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1 Introduction and Background

1.1 In April 2016 an Inspection took place of services for children in need of help and 
protection, children looked after and care leavers, the report was published in July 
2016.  The inspection concluded that children’s services in Sefton require improvement 
to be good and made 11 recommendations. Further to this, a focussed visit to Sefton 
Children’s Services took place in September 2018 with a specific focus on children 
who may be on the edge of care. It was noted in the inspection report that since the 
last inspection, children in need of help and protection now generally benefit from 
better assessments that identify risk and inform the provision of appropriate 
intervention to keep children safe. The report also detailed five areas for improvement 
in social care practice.

1.2 The CSC Improvement plan was reviewed and refreshed following the focussed visit 
and is updated quarterly. The Plan identified 3 key objectives:

1. Ensure frontline practice is consistently good, effective and focussed on 
timely, measurable outcomes for children.

2. To improve management oversight at all levels to ensure services for 
children and young people receive good quality supervision. 

3. Ensure that frontline services are sufficiently resourced and the workforce 
appropriately skilled to enable high quality work to be undertaken with 
children and young people. 

1.3 Robust governance arrangements remain in place as detailed below and a 
performance scorecard tracks progress on all actions detailed in the Improvement 
Plan.

Health and Wellbeing Board 
(HWBB)

(Children's Trust)

Local Safeguarding Children's 
Board
(LSCB)

Corporate Parenting Board

Children and Young People's 
Continous Improvement Board 

(CYPCIB)

Cabinet Overview 
and Scrutiny

1.4 The Children’s Social Care Improvement plan is in the process of being reviewed and 
updated following our annual self- assessment exercise. The updated plan will 
incorporate learning from Children’s social care and multi – agency audits and 
individual agency learning from Serious Case Reviews and Practice reviews. 
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1.5 It should be noted that there are a range of service annual reports including, Fostering, 
Private Fostering, MASH and the Safeguarding Unit. 

2 Strategic Priority 1 - Ensure frontline practice is consistently good, effective and 
focussed on timely, measurable outcomes for children Assessment and 
Planning 

2.1 What the data tells us 

2.1.1 Referrals have remained stable throughout 2018/19, only showing a small decrease in 
referrals from Q1 to Q4.  However, the rate of referrals per 10,000 has increased by 
6% overall since 2017/18 year. 
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2.1.2 Re-referral rates have increased quarter on quarter in 2018/19. There could be a 
number of reasons for this including family engagement or cases being closed as NFA 
in-appropriately. Although this has increased, it is in line with our statistical neighbours 
and below the North- West average. To gain a greater understanding of this, a dip 
sample of re-referrals is included in the audit schedule for 2019/20 
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2.1.3 We recognise that in the last  reporting l year, too many assessments were not 
completed in a timely manner (66% completed within 45 days).  This has been a key 
area of focus for the service in the last 6 months and improved performance reports 
and team monitoring has shown an increase in timely assessments over Q4. The data 
is now showing an upward trend with 83% of assessments completed within 45 days 
in April 2019 which is a 40% increase from October 2018.
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2.1.4 The number of children subject to child protection plans has remained stable, with a 
1% increase from 2017/18.  CP re-plan rates have reduced slightly in 2018/19 but 
remains higher than we desire, currently 24%. The analysis of practice alerts shows 
that challenges are being raised by the unit when these cases are re-presented for 
conference but this requires ongoing attention. We are improving the LSCB practice 
standards to focus on core groups taking greater responsibility for the ending of plans 
to address the issue of plans being repeated and to ensure decisions are owned by all 
agencies. We recognise that the voice of the child is not always at the forefront 
of child protection planning as evidenced in recent audit findings. A suite of 
documents recently developed will support the child and family voice within the 
Child Protection system . The documents were developed by young advisors in 
the Community Voluntary Service (CVS) and have now been shared with social 
workers to use with families. We will monitor the use and impact of these 
documents from September 2019 onwards. For older children, we are currently 
implementing the use of young people’s plans and learning from our partner local 
authorities in the Merseyside area when deciding how Contextual safeguarding 
is to be taken forward in Sefton in partnership with Merseyside Police and the 
Community. We continue to see an increased number of children subject to child 
protection plans as a result of neglect, (30%), in this year, we have also seen a 
reduction in child protection plans categorised as emotional abuse (15% reduction on 
last year) this is an indication that the neglect strategy has had an impact and neglect 
is being recognised.

2.1.5 Timeliness of reports to Child Protection conferences is a concern and will be a key 
priority for 2019/20. The practice standard states that reports should be available 3 
days prior to conference, this allows reports to be shared with families, only 33% of 
reports were available 3 days before and the reasons for this are being explored at a 
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newly established LCS user group. This will also be included in the refresh of the 
improvement plan. 

