.asp. 
Strand 3: Joining the Wales College Link Officer EmailXchange group to the England Link Officer EmailXchange Group
The EmailXchange allows Link Officers to ask questions about research, policy, procedures and practice and to exchange knowledge and documents. In order to stimulate use of the EmailXchange forum we linked it to the active English group in England, starting on 1 September 2007. There is significant additional value derived from the link with English Link Officers, providing Welsh staff with a larger network where good practice can be shared. The Welsh Link Officers have proved enthusiastic users of this service.  
Overall the Link Officers clearly play a key role in helping to champion evidence-informed practice and the use of research, and the support we have provided has helped to build the capacity of the group and to establish them as an effective network.  There has been some variation between local authorities in the capacity of Link Officers to undertake the role.  Link Officers who have had most success with developing the role have been in those authorities where it has been seen as a legitimised and prioritised part of their agreed workload.
Second area of activity - Engaging front-line teams  
Development Groups were offered in the three regions during 2008 and 2009 to build the skills and confidence of front-line leaders, namely Link Officers, Team Managers and senior practitioners in developing teams who are aware of key research in their field and who use this to shape assessments and judgements. In 2008 this entailed working alongside team leaders and senior practitioners to develop the knowledge base and professional standards of their team. In 2009 the focus was on supporting local improvement initiatives.

Strand 4: Supporting team-based project work in each Authority

The Development Groups 2008 (based on regional groupings in north, south-east and south-west Wales) completed their third set of meetings in September 2008. Their purpose was to support Link Officers in developing their role through the engagement of two staff from each authority in work on self-selected local projects (a good example was the project in Carmarthenshire that conducted a small scale research enquiry of the views of young people on the child protection register of the child protection process to improve practice). Participants comprised two people from each Authority, one of whom usually was the Link Officer with the other participant a Team Manager/Leader or Senior Practitioner. Participants were brought together in regional groups on three occasions over a period of 7–9 months and worked in between times within their agency, and with research in practice telephone support, on their service improvement initiative. This was designed to develop leadership skills and behaviours that would help raise the level of interest, awareness and knowledge of research within their operational teams. During 2008 69.5% of days were taken up of the overall programme days, an improvement on 2007 when 63% of the Development days were taken up.
There was a significant improvement in participation in a project compared with 2007 Development Groups with only two authorities (Gwynedd and Rhondda Cynon Taft) unable to report on project work that had been undertaken. 
‘Doing always beats talking about it. The process provides benefits to the local agency and to members of the Development Groups’.

‘Yes – but the project selection should be linked to service development plans for the organisation with senior management having an input into project direction’.
The Development Groups 2009 recruited senior practitioners, managers and practitioners to work on a local service improvement initiative. We actively involved the Heads of Service in the choice of Development Group projects 2009 with the aim of ensuring commitment and encouragement for the participants.  This had partial success and some participants came to the groups explicitly charged to address an area identified by the Head of Service. Those participants who used the facilitation and the groups to support an existing project for which there was clear management support made best use of the programme. Participants received advice and support, including telephone contact from research in practice between the group meetings.  Feedback on the content of the programmes was very positive but attendance was more variable than in 2008 with only 52% of places taken up. Six authorities (Flintshire, Wrexham, Bridgend, Swansea, Monmouthshire and Merthyr Tydfil (illness)) were not able to provide a report on project work undertaken and Yns Mon was unable to send any participants to the programme.
‘I very much enjoyed the two sessions that I attended - it was a pleasurable experience to be able to step off the treadmill of mayhem and to have the opportunity to listen and participate in the area of research.   I feel very fortunate to have been asked in the first place’ 
‘I feel the model worked for us as we had a team manager in group – however some levels of staff have clearly had problems with the legitimacy of their project’.
Appendices 4 - 6 provide more information on attendance at Development Group meetings (4), the work undertaken by participants (5), and staff satisfaction levels with the programme (6).
Two further sessions were provided to support the engagement of frontline staff.  We delivered a workshop at the Childrens’ Research Network annual event (6 November 2007).  We delivered an evidence-informed conference in Neath Port Talbot (8 September 2008) that was co-facilitated by Elizabeth Cooke with the Neath Port Talbot Link Officer, Rachel Dixon. This event was attended by over 60 participants, half of whom were representatives from 12 other local authorities across South Wales with excellent feedback.

