
CHILDREN and FAMILIES 
OVERVIEW and SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

Meeting Date: 14th July, 2022

Purpose of Report: To appraise Children and Families Overview and Scrutiny Committee of 
the progress being made since the launch of the Children’s Services 
Continuous Improvement Board and submission of the Continuous 
Improvement Pan to Ofsted in July 2022. 

The Continuous Improvement Plan includes specific actions in response 
to the five formal recommendations made within the inspection report, 
alongside a wider programme of improvement in support of the 
development of consistently good services. 

To seek the support and challenge of scrutiny members in assessing the 
efficacy of the Continuous Improvement Plan as we progress.

Context: Background 

Gloucestershire’s Children’s Services were inspected by Ofsted in 
February 2022 and judged to be Requires Improvement to be Good.  This 
ended and extended period of government intervention and special 
measures following the 2017 inspection which had judged children’s 
services in the county to be Inadequate.  

The Inspection of Local Authority Children’s Services (ILACS) cycle of 
regulatory inspection is such that a local authority should expect a full 
inspection at least every three years, with annual inspection in the 
intervening years on a focused area of practice (Focused Visit) or of the 
safeguarding partnership (Joint Targeted Area Inspection (JTAI)). It is 
therefore anticipated that our next inspection will be within 12 months and 
will be in the form of a Joint Targeted Area Inspection (JTAI) or focused 
visit. A SEND inspection is also anticipated within this timeframe. 

Full Inspection findings

Gloucestershire’s Inspection Report is published on the Ofsted website 
and sets out the inspection findings and grade given to the local authority in 
three areas of assessed impact. These contribute to the overall effectiveness 
judgement as set out below:

Judgement Grade
The impact of leaders on social 
work practice with children and 
families

Requires improvement to be 
good



The experiences and progress of 
children who need help and 
protection

Requires improvement to be 
good

The experiences and progress of 
children in care and care leavers

Requires improvement to be 
good

Overall effectiveness Requires improvement to be 
good

7.0 The report made 5 recommendations for further improvement and 
requires the local authority to set out a plan to respond to those 
recommendations within 70 days. The recommendations for improvement 
are:

 The timeliness and application of consistent thresholds for child 
protection strategy meetings.

 The suitability of accommodation for care leavers to meet their 
needs, including to feel safe.

 The quality of case supervision and management.
 The timeliness with which personal advisers are allocated to 

children, to best support their transition and adulthood.
 How well IT systems support social workers to do their jobs.

8.0 Within their report, Ofsted also noted the significant progress made in 
‘many areas of Gloucestershire’s children’s services since the last 
inspection in 2017 and that ‘from a very low base, there has been a 
relentless drive for improvement by both senior leaders and staff’. The 
report also notes that ‘services for children are not consistently good’ and 
‘there remains more to do to ensure that all children benefit from 
improved services.’ 

9.0 Throughout the inspection, the Ofsted team noted that Children’s 
Services senior leadership understood their strengths and weaknesses, 
as set out within their self-evaluation, and articulated by the Director of 
Children’s Services at the commencement of inspection. This was 
significant given the serious questions raised in the 2017 inspection 
about the veracity, integrity and accuracy of data provided to Ofsted.  The 
quality assurance and performance management arrangements now in 
place provide senior leaders with a good understanding of the quality and 
impact of practice, with the appropriate use of meaningful external 
comparators to further support self-awareness.  

10.0 Continuous Improvement

Requires Improvement to be Good, cannot be a standstill position, we 
must be more ambitious for Gloucestershire’s children and strive to get to 
a position of sustainably good services for children and their families. 
Anything different may be considered coasting by the regulator. Our 
priorities must therefore be to consolidate our position so there is no 
return to inadequate standards and to progress from an overall position of 
‘requires improvement’ to that of ‘good’. As such, the Continuous 



Improvement Plan, approved by Cabinet in June 2022, looks beyond the 
immediate recommendations set out within the Ofsted Inspection Report 
to articulate a broader set of actions and impact measures, reflecting the 
deeper appreciation of service effectiveness by Children’s Services 
senior leadership around what needs to improve to deliver sustainably 
good services. 

