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Chairman’s Foreword and Acknowledgements 

Councillor:  Nova Charlton Chairman of the Scrutiny Task Group 

Following the 2018 Ofsted Focused Visit, members of the Children and Young 
People’s Services Overview and Scrutiny Panel decided that elected members 
needed more of an oversight into the findings of the 2018 Ofsted report. It has 
become increasingly clear to all that the Local Authority is facing unprecedented 
pressure on its Children and Young People’s service a trend which is mirrored 
nationally.  

We are facing extremely challenging times with a budget which is not able to cope 
due to the additional pressures. A commitment by St Helens Councils Cabinet to 
offer additional funding has enabled the department to offer a revised management 
structure and to recruit and retain skilled social workers, however the department still 
faces some key challenges. 

We would like to thank all those that met with us for their honest an open approach.  
Our enquiries into the culture, procedures and policies of the department have raised 
additional questions which we will aim to address in additional work going forward.

Although we were reassured we recognise that practice standards need to improve 
and there is a lot of work to be done going forward. We recognise the need to ensure 
a multi-agency response and that we need to look at innovative ways of ensuring that 
our young people receive an ‘outstanding’ service.
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1.0 Introduction and Terms of Reference

1.1 During August 2018, Ofsted undertook a focused visit on Children in Need and 
Children Subject to a Child Protection Plan.  Many significant problems across 
children’s services were found and Ofsted issued three Priority Action Notices:

• There are significant delays in escalating children’s cases from children in 
need to child protection and/or public law outline processes when risk 
increases.  This is exposing children to further actual harm, particularly when 
children are experiencing long-term neglect.

• The deficit in oversight, supervision and challenge by leaders and managers 
means that children are not being appropriately safeguarded.

• Quality assurance and audit processes do not appropriately challenge poor 
practice.  This means that leaders and managers cannot understand the 
quality of social work practice and more importantly, that safeguarding 
concerns or other actions to promote children’s welfare are not identified.  

1.2 Following the visit, a Children’s Improvement Board (CIB) and associated 
improvement plan has been established to address Ofsted’s 
recommendations.  With this in mind, it was recognised that the CYPS 
Overview and Scrutiny Panel has a role in establishing what lessons can be 
learnt from the past and how best to take this learning forward into future 
practices.   There is a need for greater political oversight of frontline practice 
and scrutiny can play an important role in making sure there are robust 
performance and quality assurance mechanisms, clear accountability 
arrangements and a system of checks and balances that provide effective 
challenge.  

The terms of reference for the review were agreed as follows:

 To receive regular feedback from meetings of the Children’s Improvement 
Board 

 To establish what actions, remain outstanding from the 2015 Ofsted 
Action Plan.

 To compare findings between the 2015 and 2018 Ofsted Action Plans and 
establish reasons for the lack of progress and worsening practice. 

 To examine how scrutiny members can ensure a greater level of 
understanding when interrogating data to enable effective challenge. 

 To be advised of the current social work practices and cultures and 
compare these with those rated good or outstanding.

 To establish what actions are needed to put young people at the centre of 
the service.

 To establish the role of partner organisations and suggest, where 
necessary, improvements in the implementation of local practices.
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2.0 Method of the Investigation 

• Receive briefing/background info to gain understanding of:

 Child protection referral process
 Allocation of numbers and complexities
 Robustness of current approach re continuity and stability
 Training and development for social workers.
 Accountability and governance arrangements 
 Role of partner agencies
 Financial arrangements

• Learning from relevant Case Studies
• Learning from good practice and social work expertise.
• Learning from LGA Peer Review 2018
• Meet with current and former portfolio leads for Children’s and Young

People’s Services.
• Meet with Dave Hale.
• Meet with Strategic Director and relevant senior officers within Children and

Young People’s Services 
• Meet with Children and Young People who have had experience of the care 

system.

3.0 Background

3.1 During August 2018, Ofsted (the government body which inspects and 
regulates services for young people) undertook a focused visit on Children in 
Need and Children Subject to a Child Protection Plan and Ofsted found that 
these services ‘require improvement’. This followed Ofsted Focused Visits in 
November 2014 of Children in Need of help and protection, children looked 
After and Care Leavers and St.Helens Local Safeguarding Children’s Board.