Overall our work to engage frontline teams is continuing to build the capacity of staff for evidence-informed practice and for the active use of research in their work.
Strand 5: Making films of good practice in promoting evidence-informed working 
Project work undertaken in the agencies, ‘success stories’, have been captured in some short films which are available on the website. The short films are an effective way of demonstrating and disseminating good practice. These are designed to display ideas that have been successfully implemented by authorities in Wales, including models of effective research dissemination, ways of raising the profile of research in operational practice and work undertaken from the Development Groups. Films are also available on the Wales College web pages with Link Officers talking about aspects of their work in individual authorities as ‘models’ for others to draw upon. Authorities featured include: Ceredigion, Pembrokeshire, Torfaen, Blaenau Gwent, Flintshire, and Monmouthshire (with more to follow as part of this contract). Films can provide real value for agencies as ‘exporters’ of effective practice. 
Third area of activity - Winning senior level support  
Strand 6: Hosting a briefing session for Heads of Service 

A session for senior leaders from each authority (as part of the Heads of Child and Family Services annual overnight seminar) was provided on 26 October 2007 on leadership and the role of leaders in ‘championing’ the development of evidence-informed staff and services. A total of around 14 Directors or Heads of Service participated. 
research in practice also responded to the Welsh Assembly Government consultation document on integrated Family Support Services (IFSS), with its emphasis on well-evidenced interventions.
Fourth area of activity - Disseminating accessible research 
Strand 7: Continuing the flow of publications

A core service of the Wales College is to provide a steady flow of practitioner-friendly research in multiple copies that are also available on the website. This service has included bilingual publications and a range of other materials, including audio CDs, alongside additional support to drive more value from the materials already generated in the Development Groups. In March 2009 we evaluated how publications are targeted within the 22 authorities. We have offered advice on onward targeting and distribution so that more value can be drawn from these publications. Our short survey of Link Officer views at the 2009 LOAM meeting indicated that they were a valued part of the contract, with particular mention made of their accessibility and clarity. Our Welsh bilingual research briefings were rated as very useful or useful by 20 of 22 respondents in a survey in March 2009
Appendix 7 provides details of Wales College publications provided during 2007/10.  
Strand 8: Preparing elearning materials and practice tools from the Development Groups

We have been working on securing additional value from the materials prepared for the Development Groups by making available presentations, resource material and practical tools on the website. A new elearning exercise on re-unification, drawn from the material from the 2007 Development Groups, is now available on the Wales College web pages and we are currently working on an elearning exercise based around kinship care, one of the projects worked on in the Development Groups 2009. Our data suggests that there is room for further promotion of the elearning exercises. 

‘an interesting first elearning exercise, a resource I will use again and I will implement information found in my practice’ (Cardiff)   

Strand 9: Access to research-rich parts of the website: www rip.org.uk

research in practice made part of its website (including the publications section) password-protected to all agencies in partnership with us from June 2007 onward. All sections of the website are fully accessible to staff in the Wales College and any local partner agencies with which they are currently working and to whom they wish to pass on their log-in details. This has included new services, such as Prompts (published twice a year), which takes topics chosen by 2nd tier officers (i.e., Heads of Children’s Services in Wales and equivalents in England) and sets out for them the policy context, headline research messages, emerging practice from agencies and links to useful downloadable resources. Website usage has shown significant increase in Wales. Web page views, for example, in January 2008 were 736, and showed a steady increase to 1794 web page views in August 2009 (see Appendix 8). (Unfortunately because of major work taking place on our website we are not currently able to provide more up to date figures).
3. Promoting evidence-informed practice in Wales
The contract that research in practice has had with the 22 Welsh local authorities and the Social Services Improvement Agency (SSIA) is based on a shared vision of improving the quality and outcomes of local services through the awareness and use of research evidence in shaping policy and practice. The work of the Wales College demonstrates the success of our collaborative model, based on building an effective partnership with each local authority and on sharing experience across authorities through the Development Groups, the Link Officer’s Annual Meetings, the EmailXchange and other processes.

The role of the Link Officer is crucial to the successful development of this process alongside their effective partnership with operational staff, overseen by senior management direction and support. There is a need for visible strategic level support, and staff need to be supported with senior management oversight to take up the opportunities offered. It is also crucial that the work of the Wales College is properly integrated into the existing service improvement agenda.
4. Conclusion
If authorities are to meet the challenges inherent in the demand for national and local service improvement they clearly require practitioners and managers who have the necessary knowledge, experience, skills, competence and confidence to deliver effective services at the front line. Awareness of research evidence and a demonstration of its use are a crucial part of this professional tool kit for all staff.  The Wales College has made a significant contribution to promoting research awareness and evidence-informed practice in Wales since 2004.  The evaluation tells a compelling story of the success of the Wales College in building capacity for the use of research and supporting individuals who can act as catalysts to spread knowledge and encourage reflection and research use.
All this has led to the productive engagement of local staff across most authorities and a growing recognition of the place of research information in the achievement of positive outcomes for vulnerable children, young people and their families. These developments are stages on a journey – foundations upon which much more can be built.
Elizabeth Cooke and Bob Maclaren
1 February 2010
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