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ANNEX 1

Early Years and Family Support Service: 

Action Plan in Response to External Review of Children’s Social Care, Service and Strategy

Introduction

This action plan arises from the External Review of Children’s Social Care commissioned in May 2006 and completed in October 2006. The review was carried out by Tom Jones, independent social care consultant and experienced former Head of Service and manager in Children’s Services.

The recommendations have been separated into those relating to Strategy and Service Modernisation, and those relating to financing of Children’s Social Care: the latter will be addressed in a financial Investment Business Case to be considered in the Star Chamber process.

The recommendations are far-reaching in their impact and present a key opportunity, through modernisation and improved service and partnership working practices, to improve service efficiency and to improve outcomes for Oxfordshire’s most vulnerable children, young people and families

The Plan is set out as follows: first, the recommendations from the review (in bold), followed by the proposed actions, timescale for completion, and the rationale and explanation for the recommendation and actions.   

At the heart of the Action Plan is the strategic and policy shift towards assessments, services and support for vulnerable families that place families at the centre of decision-making and builds on families’ strengths to find solutions for vulnerable children, replacing current models, in place nationally, which place professionals, rather than family, as “expert”.

The recommendations also recognise the critical and high-quality work of social care practitioners and managers in Oxfordshire, and how this work must be better supported in future, in order further to improve outcomes for children and families.

1.
Service and Strategy:
1.1 A revised strategy is required to achieve service and financial targets. This strategy should be agreed with all stakeholders. In the future, a robust exploration of any new initiative should take place through the rigour of open exploration and evaluation of the costs, benefits and associated risks.

1.2 Establish a clear statement, shared and agreed with all stakeholders, about the vision for Children’s social care services. This should include the outcomes and benefits that any initiative will achieve. 

1.3 From this develop a range of strategies, projects and plans that have clearly identified outcomes, timescales, costs, and risks as well as a nominated lead. These plans will be interrelated and interlinked and will require programme management

Action
Timescale
Rationale

1. The findings of the Review, and the ensuing action plan, to be implemented through engagement of the Directorate Management Team, the Children and young People Strategic Partnership and the Oxfordshire Safeguarding Children Board

2. A common organisational value-base, governing how services are provided to children, young people and families by agencies across the County to be agreed by Members, the Partnership and the Board

3. Service users will be involved in all decision-making mechanisms, individual and strategic, in shaping services in Oxfordshire.
November 06 and ongoing

Apr 07 and ongoing

Ongoing
The Review’s central message is that Oxfordshire’s Family Support services have been depleted and are now at a very low base. 

Developing services and re-shaping systems requires engagement and ownership of all partners and stakeholders, to ensure that clarity exists among partners as to the principles and values against which services will be developed and delivered.

Central to the values of the partnership is the notion that families are able to make decisions and plans for their children which are safe and successful, and that the professional role has to be to support, rather than replace, family-based decision-making. This marks a significant departure from the current dominant culture, driven substantially by central Government policy, that implies that better outcomes ensue from further layers of professional procedures and assessment models built on identifying families’ deficits and weaknesses, rather than building on strengths and signs of safety as well as managing risk

2.
Family Support Services
2.1 Family support services should be developed as far as possible within universal service provision. New ways of working through Children’s Centres and multi-agency teams should be fully supported ensuring that the needs of the most vulnerable children and their families are addressed

2.2 The former Prevention & Intervention, Placement Support and Outreach services should be reconfigured into a single family and placement support service with three priorities:

· Supporting families to prevent entry into Looked After system

· Supporting carers to reduce placement breakdown and increase stability

· Returning Looked After young people to their families and communities wherever possible

2.3 A single route across County should be created for access to tier 3 family support services and, if necessary, to placement through a County-wide Duty system. This would commission rapid-response family support services to support children at home, manage access to all placements, ensuring alternatives, including family-based solutions, have been exhausted.

