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Introduction

NORTRACK is an Excel for Windows based application designed to track patterns of use of Children’s Fund services amongst children and young people receiving regular support from a Children’s Fund project. 

NORTRACK has been developed and trialled by Norfolk Children’s Fund in partnership with the University of East Anglia. NORTRACK was designed to track patterns of use of Children’s Fund services amongst children and young people receiving regular support to provide a better understanding of the patterns of referral and uptake of services and to help locate the children and young people using the services relative to the wider characteristics of the areas in which they live.

A key feature of NORTRACK is that it enables the storage and analysis of data relating to individual Children’s Fund service users in an anonymised form. Each child’s surname is converted into a code at the point of data entry to ensure confidentiality. The individual child level data are then used to generate the information required for submission to the DfES on a quarterly basis. Projects had previously been required to submit this in paper format. This system enables us to identify individual children thus improving the quality and accuracy of the data being submitted by projects.

NORTRACK was intended to provide a way to streamline and analyse the collection of quarterly monitoring data. The system was also devised to enable researchers to:

· Track use of multiple Children’s Fund support services by individual children

· Provide a better understanding of patterns of referral and uptake

· Help to locate the children and young people using services relative to the wider characteristics of the areas in which they live.

NORTRACK was introduced to Norfolk Children’s Fund from 1st April 2004. We now have 18 months of data collected from 28 projects (2 projects ceased after March 2005), which cover statutory and voluntary sector including both larger national voluntary organisations and small local voluntary groups.

We have one project directly delivering a service to children and young people that is currently not using NORTRACK. This is a travellers service which experiences difficulties collecting the required data sets. We will be working with them to address this. 

The main focus of the past 18 months has been working with the majority of Children’s Fund projects that directly deliver a service to children to facilitate this piece of work by:

· Training managers and project staff

· Developing the system

· Addressing problems and concerns that the new system generated

· Supporting projects in the use of the system

· Producing quarterly data sets for DfES.

The data that is required by NORTRACK

Surname

Date of Birth

Initial 

Postcode

Gender

Ethnicity (as defined by census)

Ethnicity Source

SEN status

Disabled

Referral Type

Referring Agency

Start Date

End Date

Project Code

1. 
How the data can be used (Usefulness of data)

The UEA Evaluation of Norfolk Children’s Fund Programme has included an analysis of the NORTRACK data.  The data analysis shows for each project:

· Type of referring agencies including spread of referring agencies

· Agency and self-referral patterns

· Postcodes of project users

· Ages and school years 

· Gender of project users

· Ethnicity and source of ethnicity

· Special Educational Needs

· Disability

Each Children’s Fund Project was provided with an annual summary of their NORTRACK data in report format. This can be used to help with future planning around, targeting of work, referral routes for service users, mainstreaming of the service. A report for the Central Team is attached to this review (Appendix 1) showing an analysis of all the projects for the Financial Year April 2004-March 2005.  

A further use of the data is to analyse postcode data to examine whether the Norfolk Children’s Fund projects are targeting the children and young people most at risk of social exclusion.  An analysis of postcode data (See Appendix 2) shows more detail about postcodes and projects. 

2.
 Barriers to effective data collection

The development of NORTRACK has highlighted some very real barriers to effective data collection.

2.1
Incomplete data sets for a child

· Incomplete data for individual children has caused problems with data analysis as well as completion of DfES monitoring forms.

· It should be noted that the unit of analysis is ‘episodes of regular support that is a notified contact by child/young person with a project.  There are service users who receive more than one episode of regular support, since it should be noted that ‘episodes of regular support’ is not equivalent to the number of children/young peoples who receive support. 

· Another issue for analysis is with the identification of individual children.  The SOUNDEX code, (date of birth, initial and postcode) are not sufficient to be able to track individual children across projects because a unique identifier cannot always be created. There are a range of reasons for this difficulty. 

For example a child with the same SOUNDEX could be a twin.  This would mean the identifier was not unique.

Another difficulty could be a child appears in two different projects with different information, e.g. Special Educational Needs. This means that for monitoring it is two different cases and two different episodes of regular support although the same child.