2.1.6 Children seen within 5 days and 10 days of referral remains a focus for improvement, 
with only 40% of children being recorded as seen within 10 days of referral, this is a 
decrease of 13% on the previous year.  This will be a focus of performance meetings. 

2.1.7 The number of children looked after continues to increase year on year. We currently 
have 525 children in our care, (as of 31 March 2019) which represents an 8% increase 
from March 2018. The increase has been impacted by low numbers leaving care 
and the higher numbers placed at home with parents and in kinship care. Our 
LSCB focus on neglect has led to an increased identification of neglect and contributed 
to the numbers of 5-15 year old becoming looked after, who are more challenging to 
achieve alternative permanency for due to their pre care experience. Despite this 
challenge, only 10% of children experience 3 or more placement moves. We try to 
provide children with the right placement first time but this is affected by a lack of 
placement choice particularly for certain groups e.g. teenage children and children with 
disabilities. We also recognise that having 3 placements may be entirely appropriate 
in some cases as children could move from a relative, to foster care and then to an 
adoptive placement. Despite reducing the number of children placed with parents in 
2017/18, the last 12 months has seen an increase and this continues to rise. The figure 
is now 93 with 25% of these on interim care orders. It is recognised that there is a need 
for early intervention and early contingency planning where risks are identified that a 
child may become looked after. This was highlighted in recent audit activity around 
CIN/CP planning.

2.1.8 There continues to be challenges in relation to placement sufficiency for looked after 
children and this is a national issue. We have updated our Sufficiency Strategy, which 
outlines the work we are undertaking with local providers to improve the quality and 
availability of placements locally, so we can keep our children close to home. As of 
March 2019, 64% of our looked after children reside in an LA maintained foster 
placement, including those who are placed with Connected Persons. The majority of 
those placed outside the borough are not placed at distance with only 13% placed 
more than 20 miles away. Increasing the number of mainstream carers for particularly 
for hard to place groups (e.g. teenagers) remains a key priority for the service and a 
key focus within our Sufficiency Strategy. We have developed a Teen Fostering 
Scheme to increase capacity for our older cohort and reduce reliance on residential 
provision thus offering these children the opportunity to live in a family. Unfortunately, 
the scheme had no uptake in the initial launch in October 2018 so a re-launch is 
currently being developed.

2.1.9 The percentage of children entering care with a completed Initial Health Assessment 
has continued to rise and has increased by 7% since 2017/18 (87% as of 31st March 
2019). With regards to dental checks, Sefton’s (2018-19) DfE 903 return reflected that 
350 children out of 381 children were up to date with recommended dental examination 
(92%); this is an increase of 8 percentage points on 2017-18 and above the 2018 
national average for LAC of 84%. This is a result of continued effective partnership 
working with CCG colleagues.

2.1.10 Adoption become part the Regional Adoption Agency AIM (Adoption in Merseyside) in 
April 2018, a partnership between Liverpool, Sefton, Knowsley and Wirral. The 
recruitment, assessment, and adoption support functions are now delivered by AIM 
who work across a larger footprint and will serve to increase the number of adopters 
recruited and matched.   In March 2019, 20 children are recorded as having been 
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adopted which is a marked improvement on previous years, 7 children are placed for 
adoption and 15 children are waiting to be placed. In March 2019, Sefton was formally 
recognised and congratulated by the Parliamentary under-secretary of state for 
Children and families for continued strong performance on adoption timeliness which 
has improved outcomes for children.  

2.1.11 93% of our care leavers are living in suitable accommodation which is a small increase 
on last year’s figure of 91% (custody is not deemed as suitable accommodation). 61% 
of 16-17 year olds are in Education, Employment or Training (EET) and the figure for 
those care leavers aged 19-21 years old is 47%. This remains a target for 
improvement, In conjunction with partners and the local authority, a bid is being 
developed to provide supported internships for care leavers, this is in addition to the 
supported employment scheme that Sefton already runs for its care leavers.

2.1.12 During 2017/18 Young Advisors were asked to undertake a piece of work to 
understand the experience of children and families in the Child in Need and Child 
Protection Service. The feedback received from this has contributed to the 
development of a suite of documents across CP and CLA which are child friendly and 
child focussed.  Ensuring we capture the voice of children and their lived experience 
remains a key priority. 

2.1.13 Two Serious Case Reviews (SCRs)  were published by the LSCB in 2018/19. Learning 
from these SCRs will be the focus of an upcoming Practice and Performance workshop 
in June 2019.  A common theme from audit and review is assessments and plans being 
adult focussed and over optimistic of parental capacity in some cases. Drift in plans is 
also impacting on improved outcomes for children. A review is being undertaken of our 
current Signs of Safety approach which is a strengths based model, to look at what 
other tools and models are needed to support practice and effective decision making 
across the whole partnership. 

