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1. Introduction

This is the latest report of the work of the independent chair. It will follow a familiar 
format. Self evidently the work of the last two months has continued to be carried out 
in the context of the pandemic. Whilst I have been able to conduct a full programme 
of work, it has all been virtual. I have not physically been in Gloucestershire during 
the relevant period.

Without question, the major development within this period has been the Focused 
Visit from Ofsted in October. This was discussed in the Executive meeting in 
October. In this Board meeting there will be opportunity to look at Ofsted’s comments 
in greater detail after the draft letter has been received and commented upon. There 
will also be an opportunity for the Board to examine how the key points have been 
incorporated in to the Accelerated Improvement Plan.

Given the importance of the Ofsted visit and its centrality to the Board’s discussion 
this report is likely to be shorter than on previous occasions. This is, in part, because 
the visit and subsequent feedback has really demonstrated that every major party 
involved in the situation, the Council itself, the Board, DFE partners, Ofsted and 
myself as Independent Chair share a large measure of consistency in the analysis of 
progress made and priority issues outstanding. The impact of this is that effectively 
the agenda for the period ahead, punctuated as we expect by a full inspection at 
some point, is largely written and should again draw the Board’s attention to the 
refreshed AIP.

2. Activity

In the period since the last report, I have continued to follow through on issues and 
have contact with front line teams as much as possible. It must be said that there 
was a slight hiatus in the programme due to the need for staff to give priority to 
preparation for the Ofsted Focused Visit and also some personal circumstances of 
my own. Having said that I have:

 Held a virtual meeting with the Stroud Locality
 Held a virtual meeting with the Fostering Service
 Was interviewed as part of the Focused Visit by the Lead Inspector
 Held Discussions with the DCS
 Held discussions with the Director of Safeguarding
 Held discussions with the Cabinet Member
 Phone conversation with the Improvement lead
 Phone conversation with the Principle Social Worker
 Held discussions with the Director of Strategy



 Phone discussion with the Head of QA
 Discussion with the Chair of the Safeguarding Partnership
 Phone discussion with the Performance Lead
 Phone discussion with the Head of Service covering Under 11’s and 

Fostering.
 Discussion with the Police representative on the Board
 Discussion with the CCG representative on the Board.

In addition to the above I have attended the Ofsted verbal feedback session, read 
the papers and chaired the October executive meeting and read other relevant 
papers.

3. Assessment

The work of this most recent period has really served to confirm the trajectory and 
the pace of change which the Board has seen for several months now. It has been 
the time when we have seen the clearest evidence yet that more sustained 
improvements in quality are being realised. My contact with the front line leads me 
still to conclude that the critical mass of the staff group is both supporting and valuing 
the leadership being delivered. It has also increased the confidence in the quality 
assurance system and the fact that the information is now clearly and openly 
available about where performance improvement activity needs to be targeted. It is 
also clear that where greater access to the performance data is being rolled out to 
more parts of the service, it is being valued and used. 

Irrespective of the final outcome, it was clear that the service was able to manage 
the Focused visit effectively, that it was able to respond to questions raised 
appropriately and in a timely way, demonstrating an ability to reassure inspectors, all 
valuable experience for the full inspection to come.

Importantly also, the emergency arrangements have continued to hold up strongly 
and staff to whom I have spoken have clearly expressed confidence in them. In 
addition to that the service has been able to demonstrate that the improvement work 
continues at pace even within the emergency arrangements. Indeed, for many these 
don’t appear to have been any great inhibitor to progress in this area. At the same 
time the Director has continued to be able to identify and bring in experienced 
managers of substance and proven track record in order to enhance these efforts. A 
successful outcome to the bid to DFE will help this considerably. The Board may well 
be able to hear an update on progress of that bid.  

4. Analysis

The letter from Ofsted and the feedback during and at the end of the visit is 
reassuring and significant. Ofsted have clearly recognised a level of improvement in 
practice and an increase in the pace of change. They have also made favourable 
comment on the quality assurance system and the data available to the service and 



how it is used. They have also expressed a positive view about how well the Council 
has responded to the pandemic and the arrangements which have been put in place. 
Their judgements are largely consistent with both the self- assessment and the 
judgement of the board over a period of a few months. All of this is very encouraging 
and indicative of the impact of the improvement work the service has been 
undertaking. Key initiatives such as the Essentials programme and Practice 
Fundamentals plus the Academy have received positive endorsement. All of these 
elements demonstrate a level of effectiveness of the management of the service and 
the Improvement Plan.

Having made those points it appears to me that the Focused Visit has also subtly 
moved the agenda on from simply the detail of practice on towards the identified 
need to make improvements in specific areas of practice. These key areas are 
related strongly to those areas which the board has concentrated on through both 
those performance indicators which have been slow and reluctant to shift and those 
areas which have been identified within the QA reports over a period of time as 
those regularly featuring in audits where weak practice has been identified. These 
areas of practice include, permanence planning, repeat work, placement sufficiency 
for children in care, effectiveness of child protection planning. The Board will see at 
its meeting how effectively these issues have been incorporated in the refreshed 
Accelerated Improvement Plan and will wish to make observations on the likelihood 
of the plan to achieve the objectives required. It is clear that these areas will be lines 
of enquiry in the inspection when it comes.

As I know the senior leadership is well aware, these issues do go beyond the 
minutiae of practice and compliance. Clearly those issues do not go away and there 
is a need for caution in any coming to a view that compliance is an issue which has 
been fully dealt with. The areas of service which Ofsted are highlighting are as much 
challenging to the culture of practice and the fundamental issues of risk, of achieving 
permanence and of effective planning. As such these are all areas which bring the 
whole partnership closer to the centre as the attitude of all agencies to these areas 
have a bearing on overall performance of the system and that plans are more 
collectively owned.

It is entirely right that this subtle shift of emphasis should occur, particularly in line 
with the overall aspiration towards being a good service for children. Many of the 
mechanisms supporting achieving it are increasingly in place and robust such as the 
performance and quality assurance systems. Perhaps even more importantly 
emphasis will inevitably be thrown upon the continued embedding of the Essentials 
programme, the Anchor Principles and the Practice Fundamentals. My observations 
on these suggest that there remains very positive buy in to these and plenty of 
strength on which to build.

5. Concluding Remarks

It is clear that the recent Focused Visit from Ofsted is something of a major 
milestone on the improvement road. It was always going to be so but the Board 



meets in the knowledge that it is one which has been reasonably successfully 
negotiated. The feedback has all demonstrated that there is much to take comfort 
from, not least that Ofsted’s analysis of progress and of what remains to be done is 
very largely consistent with our own. The Board can take reassurance from that. The 
Board can also take reassurance from Ofsted’s feedback about pace and 
momentum and also about how the system has managed through the pandemic to 
date. The task is now one of sustaining and developing this through a potentially 
difficult winter period. The plans are in place and the possibility of further additional 
capacity exists. All of which lead to a continuing view that there is cause for optimism 
but still a great deal of sustained work to be done.

Andrew Ireland

Independent Chair, Gloucestershire Children’s Services Improvement Board.  

     