· There was a reluctance to collect too much data on individual children accessing services, even though it was a funding requirement, this has required an huge cultural shift for our voluntary sector service providers, and after 18 months is only now becoming embedded into their way of working

· SEN status is often not known.

· Ethnicity may not be given, as it is not seen as relevant by either the service user or service provider.

2.2 Poor information sharing between schools and Children’s Fund partners

· There is a resistance to request the information required by NORTRACK as voluntary sector partners feel they are not entitled to collect personal data on children they are working with in schools. 

· There is a reluctance from schools to pass on information either from a misunderstanding of data protection or because they are not prepared to allocate time to the task.

· The Programme Manager has access to schools data and can facilitate between Heads and Project Managers if required.

2.3 Human error – This can come in a number of forms

· Misinterpretation of guidance therefore incorrect children entered onto NORTRACK

· National Organisations use their own criteria for recording a “case” not the criteria stipulated by NORTRACK and DfES

· Children can be entered twice but with some variance in detail, such as start date, postcode or SEN status

· Error in the spelling of surnames particularly with children of refugees, asylum seekers and immigrant workers where project staff are not familiar with the spellings and English is not the first language.

2.4 The value of the data 

Data we ask Children’s Fund Projects to collect must, of course have some significance beyond “if we don’t do it we don’t get paid!”

Projects that have appreciated the need to collect a full set of data on each child were presented with a very full and useful annual report which clearly demonstrated referral routes and sources, target age range, and gender breakdown. Those that had not collected comprehensive data sets received reports that were less useful and it became apparent to them that their project had not fully benefited from the NORTRACK process. Comments from those who could have provided more information included:

“”I’ll go down to the session and ask each child for that information”

“I think I need to take this more seriously”

This only happened once the usefulness and relevance of NORTRACK had been proven. This reinforces the importance of feeding back data in a useful format to assist the overall improvement in the quality and accuracy of data being worked with cumulatively.

2.5
 Training and support

After the initial induction training there was a requirement for ongoing training and support, as project staff changed, if this is not delivered in an appropriate and timely fashion errors and inaccuracies can and do occur.

There can be a reliance on one person completing NORTRACK each quarter. If they are sick, on leave or move on without adequate training being provided or correct handover of the data, errors and inaccuracies can and do occur.

3.
 NORTRACK Management

The management of NORTRACK is currently a complex arrangement that requires streamlining.

NORTRACK was set up to improve the collection of data required by DfES from both an efficiency and accuracy perspective, which it has achieved.

Some Project Managers may feel there is additional work involved but if systems are correctly embedded into the organisation and regularly maintained this is not the case.  Data is now entered directly onto an electronic system rather than recorded on paper and collated quarterly.  Projects using the system correctly can also access up to date cumulative data.

When setting up NORTRACK, Children’s Fund Projects, Children’s Fund Central Team and the UEA Researcher all had to be involved, to ensure NORTRACK met the requirements of both the DfES monitoring and the UEA evaluation, and that all information was updated on a quarterly basis for all projects. UEA having responsibility for analysis of data and producing reports to DfES requirements and Children’s Fund having responsibility for co-ordinating data submissions at both Project, and DfES level. 

There are two software packages that are used to manage the data; Excel for windows which is used by Children’s Fund Central Team and Projects, and SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Scientists). This is used by the UEA to collate the data analyse data and produce reports, both DfES, project specific and for the Central Team, for example ‘Postcodes and Projects’. 

It is recommended that some stages within this process are removed. This could be achieved by reducing the frequency of returns and having a central point for the co-ordination and analysis of the data submitted.

There are issues relating to the time it takes to process the quarterly data. On average it has taken between 8 and 10 researcher days to produce the DfES reports and the Service Leavers reports.  However, it is anticipated that with projects completing their returns more fully this should decrease, although it will still be a substantial amount of work each quarter. Processes are in place to become more efficient which will be used in the October-December 2005 (QG) series of returns.

Use of an experienced data processor will be trialled to see whether this improves speed of data logging.

4. 
Cost Analysis

Collection and analysis of Nortrack data is a normal function of the Children’s Fund Programme team’s work tasks. However in order to demonstrate the resource implications of this type of work a costing breakdown has been prepared, figures are as at November 2005.