11.0 Children’s Serves do not fail in isolation, neither do they succeed. Ofsted 
previously noted that the ‘significant financial investment and the backing 
of political leaders, has led to improved services that are now more 
effective in meeting the needs of children and families. As a result of 
these improvements to services and support for children, they are now 
better protected.’  This investment has reduced caseloads, enabled the 
development of the Social Work Academy and ensured our recruitment 
and retention offer has remained competitive within a very challenging 
marketplace. 

13.0 The support and input of partners through the Continuous Improvement 
Board, Children’s Safeguarding Partnership and Children’s Wellbeing 
Coalition together with positive corporate engagement must be sustained 
if we are to respond to the significant and enduring impacts of Covid and 
the emerging cost of living pressures on families, while simultaneously 
improving practice. The contextual challenges cannot be overstated and, 
as is evident in some of the key metrics underpinning the Plan, we have 
yet to see the intended impact of all actions. This is to be expected to 
some extent in the post inspection period and as actions are timed in 
their implementation, however this is also influenced by a rise in the 
number of children requiring a social work response and increased 
turnover of staff reflective of the wider conditions in the market and 
across public services as a whole.  

14.0 Alongside the Improvement Board, which had its inaugural meeting on 
28th July, Children’s Services have adopted Systemic Social Work as its 
model of practice and commenced a transformation programme, to 
ensure its organisational form and working arrangements enable practice 
to flourish and meet the challenges of 21st Century social work. At a 
national level, there are several major policy initiatives to which children’s 
services and local partners will have to respond including the Early Years 
Healthy Development Review Report: Best Start in Lifei, the Independent 
Review of Children’s Social Careii, the National Panel Report 
recommendations into the deaths of Star Hobson and Arthur Labinjo-
Hughesiii, the Education White Paperiv and SEND Reformsv. 

15.0 The journey to good will be as challenging, if not more so, than that 
required to move services out of the inadequate category. We must 
ensure that all children who need our care and support receive a timely 
skilled intervention that improves outcomes, that managers eradicate drift 
and delay and that, when we exit the lives of children and families, we 
leave them equipped to sustain the changes they have made. This will 
require a similar degree of focus at service, corporate and partnership 



levels if we are to embed what are already good aspects of Children’s 
Services provision, ensure all children receive a consistently good service 
and continue to improve. 

Update:
The following summarises the position at September 2022, with 
performance and quality data to July 2022 which result from lags whilst 
data is aggregated and analysed:

The majority of actions remain on track for delivery within the allotted 
timescales. Of the metrics where it is possible to determine the trajectory 
over the five-month period from March to July 2022, 18 show progress in 
the period, 16 show no significant change and 22 have regressed. 

We see quality and performance improvements for children across teams 
with a skilled and effective team manager and particularly those teams 
that have now trained or are training in systemic practice.  The continued 
delivery of the Systemic Social Work Practice model across the workforce 
is critical to continued improvements in practice and outcomes for 
children.

Recruitment and retention remain a significant challenge with market 
factors (rates of pay increasing elsewhere alongside increases in the 
number and type of social work posts offered by other employers) 
resulting in the overall rate of turnover and vacancies increasing over the 
period. Positively, there has been slight reduction in the rate of agency 
social workers to 33.3% recently, but this compares unfavourably with the 
circa 20% achieved by the end of summer 2021. The revised social care 
workforce strategy will be launched later this month.

Stabilising the workforce and creating the conditions within which 
purposeful work can flourish are critical to accelerating the pace of 
progress. Improving office environments, IT and equipment, remodelling 
the service and shaping up to deliver on the recommendations of the 
Social Care Review and National Panel recommendations, including 
embedding systemic practice, will all contribute to the changes we must 
achieve. 

Allocated workload and the increasing rate of demand for social work 
services are having an amplified impact on an already fatigued workforce. 
In certain areas, this has destabilised teams, with the added pressure 
resulting in elevated sickness and turnover. 

