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SUPPORTING SPEECH LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICTATION IN THE EARLY YEARS. EVALUATING OUR SYSTEM[image: ]
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Why Evaluate your System?
The early years are a critical time for all children to develop strong cognitive, social and emotional foundations. The evidence tells us that early language and communication development impacts on all aspects of young children’s attainment and wellbeing. It contributes to their ability to manage emotions and communicate feelings, to establish and maintain relationships, to think symbolically, and to learn to read and write. Of all the socio-economic inequalities in child health and development, data from across Scotland suggests that in the early years none is larger than those related to language and communication.

To ensure that opportunities for all children to develop to their full potential, a systematic approach, at national and local level, is needed to promote and support early childhood language development. In addition, early identification of those children who may go on to have longer term needs is vital.

Research and professional consensus suggest that improving speech, language and communication outcomes as part of a local early-years system depends on effective arrangements for strategy and planning, leading change, delivering effective single multi-agency working, and evaluating progress. This is best achieved via co-production by local services and practitioners collaborating with families, communities and other relevant children’s services stakeholders.

1. Early Intervention Foundation (2018) Maturity Matrix: Speech, language and communication in the early years EIF maturity matrix: Speech, language and communication in the early years | Early Intervention Foundation
2. Public Health Scotland (2023) Speech, language and communication development among children in Scotland during the COVID-19 pandemic (publichealthscotland.scot)
3. McKean, C. & Reilly S. (2023) Creating the conditions for robust early language development for all: Part two: Evidence informed public health framework for child language in the early years - McKean - 2023 - International Journal of Language & Communication Disorders - Wiley Online Library
4. Bricker et al (2022) A Proposed Framework for Enhancing Collaboration in Early Intervention/Early Childhood Special Education - Diane D. Bricker, Huda S. Felimban, Fang Yu Lin, Sondra M. Stegenga, Sloan O’Malley Storie, 2022 (sagepub.com)


	Guidance for your Team Discussions

	In your group, you will have practitioner and leadership representation from Health and Education services.
Your discussion should focus on the needs of all preschool children in your area. Identify someone to be a notetaker to complete the evaluation framework and to link with the National Early Language and Communication project after today’s event. There is lots to get through and you may not manage this today. Commit to meeting again to complete this evaluation in your local area.

Part 1: Local System to Support Speech, Language and Communication for All Children

Think about the following aspects of your system:
· Leadership
· Collaborative teamwork
· Workforce skills
· Children and Families at the Centre

Consider each descriptor and agree the extent to which this is in place in your area and whether your group think this is a priority for change.

Part 2: Local Offer to Support for Speech Language and Communication for All Children
Think about your current support for all children at universal, targeted, and individualised levels. 
To help with this activity, you have been provided with a collated summary of your local offers at universal and targeted levels identified during local conversations. What’s working well? Are there any gaps?


National Action Needed: Please let us know of any ideas or actions that you feel should be developed at a national level. Record your idea on a post-it note and stick on to the child’s journey poster. 















PART 1: Our Interagency and Interprofessional Collaborative Practice 

There are 4 system components to consider: Leadership, Collaborative Teams, Skilled Workforce, and Children and Families at the Centre. Think about current practice in your area and agree how you are doing and the priority for change.

	System Component
	Description
	How are we doing?
	Priority for change

	Leadership
	L1 Senior leaders, with responsibility for planning children’s services, understand the importance of speech language and communication for children’s health, wellbeing outcomes and attainment.
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority
· Not possible just now

	
	Notes




	
	L2 Our area has a planned, co-ordinated, multi-agency approach to the prioritisation of speech, language, and communication improvement goals for our early-years population (pre-birth to five years).

	· Not yet 
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes




	
	L3 There is identified leadership /accountability via a multi-agency forum for speech, language, and communication improvement goals for our early-years population. Consider whether the agencies/ professions involved can represent key aspects of the child’s journey from pre-birth to five years.

