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Children and Families Scrutiny Committee

Report Title Progress report on the work of the Gloucestershire 
Improvement Board.

Purpose of 
Report

To brief the Committee on the work of the Board over the last 
months, to highlight progress and areas where further work is 
required.

Is this for 
information 
or decision?

For information.

Author Andrew Ireland - Independent Chair of the Improvement 
Board

Key Issues:  

To report on the progress in the work of the Board, the role of the Chair and 
the cross-partnership aspects of the work. In addition to reflect upon 
developments within the service, performance improvements and to highlight 
the critical areas where progress is needed in order to secure the sustainable 
improvements sought.

Recommendations to the Committee: 

To note the report.

Financial/Resource Implications: 

There are no new financial implications directly contained within the report.
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1. Introduction

1.1. This report to the Committee is my second formal report as Independent Chair. 
It also formed the basis of my second report to the Children’s Services 
Improvement Board on 29 May 2019.

1.2. The report is drafted following the Ofsted monitoring visit of 30 April and 1 May 
2019 and with the benefit of verbal feedback from that visit but not with sight of 
the formal letter resulting from it. It is expected that this will be available to the 
Committee by the time of its meeting.

1.3. The report also contains an account of the work undertaken by myself as Chair 
in the period following my last report to the January meeting of the Committee 
and discussions held with a range of Gloucestershire staff and Council 
members, external partners and other bodies on the regulatory side.

1.4. As previously the report will attempt to set out the key issues confronting the 
service at this point in its development, relate them to the inspection and 
regulatory position and provide an assessment of progress based upon 
previous experience.

2. Chair’s Programme

2.1. Since my last report to the Committee I have visited Gloucestershire on eight 
occasions plus work from base. This will have risen to nine occasions by the 
time of the May meeting. The activity on those visits has included:

- Visit to the Stroud office, including attending a performance surgery
- Visit to the Cotswolds Teams at the office in Cirencester, meeting the 

Head of Service, Team Managers, and social work staff
- Visit to the Tewksbury office, meeting with the Head of Service, 

discussions with Advanced Practitioners, plus observation of a strategy 
meeting

- Visit to the MASH to review progress
- Meeting with Early Help managers to begin to come to an evaluation of the 

contribution it is making to the improvement process.
- Meeting with Early Help teams at the Forest of Dean office
- Visit to and meeting with social workers at the Gloucester office
- Meeting representative from Gloucestershire Police to review progress 

and to discuss contextual safeguarding issues and other related matters.
- Meeting with the DFE representative as part of their review of 

Gloucestershire’s progress
- Regular meetings and dialogue with the Director of Children’s Services 

both during and between visits to the county
- Meetings with the Cabinet Member to review progress
- Meeting with the Chief Executive
- Regular meetings with Performance and QA managers in order to review 

progress and pick up on issues arising from Board discussions
- Meetings with Board members including members of the senior 

Leadership Team. 
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- Attended the Quality Performance Review meeting chaired by Essex 
County Council in their role as Partners in Practice.

3. Analysis

3.1. At the time of the January report, the overall analysis was that there was by that 
time a clear improvement trajectory, performance was improving, key measures 
were in place, in particular relating to recruitment and retention, that gave cause 
for optimism that the improvement trajectory would continue and strengthen. It 
was also acknowledged that there remained a distance to go and a need for 
greater pace into the improvements. There were also concerns about the quality 
of practice as evidenced in audit reports with the number of cases still being 
assessed as inadequate. The overall sense was one of optimism, which was 
also consistent with the message from Ofsted monitoring visits which 
acknowledged improvement but also emphasised that there was still a huge 
amount to do. This analysis was accepted by the Council and hence the 
position seemed set fair as the direction for the following months.

3.2. The position was further reinforced by the development of the Accelerated 
Improvement Plan which was approved by the Improvement Board. The 
intention of this was to take the existing Improvement Plan and emphasise for 
accelerated progress a number of the basic practice/ compliance issues to 
address some of the more stubborn performance issues. This would require 
considerable focus at an operational level, attention to detail and regular 
performance review. It has been the case, and not entirely surprisingly, that the 
Board has yet to see the impact of this approach on the performance data. 
Given the unavoidable lag in reporting times, it might only be now that the 
Improvement Board would be seeing evidence of real impact. At the time of 
writing it remains to be seen whether this is now evident. It is the case, 
however, that there have been few signs of such impact to date, a fact 
supported by the conclusions of the last two monitoring visits. Observation from 
the visits undertaken to local offices were not entirely reassuring in terms of 
seeing that focus in evidence. The performance surgery attended was 
encouraging as I observed detailed knowledge of the cases where there was 
delay or where plans were proving difficult to see through. Social workers were 
aware of their cases, managers aware of which were proving problematic and 
practical remedial plans being agreed which I was confident would be seen 
through.

