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Introduction

The National Service Framework for Children sets national standards 
for services for children and young people who are disabled or have
complex health needs and requires that:

• children have increased access to hospital and primary health care
services, therapy and equipment services and social services and
services are co-ordinated around the needs of the child and family

• services provide early intervention of health conditions, impairments
and any social and physical barriers to inclusion, through integrated
diagnosis and assessment processes

• there is better early intervention and support to parents through the
development of multi-agency packages of care, including the use of
direct payments and employment of key workers

• local authorities, primary health care trusts (PCTs), early years and day
care providers integrate Early Support materials into service delivery and:

‘… use the service audit resource developed as part of the Early Support
Programme to review jointly and to evaluate the standard of service they
provide for disabled children under three and their families.’
National Service Framework for Children, Young People and Maternity Services 
Disabled Child 4.6

Principles for promoting family-centred support for very young disabled
children were set out clearly in May 2003 by Together from the Start and
the related guidance Developing early intervention services for deaf
children and their families. 
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These central government initiatives require senior managers from
different agencies to work together at local and regional level to:

• audit current and emerging demand on services

• consider the range of current service provision and the capacity
of services to meet the needs of a diverse range of service users

• audit professional competencies and provide for professional development

• develop and agree a joint strategy for development

• develop quality assurance mechanisms.

The Early Support Service Audit Tool is designed to support this activity 
in the context set by the Government Green Paper Every Child Matters
and initiatives to integrate services for children.

This guide should be read alongside the service audit tool materials and
against the background set by the Early Support Professional Guidance,
which can be viewed and ordered from www.earlysupport.org.uk. 

How to use the service audit tool

2



How to use the service audit tool

3

Background

What is the Early Support Service Audit Tool?
The Early Support Service Audit Tool is a flexible, pan disability, 
multi-agency service audit instrument for use across health, education 
and social services and other agencies working with disabled children
under three and their families. It helps users:

• evaluate the quality of services that are already being provided 
and drive and support service improvement.

It facilitates and supports:

• service review

• self-evaluation against agreed standards for working with families 
and working as a multi-agency team

• joint, multi-agency agreement of priorities and objectives

• formulation and implementation of a development plan

• periodic checking of progress against agreed objectives.

Context: self-evaluating services
Self-evaluation or self-rating against identified standards and outcomes,
external moderation and inspection have become part of normal 
working life across health, education and social services and many 
other organisations and agencies. Without them, it is difficult to ensure
accountability and build confidence that resources are being deployed
efficiently and effectively. The concept of ‘best value’ also makes it
necessary to consider outcomes in relation to inputs. Outcomes, for these
purposes, relate not only to quantifiable aspects of service delivery but
also to qualitative aspects. 

A range of self evaluation tools and approaches were reviewed and
considered as part of the development process for the Early Support
Service Audit Tool and the views of services and families also informed
the development of material at every stage.

Read more about this
in How the material
was developed



A consistent, strong message from stakeholders was that self-evaluation
is meaningful only where a service already exists and where there is 
a clear intention and commitment to improve services and outcomes 
for children and families. Self-evaluation tools should validate existing
policy, working practice and good outcomes, but also help to identify
ways forward – reassure, but also challenge and identify priorities 
for development. 

In the case of services provided for very young children and their
families, the standards to which multi-agency services aspire must 
relate to the:

• aims and values of the service

• intended outcomes for families and children

• actual experiences of families and children 

• actual outcomes for families and children.

The consultation process contributing to the development of this material
gave a clear steer and mandate to devise a service audit tool which
positively encourages services to move towards a ‘gold standard’, while
acknowledging, valuing and documenting emerging and improving practice.

How the material was developed
The Early Support Service Audit Tool was developed in partnership with
families, service providers and managers from a range of services and
agencies and is informed by general guidance and literature about
service self-evaluation and more specific international, UK government
and voluntary organisation recommended good practice for working
with very young disabled children and their families. 

The early stages of development for the material included a review of audit
instruments that were already available in the UK and in other countries
and a search for literature on how materials of this type are regarded and
used by families and the professionals who provide services. This activity
informed the preparation of early drafts of the material. 
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The development process was then supported by widespread consultation
with stakeholders via email and face-to-face consultation events, with
material being progressively refined and re-drafted in the light of
comments received. In all, over 100 families and 300 professionals from
health, education, social services and voluntary agencies contributed 
face to face at consultation events and many more participated in local
discussions about the developing material or contributed ideas by email.
A steering group of consultants with experience of working with health,
education, social services and voluntary agencies helped to draft and
revise the Early Support Service Audit Tool following each stage of
consultation, as feedback was received. 