2.4 The existing Placement Meeting should be reviewed and modernised to reflect the service’s need to engage better with families in solving problems for their children, and to link central, targeted support systems to local, developing practice and resources

Action
Timescale
Rationale

1. Ensure social care officers have the capacity to engage with and support Locality Working, Children’s Centres and Extended School services, enabling these new services to provide accessible support to the most vulnerable

2. Test the developments of these services against appropriate access and inclusion criteria

3. Bring together social care’s preventative and family and placement support services into a single team with clear criteria and priorities

4. Ensure wider preventative services, across social care, education, Youth Offending Service, Health, are effectively linked and coordinated to increase capacity and efficiency

5. Establish protocols to link these services to Locality Working, Team Around the Child models as they develop

6. Single Duty and access service for the County to be established, ensuring preventative resources are appropriately targeted at young people at greatest risk, and to prevent family breakdown and entry to the care system.
Active and ongoing

Proposed criteria available Mar 07

Service brought together under single manager Sept 06

Links and protocols in place Mar 07

Protocols agreed

Mar 07

Single Duty system, linked to Family Placement Duty, in place Mar 07
The expertise of social care in supporting children at risk and their families, and those in acute stress, needs to be available to support services developing at “tier 1-2” (Early Prevention) to ensure that capacity is built to meet more need at this level, avoiding the risk of these new models generating greater number of referrals to targeted and specialist services 

This will be supported by ensuring that Oxfordshire’s most vulnerable children are supported via targeted support delivered in universal settings

Capacity has been increased through the amalgamation of three small teams (Outreach, Placement Support, prevention and Intervention) into a single preventative and family support service

Services need to develop shared priorities, programmes and practice, focused on preventing a range of harmful outcomes for children rather than a narrower, service-based focus. Young people at risk of offending, are likely to be at risk of family breakdown, school disengagement etc, and services must reflect a broader and more collaborative view of prevention 

Targeted prevention needs to build on the strengths in families and be accessible locally, working to support professionals working in locality teams

Scarce preventative resources within social care face three key challenges: to link with wider preventative activity in other services and sectors, to target those young people at greatest risk of becoming Looked After, as well as supporting young people in their placements and returning to their families from the care system 

3.
Family-Based Decision-Making Models

3.1
Develop a county-wide and multi-agency Family Group Conference service through a combination of Council and partner investment and recycling of resources. This will support the achievement of better family-based planning for children at risk of entering the care system, or facing other significant risks of poor outcomes. This investment would also impact favourably on increasing Kinship Care outcomes for Looked After Children

3.2
Review existing arrangements for Family & Friends (Kinship) Care assessment and support

Action
Timescale
Rationale

1. Develop plans for County-wide Family Group Conference service

2. Develop budget through investment, recycling, partnership funding

3. Establish service

4. Monitor and evaluate service outcomes, including evidence of cost savings through improved outcomes for children

5. Review and revise mechanisms for decision-making, remuneration and support for Kinship (Family & Friends) Care arrangements


January 07

April 07

Jun 07

Ongoing

Review complete and new arrangements in place Apr 07
Family Group Conferences are decision-making meetings involving children’s extended family networks, independently convened and facilitated whenever a critical decision needs to be taken for a child. They have been demonstrated through research and evaluation to enable families to make safe and secure plans for children, to reduce the number of children entering public care, reduce Child Protection registration, as well as being effective in Youth Justice and school attendance / exclusion situations.