Initial training and support was delivered as part of the UEA Evaluation and does not incur ongoing costs. The training was delivered by 2 training officers taking 8 hours costing £320.00, 30 delegates were trained for this equating to £10 per delegate not including venue costs.

Production of reports for projects, DfES and Norfolk Children’s Fund is incorporated into the cost of the UEA Evaluation; this takes 35 researcher days at a cost to the UEA of £130.00 per day, which is an annual cost of £4550.00

Norfolk Children’s Fund Central team have the task of:

· Logging receipt of data

· Data handling

· Ongoing Project support

· Liaising with the UEA

This is handled by the management and administration staff, and the hours calculated are based on those in addition to Officer time spent on the normal quarterly monitoring requirement for DfES as part of Children’s Fund Programme Monitoring.

16 days (7.5 hours a day) per year administration time

14 days (7.5 hours a day) per year management time

Cost £3,292.00 per annum

This does not include the cost to Children’s Fund projects as each manages their NORTRACK differently. Time required for inputting and managing

is dependent on:

· Number of children serviced per quarter

· Skills and expertise of staff

· Organisational systems already in place

A typical example for a medium sized project that provides a service to 100 children annually where there is no dedicated IT support, is 4 hours a quarter inputting data. This is far less than would be required for a manual system which would not be able to provide the management information that Nortack provides to each Children’s Fund project.

It should be noted that this system provides Norfolk Children’s Fund with data around children receiving regular support which is auditable and can be used by projects to monitor and track attendance.

5. 
Feedback from Projects

On 29th September 2005 a NORTRACK update session was arranged for all Children’s Fund Projects.

The aim of the session was

•To provide NORTRACK update training
•Provide Projects with a summary of their NORTRACK Data

•Discuss NORTRACK issues with UEA 

•Look at how to improve the usefulness of NORTRACK data

20 spaces were booked and 24 people attended, only 4 projects were not represented 

The session was delivered jointly between Children’s Fund and UEA.

The session generated the following feedback. 

5.1 
Postcode catchment areas 

Information was requested on Postcode catchment areas, to assist with future funding bids as it helps to identify rural areas worked in, areas of deprivation projects are targeting, which may not always be apparent from the location of a project base (delivery or operational).

5.2 
Ethnicity Data

There was some discussion around the usefulness of ethnicity data from a project perspective, it was felt that for some projects nationality is much more useful. It was agreed that this could be an additional voluntary field, which only projects that felt the information to be useful would collect and enter. The ethnicity data field would remain and still require date collection, as this is essential to monitor from a Project, Programme and County perspective.

5.3 
Current system shortfalls

When personal details change such as surname, address, SEN status how is this to be fed back?

The system cannot differentiate between twins of the same gender with the same initial

5.4 
Tracking the most vulnerable

Projects working with victims of domestic violence require extra security measures; will only provide the first 3 elements of a postcode.

Constant change of: address and name, dipping in and out of services are characteristic of the lifestyles more vulnerable children lead. NORTRACK has not yet been adapted to effectively deal with this.

5.5. 
Widen the application of NORTRACK

Link NORTRACK to CAMHS, SEN and Children’s Services as well as other voluntary sector organisations and Extended Schools – To improve information sharing.

5.6 Link NORTRACK to Outcomes Measuring

Look at linking to SOUL and the measurement of baseline data.

5.5 and 5.6 depend on software compatibility but a warehousing system may facilitate links.  There would be a cost attached.

6.
Recommendations

The barriers to effective data collection experienced during the introduction of NORTRACK to Norfolk Children’s Fund are acknowledged and help to inform development of systems for Children’s Trust arrangements, building on the learning 

This report applies to both information sharing and performance management data

Consider where NORTRACK is to go, or how Children’s Fund is to continue to manage their data. Will it disappear once the Children’s Fund becomes part of the mainstream?

NORTRACK will need to become part of the internal monitoring processes to ensure a smooth transition for mainstreaming in line with local Information Sharing and Common Assessment Frameworks.

Develop NORTRACK to accommodate LAA monitoring/reporting requirements.
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