3.3. Having said that, this was not wholly replicated in terms of the degree of focus 
on the Accelerated Improvement plan evident. The strategic grip required was 
not immediately, consistently evident. Staff and managers were focused upon 
demand and gaps in staffing. The need was to get through the day with all 
essential work covered. It is recognised that one of the local offices was in the 
midst of dealing with a significant spike in demand at the time and concerned 
about the acquisition of the resources required to address it. All of these 
priorities are recognised but are not reflective of the conditions required to 
deliver what the Accelerated Improvement Plan was asking. It is, therefore, not 
surprising, that the specific improvements have taken time to become evident. I 
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do need to make clear that at no point during these visits did I observe any work 
being undertaken on a case which gave me cause for concern about the safety 
of a child and the Strategy meeting which I observed was wholly appropriate in 
its conduct, content and decisions.

3.4. To balance these points, the most recent data continues to demonstrate a level 
of “overheating” within the system. The most obvious element of this is the 
numbers of assessments undertaken and the proportion of those which result in 
no further action. This is an issue both for the MASH and for the Localities. This 
level of work indicates that there is a very high level of activity which contributes 
towards the increasing movement way from the target level of caseload. This 
needs to be addressed urgently in order to avoid a serious impact on the 
improvement journey. The issue also emphasises the need for continued focus 
on issues of application of threshold and management of risk. This matter arose 
in the QPRM of 15 May and needs to be the subject of further consideration by 
the Senior Leadership Team and the GSCB. 

3.5. This also connects with the issues about the fact that the Board has not seen 
any sustained improvement in the number of case audits adjudged to be 
inadequate over the last few months. This has probably been the greatest 
cause of concern for the Board in recent months. In fact, in February the 
Improvement Board saw that there had been a significant jump in numbers, an 
increase which is understood to be partially reversed in March. Quite properly 
this increase has led to the need to review whether the audit tool is flawed in 
some way, work which I understand to be currently in train and on which I 
anticipate the Improvement Board will receive further detail at its May meeting. 
However, even if February’s figures are shown to be an aberration and the 
problems with the system ironed out, a return to the numbers of inadequate 
cases which the Board has become accustomed to would be a level of 
performance of considerable concern at this stage in the improvement process 
and would again reflect a lack of impact of the Accelerated Improvement Plan. 
Unfortunately, this would appear to be borne out by the comments of Ofsted 
following the last monitoring visit which has reflected upon the variability and the 
poor quality of some of the casework. The Board remains concerned about this 
issue and will continue to monitor closely.

3.6. Having made these points, it is important to be clear that in most other respects 
there continues to be positive progress that will serve the Council well in the 
medium to long term at least.

3.7. Probably the most significant of these is the progress of the MASH. Recent 
observation suggested that there had been continued development in systems 
and quality at pace from a previous visit shortly after the revised MASH had 
been set up. Added to this has been some revision of capacity across agencies 
and, to date at least, this appears to have had beneficial impact. Even more 
importantly the most recent monitoring visit by Ofsted looked again at the 
MASH and have reported positively upon it. This is hugely important for two 
reasons. Firstly, this is the service which can effectively set the path for future 
work with families and where some of the most important decisions about risk 
and the application of thresholds are made. If the partnership can feel confident 



5

in the decision making and quality within the MASH that is of a level of 
importance that is difficult to understate. Secondly, within the context of a future 
inspection MASH will tend to be visited early on and if it comes across strongly 
that can set the tone for much of what is to follow.

3.8. The progress on staffing and recruitment and retention is noteworthy. There 
have been important developments such as:

- The Team Manager cohort is now very largely permanent.
- There has been positive progress in the recruitment of permanent social 

workers.
- There is optimism about the success in recruiting an increased number of 

newly qualified social workers
- Recruitment of social workers from India is likely to come to fruition in the 

near future.
- The Gloucestershire Social Work Academy is launched on 24 May 2019.

3.9. These are all significant developments which, if sustained, represent positive 
signs for the future health of the service and the conditions for future success. 
However, they do not immediately solve the longstanding issues of vacancies, 
high numbers of agency staff and significant churn of staff. These remain 
factors in the teams and my observation is that there is evidence that the 
management mind set remains one of excess demand and insufficient staff to 
deal with that workload. Much of the objective data would not appear to support 
this view, in particular caseload levels are at levels which should not preclude 
timeliness of visits and a growing emphasis on quality. The service needs to 
continue to keep on top of this very closely.

3.10. The Board will receive a detailed report on recruitment and retention and 
learning and development at its May meeting. This will be a very important 
discussion at which the Board will seek reassurance that the following applies:

- That employment offer for key staff remains competitive
- That the plans to recruit newly qualified social workers are likely to be 

successful and will deliver at a scale which will make significant inroads 
into the numbers of agency staff and the problems of churn.

- That the recruitment and retention of Team managers remains on course
- That the induction and learning and development plans are likely to aid 

improved retention
If any of these key areas are in doubt, confidence in the solidity of the 
improvement trajectory can be called into question. In addition to the above, 
there are other important factors which continue to develop which reflect 
positively on progress to the Council and its partners providing consistently 
good services for children, young people and their families. These include:

- A continued strengthening of the LSCB. It is clear that the new Chair is 
bringing some additional challenge and insights to bear which can only 
prove helpful.