They operate from a value and policy base that the role of statutory services is to support and enable families to find solutions for their children, rather than to replace families with professionally dominated models 

Through FGCs, the number of children unable to live with their parents who are cared for by wider family and kin networks will rise, reducing pressure on the (stranger) Care system: research is clear that children placed in Kinship Care do at least as well as those place with stranger foster carers, despite the fact that support to kin carers is considerably less than that provided to foster carers

4.
Restructuring of the Family Placement Service 

4.1
Redesign of Family Placement services, including:

· Separate Adoption and Fostering services 

· Research potential foster parent profile and establish a carer recruitment, tracking and support service

· Analyse the assessment / home study function and consider options for undertaking these roles including the use of independent advisors

4.2 Establish effective links and accountability to a single County-wide duty system

4.3 Set realistic recruitment targets with the service and agree the  associated resource requirement 

4.4 Restructure carer payment system to improve efficiency and equity of scheme, including proposals for appropriate carer payment levels and to increase consistency of “contract”, “foster plus” and other enhanced carer fee arrangements

Action
Timescale
Rationale

1. Reorganise Family Placement Team structure to create modernised, separated, Adoption and Fostering teams

2. Agree recruitment targets, and focus assessment on potential carers for priority groups

3. Review current carer payment structure and remuneration for carers, with a view to making fostering a more financially attractive “career option” for families, and re-establishing a more equitable payment structure
Process underway: complete by Dec 06

Targets for 07-08 set by Mar 07

Revised payment structure in place Apr 07
Fostering and adoption are separate and different functions, both subject to increasing regulation, and requiring greater specialist knowledge and management. Separating will allow a clearer performance management focus on recruitment and assessment 

Targeted recruitment and assessment focusing on carers for teenagers, children with complex needs, will deliver increased carer capacity for the young people currently harder to place locally

Carers in Oxfordshire have to be effectively rewarded to make the caring task more appealing in an area of high employment, high property prices (leading to fewer spare rooms) and large student population.

5.
Early Years & Family Support Structure and Practice Redesign
5.1 Review Early Years and Family Support (the former social care element, initially) structural arrangements to explore alternative models, including, as a priority, a locally-managed service structure

5.2 Develop and sustain mechanisms to ensure strong connections to the local service integration developments (CAF, TAC, local inter-agency working, Children’s Centres, Extended Schools and Services)

5.3 Within the service review process, examine the potential for the creation of Assistant Unit Manager roles, and through this increase Unit manager capacity.

5.4 Culture change across the service should be addressed, to support structural change and to influence the locality developments, ensuring that children, young people, parents and carers, are central to the planning, commissioning and delivery of services, both strategically and individually

5.5 The service should explore a bespoke training and development programme for managers, to assist their efforts to deliver high-quality services in a changing environment, and subsequently to develop a similar programme for wider staff groups

Action
Timescale
Rationale

1. Establish monthly Development Programme for social care Unit and Service Managers

2. Establish key local engagement with Children’s Centre and Extended Schools developments, influencing and supporting service development to ensure services accessible to the most vulnerable

3. Examine, with Unit and Service Managers, a local, rather than functional management structure, while ensuring that the strengths of the current models are replicated or preserved

4. Support managers in achieving culture and practice change across the service, ensuring that the values are implemented in strength-based and family-based practice models across the County

5. Review management structures, roles of Unit Managers, Senior practitioners, to establish business case for development of new asst. manager roles
Programme in place: first session Oct 06

Ongoing 

Review current arrangements 

Nov 06-Feb07

Implement changes Apr 07

Management Development and staff training programmes

Oct 06-Sept 07

And ongoing as appropriate

Review alongside service structure review

Nov 06-Feb 07 
Operational Unit Managers play a pivotal role in service management and decision-making, yet are neglected in terms of their management and leadership development. The programme put in place is designed to address this deficit. 

