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1.	PURPOSE





1.1	To inform Members of the arrangements in place to monitor the quality of child protection services following the SSI inspection.





2.	BACKGROUND





2.1	National standards for child protection work are set by: -





legislation and associated guidance; principally the 1989 Children Act


the Social Services Inspectorate (37 set standards)


other D.O.H guidance such as “Working Together” and the ‘orange book’, “Protecting Children – a guide for Social Workers undertaking comprehensive assessment”


‘Quality Protects’ targets.





2.2	Locally, these are translated into practice standards as laid out in the Child Protection procedures.





2.3	In addition, the Audit Commission establishes a number of performance indicators by which the performance of the Social Services Department is measured against that of other authorities.





2.4	The SSI will periodically inspect performance against these standards.  Social Services Departments are expected to meet the standards and to put in place methods to ascertain the extent to which they are being met.  This process will enable areas of shortfall to be identified and addressed.





2.5	SSI inspectors in April 1997 and November 1998 identified key areas where standards were not achieved.  Furthermore, monitoring arrangements, although improving, were still not sufficiently robust.





2.6	The November 1998 SSI report made the following points regarding performance monitoring: -





“Councillors needed continued assistance to understand fully the complexity of the issues faced by the service” (para 1.7)





“The SSD must ensure that, as a matter of routine, managers monitor case records” (para 10.16)


“The SSD should ensure that the Child Protection and Review Co-ordinator plays an active role in quality monitoring and assurance” (para 13.9).





2.7	It is vital that Managers and Councillors know on a very regular basis how the Department is performing. It is clearly unsatisfactory to wait until a problem arises or external scrutiny discovers that performance is poor.





2.8	This report outlines the arrangements which are currently in place to monitor child protection work together with those which are planned.





3.	THE ROLE OF MANAGEMENT INFORMATION





3.1	The regular provision of reliable management information is an essential component of quality assurance.  Such data provides managers with information on both the current situation and long term trends.





3.2	The Department currently collects data on many aspects of child protection including: -





information about the child protection register


timescales for child protection case conferences and the publication of minutes


attendence at child protection case conferences


numbers of unallocated child protection cases.





3.3	This data is beginning to build a valuable child protection data base. However there are still areas where a proportion of missing data continues to affect the overall validity of the information which is collected. 





3.4	Examples of incomplete data include: -





Timescales from start of child protection enquiry to initial case conference


Timescales for publication of case conference decisions and full minutes


Dates of social work visits to children on the child protection register


Reasons for low attendance at case conferences


Timescales between case conferences.





3.5	Plans are in hand to improve the quality and the extent of the management information within the department but it continues to be an area where there is room for improvement. The department is currently working to increase awareness among staff that the collection of accurate management information is a mutual responsibility rather than the role of a small number of specialist staff.





3.6	Management information is reported to managers by means of monthly and quarterly reports.


4.	THE ROLE OF LINE MANAGEMENT





4.1	 Child Care Managers play a vital role in ensuring quality. The Department is currently working to help managers, particularly those at team level, develop the skills they need to monitor practice and service quality. Both Team Managers and Assistant Team Managers are part of Action Learning Sets where these issues have been covered. Put simply, the emphasis is now on managers regularly seeking firm evidence as to the current state of play rather than assuming all is well.





4.2	Performance can be most quickly and regularly monitored close to the point of service delivery. Each worker has a personal responsibility to ensure the quality of their own work. Managers have a responsibility to monitor service quality,  to move quickly to address areas of poor practice and to alert senior managers to significant or resistant problems.





4.3	Managers who supervise social work staff at team level should seek evidence of the quality of work for which they are responsible by: -





providing regular supervision – which may include an element of observed practice


reviewing case files to monitor frequency of visiting, standards of recording and report writing


checking reports for case conferences and statements for court proceedings


checking child protection plans and their implementation.





4.4	Operations Managers must ensure that junior managers are fulfilling their accountabilities by: - 





providing regular supervision


seeking evidence that supervision of social workers is taking place regularly and is of satisfactory quality.  This can be achieved by record checks and via regular feedback from social workers


monitoring case conference and core group minutes


spot checking files if they are concerned about vulnerable areas.





4.5	It is important that any unallocated child protection cases are appropriately prioritised and monitored. There are currently a small number of such cases due to recruitment difficulties in some area teams.





4.6	The number of unallocated cases of children on the child protection register are reported to the Assistant Director [Children] and to the Children’s Management Team on a monthly basis as part of a wider ‘health check’ on staffing levels in area teams.














4.7	It is the responsibility of the Assistant Team Manager [ATM] to ensure that cases left unallocated are those where the risk is seen to be comparatively low or where other staff /agencies are actively involved. In those teams which have ATMs in post senior managers have adequate systems for checking that appropriate decisions are made. In teams which still have vacant ATM posts this is more difficult.