The consultation process with families and other stakeholders confirmed:

• the relevance of the principles set out in Together from the Start and
other government documents

• a need for a service audit instrument which supports a statement of
standards with working practice guidelines and associated examples
at strategic, operational and practitioner level

• a strong preference for an audit tool that focuses on better outcomes
for service users

• while most professionals support working in closer partnership with
families, they identify a number of practical barriers which they 
believe get in the way.

What did families say they needed?
Families said they needed:

• information about options, about their baby’s situation (including 
any identified conditions) and about how to support development
in their child

• services and resources, including access to professional support 
and expertise

• confidence in the professionals working with them, confidence in 
their child and in themselves.



They told us about barriers when services were not sensitive, well-
resourced or flexible enough to provide them with what they needed,
in ways that were relevant to their child and family situation. They told
us about inconsistencies in the way services are provided by different
professionals and services and in different places. They also told us about
good practice they had experienced, which had enabled them to move
forward with their child.

What did professionals say they needed?
Practitioners or service providers said they needed:

• more flexible resourcing and funding that actively encourages services
to work together and respond to a wide range of need in families

• policies and practice guidelines that encourage multi-agency working,
joint meetings with families and opportunities for people who work for
different agencies to train together 

• clear standards to support strategic planning for service improvement
at all levels.

They told us about the barriers they perceived when services were not
well resourced or flexible enough to respond to a wide range of need in
families or support integrated working with other agencies or genuine
partnership with parents. They told us about their frustration with constant
organisational change and their pride in services that were provided
well. They also talked about particular working practices and contexts
that contribute to effective service delivery.

How to use the service audit tool
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How to use the service audit tool 

Finding your way around
The Early Support Service Audit Tool enables users to ask two questions,
which are key themes running throughout the material:

• How well do we work with families?

• How well do we work together and with other services?

These questions can be addressed in relation to four functional areas
of service delivery, which the development process for this material
identified as critical, namely:

• Functional Area A: Leadership, management and organisation 
of services.

Seven standards, relating to service aims and values, training and
competencies, protocols for practice, transition and inclusion practices
and funding and service review.

• Functional Area B: Referral, identification and initial assessment

Six standards, relating to the integration of services and approaches,
protocols for referral, communicating the news, identifying key workers,
transition between services and so on.

• Functional Area C: Ongoing support

Nine standards, relating to the flexibility and range of support available
to families to help them make decisions, be confident in the support being
provided and sure of their own role and the role of other people. Some
standards in this area relate specifically to Family Service Plans, key
worker services, multi-agency assessment processes, resource issues
and the need to ‘mainstream’ support across Early Years activity.



• Functional Area D: Providing and sharing information

Four standards, relating to information for families and others about
services, known conditions or disabilities, early intervention options 
and Early Years placements.

Page 2 of the Early Support Service Audit Tool provides an overview 
of standards identified within the four functional areas, which can be
used as a quick reference guide.

When the four functional areas are set against the two themes identified
above, it provides a matrix against which audit and review activity can
be recorded. The basic matrix looks like this:

Standards, with suggested indicators are organised within this framework,
with each matrix cell yielding a table against which service activity can
be reviewed. Users can look briefly at all the standards identified to build
up a comprehensive picture of service provision or focus attention on
particular standards, functional areas or themes, which have been
prioritised for action.
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Functional area Theme: How well do we
work with families?

Theme: How well do 
we work together and
with other services?

Leadership,
management and
organisation

Referral, identification
and initial assessment

Ongoing support

Providing and sharing
information
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Standards and indicators
The section of the Early Support Service Audit Tool beginning on page 8
presents each standard on a separate page, with associated indicators.

Indicators are examples of good practice and they are not exhaustive.
There is space beside each indicator to record evidence that a service,
protocol or way of working is already in place. Indicators are identified
for both themes (How well do we work for families? and How well do 
we work together and with other services?) and for each standard. 

Where indicators relating to different themes are clearly linked, they
usually appear next to one another, so that actions to develop the way
services operate are consistently considered in relationship to outcomes
for families. An example of how indicators for service providers relate to
outcomes for families is provided in Appendix 1, using the example of
Standard C2 from Ongoing support.

Clearly, few areas of service planning or provision operate in isolation
and the Early Support Service Audit Tool has been designed to be 
used as flexibly as possible by a range of users and for more than 
one purpose. There are therefore, inevitably, some overlaps between
standards and functional areas. For example, there are standards relating
to keyworking and key workers in both Functional Area B (Referral,
identification and initial assessment) and Functional Area C (Ongoing
support). Much of the evidence supporting one of these standards 
can also support others. General standards about funding and staff
competencies appear in Functional Area A (Leadership, management 
and organisation) but standards and indicators relating to these issues
also appear in other places. Users may find that a few standards or
indicators located in different places look very similar, but some element
of repetition is needed to make it possible to concentrate on areas in
isolation from each other.

