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TOWARDS EXCELLENCE FOR CHILDREN
Sector-led improvement and support in children’s services
An update from the Chair of the Children’s Improvement Board
Marion Davis, ADCS
Welcome to the first of a series of regular bulletins aimed at keeping everyone informed about progress in developing the new sector-led approach to improvement and support in children’s services.  It is my pleasure to chair the Children’s Improvement Board, whose main function is the strategic development of a system in which all partners within the sector make an active contribution to achieving excellence in children’s services with the longer term aim of creating a self-improving world-class system of children’s services. It is our ambition to develop a robust and resilient system that inspires confidence within our communities, with Ministers and across the children’s sector.
The Children’s Improvement Board has been meeting for the past three months; it consists of myself as Chair, Mark Rogers, Chief Executive, Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council for SOLACE, Rob Whiteman, Chief Executive of Local Government (LG) Improvement and Development and Olivia McLeod, Supporting Delivery Group for the Department for Education (DfE). The first phase of the Board’s work was supported by Eleni Ioannides (DCS Bury) who led a small group of advisers in developing the system and supporting Board discussions. During this next phase of work the Board is focussing on preparations for delivering the new system and Liz Railton, formerly National Programmes Director for Together for Children, has been appointed to an interim basis to support the work of the Board over the next few months. 
Liz is assembling a delivery team from across the sector and has already been joined by John Harris, DCS in Hertfordshire who brings current experience as a DCS and relevant expertise from his involvement in peer reviews. Hertfordshire is contributing some of his time to support the sector with this crucial work.
This year will be a transitional year as it will take time to develop a self-improving system that has the resilience to achieve our ambitions for excellence.  Several clusters of councils are keen to test aspects of the system at an early stage so there will be a programme of learning from ‘early adopters’.
Progress so far
There is strong support across the sector for a system that is led by the sector, for the sector. There is a consensus about the core features of the model:

· Local authorities will pursue a self-improvement cycle of understanding, planning, doing and reviewing. There will be a universal expectation that councils will open up their self-assessment and improvement planning activities to a process of peer challenge and support so that the improvement cycle is driven by rigorous analysis, early and constructive identification of areas for improvement and risks to performance.
· It is anticipated that each DCS (or in some cases a senior experienced manager) will dedicate five days per annum on a reciprocal basis to supporting this peer challenge activity. The combination of grant funding and the continuing commitment to reciprocity and “gifted” expertise, similar to the arrangements underpinning C4EO’s system of Sector Specialists and LG Improvement and Development’s model for Peer Reviews, will give the system capacity as well as offering value for money. 
· The skills and expertise needed to deliver, and receive peer support and challenge will be built in to the national DCS Leadership Programme.  This programme will in future, subject to Ministerial agreement, be commissioned through the Children’s Improvement Board.  
Funding
· There is continuing work with Ministers, officials and Ofsted to secure confidence in the plans for the new system and it is hoped that agreement can be reached by July on a grant funding settlement. 
· In the short term, April to June 2011, DfE has granted sufficient funds to enable C4EO to continue its work to provide interim improvement support and expertise on data handling and development 
DfE has also asked for, and provided funding for work to be undertaken on the Children’s Centre reform agenda. The work on children’s centres is seen by Ministers as a prototype for an element of the sector-led improvement programme that supports local implementation of national policies. Using grant funding, the Children’s Improvement Board will oversee the arrangements for two initiatives:  

1. a draw down support offer for councils that want it, to share good practice on the ways in which councils are delivering sufficient Sure Start Children’s Centre services in their areas 
2. a sector led process for identifying and supporting 30 local authority pathfinders to test a payment by results model. 
Next steps for the Children’s Improvement Board
· Developing the Knowledge Hub platform, including data sets, to support local self-assessment and improvement planning processes through the LG Inform service. 
· Developing a phased delivery plan – six streams of work have been identified – in the next update we will share details of these workstreams. 

· Increasing coordination of existing sector-led activity including bringing the LG Improvement and Development work on local productivity and the DCS Leadership provision currently led by the National College, into the remit of the Children’s Improvement Board.
· Commissioning an early adopter programme to test aspects of the system, with a robust evaluation process embedded from the outset.
· Securing an agreement with DfE to progress the full suite of proposals to sign off stage, including the decision on longer term improvement support through to March 2012. 

· Drafting a final proposition paper for Ministers by the end of June.
· Achieving final sign off by the Local Government Group, SOLACE and ADCS by the end of July. 
Urgent action for councils
The new system now needs to be set up at some pace and the sector needs to work in parallel with a sign off process that, by July, will involve a compact between the Children’s Improvement Board and all participating local authorities. The timescales for the actions below are tight:

· Each region to identify a lead member, lead chief executive and lead director of children’s services and inform the Board by the end of May.

· Councils to express an interest in being an early adopter of the improvement cycle by the 7 June. 

· Councils to express an interest in becoming Payment by Results pathfinders by the 27 May. 

· Councils to express an interest in taking up a sector-led offer to support local decision making on the delivery of sufficient Children’s Centre services by the 27 May.
Further information will follow shortly on the process for each of the expressions of interest.

The Children’s Improvement Board would welcome any feedback, comments, or questions you may have about any aspect of sector-led improvement and support. Please email: liz.railton@local.gov.uk 
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