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01294 400721


	I give permission to be contacted in relation to this case study by PHE, members of the review team or RSPH
	YES

	I agree to the case study being published by RSPH and WHO collaborating centre if approved and to it being shared with 3rd parties
	YES

	I give permission for my contact details (name, organisation and email address) to be published with the case study if approved for publication on the RSPH hub and WHO collaborating centre to enable interested parties to make contact for further information about the case study
	YES



Theme: Which area of public health does your case study relate to (please tick appropriate box)? 
	Wider determinants – also known as social determinants, are a diverse range of social, economic and environmental factors which impact on people's health and wellbeing. Addressing the wider determinants of health and wellbeing has a key role to play in reducing health inequalities.
	


	Health Improvement – describes the work to improve the health and mental wellbeing of individuals, communities or populations through enabling and encouraging healthy lifestyle choices and developing resilience.
	


	Population healthcare – aims to maximise value, equity and good outcomes by focusing on the needs of the population and delivering person centred services across the entire health and care system.
	
          X

	Health Protection – aims to protect the population’s health from communicable diseases and other threats, while reducing health inequalities. 
	




 
	
	Speech and Language Therapy supporting Prevention and Early Intervention in North Ayrshire (SPIN)


	
	In April 2014, North Ayrshire Council, Scotland funded two whole-time-equivalent Speech and Language Therapist posts to specifically focus on developing and embedding strategies to support the development of speech, language and communication skills in pre-school children. This funding has been used to deliver universal and targeted activities and interventions that build capacity in Early Years Establishments, with practitioners, parents and communities, working alongside the specialist Speech and Language Therapy (SLT) team. 

The SPIN team promotes community-wide strategies which build the capacity of parents and the children’s workforce, allowing the specialist SLT team to focus more time on the children who need to access specialist services.   This is underpinned by the principles behind Realising the Ambition (2020)1 that every child will have the best possible start in life with AHP services using an asset-based approach to aid prevention through universal services and supportive nurturing environments at home, nursery and school.


	
	Communication is the number one skill in life. The ability to communicate is fundamental to learning, to relationships, and to life chances. More than 10% of all children and young people, or over 1.4 million in the UK have communication difficulties[endnoteRef:1]; too many of whom are not getting the support they need (Bercow, 2018)2.  [1: ] 


Current evidence indicates that the risks associated with language difficulties can be mitigated by early identification and intervention. 
Children whose language difficulties are resolved by 5½ years are more likely to go on to develop good reading and spelling skills and keep pace with peers, achieving on a par with children without a history of language disorder by the end of schooling (Conti-Ramsden, 2009)3.

Supporting children’s communication development is everyone’s responsibility, and the role that Early Childhood Centre’s (ECCs), and those who work in them have in helping all children to reach their communicative potential should not be underestimated.  It is vital that staff who work with children are aware of the importance of Speech, Language and Communication (SLC), its link to learning and how they can support it.

This universal early years approach is changing the way services are delivered across North Ayrshire, with significant impact on early year’s staff and the early year’s environment. The work of the project therefore impacts on younger children’s speech, language and communication skills at an age where improvement is most likely to occur.   

	
	Early Years Practitioners are uniquely placed to support language and communication development in young children. By working together with early years staff we can provide language rich environments which support all children. The SPIN team launched an initiative to recruit a ‘Communication Champion’ (CC) from each early year’s establishment across North Ayrshire - a CC being an early year’s practitioner who would receive additional training from speech and language therapy and drive forward initiatives to promote the development of language and communication skills within their establishment. 
Examples of regular initiatives led by CCs and supported by the SPIN team include:
· Developing ‘Communication Boards’ that display top tips on speech and language development for parents
· Supporting practitioners to run small group activities and targeted support for children with identified delay or difficulty 
· Supporting practitioners to record and track progress on speech, language and communication goals  
· Building language and communication development into parent activities
The SPIN team offer a wide range of training opportunities that are open to all staff working within the early year’s sector with coaching opportunities also available to support staff to embed strategies that promote speech, language and communication skills. 
The SPIN approach has parent work at the centre of it. Parent work has been adapted to meet the needs of all families across North Ayrshire and includes Hanen It Takes Two to Talk parent programme, parent workshops, drop in sessions, community events and small targeted groups. 
SPIN work alongside the specialist SLT team to offer universal services to parents and carers.  A SLT telephone helpline, webinars and virtual drop-in sessions are available for parents/carers to access advice and information from the SLT service.

	
	SPIN is actively promoting and encouraging a move towards self-management as well as facilitating more appropriate referrals to the SLT service. This Communication Champion network approach builds capacity in the children’s workforce as it promotes sustained professional development that changes adults’ interactions with children and helps them provide communication-supportive environments (Gascoigne, 2012)4 
In terms of training for Early Years staff, attendance rates are high and confidence in supporting children’s speech, language and communication skills is increasing.  In North Ayrshire (February 2022) 98% of Early Years Establishments have a nominated Communication Champion.  Active Communication Champions report high levels of impact on their own and other’s practice, and on the children’s skills.  
“Over the duration of the group staff observed positive changes in parent & carer/child interactions. During discussions with individual parents/carers they spoke confidently about the strategies they were using with their child and the impact it was having. Staff felt well supported by the SPIN team and it was great to see staff and parents/carers using the same approaches.” 

Depute Head, North Ayrshire Early Years Centre (describing their observations after SPIN delivered a parent/carer programme)


“Staff training has positively impacted on the children’s language development and communication skills. We will continue to use key strategies to ensure that the children in our Early Year’s Centre are supported effectively.  It’s such a worthwhile thing to do.”

North Ayrshire Communication Champion

“I have been surprised throughout the course how small changes to daily life and basic adaptions to how I communicate with my son have made life easier for us all as a family and is proving to help him progress with both his speech and understanding.”
Parent, who attended Hanen It Takes Two to Talk parent programme. 
 



	
	As SPIN moves into its eighth year of existence there have been many changes; both intrinsic and extrinsic.  The SPIN team, by the nature of its being has to be flexible, adaptable and able to listen to and work with many different partners.  

During Covid restrictions when the Early Childhood Centres were closed the SPIN team adapted to the needs of the Centres.  The team offered CCs monthly virtual drop ins via Microsoft Teams giving the CCs an opportunity to speak to a member of the SPIN team for advice about how to support children’s speech, language and communication in their establishments and often the conversations were to provide reassurance that they were doing the right thing.

Face to face trainings for Early Year’s practitioners and parents were adapted to being delivered virtually covering topics such as:  early language strategies, phonological awareness, Autism Spectrum Disorder and attention and listening.  

The SPIN team have been involved in developing virtual drop in sessions and the telephone helpline to ensure that advice and information is open to all with a concern about a child’s speech, language and communication in North Ayrshire.

Key learning points are:
· that many parents/carers and practitioners found virtual trainings more accessible as the team covers a large rural geographical area
·  virtual training meant that more places on courses were available
· attendance rates were higher and more consistent especially for parent/carer  programmes
· by nature the early years workforce is fluid and the SPIN team has to be flexible in its approach to maintain a strong Communication Champion network
· although delivering area wide initiatives it is important to recognize that each establishment and their families have individual strengths and challenges particularly with the introduction  of 1140 hours of childcare for 3 and 4 year olds in Scotland.
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