The table on the next page gives an idea of what a completed table
might look like using Standard C3 from Ongoing support as an example. 
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C3
Parents have copies of all assessments made in relation to their child. Records are family held and in a form that
helps the family to understand their child’s development and progress and the implications. Family Held Records and
associated assessments:

• provide a comprehensive profile of the child’s strengths and weaknesses and family needs;
• support target setting and provision and parents’ involvement in these.

How this is demonstrated
in our work with families:

Evidence source: What this means for us as
service providers:

Evidence source:

i) Parents have copies of all
assessments made and of
other information relevant 
to their child and
circumstances. The design
of Family Held Records and
their updating is informed
by national guidance such
as The Early Support Family
Pack.

Established education/partly

established health/where

social service is involved

follows guidance.

Family held records are

being trialled – format

piloted and linked to Early

Support; parents currently

have all documents relating

to education and most of

health documents

automatically copied.

a) There is a written, agreed
and monitored multi-
agency policy for sharing
information about individual
children and their families.
There are clear guidelines
as to the records that
professionals should keep
on a day-to-day and
medium/long-term basis
about their work, about
individual children and
families and how these link
into Family Held Records.

Partly and improving –

policy agreed – working

practices now being

defined; (multi agency)

individual service guidelines

in place for education,

health and social services.

ii) Carer/parents’ access to,
understanding of and
sharing of information
about their child is
supported by Family 
Held Records. Assessment
information, records, reports
and monitoring profiles
included are available in 
a variety of formats and
languages. Individual
families are consulted
about the level and detail
of record they wish to
keep, but copies of all
documentation are offered.

Partly in place.

Working on shared

language/terms with speech

and language therapist and

paediatrician; cross

checking with parents re

simple glossary to help

(exploring funding via

parents group) Some

interpreter support

available and exploring

funding for translation

services for

parents/languages with

written form.

b) Family Held Record and
assessment policy and
practice is regularly
evaluated against local
and government guidelines
and publication/guidance
from specialist interest
groups, including disability
specific quality standards
guidance. Its accessibility
to parents is reviewed
regularly, so that families
are not dependent solely
on others for its
interpretation.

Partly in place.

Evaluated but still

problems re access for

individual families – funding

needs to be sorted out;

overall we have a good

understanding of what

needs to be there and

individual groups have

worked on terminology;

problems re translation of

some reports and access

for non literate families

–audio?
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Pages 3–7 of the Early Support Service Audit Tool support self-audit 
and self-rating of services that are already in place. The section is called
Standards: service status and development priorities. It helps strategic
managers, multi-agency teams and others summarise current practice,
identify development priorities and agree an action plan. As users need
to be able to support their ratings with evidence, this section is most
powerful when it is supported by more detailed consideration of practice
using the tables in the Standards and indicators section, which have
already been described.

Using the Early Support Service Audit Tool: self-rating and
providing the evidence to support self-rating
The self-rating scale used in the first section (Standards: service status
and development priorities) allows seven possible judgements to be made
in relation to current service provision considered against standards. 
It is also possible to rate an item ‘not applicable’. The seven rating
categories used to consider each standard are as follows:

Rating Explanation

NA The standard does not apply to the particular
Not applicable service being considered. For example, the service

or team is not routinely involved in communicating
the news of disability to families at the time
identification or diagnosis occurs.

N No indicators are in place associated with 
Not in place a standard.

I The service or team are beginning to address this 
Emerging standard, maybe as part of a development plan,

but few indicators are yet in place.
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Rating Explanation

P Several indicators are in place associated with 
Partly in place a standard

or
A few indicators are already in place and others
are being worked on

E or EO which are 
equivalent ratings

E The majority of indicators are in place, although
Established some minor elements still need to be consolidated

or addressed.

EO Some of the indicators identified by the service 
Established with audit tool are in place and other evidence or
other indicators indicators (which may be specific to the service)

demonstrate that practice is established. However,
minor elements still need to be consolidated 
or addressed.

F All elements of the standard are in place and this
Fully in place can be demonstrated using the indicators identified

by the service audit tool or other evidence.