3.2 Following the 2018 assessment, the People’s Services Directorate committed 
to undertaking a range of measures to continue to improve the quality of 
services provided for children in need children subject to a child protection 
plan.  A Children’s Improvement Board and associated improvement plan has 
been established to address Ofsted’s recommendations.  

3.3 As part of the goal to embed sustained improvement in services, the Children 
and Young People’s Services Scrutiny Panel conducted an in-depth review 
into the impact of the improvements made by the department. The Panel 
focused on learning from current practice and cultures within the service 
which would help with the hypothesis ‘How as a Council can we ensure 
children are a strategic priority’?  Recommendations set out in the report seek 
to reinforce and enhance further improvement to the work of children’s and 
young people’s services in St Helens.
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4.0 Findings
4.1 The Task Group met on 9 occasions and heard evidence from a range of 

internal stakeholders, alongside families and young people who have had 
experience of these services.  A wealth of information describing previous and 
revised practice and protocols was shared.  Below is a summary of our 
findings and progress made: 

4.2 Children’s Improvement Board (CIB)

4.3 As a result of the feedback received during the Focused Visit, a Children’s 
Improvement Board has been established, chaired by an Independent Chair 
Linda Clegg and met for the first time in September.  The Board continues to 
meet monthly.

4.4 Membership of the Improvement Board includes the Chief Executive and the 
Portfolio Holder for Developing Young People, partnership representatives 
(police, health, and schools), the new chair of St Helens Children’s 
Safeguarding Board. The Chair of the Children and Young People’s Overview 
and Scrutiny Panel and two other elected members also sit on the Children’s 
Improvement Board and feed information and findings from this into the Task 
Group process.

4.5 The Improvement Plan considers the findings from Ofsted and the peer 
reviews and details actions required to ensure children’s services improve. 
Delivery of the Improvement Plan is overseen by the Improvement Board and 
the impact of this is measured by 4 key factors:

 Improvement Board Performance Dashboard
 Children and Young People feedback
 Staff and Partnership feedback
 Ofsted rating

4.6 The Shadow Improvement Board was the initial name given to what is now 
the 'Practitioner Forum' which is led by Katherine Appleton and consists of a 
group of practitioners who discuss current issues in Children's Social Care 
and escalate any issues / feedback that they wish the Board to be aware of.  
Issues arising from this are then presented each month as a standard item on 
the agenda of the CIB.

4.7 Leadership and Governance

4.8 We heard that senior leaders in the Council were aiming for services to move 
to ‘good’ and then ‘outstanding’ The priority focus was on social work practice 
and ensuring it was of a high standard and driving better outcomes for 
children.  A culture of high support and high challenge was being established 
which would be underpinned by effective leadership, ongoing learning and 
reflection and robust governance and decision making.  
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4.9 A new Senior Assistant Director for Children’s Social Care has been 
appointed and started full time in February 2019. Linda Evans brings capacity 
and leadership skills.  Early Help now sits alongside Education and Children’s 
Health under Joanne Davies, Senior Assistant Director.

4.10 The new Chair of the Safeguarding Children's Board is Audrey Williamson 
(this was previously known as the Local Safeguarding Children Board, LSCB).  
A development session with the LSCB led by the new Chair has already taken 
place and clear step forward in starting to set a stronger and clearer direction.  
Linda Clegg is the Chair of the Children Improvement Board - a separate 
organisation to the Safeguarding Children’s Board. Linda Clegg is also a 
specialist advisor to the Department for Education (DfE) and is providing St 
Helens with support in this role.

4.11 The Local Government Association (LGA) is supporting our work with Elected 
Members. LGA training and support is open to Members and has included a 
focus on Corporate Parenting.

4.12 Workforce Actions

4.13 It is clear both from recent Ofsted reports and also diagnostic work 
undertaken by both the North West Sector Led Improvement Team and the 
Local Government Association that urgent action has been needed to improve 
Children’s Services in St Helens.

4.14 In response, Cabinet during February 2019, approved a revised core social 
work structure for Children's Social Care. The additional costs of this are 
being funded from a combination of Children's Services Reserve and from the 
£3.0m of additional funding that was allocated to Developing Young People 
as part of the 2019/20 Budget. This funding has enabled the Department to 
address some significant concerns and to address urgent issues that required 
prioritisation. Notwithstanding the above measures, there is a need to 
increase the core Social Work service within the Department that drives 
forward good practice and ultimately improves outcomes for the children of St 
Helens. 