Social care links to all local Children’s Centre, Extended Schools and Locality Working developments are key both to support and to challenge these developments in relation to their ability and capacity to meet the needs of the community’s most vulnerable families

Whilst it is vital not to lose the focus on assessment, Child Protection and Looked After Children that the current structure has provided, it is now necessary to assess the model’s “fitness for purpose” in the context of services increasingly being managed and organised on a locality basis. Additionally, local management arrangements may improve the consistency of social worker involvement with families, reflecting the research that the relationship between professional and family is the key agent for change: current arrangements mitigate against the establishment of lasting and consistent relationships and involve too many changes of worker

See above

For Unit Managers to be able to operate more strategically, and to develop the leadership and Quality Assurance elements of their role, the load of direct line management and supervision of staff needs to be split and shared within team structures

6.
Reviewing and Commissioning Care for Looked After Children
6.1 Review all existing IFA (Independent Fostering Agency) placements less than 6 months old and develop targets for returning children to local placements or to their families, as appropriate

6.2 A new, more joined-up approach to purchasing and commissioning care and education for children whose needs cannot be met within Oxfordshire’s provision is a prerequisite to restoring social care placement budgets towards balance

6.3 It is recommended that placement budgets, across social care and education should be pooled, with clear management and accountability mechanisms in place. This will allow more rational and equitable funding decisions, but, more importantly, develop the capacity for more creative joint problem-solving.

6.4 In the longer term explore the potential for working with an external organisation for the provision of current and possibly enhanced local residential services

6.5 Establish effective links between placement and contracting staff and clear protocols for the commissioning of external services which involve both streams and adhere to Best Value principles

6.6 Independent Reviewing Officer arrangements should be enhanced to improve timeliness, quality and robustness of Reviews, and to demonstrate that key questions about family options to provide exit routes from the care system are routinely examined.

Action
Timescale
Rationale

1. All recent IFA placements reviewed by service leadership team

2. Detailed discussions with Directorate Leadership Team and other partners on opportunities to reform joint decision-making processes for children whose needs (social, education, health) cannot be met locally

3. Develop improved joint approaches to identifying and meeting needs earlier, to develop preventative capacity of services across social care, education, health, Youth Offending Service, Connexions etc.

4. Explore VCS partnership / commissioning models for provision of local residential care services, applying Best Value principles

5. Develop links between social care residential provision and special school hostel provision, to ensure integrated and VfM arrangements, with consistent quality, are in place

6. Build on learning from current contract review pilot to ensure service and placement contracting routinely delivers high quality services and VfM for the Council

7. Improve efficiency, timeliness and challenge of Independent reviewing service, ensuring that every Looked After Child has a clear and early plan for permanence, whether through reunification with family, or permanent placement with carer outside of LAC system
Review complete December 06

Ongoing: new models agreed Apr 07

Ongoing: new models agreed Apr 07

Options paper by Sept 07

Discussions ongoing

Findings from current pilot available Apr 07

Ongoing service improvement
Research indicates that 75% OF Looked After Children return to their families: service needs to support and enable this where appropriate, through local placements, good contact, and effective planning

With the formation of CYPF, a new and more collegiate approach is needed to ensuring that for children, whose needs local services are unable to meet, effective joint planning and financing arrangements are in place

This in turn will support greater leverage on health to meet their Continuing Care obligations for children.

Through Locality working, better and more integrated preventative services, our collective capacity to identify young people and families with significant difficulties further “upstream” is enhanced, enabling better joint responses that contain and meet need locally

A number of VCS organisations have developed expertise in running efficient and high-quality residential services for children, commissioned by LAs. It is appropriate therefore to explore the benefits and costs of a commissioned model for residential care locally

Opportunities to share expertise, training, have already been identified and developed: we will now look to map provision against need to ensure that we elicit maximum value from the range of part-time, full-time and respite provision available to children across Oxfordshire

The current pilot, with a private sector partner, is examining cost savings opportunities in existing contracting arrangements with residential and fostering providers (at no cost to the Council until savings begin to accrue). Lessons learned from the pilot will be applied to all future commissioning and contract arrangements

The focus of statutory 6-month reviews for LAC has been on ensuring a care plan is in place and being implemented.

The rigour of the process needs to be enhanced, and with it, the routine challenge to the ongoing need for the child / young person to be Looked After, and the active pursuit of alternatives

Andy Couldrick

Head of Early Years & Family Support

November 2006
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