A This is a particular strength of the service being
Exceptional reviewed, which goes beyond the indicators

exemplified and demonstrates innovative or
exceptional practice.
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The self-rating which can be summarised in Standards: service status 
and development priorities needs the support of evidence. The more
detailed tables in the sections beginning on page 8 support systematic
consideration and collection of evidence. The tables are presented in 
two different formats. The section beginning on page 68 (Evidence forms)
provides blank templates for photocopying which encourage users to
consider standards and indicators in relation to the two main themes,
How well do we work with families? and How well do we work together
and with other services? separately and to summarise planning points
coming out of review. A couple of examples of how tables would be
completed to reflect particular standards and indicators are given for
each functional area in turn. It would have been cumbersome to provide
tables for every standard in this section in the print version of the
material, but users of the service audit tool can view and download 
a full set of tables from www.earlysupport.org.uk. 

The section beginning on page 8 (Standards and indicators) encourages
consideration of functional areas, with standards and indicators relating
to both themes set out side by side. Evidence that demonstrates practice 
is already in place does not have to mirror the wording of the indicator
exactly, but it is important that all the evidence relating to each indicator
is recorded. For example, where there are different working practices in
place that achieve the same objective, or more than one thing is relevant,
users should write everything down.

The material in Appendix 2 provides an example of how evidence might
be recorded using tables from the Evidence forms section. The focus for
the example is Standard B1 from Referral, identification and initial
assessment which says:

There are clear and agreed policies and practices for referral; these make
all relevant services easily and quickly available to families so that families
are not left in need. They include integrated referral procedures with a
single point of entry and a multi-agency referral panel, wherever possible.

13
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Who is the Early Support Service Audit Tool for?
The Early Support Service Audit Tool is for strategic planners, senior
managers, middle managers and practitioners. Different groups may 
use the materials in different ways.

Users may be:

• universal, single services with a defined responsibility for providing
services for very young disabled children and their families – for
example, a local education authority, social care service or health
authority 

• additional or specialist services like portage services, local education
authority advisory services working with pre-school children or a
specialist health visitor service

• established multi-agency or multi-disciplinary teams – for example,
Child Development Centres, Early Years and Childcare Development
Partnerships, Early Excellence initiatives, Sure Start and other joint-
funded services.
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How the service audit tool supports 
service improvement
Basic principles and starting points
The Early Support Service Audit Tool has been trialled with a range
of service providers and families as part of local initiatives to improve
services for disabled children under three and their families. It is a 
pan disability tool, which acknowledges:

• the central role of parents or carers in supporting and caring for children

• the complexity of service delivery required to support some children
and families

• that services can be organised in different ways to achieve high standards.

The material consistently emphasises that service effectiveness and quality
in the end has to be judged in terms of outcomes for children and families.

The service audit tool is designed to support improved multi-agency
working and integrated provision for families. It can be used as a
framework against which to plan for development within standard three
or five year cycles to:

• provide an overview of current service provision

• prioritise areas for development and actions to be taken

• monitor progress towards identified standards and maintenance of
service improvement once it has been attained

• drive service improvement forward within teams, across agencies and
at a strategic planning level.

In the context of the Green Paper Every Child Matters and the drive to
achieve integrated services for children, the service audit tool provides 
a means to link strategic thinking and planning to the daily experiences
of service users. Self-evaluation using the material is a cornerstone of any
joint inspection process for multi-agency service provision for disabled
children which develops as Children’s Trusts move ahead.
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How can it be used?
As part of planning for service improvement, service providers and
managers can use the standards and indicators to support:

• a general review of practice at strategic, operational and practitioner
level, via self-rating against standards, supplemented by brief evidence
notes to justify ratings

and/or 

• consideration of a particular theme, functional area or cell in the audit
tool matrix which has been identified as being a particularly important
area for self-review and improvement. 

Where standards or functional areas are a particular focus for attention,
they will normally have been identified through consultation and
discussion as priority areas within plans to improve multi-agency working.

The material can be used locally both to overview services and provide
more detailed information about how individual services are operating
and how multi-agency work is developing. Teams, services and multi-
agency groupings can use the service audit tool to undertake their own
review and to communicate their recommendations for action up the
management chain. At the same time, those with strategic responsibility
for planning at authority level can use it to identify objectives for the
short, medium and long term. The material can also be used to provide 
a ‘snapshot’ of how things are at a particular point in time and to support
implementation of a development plan over time.

Services or groupings with an interest in particular disability populations
will find the material is flexible enough to meet their needs and that it
actively encourages them to position their development objectives within
a bigger picture. The Early Support Service Audit Tool directs users to
government, inspection and voluntary sector guidance and particular
quality standards for discrete populations, wherever this is appropriate.
There are however, no ‘disability specific’ standards, because the
development process for this material revealed clearly that good practice
for one group of children and families normally needs to be specified for
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all populations and can usually be expressed in generic terms. Some
indicators are illustrated by examples relating to particular populations,
however, where these illustrate general points particularly well.