- Work towards developing the new architecture for multi-agency 
safeguarding is going well and with the Council playing a full and 
constructive part.

- There remains positive feedback upon the Council’s role in major multi 
agency investigations.
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- Engagement with young people remains a relative strength led by the 
Ambassadors.

3.11. A further positive remains the continued development of the QA and the audit 
processes. Performance data continues to develop and becomes increasingly 
valuable. The audit data has grown in significance also and my observations 
from visits to teams have reassured me that staff place value on the process. 
Unfortunately, it is the case that this does not consistently translate in to the 
following up on audit findings which is something which needs to be urgently 
rectified. This report has referred earlier to plans to review the audit process in 
the light of the spike in inadequate judgements. This is obviously right but needs 
to be undertaken carefully in order to ensure the integrity of the system and also 
to enable comparative judgements to be made. It will be important to continue 
to be able to use the audit outcomes as one means of measuring the trajectory 
of the improvement progress. 

4. Summary and Key Messages  

4.1. The report has set out my current analysis from the work undertaken as Chair of 
the Improvement Board and referenced that against other observations, most 
particularly those from Ofsted through the monitoring visits. The Council is still 
able to point to an improvement trajectory in key areas and important 
developments that will deliver medium to long term benefits. These give cause 
for optimism. It remains the case that it is very difficult to look at the situation 
and identify clear actions which the Council is not taking which would have 
important impact. I am making that point from the perspective of personal 
experience but also, to date, there appear not to be other voices identifying any 
such actions.

4.2. Having said that, however, there appears to be a growing issue about the pace 
of change. There has been little evidence to date that the Accelerated 
Improvement Plan has had the impact required at the pace needed. This is a 
cause for concern as the last monitoring letter from Ofsted indicated. It may yet 
do so but it needs to do so now.

4.3. The question, therefore, becomes why? It is certainly not, in my view, because 
the Leadership has not set out the requirements sufficiently clearly nor taken 
steps to create the conditions which enable managers at a local level to give the 
necessary level of priority to it. Unquestionably one reason is the continued staff 
churn. Although this report has been able to set out a number of encouraging 
indicators of improvement in that regard, they do not yet represent the end of 
the problems with staffing. It would be unrealistic to suggest otherwise. 
However, it is not supportable, in my view, to suggest that this is the totality of 
the problem either.

4.4. Experience makes it difficult to escape from the view that the messages about 
what is needed and the urgency of the situation have not fully landed in the 
localities or that managers are struggling to make the necessary changes at a 
local level given the demand pressures they face and which have been 
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discussed earlier in this report. If the latter is the case the Council needs to hold 
a realistic view about the extent to which these pressures are above and 
beyond reasonable expectation. Personal observation would be that, although 
considerable, in general terms the demand is not out balance with what might 
be anticipated and the experience of other local authorities in a similar position. 
There have been some local spikes in demand as has been observed 
previously which have required specific attention.

4.5. If staffing and demand do not provide the whole explanation, the Council 
urgently needs to assure itself that it has complete buy-in from the management 
cadre to both the measures themselves and the urgency of the situation. It also 
needs to assure itself that managers are receiving all of the support they require 
to complete the task and that the balance of focus between the short and the 
longer term is right. Observation would suggest that there is still more to be 
done on this point.  

4.6. Closely related to this point is the need to drive up the quality and consistency 
of practice. As the report has demonstrated, both Ofsted and the Council’s own 
auditing have identified continued inconsistency in quality in this area to a 
degree of concern. Clearly the review of the audit process will be very important 
in this regard but, given the comments made by Ofsted, even should the 
numbers of audits judged as inadequate revert to the values previously seen by 
the Board there remains a need to see urgent improvement. Those values 
remain too high for the Council to feel comfortable.

4.7. The key messages from this report are not dissimilar from the last one. Many of 
the right measures are in place and being implemented, staffing remains 
difficult, there is a need to see urgent improvements in some performance 
measures and a need to reduce the number of cases audited as inadequate. 
There will be some disappointment that there has not been more movement in 
the intervening period and that the positive actions taken have not had the full 
desired effect. The problem created is that time and Ofsted monitoring visits 
have passed and the date of the next inspection is nearer. The key question the 
Council needs to address is why have these measures not achieved greater 
traction. The Board, the Council and partners will, therefore, need to seek 
assurance that:

- The service is fully recognising the now greater urgency of the position 
and the continued need for greater pace of improvement

- That managers are closely monitoring and intervening to drive up the 
quality of social work practice

- That the initial success of a number of recruitment and retention issues is 
being maintained.

A number of these issues will be further tested in monitoring activity involving 
external partners taking place between the time of writing of this report and the 
next meeting of the Board. It may, therefore be necessary to give a further 
update at that meeting.

Andrew Ireland
Independent Chair 

    


