
1

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 is for the Council’s Scrutiny Committee meeting on 16 January 2020 
and is largely based upon my report to the Improvement board meeting on 3 
December and the discussions which ensued at that meeting. 

1.2. This is my fifth report to the Committee as Chair of the Improvement Board. It 
has been completed in advance of the first opportunity in the new year for 
notification by Ofsted of the date for inspection. It is possible, therefore, that by 
the time the Committee considers the report the inspection will be in progress. 

1.3. The report will return to the question of inspection at a later point. Unlike the 
previous report, it is my firm intention to attend the meeting on 16 January to 
present it in person to the Committee and to answer questions upon it.

1.4. The report, in keeping with my normal practice, will set out the work I have 
undertaken in my role as Chair of the Improvement Board, meetings I have 
held. It will deliver an assessment of the progress made by the Council’s 
Children’s Social Care service during the relevant period, with particular 
emphasis on the points made in the last report. 

1.5. Inevitably, also, at this time it will discuss these observations and other 
performance issues in the context of impending re-inspection which has to be 
anticipated in the first half of the year.

2. Work of the Chair

2.1. There has been one meeting of the Board since the submission of the last 
report, the meeting in December to which I have previously referred. 

2.2. The work of the Chair has extended to the following in addition to that directly 
concerned with chairing that meeting:

 Regular meetings with the Director of Children’s Services
 Similarly regular meetings with the Cabinet Member for Children’s 

Services
 Meetings with the Chief Executive
 Meetings with the key opposition spokespersons for Children’s Services
 Discussions with the senior leadership team individually
 Meeting with the Scrutineer for the Safeguarding partnership
 Visit to the children in care Team in Stroud
 Visit to the Fostering Service
 Visit to the Tewksbury Office
 Visit to the Stroud Office
 Meeting with Independent Reviewing Officers and Chairs of Child 

Protection Case Conferences
 Meetings with the additional senior consultants working on safeguarding 

and on Children in Care
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 Meetings with senior NHS Provider services to Children, leading to a 
presentation to the Board on those services

 One to One meeting with the senior Police representative on the 
Improvement Board

 Regular meetings with the Head of Performance for Children’s Social Care
 Regular meetings with the Head of Quality Assurance.
 Meeting with the Assistant director for Commissioning discussing issues 

relating to placements of Children in the care system and joint work with 
the NHS.

2.3. The focus of these discussions continues to be the effectiveness of the Board 
itself, progress in performance and quality of social work practice and 
outcomes. 

2.4. I continue to meet regularly with front line teams as detailed in order to be able 
to triangulate the information I am receiving and the performance data with the 
experience and issues which exist for staff in the localities, social workers in 
particular. 

2.5. The total picture enables the Chair to have the best opportunity to gain a true 
picture of progress, the pace and the consistency of change and to identify the 
areas of greatest vulnerability going forward.   

3. Progress

3.1. In my last report I set out a number of questions which the service needed to 
address. These related to such issues as:

 The level of confidence that senior managers could have in the strength of 
the improvement trajectory and the improvements in practice suggested 
by the Quality Assurance report of the time

 Whether the management cadre as a whole was sufficiently focused upon 
the improvement journey and managing up practice standards as opposed 
to being focused mainly upon demand management?

 Was there a clear plan to ensure that the additional capacity, subsequently 
further enhanced, was being deployed in the most focused and effective 
manner?

 The balance between long term plans and the immediate requirements for 
practice improvement.

3.2. Of these points the Committee can be re-assured that the additional senior 
capacity engaged by the Director is of high quality and experience and very 
much deployed to address the areas of greatest urgency.

3.3. The Improvement Board has received a report at its December meeting which 
detailed the interventions undertaken which added an extra dimension to the 
work to date and allowed for greater targeted intensity in such interventions. 
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3.4. That report also asked some very searching questions and the Board will be 
following these up in its future meetings. Suffice to say that the report 
suggested that there remained work to be done in order to ensure that all 
managers were fully focused and that staff fully understood why this work was 
of such importance in the round. Members of the Committee may wish to seek 
reassurance that these points have been addressed

3.5. These insights were a valuable addition to the Chair’s overall assessment of 
progress, also informed by the Ofsted letter following the final Monitoring Visit. 

3.6. In summary, the overall message is little changed from previous reports. In 
short, there is evidence of progress but it is not as rapid as one would be 
looking for. To this general point needs to be added an issue about the 
consistency of the impact of the improvement work. 

3.7. The Council continues to experience the fragility of some of this reflected in 
differential pace between localities and the impact of changes within some of 
them which inhibits progress and had led to the need for some intensive 
remedial work. 

3.8. There remain two key issues that continue to have undue influence on these 
concerns. The first is the staff turnover issues. It remains the case that where 
staffing is stable, in particular first line management, is consistent and stable the 
improvement trajectory is most evident. The second is that of demand. At some 
point it will be necessary to review the application of thresholds within MASH 
and the amount of work which feeds through to the localities. The fluctuations 
within this between localities have been a contributory factor to the continued 
sense of crisis management being the default position in some localities where, 
arguably, more objective analysis might suggest that this is inappropriate.

3.9. In overall terms the Board has received reports which suggest that the 
performance improvements have not been sustained across the board. This is 
not universal and many performance indicators remain very healthy and will 
compare well with statistical neighbours and high performing authorities. Having 
said that there are some areas of concern for example, timeliness of initial visits 
and timeliness of initial child protection conferences. To balance the picture the 
data is showing clear improvements in key issues such as visits to Children in 
Need  and timeliness of decision making remains good. What has become more 
evident over recent months have been some concerns about performance in 
relation to children in care, in particular the number of children experiencing 
short and long term placement moves.

