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GLOUCESTERSHIRE CHILDREN’S PARTNERSHIP (GCP)
Report of Director of Children’s Services (DCS) – March 2017
Dear Partners,
Well the wait is over. We have welcomed our OFSTED inspectors to Gloucestershire at long last. We will be briefing everyone but of course at first we  await feedback from inspectors, with the final report not being published until mid May.  We know that the police have also had a visit from HMIC, so we will not be short of feedback! 

Pressure in the wider system remains high for all partners; budget constraints; repeat referrals to children’s social care; rising numbers of children with SEN statements and school exclusions are just some of the issues. My report highlights some of our progress, successes, intentions and the challenges we face addressing this pressure through the provision of our secondary prevention and targeted help in the county. 

Working together- Restorative Practice –March 2017

After extensive engagement activity during 2016 the Restorative Practice Development project has moved into pilot phase. Four geographical/service area pilots have been established across a range of settings:

1. Secondary School –Tewkesbury Secondary School
2. Primary School – Moat Primary School, Gloucester and Gloucester Families First Plus and local PODS teams 

3. Community –Priors Park, Tewkesbury

4. Child Protection Conference team –GCC children’s services

These location-based pilots will be underpinned by a fifth pilot developing a restorative culture. This consists of 3 strands: the Leadership programme; the Management programme and Practice Champions programme. Workplace programmes are planned to start from May/June.

125 people have followed the Level 3 Restorative Practice training and approximately 145 people have attended an Introductory Day. In March members of the Vulnerable Children’s Board used restorative practice to identify their strategic ‘obsessions’; a restorative awareness session for Directors is planned for the end of April.  We are currently supporting the pilots; sharing information about restorative practice and pilot progress; developing workplace programmes; continuing conversations with local partners and rationalising cross-agency training resources to develop a programme to sustain learning and application of restorative practice across Gloucestershire. 

Investing in Early Help

The council plans to focus its future work on programmes providing the early help which has been shown to make a significant difference for vulnerable children and families. We know that providing secondary prevention and accurately targeting activity can address underlying factors and prevent problems escalating; helping families and communities to help themselves. Taking an approach that addresses issues holistically can have a wide impact eg supporting young people to stay in school can help to reduce substance abuse, offending and can improve their mental health. 
Data, included in this report, shows we have a relatively high rate of repeat children’s social care activity compared to other local authorities. We know that this is impacted by family breakdown which in turn is closely associated with the ‘toxic trio’ – domestic abuse, substance misuse and adult mental health issues and will be a focus for the council. Tackling these issues remains a priority for us all. Success here can have multiple benefits for families and prevent future high spend problems emerging; help manage demand; sustain our capacity to respond where needed and prevent repeat engagement with specialist services.
As far as early help services are concerned, April sees the implementation of the new targeted family support service for under 11s, operating from Child and Family Centres which should, over time bring significant resource to working with vulnerable families in the community. The council has also invested some one off funding in early help projects for 2017/18:
· Extending family group conferencing

· Support for victims of domestic abuse

· Support for young men

· Work with women who have repeatedly lost children to the Care system
· Projects to work with schools to prevent exclusions 

Sharing information and the ‘single consent form’

A key development, reported at the previous Board meeting, has been the extensive work across the county to establish a ‘single consent form’. Our aims are to streamline the approach to obtaining consent to share information as well as improving consistency, reducing duplication and ensuring compliance with data protection legislation. Current processes are inconsistent, cumbersome and are often a barrier to children and young people receiving timely responses to their needs, particularly when the referral does not meet the threshold for social care. 
Details of the progress of this work are an agenda item at the Board. 

Advice and early help services

Council advice and early help services are now co-located at the Helpdesk; this continues to support and strengthen the timely provision of advice and appropriate sign-posting to the right level of support for children. We can evidence that the changes to the Children’s Services front door are beginning to prove effective.
Safeguarding

The rate of children on protection plans has continued to decrease, with 503 protection plans in place at the end of December compared with 595 at the same time last year, a decrease of 18.2%.

The rate of children in need has increased this quarter from 155.2 to 165.0 as part of the work being undertaken to ensure that we are providing safeguarding at an appropriate level, however we are below comparators. This may be impacting on our re-referral rates which remain high with 24.4% of children referred back to us within 12 months; this is 4.2% higher than our peer group average. The percentage of children on a second or subsequent protection plan increased this quarter (from 22.9% to 25.2%). While there is a very slight downward trend over the last two years, our peer group are performing better than us, with a group average of 19.1%. 
Our rate of children in care has reduced slightly this quarter with 599 children in care at the end of December compared with 627 in quarter 2; a reduction of 4.6%. However, there are still 100 more children in care than 2 years ago (20% higher). While our peer group comparators have experienced increases in the numbers of children in care, this has been at a shallower rate.
Children readmitted to care dropped slightly again this quarter and are now at the lowest level they have been since this measure was introduced in June 2015. However, readmissions continue to remain above the target of 13%. 