For those children who need our care, the summer has been a period of 
exceptional pressure, with numbers in care rising to the mid-870s, 
making it extremely difficult to find the right home for children. Rates of 
entry have not significantly increased but rates of exit have slowed. A 
programme has been initiated to ensure that, for those children whose 
plan is reunification with birth parents or a move to other forms of 
permanency, this is achieved without delay.   



The sufficiency challenge is particularly acute for those teenagers who 
are subject to criminal and sexual exploitation, those with emotional and 
mental health difficulties and particularly where self-injurious behaviour is 
a feature, disabled young people often autistic and with learning 
disabilities and unaccompanied children (a group where meeting 
government mandates on numbers is increasingly difficult). 

The Fostering Recruitment and Retention Strategy has been refreshed to 
reflect a more targeted approach to recruitment of carers and heralds the 
development of supported lodgings, whilst strategic commissioning 
developments are set out in the forthcoming Sufficiency Strategy due for 
Cabinet in November includes a number of measures aimed at increasing 
the number of high quality, value for money homes available locally. 

External barriers to driving performance at an individual and team level 
continue with IT infrastructure and particularly connectivity in district 
offices, as well as real-time access to performance reporting. This is 
regularly highlighted in exit interviews and was one of the most significant 
challenges highlighted in responses to the recent Social Care Workforce 
Health Check. The Executive Director of People and Digital and the 
Director for Safeguarding and Care are currently visiting district offices to 
discuss IT improvements as part of an update and engagement piece on 
Continual Improvement. 

Key developments over the past month that will deliver impacts 
include:
- Recruitment, retention and career progression:

o 35 newly qualified social workers start their Assisted Year in 
Practice July-September 2022 and will be supernumerary for at 
least the first six months of their employment.

o Permanent Heads of Service are now in place in all but two 
posts in Children’s Safeguarding and Care. This will reduce to 
one in the forthcoming month.

o Development of new workforce strategy.
o Improved induction and check-in programme launched for new 

starters and new managers, building on feedback from 
employees.

- Workforce development:
o Career progression pathway and linked Social Work Academy 

offer under construction.
o Delivery of revised frontline manager development programme 

– workshops in management oversight and improvement 
delivered and evidencing impact

o Lunch-time learn sessions launched, bringing practitioners and 
managers together around specific practice improvement 
topics and areas of interest. Over 80 colleagues attended the 
first session on neglect which was positively received. 

o Leaving Care Personal Adviser training programme in 
development and an assessment of the additional numbers 



required to allocate a Personal adviser from age 16 has been 
incorporated into the transformation model, with a number of 
options being reviewed with the aim of delivering compliance 
and containing cost pressures within the 2023/24 MTFS 
process.

o Monthly Head of Service development sessions continue, with 
Systemic Leadership training for all Heads of Service and 
Service Managers starting in October

- Driving performance and quality
o Revised Quality Assurance and Learning Framework produced 

for consultation. 
o MASH dashboard provides weekly information on workflow and 

decision making at the Front Door.
o GSCP strategy discussion workshop, agreed actions across 

the partnership to improve timeliness and quality of strategy 
discussions and revision of the GSCP Threshold document

o Senior level meeting arranged with police to share and agree 
actions to address the themes and recommendations relating 
to the protection of children and young people identified in both 
ILACS and HMICFRS Inspections 

o Instatement of child protection 9-month check and a panel 
review of long and repeat Child Protection Plans 

o Return to in-person child protection conferences, better able to 
support family engagement and hear from participants

o Case progression of children in Public Law Outline and the 
establishment of a legal oversight and performance group

o Progression for children whose adoption was delayed by recent 
caselaw regarding regulatory compliance (Somerset judgment) 

o Direct work kits issued to social workers as part of the ‘Big 
Participation Conversation’ facilitated by Ambassadors and 
signalling the importance we place on direct work with children 
and young people. 

o Southfield House (care leaver accommodation) Project initiated
- Voice of children, young people and families

o Bright spots survey for children in care completed by 119 
children in care and 127 care leavers – results will be available 
in the Autumn

o Positive feedback lodged with our corporate team by children, 
young people, family members and partners has increased

Forthcoming quarter’s activity
This section is not designed to repeat the detailed information set out in 
the plan, it is intended to indicate next steps in terms of significant activity 
and outcomes delivery. 