4.15 Since the outcome of the Focused Visit in July 2018, the Department has 
recorded a significant increase in activity, from the number of referrals 
received, to the number of Section 47 enquiries (an investigation commencing 
when a child is believed to be at risk of harm) to a growth in the number of 
children subject to a Child Protection Plan and the number of Children who 
are in the Care of the Local Authority. This growth put additional pressure on 
a workforce in need of stabilising and developing and therefore the overall 
capacity of the service to meet this growing need was considered and 
restructure of the service was put forward for Cabinet approval.

4.16 On 14 November 2018, Cabinet approved a revised Management Structure 
for Children's Social Care. This included a reduction in a tier of management 
within the service and the creation of new Heads of Service, bringing together 
revised functions. The report advised Cabinet that the structure of each of the 
Heads of Service would be considered with further requests for approval 
made once the structure of the service areas had been developed.
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4.17 Recruiting and retaining skilled and experienced Social Workers is a key 
challenge for all local authorities, however within the current context, it is vital 
that St Helens has an effective, stable workforce to deliver the required 
improvements in outcomes for children. Recruitment to both Social Worker 
and Team Manager posts, especially in front-line roles, has been a challenge 
over recent years, due in part to the notable pay differential between St 
Helens and other neighbouring authorities for these roles and the current 
supply and demand in the market. 

4.18 The issue of the pay differential was discussed at a recent meeting of the 
Children’s Improvement Board (10 February 2019). Following analysis of 
comparable pay rates, the Improvement Board recommended that the Council 
considers how it can address this deficit to mitigate the risk of an unsettled 
workforce and constant change for the children in its care. This was agreed at 
Cabinet on 20th February 2019.

4.19 Developments in Social Work Practice  

4.20 Child Protection

4.21 Katherine Appleton gave a presentation on the legal framework and the 
Children’s Act and its various relevant sections.  We heard that previously 
there had been little challenge between agencies and the department was 
now referring to the Practice Standards which were available on the 
Safeguarding site under Policies and Procedures.  These Standards 
document the minimum that needed to be undertaken and highlighted what 
needed to be done to all social workers.  This eliminated any opportunity for 
anyone to say they didn’t know.  We were reassured to hear that the Principal 
Social Worker would drive standards across the service and ensure that 
social workers were adhering to these.  

4.22 In addition, we heard that the Quality Assurance Framework had been 
changed to reflect supervision and Care plan documents had also been 
changed.   Senior management now dip samples case files as a further check 
– this practice had not previously been undertaken.  The Audit tool has also 
been amended.

Current Approach and developing continuity

 Signs of safety model 
 Practice standards
 New care planning documents
 Briefing sessions
 Examples of good practice to model behaviour
 Re-thinking how we use our Advance practitioners
 Principal social worker
 Learning from audits

4.23 Early Help
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4.24 Early Help involves services working together for children, young people and 
their families, who would benefit from extra support, keeping them safe from 
harm, and helping them to overcome difficulties to improve the situation of a 
family to prevent deterioration.  

4.25 When might a family require Early Help?

4.26 Set out in the below are the descriptors of need, previously referred to as the 
Welfare Continuum. The diagram is separated into four segments but can 
also be understood by applying a number to each segment as follows: 

1. Level 1 – Universal – Children and Young People, including those with needs, 
where needs are met by family. Community and universally provided 
services, for example dentists, opticians, GP’s.

2. Level 2 – Early Help – Children may have low levels of need or be susceptible 
to poor outcomes and would benefit from additional support and services to 
help them overcome difficulties as part of a multi-agency plan. To intervene at 
this level parental consent is required to proceed to the completion of an Early 
Help assessment (EHAT). 

3. Level 3 -  Child in Need – Children who have a higher or more complex level 
of need, providing targeted support to improve outcomes. Children and 
Families who meet this level of need will receive a child in need assessment. 