3.10. The performance data probably carries additional significance at this stage as it 
is likely that areas of concern within the data will become likely lines of enquiry 
within an inspection.

3.11. In addition, the Board received the Quality Assurance report for November 
which unfortunately demonstrated that the improvements in audit outcomes had 
not been maintained, both in terms of the amount of work adjudged to be good 
and that adjudged to be inadequate. This is unwelcome, as is the trend of not 
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achieving the target of the number of audits completed. There is considerable 
emphasis on this report both at the Board meeting and within the Council 
beyond. The Committee will want to understand what the latest available 
information is suggesting in terms of a reversion to the previous position of 
improvement.

3.12. The position, however, also contains areas of positivity. Perhaps most 
noteworthy of these is the response of staff to the Essentials Training which all 
social work staff are expected to undergo. This has been extremely well 
received and has had a confidence boosting impact upon staff. Many have 
reported that the training re-stated for them the key principles of social work 
practice and the specific tools contained within it have proved extremely useful.

3.13. Equally, even in localities under pressure, my interaction with staff teams has 
demonstrated morale remaining healthy, high in some places, and there 
remains real enthusiasm amongst professionals to do a good job and provide a 
good service to children and young people.  

3.14. Having said that there are a number of concerns about the pace and variability 
of pace of change, it remains the case that a number of the initiatives that have 
been taken have demonstrated success. These include:

 The social work academy
 The overall training offer with particular emphasis on the Essentials 

Training previously discussed.
 There has been improvement in the recruitment and retention position, 

including the arrival of the first of the social workers arriving from India.
 There has been continued significant investment in the service to support 

the improvement initiatives.

3.15. Strategically, there have been enormous strides in the overall direction of the 
service, in the commissioning arrangements, in the development of the 
performance data and the quality assurance arrangements and in the training 
and HR strategies. However, it is also the case that some of the operational 
delivery has not developed in line with the strategy. It remains the case that it is 
difficult to set out for the service key actions, decisions or obvious initiatives 
which have not been taken which would make a significant difference.

3.16. The focus falls, therefore, still on the quality of practice which remains, as 
extrapolated from the Q.A. report, variable and of poor quality. There are still 
concerns discussed with the Q.A. section as to whether the checks and 
balances in the system are yet working effectively, whether gaps in practice are 
being identified and addressed at a sufficiently early stage and whether there is 
sufficient focus on improving practice standards. 

3.17. What continues to be required, in fact is unavoidable, is a forensic attention to 
detail and practice standards at all points in the system and a lack of tolerance 
of inadequate work. All experience suggests that there is no real alternative to 
this and the senior operational management needs to be very clear on the 
extent to which they are satisfied that this is now happening across the board. It 
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would be fair to say that the Improvement Board has not necessarily considered 
that this has consistently been the case throughout the programme.

3.18. A further, more recent development as a result of organisational changes, is a 
growing visibility of some performance issues in the work with children in the 
Council’s care. The most concerning manifestation of this to date is the number 
of placement moves which some children are experiencing. In response to this 
greater visibility, the Director has brought on board a highly experienced 
consultant to do some in depth work in this area. This is a positive response to 
the issues and the Council can have some optimism that there will be a positive 
impact as a result. 

3.19. The Improvement Board will be monitoring this carefully. In addition to this, the 
work being led on the development of the placement sufficiency strategy does 
appear to be very much on the right lines and again there are reasonable 
grounds for optimism from this is the long term.   

4. Analysis

4.1. In assessing the sum total of all of the above it is clear that at this stage much of 
it must be seen through the lens of impending inspection. Given the time that 
elapsed since the last inspection one would be hoping that the service could be 
approaching the inspection with greater comfort. 

4.2. Clearly there remains a great deal of work to do in order to achieve the 
consistency and the quality of practice necessary to deliver the outcome from 
the inspection that all would wish. This is not in any way to be seen as a 
statement of a lack of confidence that the desired outcome can or will be 
achieved, more that one would be looking for greater consistency than all of the 
Council’s own information suggests is there.

4.3. Clearly, the real objective is the achievement of improving standards of service 
and, taken over the whole period, this is clearly evident. The challenge remains 
to accelerate the rate of such progress and achieve the necessary level of 
consistency needed.

4.4. There is no question that the efforts of the senior leadership are clearly focused 
on this, supported, especially in terms of investment, by the Council as a whole. 
It remains the role of the Improvement Board to continue to monitor this 
progress and to provide challenge when required.    

5. Conclusion

5.1. In conclusion it is necessary to re-iterate that the essential point from this report 
remains the same. There is evidence of progress within the service but it needs 
to be more rapid and more consistent. 
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5.2. It also remains the case that the lack of pace lies not within the lack of key 
strategic actions but more in the necessity for consistent, forensic attention to 
practice detail and practice improvement.

5.3. The work of the Improvement Board has, in effect, addressed a whole host of 
issues and supported a number of key strategic initiatives from the Director and 
his senior team, leaving the essential message that the issue now is quality of 
practice.

5.4. Any problems experienced in a future inspection are likely to come in this area. 
This is where the improvement work is and needs to focus. This is the area 
where the Council’s internal monitoring is and needs to focus. This will be the 
area of continuing concentration of the efforts of the Improvement Board.

Andrew Ireland
Independent Chair of Children’s Improvement Board.

    