The focus in the forthcoming quarter will continue to be on timeliness and 
quality of practice and on developing the role of managers to positively 
impact outcomes. This will be enabled through the implementation of the 
systemic practice programme and also through the expansion of family 



network training and the implementation of family network meetings and 
family finding at the start and end of our work with children and families.

It is hoped that Power BI reporting will be accessible within the period, 
enabling managers through improved access to data and improved 
functionality in performance reporting. 

Service remodelling will be initiated, once approved by Corporate 
Leadership. This will be a significant step forward that, once 
implemented, will improve lines of accountability, reset spans of control, 
enable social workers by integrating early help and providing the 
administrative support needed. In a challenging financial climate, it will 
require continued corporate support through MTFS in 2023/24. 

The start of remodelling will coincide with the launch of GCC’s social care 
workforce strategy and a tender for overseas social work recruitment and 
the reset of the career progression and development pathway.

The Early Help Strategy and the vision for the local authority and partners 
to deliver a Family Hub model will grow from a series of partnership 
meetings starting this month.  It is critical that these developments are 
owned by all partners if we are to deliver on a vision of meeting need at 
the earliest point and reducing the need for specialist services over the 
longer term.  

For children in care and care leavers, the fostering transformation plan 
has been refreshed and includes plans to develop a ‘Support and 
Stability Hub’ for carers and a supported lodgings scheme for those older 
young people aged 16 and 17, often asylum seeking young people, for 
whom this is the right option. This will be augmented by a new Care 
Leaver offer, co-constructed and linked to the regional SLI offer that’s 
under development.

Conclusion
As identified by inspectors and our self-evaluation, children in 
Gloucestershire are better protected and no longer left in situations where 
they are known to be at immediate risk with the quality of services 
improving significantly over the past two to three years in particular. 
However, the service requires further development if we are to realise our 
ambitions to provide a sustainably good service to children and their 
families. The improvements set out above must be embedded if we are to 
avoid a repetition of the past 20 years in which Children’s Services have 
cycled through periods in and just out of Government intervention.   

It is intended that as we develop further, we build resilience and skill 



Appendices

Appendix 1 Improvement Plan v2.0 2022

i The best start for life: a vision for the 1,001 critical days - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)
ii Independent review of children’s social care - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)
iii Child Protection in England - May 2022 (publishing.service.gov.uk)
iv Opportunity for all: strong schools with great teachers for your child - GOV.UK 
(www.gov.uk)
v SEND review: right support, right place, right time - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)

across the workforce that will begin to reduce the number of children and 
families requiring lengthy or repeat social work interventions and that we 
grow our family support offer in a way that enables families to achieve 
and maintain the changes they wish to see.  We are some distance from 
fully achieving our intentions and will require the continued support of 
partners and corporate colleagues to achieve our aims.

25.

Recommendation:

That Children and Families Overview and Scrutiny Committee:
 Consider the content of the Improvement Plan (Appendix 1) and satisfy itself that the 

actions articulated therein can reasonably be anticipated, when delivered, to address the 
recommendations of the Ofsted inspection report and contribute to our overarching aim of 
a consistently good level of service for all children and young people. 

 Agree to receive periodic/regular updates on the progress and impact of delivery of the 
Improvement Plan

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-best-start-for-life-a-vision-for-the-1001-critical-days
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/independent-review-of-childrens-social-care
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1078488/ALH_SH_National_Review_26-5-22.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/opportunity-for-all-strong-schools-with-great-teachers-for-your-child
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/opportunity-for-all-strong-schools-with-great-teachers-for-your-child
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/send-review-right-support-right-place-right-time