4. Level 4 – Child Protection – Children and Families with very serious or 
complex needs that are having a major impact on their expected outcomes. 
Their needs will be such that they will require intensive support from specialist 
services. Children and families at this level meet the threshold for statutory 
child protection intervention. 
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4.27 Why is effective Early Help important 

 It can prevent the escalation of concerns and empower families to make 
improvements; to deliver better outcomes for children across a range of areas 
such as education, health and emotional wellbeing.

 It helps to keep families together. 

  It reduces the need for disproportionate costly late interventions. 

 It reduces the demand and volume placed on statutory services. 

 It reduces the number of children subject to Child Protection Plans. 

 It contributes to the safe reduction of the number of children who are having 
to be looked after by the Local Authority. 

4.28 The strategic responsibility for Early Help sits under the Senior Assistant 
Director, Education and Children’s Health within integrated People’s Services. 
Although a great deal of progress has been made by all agencies to improve 
the volume and quality of Early Help across the partnership several 
challenges remain. In order to address these, work is in progress to 
implement a locality- based model of Early Help, underpinned by a Team 
Around the School approach. 

4.29 In April 2019 the Cabinet approved the Multi-Agency Early Help Strategy for 
Children, Young People and Families in St Helens 2019-22.  This strategy will 
help embed the thresholds and ensure practices are consistent across the 
Council and its partners.

4.30 Voice of the Child 

4.31 Helen Sharratt, Children and Young People's Consultation and Review Officer 
spoke to the task group about the Voice of the Child and how it is heard at 
St.Helens.  Since the Ofsted Focused Visit recording the Voice of the Child 
has become an important process.  Helen told us that the culture of how the 
Council listens to young people has changed and that it is key on everyone’s 
agenda.

4.32 It is key that a young person’s comments are recorded on case files and a 
clear refection recorded in their Child Protection Plan and that this evidence is 
retained.  Regular case file audits are undertaken to ensure this is being 
evidence adequately.  

4.33 All looked after children, or those leaving care are asked if they would like to 
be a Young Advisor.  Current numbers of Young Advisors are low, at the time 
of meeting Helen only nine young people were employed as Young Advisors.
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4.34 In February 2019 we attended a Children in Care Council (CiCC) meeting to 
talk to the young people.  There were nine young people present, working on 
various issues.  We asked the young people if the feel listened to, the 
response was positive with relatives, teachers and friends being mentioned.

4.35 The CiCC meets with the Director of Peoples Services and the Portfolio 
holder to discuss their ideas and they also attend the Corporate Parenting 
Forum.  Again, numbers engaging with the CiCC are low compared to the 
number of looked after children.

4.36 Systems and Support Actions

4.37 To date approximately 120 Surface Pro's have been ordered and distributed, 
with priority given to all Frontline Social Workers and Managers. This enables 
a more agile approach.  Feedback from the Teams has been positive, and IT 
have worked hard in ensuring that the equipment has been allocated and 
installed as well as providing the staff with an initial induction. The same post 
holders have also been provided with a Smart phone to replace the previous 
phones which means that they can access apps and their emails when out on 
visits. 

4.38 A further additional 50 surface pro's have been requested for the growth in the 
teams and some teams such as the Children with Disabilities Teams are 
developing ways in which they can use this technology to engage with young 
people. The Fostering Social Workers and Family Intervention Workers will 
also require this technology moving forward as they too case record and 
conduct visits. 

4.39 Communications Actions

4.40 There has been focus on increasing staff engagement and there have been 
many staff engagement sessions. Several new, on-going staff engagement 
forums have been launched and first meetings have taken place.

4.41 This will help build and sustain a more open system where front-line staff feel 
heard.  It will enable the Strategic Director to have direct line of sight to the 
front line. It was noted that several training and development opportunities for 
social workers had been established:

 Learning circles
 Practitioner forums
 Utilising the Advanced practitioners to develop practice
 Research in practice
 Supervision training for managers
 Drop in sessions
 Briefing sessions
 Quality assurance framework and thematic audits 

4.42 Budget 
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4.43 The Children Looked After budget has been under pressure for a number of 
years and, whilst the cash-limited budget has been increased by about £3 
million from 2015/16 to 2019/20, the demand and cost increases over that 
period have increased at a significantly higher rate. The continuing austerity 
drive by Government, that has been imposed upon the Council, has meant 
that over the period 2015/16 to 2019/20, the Council has had to make savings 
of £38.4 million. Therefore, the Council has not had the ability to address this 
budget such that it is at a level that is in line with the continually increasing 
actual costs. 

