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Glossary/ Definition of key terms

This report is written as far as possible in plain English with the minimum of jargon.  All acronyms are spelt out in full when they first appear and on several occasions elsewhere, but for the sake of clarity the meanings of those most frequently used are repeated here. 

BAAF – British Association of Adoption & Fostering 

BVPI – Best Value Performance Indicator

CLA – “Children Looked After”

IFA  - Independent Fostering Agencies

IPC – Institute of Public Care

IT – Information Technology

LEA – Local Education Authority

PI – Performance Indicator

“Key 2” – Provider of leaving care accommodation with specific support for former CLA from ages 16-18.

NVQs – National Vocational Qualifications

PM – “Placement Matters” – the County Council’s recently published strategy for the placement of children in care up to 2008

PSA – Public Service Agreement

RG – Review Group

SEN – Special Education Needs

S&HC – Social & Health Care Directorate
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Stability of Foster Care Placements

1. Executive Summary

1. The Social & Health Care Scrutiny Committee commissioned this Review during December 2004.  The scoping document was approved by the Committee and the Scrutiny Co-ordinating Group in January 2005. The Review Group (RG) has compiled this report and made recommendations based on its findings and analysis.

2. The Council is the “Corporate Parent” for 462 children who are looked after.  The Service provided for them is good.  But we thought that it could be even better.  This thought prompted the Review.  Work actually started in February 2005 and was completed by June 2005.   The Review was informed by the collection of evidence from secondary research, visits to Kent and Warwickshire and interviews with “expert witnesses”.  It was framed against the context of several key documents and strategies:  the Social & Health Care Plan for “Children Looked After” (CLA), Best Value and other performance indicators, the Institute of Public Care Oxfordshire Placements Review and the “Placement Matters” strategy.

3. The Review Group’s findings fell naturally into the following main themes and recommendations are made in these areas followed by the supporting evidence.  These themes are: 

· Recruitment of foster carers – there is a shortage of carers and the Review explores recruitment incentives that may resolve this.

· Training & payment for skills of foster carers; the range in costs for placements within the County as compared to external placements, including independent fostering agencies, is explored and payments for qualifications, skills and experience are suggested

· Placement choice; recruitment of more foster carers is essential to improve placement choice.  A range of specialist foster care strategies in Oxfordshire and from other authorities can help to improve the placement options and stability. 

· Support for foster carers and the children; this includes respite, support networks, holidays & events for the children and ways to attract more social workers to provide adequate support, whilst relieving them of administrative work.

· Involvement & consultation with the children themselves; to focus on the quality of matching children’s needs with the carers’ skills and resources.

· ”Specialised” foster care; this discusses in a little more detail the government funded initiatives in Kent, which Oxfordshire is currently bidding for.

· Supported lodgings and leaving care housing provision; there is a shortage in appropriate provision for young people leaving care and an expansion of supported lodging arrangements appears to be the best route towards independent living for them in the future. 

· Other forms of financial remuneration for foster carers; exploring whether there are other benefits that would normally be associated with being an “employee” which could be passed on to foster carers. 

4. We were keen that the Review should be completed in sufficient time to have an impact on the implementation plan for “Placement Matters”.  Because of this, there were areas in the review brief and issues that emerged during the Review that we would have liked to have investigated in more depth but were unable to; for example the leaving care housing provision, the impact of the new recruitment of foster carers strategy, the circumstances where placement breakdowns were very frequent, together with the reasons given for these in respect of those children who had experienced the most changes in placement and carer.   We would also have liked to have explored the links between educational attainment and stability of placement in more detail.

5. We would like to thank everybody who contributed to this Review including officers from the Social & Health Care Directorate, children in care, foster carers and other local authorities.  We particularly appreciate the helpful conversations with the foster carers, their dedication and the insight that they gave us into the situations that they encountered. We acknowledge the good work going on to improve the service for looked after children in Oxfordshire that the “Placement Matters” strategy represents.  Our Review is intended to complement this work and to take forward policies and service developments. 

6. Our recommendations follow.  We believe that the Review has achieved the objectives set out in the scoping document at Annex 1.

 RECOMMENDATIONS 
1.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to improve the current Family Placements Service Fostering & Adoption Recruitment Strategy.  The key to achieving placement stability is to recruit more new foster carers.  This will require:

· Increased budget provision for recruitment and marketing to a level commensurate with other authorities.

· Developing the current recruitment strategy to target specific categories of foster care need.

· Promoting diversity in the attributes required of new foster carers.

· Promoting better initial inquiry and contact systems for potential recruits, eg one telephone contact and an administrative (rather than social worker) team.

· Introducing attractive cash incentives for successful, including “word of mouth”, recruitment of carers.

2.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to:

· Support the continuation of training for foster carers;

· Introduce bonuses for the skills acquired with experience and incremental pay scales for length of service, to improve retention.

3.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to:

· Consider putting emergency short term assessment arrangements in place that allow time to establish the child’s needs in order that the appropriate placement is made, which should reduce the likelihood of placement breakdowns;

· Develop multi-agency working between Social & Health Care, Health and Education, and central record keeping to enable the Authority to track the child’s movements and monitor its performance on the stability of placements.
4.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to improve the support for the children and the foster carers, ensure that it is provided promptly when it is needed, and improve the retention, consistency and caseload among social workers by:

eg; 

· Adequate respite for the carers;

· More breaks similar to the Hill End project for the children;

· “Ready for Practice” investment for the Social Workers.

5.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to ensure that children are fully consulted and involved by their social workers in placement decisions.
6.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to increase “Supported Lodging” arrangements for young people leaving care and to ensure adequate and appropriate housing to meet their needs.
7.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to consider the capacity within the current foster care payment and reward arrangements to allow for any benefits associated with being an employee of the County Council to be extended to full time foster parents, including eg:

· The Literacy Programme;

· Discounted Leisure Services;

· Employed Carers.
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