9th September 2016
Solace and Local Government Association response to Ofsted’s consultation on the future
of social care inspection
About the Local Government Association
The Local Government Association (LGA) is the national voice of local government. We work with
councils to support, promote and improve local government.
We are a politically-led, cross party organisation which works on behalf of councils to ensure local
government has a strong, credible voice with national government. We aim to influence and set
the political agenda on the issues that matter to councils so they are able to deliver local solutions
to national problems. The LGA covers every part of England and Wales, supporting local
government as the most efficient and accountable part of the public sector.
About Solace
SOLACE is the representative body for senior strategic managers working in the public sector in
the UK. We are committed to promoting public sector excellence. We provide our members with
opportunities for personal and professional development, and seek to influence debate around the
future of public services to ensure that policy and legislation are informed by the experience and
expertise of our members.
Consultation response
We welcome the opportunity to respond to Ofsted’s consultation on the future of social care
inspection. Before responding to the proposals made by the Inspectorate, we must be clear that
the demands on England’s children’s social care sector are stark and inspection can no longer be
blind to the growing levels of need set against a backdrop of ongoing austerity.
We are pleased that the inspectorate has listened to the concerns of the sector with regards to
overly burdensome Single Inspection Framework (SIF) and we therefore welcome the introduction
of a more proportionate inspection framework for those councils judged to be good or better.
However, we would like to see it introduced sooner rather than later because our research shows
that declaring high numbers of councils ‘inadequate’ is making things worse in children’s services,
not better.
It is right that Ofsted focus their resources on those councils judged to be inadequate, but we are
concerned about the impact of one or more inadequate judgement on the same council. Research
undertaken in 2015 on behalf of the LGA by iMPOWER showed that being found to be inadequate
has a negative impact on performance, with an increase in staff turnover, increase in referrals and
a significant reduction in the timeliness of intervention.
We are clear that Ofsted should continue to work collaboratively with the Department for
Education (DfE) and sector partners, to provide co-ordinated improvement support to inadequate
councils to ensure that they can embark on a sustainable long-term improvement plan. However,

we would like to see the investment of Government resources in sector-led support as well.
Recognition in the ‘partners in practice’ programme that the expertise to drive improvement in
children’s services already exists in the sector is welcome. This must however tailor in with sectorled support and we would like the Government to invest in genuinely sector-led support for all
councils, including those that require improvement and those that wish to maintain their ‘good’ and
‘Outstanding’ ratings.
We would however like to see Ofsted go further to work with the sector to develop a sector-led
inspection model, set within the wider arrangements for accountability which already exist,
including the publication of performance data, arrangements for scrutiny and the challenge
provided by sector peers. This new model would provide support to, and be aligned with existing
sector-led support approaches. It should also be developed in the context of the sector’s approach
to improvement which is based on the following premises:





Councils are responsible for their own performance and improvement and for leading the
delivery of improved outcomes for local people in their area.
Councils are primarily accountable to local communities (not government or the
inspectorates) and stronger accountability, through increased transparency, helps local
people drive further improvement.
Councils have a collective responsibility for the performance of the sector as a whole
(evidenced by sharing best practice, offering member and officer peers, etc.).

The LGA and Solace would like to see the introduction of an accountability framework which is:
less reactive and more holistic than the SIF; properly able to evaluate the effectiveness of the
contributions made by each of the multi-agency safeguarding partners to protect children; and,
able to capitalise upon the tremendous amount of existing research and data available to monitor
the quality of services being provided for children, young people and their families.
We have consistently opposed the use of a single word judgement which does not reflect the
complex reality of the multi-agency delivery of children’s social care and the diversity of partners
and factors that contribute to the outcomes of children and young people in a local area. We
believe that the introduction of narrative reports as part of the modular inspection process and
would like to see extended to the core inspection framework.
Ofsted represents a great data resource for the sector; we welcome a role for Ofsted in sharing
information on ‘best practice’ up and down the country, complementing sector-led improvement
and learning. We are interested to explore the ‘What Works’ model considered in the Isos
Partnership report1 commissioned by the LGA to look at how local children's services can best be
supported to improve rapidly.
The Government has repeatedly stated the case for reforming the children’s services system and
we would be pleased to meet with Ofsted to discuss further the impact of the Partners in Practice
programme and the content of the Putting Children First paper.
It is also vital that we engage in an ongoing conversation with Ofsted about the impact that
devolution deals will have on the delivery and inspection of children’s services. With children’s
services expected to take diverse forms in future, with different types and levels of local
governance in place (e.g. trusts, combined authorities), it will be vital that the inspection regime
keeps pace with this changing landscape.
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http://local.gov.uk/documents/10180/11431/CYP+improvement+and+support++LGA+children%27s+services+improvement+action+research+-+interim+report+final+02.03.16/cf120874-7d47-478c9a2f-8f2dfd2fe5de, ‘Action research into improvement in local children's services’, March 2016