4.44 To address financial pressures and issues that exist within Children’s 
Services, the Council has provided over £20m of one-off funding from 
Reserves over a number of years.  The budget that has been set for 2019/20 
is the final year of the multi-year settlement that Government approved. 

4.45 Quality Assurance   

4.46 We met with David Hale, Business Intelligence Manager, who provided and 
overview of the current Performance Dashboard and highlighted changes 
over recent periods.  We received detailed information with regards to data 
collection, interpretation and analysis of CYPS data.

4.47 David’s role is located within the People's Services Department reporting to 
the Senior Assistant Director for Education and Children's Health. The role 
has a range of responsibilities related to supporting both the work of the Local 
Authorities School Effectiveness Service and Children's Social Care Services. 

4.48 A key responsibility is to ensure that a range of statutory data collections 
including the Child In Need (CIN) Census and Children Looked After (CLA) 
return are completed and data subsequently provided to central government 
in line with requirements and quality standards. More fundamentally, the job 
role requires the postholder to ensure than performance data and other 
analytical products are regularly produced and provided to managers and 
practitioners to offer analytical insight and to ensure decision making is based 
on sound evidence.

4.49 During a visit, Ofsted will ask for a selection of case files to Audit and may ask 
for additional data to be supplied.  There are two main DFE returns that are 
required annually, Children in Need Census and the SSDA903 report.  These 
are supplied to the DfE shorty following the end of each financial year.

4.50 Several of these data sets are also reported on for the Council Performance 
Indicator database.  Questions were raised with regards to are these the 
relevant PI’s for us to be reporting on?  This is the data that the Councils 
management team report on a periodic basis.  The Childs assessment and 
plan needs to be of the best quality.  Targets may be being hit but if the plans 
are of poor quality then the child is not receiving the best service and help.

4.51 As at 15/01/2019 there are currently 489 Children Looked After, 72% of these 
received their last review in time. Our Children in Need figures are 
significantly higher than statistical neighbours and comparable only to 
Blackpool.  
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4.52 Children’s Improvement Plan 

4.53 Following the 2014 Ofsted Focused Visits the associated Improvement Plan 
had become superseded by the 2018 plan.  Internal Audit undertook a piece 
work to ensure the original Improvement Plan had either been completed or 
any outstanding points had been included in the Children’s Improvement Plan 
2018.  This was confirmed to be the case and would ensure there was no 
duplication of work and efforts could be focused on one Improvement Plan.  
Progress against the Improvement Plan is monitored by the Children’s 
Improvement Board.

 

5.0 Conclusions
5.1 It is usual that an authority who receives an inadequate judgement then sees 

a surge in demand following publication of the Ofsted report. This is made up 
of increased referrals and addressing issues in cases as a more forensic 
approach is brought to considering actions that may be needed. St. Helens is 
no different to other authorities and has seen increases in demand.  Moving 
forward we need to be assured that the Council can meet these demands and 
the needs of the young people.

5.2 It has been evident from listening to officers that the department understands 
the need for change, in practices, policies and procedures and culture.  We 
have been reassured by what we have heard that these are moving forward 
but there is still a considerable amount of work to be undertaken, improved 
and maintained.  The provision made for additional staff with up to date 
technology can only enhance this.  Further, ongoing training for Councillors 
would also enable a greater understanding of their role as Corporate Parents.

5.3 The CIB is a key function in ensuring that the changes to the department are 
implemented, sustainable and monitored.  It is the CIB’s role to ensure 
practices are embedded throughout the department and that the Children’s 
Improvement Plan is fully implemented.  The Chair of the Children and Young 
People’s Overview and Scrutiny Panel and two other elected members have 
played the important role of a critical friend to the board and this must 
continue.  The role has been valuable in feeding back the work of the CIB to 
the task group on a regular basis and gives reassurance that an overarching 
group is overseeing the implementation of the vast changes required.