4.8	A number of steps have been taken to support teams without ATMs and /or with low staffing levels to include a staff recruitment strategy and a staff recruitment strategy.





5.	THE ROLE OF THE CHILD PROTECTION CO-ORDINATOR





5.1	The Child Protection Co-ordinators (CPCs) chair all child protection case conferences and are well situated to ascertain the quality of child protection work, both within the Department and across other agencies.





5.2	The CPC’s assure quality by ensuring compliance with statutory and procedural requirements.  This includes ensuring conferences are quorate, enabling parents to participate, ensuring the child’s voice is heard and that reports and minutes are of good quality.  In response to the SSI report, CPCs are now beginning to develop a more active audit role.  They will undertake periodic audits on specific areas of work.  The first of these, featuring Child Protection Enquiries, is currently underway.





5.3	The CPCs are expected to report their findings via: -


regular monthly meetings with Team Managers working to a standard checklist of important issues.  (See appendix 1).


reports back to the Audit and Practice Standards Manager and Operations Manager (Fieldcare) on any cases/issues where practice is of concern


participation in Area Child Protection Sub-Committees on procedures, standards, training, communications and practice development.





5.4	The regular meetings between Team Managers and CPC are still in a formative stage of development, but it is intended that CPCs will develop both the relationships and the skills to work together with Team Managers to explore differences in trends between teams on issues such as variations on the number of registered children, the team’s performance on timescales and the length of time children are on the register. Scrutiny such as this is a key aspect in developing a performance culture where managers learn to use data to understand and improve service quality.





6.	INTERNAL PROFESSIONAL AUDIT





6.1	The Department’s new childcare structure which will be fully in place by July 1999 introduces two new audit posts – an Audit Manager working to an Audit and Practice Standards Manager.





6.2	The Audit Manager will conduct an ongoing series of audits across the childcare field.  Child protection will be a priority for these audits which will be identified by the Assistant Director (Children) in consultation with the Children’s Management Team.  In addition to this audit programme, the audit manager will play an important role, in working with Team Managers to develop routine systems of quality assurance within teams.





6.3	Child Care Review Managers [CCRM] are also part of the same team. They also have an audit and practice standards responsibility but in respect to the Looked After system. CCRMs are expected to raise issues about child protection practice which come to their attention. It has recently been decided to supply CCRMs with copies of the child protection plan for any Looked After children who are on the child protection register so that the CCRM has up-to- date knowledge about work which is underway in the child protection arena.





6.4	The Audit and Practice Standards Manager will be responsible for developing an increased audit role for the CPCs and the Child Care Review Managers.  Her routine monitoring of child protection work also includes: -





scrutiny of 16 sets of case conference minutes per month – 4 per CPC


monitoring case conference timescales and attendance


monitoring inquorate conferences


checking CPCs are meeting regularly with Team Managers


following up concerns with partner agencies


monitoring child protection plans.





7.	SENIOR MANAGERS





7.1	The Assistant Director (Children) and the Director of Social Services will ensure:-





that management information and practice standards reports are collated promptly and considered carefully on a regular basis by DMT


that information on performance is regularly reported to Members


that they act early to rectify any problems affecting quality assurance systems or service delivery


liaison with the Department of Health and SSI to ensure that the Department meets targets and national standards.





8.	COUNCILLORS





8.1	Elected Members have a responsibility to ensure that they are in possession of current, accurate information about the standard of child protection work.





8.2	Information will be provided to Members via reports to Spokesmen, Service Advisory Groups, Social Services Committee and the Social Services Performance Review Panel.





8.3	It is important that Councillors form the ability to ‘ask the right questions’, understand the significance of developing trends and develop an informed ability to question and challenge the information which is provided.  The Council is currently exploring ways in which Councillors can be helped to further develop these skills.





9.	CONCLUSION





9.1	The framework which is in place to assure quality standards is relatively new and will require continued attention if it is to become embedded in the culture of the organisation.  For some staff this will be a significant challenge.  However, many staff already understand that scrutiny is vital to their learning ways by which service standards can be raised.





9.2	There are areas where the framework is not yet fully developed: -





areas of incomplete data


feedback from users is not routinely obtained


further implementation of practice standards within Child Care teams is required.


some teams need further help to develop a common understanding of data requirements.





9.3	Work to address the areas of shortfall is ongoing.  It is anticipated that the new post of Audit and Practice Standards Manager will give this work a rigor which it may have lacked in the past.





9.4	It is the responsibility of staff at all levels, together with Elected Members, to ensure that sufficient quality assurance systems are in place to check that services meet local and national objectives and that children are benefiting directly.





10.	RECOMMENDATION





10.1	 The Committee is asked to:


note the content of this report


make comment on the proposed framework of Quality Assurance


commission an update report concerning all areas of identified shortfall as part of a full report on the performance of the service at to the October meeting.
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