The principles of social care inspection
We agree that the new inspection framework should focus on the experiences and progress of
children and we welcome more consistency in setting out what Ofsted expects from all providers.
We understand that the inspectorate should focus on councils where services are less than good,
but Ofsted should be mindful of the impact of one (or more) inadequate judgements on a council.
IMPOWER’s ‘A brave new world: is inspection improving children’s services?’ report highlighted
that post inspection performance of councils rated inadequate by Ofsted suffered an accelerated
decline rather than improvement. An inadequate rating would therefore appear to be a catalyst for
driving even poorer performance and in effect creating a barrier to improvement. The report found
that, for a number of authorities, these barriers appear to be proving insurmountable, or at least
insurmountable in any timescale that might be considered acceptable.
The inspection of local authority children’s services
As mentioned elsewhere, we are pleased that councils found to be good or better will be the
subject of shorter, more proportionate inspections and that these inspections will also seek to
identify good practice which can be shared more widely. We accept that where issues are found in
these short inspections, Ofsted will want to undertake further, in-depth work to gain a better picture
of what is going wrong.
For councils that are judged to require improvement, the introduction of modular inspections and
narrative reports that seek to help drive improvement is welcome. We are clear that these reports
should complement the existing sector-led improvement work already being undertaken to support
these councils to ensure they are of maximum benefit.
Further clarity is needed on the timescales involved for re-inspection of requires improvement
councils; those councils that could be judged to be good a short time after their last inspection
should not have to wait three years for the opportunity to move out of the RI category. Indeed a
system that gives councils the opportunity to move up the grading structure more quickly would be
welcome.
For inadequate councils we welcome Ofsted’s move to clarify its role in terms of improvement
(now monitoring) support. We believe that ‘monitoring inspections’ is a more accurate description
of the work that is undertaken by the inspectorate after a council has been judged to be
inadequate. Ofsted is already working with the DfE and sector partners to ensure that the support
provided to inadequate councils is co-ordinated and it is vital that this joined-up approach
continues, particularly when deciding the council is ready for re-inspection.
We welcome Ofsted’s proposal to use existing council self-evaluation data to inform its inspection
programme, on the basis that this will result in a less resource-intensive inspection. We agree that
this should be sector-led and should not be produced solely for the purpose of inspection. We
would be keen to discuss this with the inspectorate in greater detail.
Tens of thousands of data items are collected from every council, every year by various
government departments and agencies. 40 of the 151 data collections currently on the single data
list relate directly to children’s services. If these statutory returns could be streamlined and the
data submitted via a single repository this would provide a reliable and valid picture of
performance whilst easing a significant burden on local (and central government). Better use of
this information, including by making it available to the sector in a timely way, would provide a

more sophisticated picture of performance, allowing outcomes rather than processes to be
measured. The inspectorate would then be able to ask for a smaller amount of more focused
information from the council prior to any inspection.
This would also allow a downturn in performance to be identified earlier and addressed swiftly
before issues become entrenched. We are pleased that our suggestion of an annual selfassessment or DCS ‘stocktake’ has been taken up as part of these plans. This information could
also be used to help inspectors gauge the authority’s capacity to improve in the future which may
go some way towards mitigating against the inevitable series of events a negative inspection
judgement currently triggers.
We believe it is right that Ofsted has at its disposal a suite of inspections that can be deployed
where appropriate, but we are concerned about the potential impact on councils of having to
service multiple inspections, including the proposed universal inspection, the Single Inspection
Framework, Joint-Targeted Areas Inspection and inspection of SEN provision, in short order.
Undertaking multiple inspections on a single council will be an additional burden for both the local
authority in question and the Inspectorate. Secondly we are concerned that the new universal
inspection framework will not take account of the multi-agency approach to children’s services
delivery. To that end we are also concerned that the Joint Targeted Area Inspections (JTAIs) are
limited to a maximum of ten a year.
More broadly we are concerned that the proposed new universal inspection will add to the existing
suite of inspections, creating an additional burden for some councils and the inspectorate. We are
clear that use of the universal inspection, Single Inspection Framework, Joint-Targeted Area
Inspection, as well as a new inspection of SEND provision, must be co-ordinated to ensure the
inspection burden on councils is minimised wherever possible.
We believe that including local authority secondees on inspection teams would be beneficial, both
in terms of increasing the credibility of the inspection and allowing for councils to feedback their
experiences to colleagues. We are however concerned about the capacity of councils to allow staff
to be seconded at a time of increased demand for services and with staffing levels being reduced.
Wider contextual information
According to recent government data, over 635,000 referrals were made to local authority
children’s social care departments in 2015 requesting support for children at risk of being abused
or neglected (up 5% since 2010 and at their second highest recorded level); over 400,000 children
were assessed by social workers as needing support (up 7% since 2010 and referrals, at their
second highest recorded level); over 160,000 child protection enquiries were carried out (up over
12% on the previous year and at a record high); and over 60,000 children were placed on child
protection plans during the year (up just over 4% on the previous year and at a record high).
At the same time recent LGA figures show that local authority spending per person has already
been cut by 23% in real terms since 2010 and in the next five years a further £9.5 billion of savings
are required.
In addition to the pressures of austerity and increased demand for children’s social care, other
issues impacting or likely to impact, upon the children’s services sector more broadly include:
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The current government consultation on mandatory reporting of suspected child abuse and
the duty to act2

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/reporting-and-acting-on-child-abuse-and-neglect







The government’s commitment to Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children (UASC) and
refugee families more generally
A political and media focus on issues such as Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE), historic child
abuse, female genital mutilation (FGM), troubled families and radicalisation
Welfare Reform
Education and Adoption Act 2016: Adoption, schools policy and the Academies programme
The impact of devolution and combined authorities