Appendix 3 sets out an example of how one local authority used the
Early Support Service Audit Tool to achieve better-integrated services for
children and families. Further examples of the service audit tool in use
will be posted up on the Early Support website as time goes by.

However the material is used, it is likely to reveal that different services within
a geographical area are at different stages of development in their ability to
provide multi-agency, integrated services that are responsive to service users.
Some services already have a long history of home based visiting and of
sharing information across agencies, while others are still near the beginning
of a change process which is being driven by external pressure to integrate
services. The value and contribution of some services are already well-
established locally and are relatively generously resourced, while others will
need to use the service audit tool to make the case locally for additional
funding to deliver the better early intervention, key worker services and
integrated working practices being required by central government.

However the service audit tool is used to support review and planning 
and at whatever level discussions take place, different themes, functional
areas and standards will emerge as being of particular relevance and
significance within local planning processes. Some may not or cannot be
current priorities for development. Others will be highlighted as high priority
in the immediate, medium term or long term. All of this feeds directly into
local discussion and agreement of timelines and action plans. 

Some standards identified as particularly important may have been
prioritised for action during previous planning cycles and plans and are
established, but there are no resources available to fund additional
development. Where this is the case, the standard can be seen as being put
on hold or ‘maintenance’– ie the priority is to retain and sustain the level of
service improvement achieved to date. Other standards can be prioritised for
‘consolidation’, where some development has already been achieved and
can be celebrated but there remains capacity within the system to do more.

To read more 
about this, visit
www.earlysupport.org.uk



Some users will wish to identify particular standards for attention to focus
development activity on a particular area of provision – for example,
working with families within Functional Area B (Referral, identification
and initial assessment). 

Where the services audited are recently established, small, under-
resourced or emerging from recent reorganisation, it is particularly
important that review and self-evaluation leads to clear identification of
standards selected for priority action, so that resources and energy do 
not get spread too thinly. Relevant questions in these circumstances are:

• Where are we now?

• What must be done?

• What else could we target if we have the capacity to do it?

• What are realistic timelines for development?

• What support do different people or teams need to deliver the changes
we are planning?

All users of the service audit tool need to anticipate the knock on effect of
changing practice on caseloads, job descriptions and terms and conditions
of employment. It is difficult to see how senior managers can support and
facilitate the change process without doing this and without identifying
potential barriers to improvement within individual services or across 
multi-agency networks. The overview and planning sheets in the Evidence
forms section are specifically designed to help with these processes.

The Early Support Service Audit Tool is flexible enough to support
development from a low, average or high baseline. It challenges 
everyone, as the self-evaluation/audit process identifies starting points 
to trigger thinking and discussion at all levels and leads users to identify
particular mechanisms that will facilitate further development, such as:

• the introduction of a key worker service

• service user involvement in strategic planning processes

• the introduction and use of family service plans.

How to use the service audit tool
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The Early Support Service Audit Tool is available electronically at
www.earlysupport.org.uk

Further information, support and examples of the service audit tool 
in use will continue to be added to the Early Support Programme
website over time. We look forward to services, early years providers
and families sharing experience of how they have used the material 
as it moves into general use.

Early Support is a Government funded programme involving the
Department for Education and Skills, Sure Start and the Department of
Health. The purpose of the programme is to improve the delivery of
services to disabled children under three and their families. It promotes
service development in partnership with health, education and social
services, service users and organisations in the voluntary sector.

Early Support is putting into practice the principles outlined in the
Government guidance document Together from the Start, which was
published in May 2003. The guidance recognises that where children
have special needs and disabilities, it is important that these are
identified at an early stage and that identification leads directly to
effective early intervention and support for families and children.

For more information about Early Support or to view any of the
programme materials, visit www.earlysupport.org.uk
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Other relevant materials are:

An Early Support Family Pack (Ref: ES1)

A series of Early Support Information for Parents Booklets

Early Support Professional Guidance (Ref: ES33)

Early Support Monitoring Protocol for Deaf Babies and Children
(Ref: ES29)

The reference number for the Early Support Service Audit Tool is ES34.

Copies of any of the materials listed here can be obtained from:

DfES Publications
PO Box 5050
Sherwood Park
Annesley
Nottingham NG15 0DJ

Tel: 0845 602 2260
Fax: 0845 603 3360
Textphone: 0845 605 5560

Email: dfes@prolog.uk.com
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