We have 40 children in foster to adopt placements which is improving stability for children, 19 of these placements were made this year.
The percentage of vacant Social Work posts (4.9%) has reduced significantly since quarter 1 (17.3%). However, the turnover rate has increased this quarter from 11.4% in quarter 2 to 14.0% at the end of December 2016. In addition, almost a quarter of posts (24.1%) are filled by newly qualified social workers.
School funding

The government is consulting on the introduction of a National Funding Formula (NFF) for mainstream schools to be introduced from 2018/19.  The consultation runs to 22nd March 2017.  It has been hugely controversial.  There was an expectation that schools in low funded areas like Gloucestershire would gain from the NFF but the majority of the secondary schools and many larger primary schools will see their budgets reduced. 

 There are two controversial aspects to the proposal – the introduction of a ‘floor’ which perpetuates much of the funding advantage that some inner London Boroughs in particular currently enjoy; and a significant shift of funding from the basic ‘per pupil’ funding to additional needs. Both disadvantage Gloucestershire schools overall.

There is a parallel consultation on a formula for distributing the national budget for high needs to local authority level.  Gloucestershire is not a winner on the formula but will be cash protected at the current level for four years. 
Education

The government’s policy in relation to education is still evolving. It now appears likely that the Green Paper consultation which included proposals in respect to selective education will result in a new education White Paper. This is expected in ‘the next few weeks’ and will apparently include views about the role of local authorities in education in the future. This is important because presumably the White Paper will confirm the overall direction in respect of academisation and also explain how these objectives are to be achieved. It should help us to plan for the future.
.  

School exclusions 
As we reported previously, we do not perform as well as other similar local authorities regarding school exclusions. Primary school permanent exclusions have increased from 0.05% in 2014/15 to 0.07% in 2015/16.  The national average in 2014/15 was 0.02%.  Secondary permanent exclusions have increased from 0.23% in 2014/15 to 0.28% in 2015/16, the national average being 0.15%. In 2014/15 the total percentage of school population permanently excluded was 0.13% compared to a national average of 0.07%.  In 2015/16 our percentage could increase to 0.16%. In 2014/15 Gloucestershire was the highest excluding authority when compared with its statistical neighbours.
The national average for fixed period exclusions was 3.88% in 2014/15. Our exclusion rate was 3.55% in 2014/15, the third highest excluding authority, and has an interim percentage of 4.19% for 2015/16. On a positive note the percentage of pupils excluded from special schools is now well below average when compared with all pupils nationally

The figures for 2016/17 are at this time encouraging, the number of permanent exclusions (PExes) this year is fewer for the first time in three year. There has been a reduction in the number of second PExes in Primary and Secondary phase and KS1 and KS2 exclusions are lower than at this time last year
To meet our intention of targeting help at the right time to the right children, senior officers continue to work closely with a group of secondary head teachers to improve access and outcomes for pupils at risk of, or who have been permanently excluded. This includes a review of the processes such as Managed Moves and the Fair Access Protocol. The result to date has been the introduction of a new process Managed Transitions which provides a clear criteria and structure which enables the return of a student to mainstream from an APS. It addresses the concerns of mainstream schools who sometimes felt that they were returned “too quickly.”

The working group will make recommendations about redesigning the current provision and propose provision in light of the recent White Paper which calls for:

· strong early identification and support of issues which may lead to fixed term or permanent exclusions

· The accountability for student outcomes remaining with the school even if excluded.

The council continues to provide schools with advice on early help and early intervention in order to avoid exclusions and will be working with schools to promote the use of restorative approaches which are proving successful in reducing exclusions.
Special Educational Needs & Disability

There are currently 3,043 children and young people in the county with an EHC plan or a statement of SEN. This number had historically been quite stable but has seen a 25% increase in the past 2 years. Whilst this reflects the national picture (with the age range of EHCPs now spanning 0-25 and the SEND reforms increasing parental requests for additional support) we have a larger number of pupils per 1,000 population with statutory SEN support than the average across comparator authorities; 14.70 compared to 14.04. This increase has led to a significant impact across the high needs budget; which is already under pressure. 
Following this trend, there has been a general reduction in the number of children receiving non-statutory SEN support within schools, which has reduced from 14.7% of the school population to 11.7% in the past 4 years which will have impact on unidentified or unmet needs escalating to a level requiring statutory assessment, support and funding.

The government is expecting us to develop a high needs strategic plan to plan given the pressures on high needs funding – this will mean supporting more proactive and inclusive practice across the school system.

Well March has been eventful and I now look forward to building on our intentions and using the messages from our OFSTED inspection to audit, review and develop our systems to provide the best possible support for our vulnerable children, their families and our teams.
I’d like to thank everyone for their support during the recent inspection and for all the positive feedback I’ve had about my blog – the stories of dysfunctional family life will continue albeit not so frequently!

Linda Uren 
Director of  Children’s Services

March 2017
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