3 Strategic Priority 2 - To improve management oversight at all levels to ensure 
effective services for children and young people and that frontline staff receive 
good quality supervision.

3.1 An audit of supervision was undertaken in January 2019. A further audit will be 
undertaken in June 2019. Effectiveness of management oversight and supervision is 
also quality assured through routine case file auditing. 

3.2 What the data tells us 

3.2.1 In the supervision audit, 21% of the supervision records audited meet good standards 
overall which is slightly improved from 17% that met good in the previous audit but is 
still well below the standards we expect. This remains a key area for improvement. 
The audit highlighted that team managers are getting better at recording reflective 
discussions with practitioners, the number of audits that met good in this area 
increased to 63% from 33% in the previous audit. The audit identified the need for 
compliance across the service so that Service Managers could assure themselves that 
supervision is taking place regularly, the correct process is being followed as per the 
supervision policy and staff have personal development records. 
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3.2.2 Workforce Development and Frontline managers are currently reviewing the 
Supervision template and PDR to ensure that they are fit for purpose. What is clear 
when talking to frontline practitioners is that formal and informal supervision takes 
place regularly but is not always well recorded. There is mandatory supervision training 
scheduled for front line managers in Summer 2019. 

3.2.3 There continues to be a focus on leadership and management across the organisation. 
Practice and Performance Workshops are held quarterly led by the Head of Service, 
and all frontline staff are invited to attend, these workshops provide opportunities to 
share learning from audits including multi – agency audits, share good practice and 
ensure that social workers are afforded an opportunity to influence the development of 
plans to improve practice. 

3.2.4 Planning and Performance group meetings continue to meet monthly.  A new approach 
to the meetings is making team managers more accountable for team performance 
and supporting them to understand the data and trends. This is starting to impact 
positively on timeliness of assessments and visits. This approach has led us to co-
construct the scrutiny areas for improvement across LAC and CP.

3.2.5 There is robust scrutiny and challenge at all levels in the organisation as detailed in 
the governance structure above. 

4 Strategic Priority 3 - Ensure that frontline services are sufficiently resourced and 
the workforce appropriately skilled to enable high quality work to be undertaken 
with children and young people.

4.1 In October 2017 Children’s Social care restructured its services. The aim of the 
restructure was to address the following,

 Children experience too many changes of social workers at important transition 
points.

 Caseloads are too high in some areas, (assessment, Corporate Parenting and 
IRO’s)

 Management Oversight and supervision needs to improve. 

4.2 There has been a dip in performance since the restructure as new approaches ‘bed – 
in’ and demand has increased. Locality Social Work teams now have a wider remit, 
whilst over time this will be positive for children as they should not experience changes 
of social workers at key decision points, it does mean that team managers and social 
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workers are undertaking areas of practice that they have not necessarily undertaken 
before. We are working closely with team managers to support them in the 
development of their teams. 

4.3 The new structure also supports clear lines of accountability within teams and support 
to develop frontline managers is in place. There has been mandatory training for 
frontline managers and quarterly development meetings. We believe that investing in 
the development of our frontline managers is key to raising practice standards. The 
new structure should help to create the culture and environment for continued 
improvement. 

4.4 We closely monitor our social workers average caseload size and we recognise that 
in the locality teams, caseloads are not where we would want them to be, in particular 
for our AYSE’s. Some of this has been impacted by the service re-design, which means 
fewer transfer points for children and promotes relationship based social work.  This is 
resulting in some cases being open for longer. Recruitment continues to fulfil our target 
of 10 additional social workers but this is challenging given our current vacancies. 
There are two new Service Managers in post within the locality services, it is 
recognised that there is some inconsistent practice and in order to bring more 
consistency and improve quality, weekly performance meetings have been established 
which focuses predominately on the completion of assessments, reports and visits.

4.5 We have increased our support to Care leavers as part of the restructure, creating a 
team that provides this service and increasing the number of personal advisors. This 
should help us to meet the requirements of the Children and social work act 2017 with 
support to care leavers up to the age of 25. 

5 Summary and Conclusions

5.1 Raising Practice standards and improving the consistency of core practice remains a 
priority focus. Standards of recording have improved which do demonstrate through 
audit that there is a tangible outcome on children’s lives. We must now ensure that 
there is momentum and change gathers pace moving forward. 

5.2 Management oversight and supervision must strengthen further to have an impact on 
quality of practice. 

5.3 Recommendations from audits and serious case reviews, will be incorporated into a 
reviewed and refreshed improvement plan for the service to ensure we continue to 
drive improvements in practice and improve the lived experiences of our most 
vulnerable children. 