	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes




	System Component
	Description
	How are we doing?
	Priority for change

	Collaborative Teams

	C1 There is a shared understanding of how services can support speech language and communication from pre-birth to five years at a population level (all children).
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	
	C2 There is evidence of effective collaborative practice across multi-disciplinary teams to deliver support for speech language and communication for all children from pre-birth to primary 1 transition.
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	
	C3 Data about the speech language and communication needs of our early-years population (pre-birth to five years) is shared across agencies. 
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now
· 

	
	Notes



	
	C4 Our services have a collective understanding of our population which allows us to target supports to those with emerging difficulties and those in at risk groups.
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	System Component
	Description
	How are we doing?
	Priority for change

	Skilled Workforce
	SW1 There is a local multi-agency learning and development plan, to ensure all practitioners understand and know how they can support early speech, language, and communication development (from pre-birth to five years).
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	
	SW2 Practitioners have sufficient knowledge about the development of speech, language, and communication from pre-birth to five years.
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	
	SW3 Practitioners have support to learn from each other. This could include formal and informal learning e.g. opportunities for reflective practice, coaching and modelling. 
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	
	SW4 Practitioners have the knowledge and skills to encourage parents to support babies and young children’s speech language and communication development.
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	System Component
	Description
	Are we doing this?
	Priority for Change

	Children and Families at the centre
	F1 Parents and carers get the support they need in their key role to provide nurturing language supportive environments (including support for responsive relationships, mental health needs, financial and economic insecurity).
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	
	F2 All families can access information about speech language and communication development in a way that works for them.
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	
	F3 There is a shared set of messages for families that all services use to promote speech language and communication development from pre-birth to five years.
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	
	F4 Families can get information about how to support speech language and communication from any practitioner in our perinatal and early-years workforce.
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded

	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now

	
	Notes



	
	[bookmark: _Hlk161059287]Families know how to get help if they become worried about their child’s language and communication development.


	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now


	
	Notes



	
	Where there are barriers to accessing support for speech language and communication, services work together to reach parents and families.
	· Not yet
· Early development
· Progress evident
· Embedded
	· Urgent
· Important
· Not a priority 
· Not possible just now
· 

	
	Notes







PART 2: Your Local Offer 

Think about your collective local offer to support early speech, language, and communication from pre-birth to five years. Focus on universal and targeted levels. 
                                              
	Universal Level
	Reflective questions


	
Services at universal level are for all children and families, regardless of whether they have any predisposition or risk of language and communication difficulties. 

Universal services can be thought of as foundational good practice for the benefit of all. 

At population level, universal services that support language and communication may improve outcomes for all children and families.  Additionally, they may alter the life course for some children by reducing incidence or preventing later incidence of speech, language, and communication needs. 

Universal services do not necessarily address the deprivation related equity gap because of the potential benefit to all, including those who are already doing well.  When universal services do not reach, or are not accessed by more disadvantaged families, they may even fall further behind. 
	
Universal services that support language and communication may focus on any of the primary drivers.

Look at your universal and targeted grid. This is a snapshot, based on the conversations that took place over the winter and may not reflect everything that is happening in your area.

Consider
· The strengths of your offer at universal level.
· Any gaps in your offer (empty boxes).
· Any examples of offer that have limited geographical reach, or that are not currently available to all.
· Can further value be added to what is already on offer e.g. by bringing in other services?
· What do you know about the uptake of each offer – are there families and children who tend not to be reached?
· What evidence of impact do you have, or could you collect?
· What do families and children think about the universal offer made to them?


	
	Notes













	Targeted Level
	Reflective Questions

	
Targeted services offer a higher intensity of support than universal services. They aim to reduce negative impacts of language and communication difficulties on attainment, wellbeing and the life-course.  

Targeted support may be provided to children and families with early signs of difficulty with language and communication.

Targeted support may also be offered preventatively, to identified groups within the population at risk of developing language and communication difficulties due to social and environmental risk factors, such as financial and housing insecurity, parental stress and parental mental health difficulties.

The second type of targeted support – to ‘at risk’ groups can only be provided if these groups are both identified and prioritised for support.  

Early identification of risk allows targeted supports to be offered at the earliest opportunity.  

Families in ‘at risk’ populations experience pressures and challenges which may make it more difficult to seek or accept help. Service providers should consider how best to offer support that are accessible for and acceptable to parents.

	
Targeted services that support language and communication may focus on any of the primary drivers.

Look at your universal and targeted grid. This is a snapshot, based on the conversations that took place over the winter and may not reflect everything that is happening in your area.

Consider
· The strengths of your offer at targeted level.
· Any gaps in your offer (empty boxes).
· Any examples of offer that have limited geographical reach, or that are not currently available to all.
· Can further value be added to what is already on offer e.g. by bringing in other services?
· What do you know about the uptake of each offer – are there families and children who tend not to be reached?  
· Do supports target ‘at risk’ groups, or mainly those with early signs of difficulty?
· Is there tracking and monitoring of progress for children receiving targeted supports?
· What do families and children think about the targeted offer made to them?


	
	Notes


















Adapted from McKean, C. & Reilly S. (2023) Creating the conditions for robust early language development for all: Part 2: Evidence informed public health framework for child language in the early years. International Journal of Language and Communication Disorders
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