5.4 It was reassuring from talking to officers that the Voice of the Child is a key 
priority going forward and that practices and processes have changed.  
Although this is getting better it still requires improvement and embedding 
throughout the service.  We would like to see more young people engaging 
with the Children in Care Council and being employed as Young Advisors.  
Therefore, the Children and Young People’s Overview and Scrutiny Panel will 
be undertaking further work in 2019/2020 to be reassured that the 
improvements are being followed through.

5.5 In April 2019 the Cabinet approved the Multi-Agency Early Help Strategy for 
Children, Young People and Families in St Helens 2019-22.  It is imperative 
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that practices and thresholds are consistent across the Council and its 
partners.  There has been an historic culture that early help is a social care 
responsibility when in fact it is all partners role to ensure intervention is at the 
earliest stage.

5.6 Partners have a large role to play in identifying situations where early help 
could be crucial, we understand the pressures, such as budget reductions for 
schools and the impact of the loss of intervention services but would like to 
see everyone working together to protect the children of the borough.

5.7 The department now refers to the Practice Standards which are available to 
all practitioners.  The Practice Standards document the minimum that is 
needed to be undertaken and we felt reassured to hear that Principal Social 
Workers would drive standards across the service and ensure that social 
workers were adhering to these.  

5.8 We were informed that case file audits are now carried out in all teams and 
evidence of this is clearly recorded.  Any issues identified are discussed at 
regular supervision sessions with staff at all levels within the department.   
This also helps to identify staff training needs and gives employees an 
opportunity to voice any concerns they may have. The voice of the child 
should also be evident during case file audits.  This is a vital practice so that 
management can see that practitioners are adhering to the new policies and 
procedures and that a clear audit trail exists to demonstrate this.

5.9 Performance Indictors (PI’s) are produced on a timely basis but concerns 
were raised if the correct information is being reported to the relevant people.  
Historical  PI’s are collated, and some key statutory indicators reported as 
required, however the task group would like to ensure that the other  
information gathered is relevant and easy to understand by the users.

5.10 The budget that has been set for 2019/20 is the final year of the multi-year 
settlement that Government approved. There is a great degree of uncertainty 
about funding levels from Government for future years and the Council will 
look at a different approach to the allocation of resources and savings as part 
of the budget setting process for 2020/21 and future years, in order to reflect 
the Council’s priorities and statutory duties.
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6.0 Recommendations

1. Practice Standards continue to be embedded across the department and that 
further evidence of ongoing case file audit processes are reported back to the 
Children and Young People’s Overview and Scrutiny Panel early in 2020.

2. The role of elected members as critical friends to the Children’s Improvement 
Board continues and that regular updates on the progress of the Children’s 
Improvement Board are provided to the Children and Young People’s 
Overview and Scrutiny Panel.

3. The Voice of the Child requires greater and continuous embedding within the 
department and that innovative ways for better engagement with our looked 
after children is required.

4. The response from partners to the Multi-Agency Early Help Strategy for 
Children, Young People and Families in St Helens 2019-22 is monitored to 
ensure all partners are aware of their roles and responsibilities.

5. A review of the Performance Information collated should be undertaken to 
ensure this is still timely, relevant and adds value. 

6. Training for Councillors with regards to their role as Corporate Parents be 
continued throughout the year and especially at the start of each municipal 
year when new members are elected.
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Rec 
No

Recommendation Responsible Officer Agreed Action and Date of Implementation 

1 Practice Standards continue to be embedded 
across the department and that further 
evidence of ongoing case file audit 
processes are reported back to the Children 
and Young People’s Overview and Scrutiny 
Panel early in 2020.

2 The role of elected members as critical 
friends to the Children’s Improvement Board 
continues and that regular updates on the 
progress of the Children’s Improvement 
Board are provided to the Children and 
Young People’s Overview and Scrutiny 
Panel.

3 The Voice of the Child requires greater and 
continuous embedding within the department 
and that innovative ways for better 
engagement with our looked after children is 
required.

4 The response from partners to the Multi-
Agency Early Help Strategy for Children, 
Young People and Families in St Helens 
2019-22 is monitored to ensure all partners 
are aware of their roles and responsibilities.
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5 A review of the Performance Information 
collated should be undertaken to ensure this 
is still timely, relevant and adds value.

6 Training for Councillors with regards to their 
role as Corporate Parents be continued 
throughout the year and especially at the 
start of each municipal year when new 
members are elected.


