
Social Care National Consultative Forum

Adoption and Fostering Care sub-group

Friday 8 February 2013: 10:30-12:00
Venue: Room 801, Ofsted, Aviation House 
125 Kingsway, London WC2B 6NH
Attendees: 
Alison Bailey (Chair: Ofsted); Brenda Farrell (Barnardos); 

Carolyn Oliver (Barnardos); Harvey Gallagher (NAFP); Helen Keaney (The Fostering Network); Janet Smith (Adoption UK); Louise Hocking (BAAF), Louise Lawrence (DfE), Peter Sandiford (CASA); Richard Howell (DfE); Ruth Coler (Ofsted)

Apologies: 
Valerie Tulloch (Action for Children)
Minutes of last meeting (08/02/13) – Agreed.


Matters arising from last meeting of 8 February 2013:


1. Definition of fostering branches: 
A workshop was held on Monday 18 February 2013 where it was generally agreed that the current definition of a branch was not adequate. Various options were discussed; including basing the definition of a branch on the number of children looked after. Following internal discussions it was agreed that Ofsted will develop a new definition and consult on this. We aim to develop the definition and have the consultation prepared, if possible, by the end of July 2013. A further meeting of the workshop group will be held during this process. NAPF asked that the introduction of a new branch definition should include a transition plan for agencies that are already registered to enable them to more easily comply with any changes.


2. DBS checking 
This issue is still with the DfE- 
Action one: Alison to chase a response to DBS checking of panel members, volunteers, administration staff and partners who do not live with foster carers for next meeting.

Online questionnaires


3. Concerns were raised here, and in the main meeting, that the links to questionnaires did not work and some hard copy questionnaires were sent to the wrong providers. The following actions have been taken:


· The closure date for questionnaires has been extended to 30 June 2013 rather than 31 May 2013.
· All social care providers involved have received an email confirming the change of closure date and asking them to inform Ofsted if they have any further issues with links.
· Where needed agencies have been supported to resolve specific issues. 


4. A review of the use of questionnaires is planned after 30 June 2013. A view from CASA on how Ofsted could improve responses from ASAs will be especially helpful.
Action two: Ruth and Alison to involve CASA in the review of questionnaires for adoption support agencies 
Action three: All members to ask anyone who continues to have difficulties with people accessing questionnaires to telephone Ofsted’s helpline.
Introducing requires improvement in IFA and VAA inspections

5. HMCI believes that all children and young people, particularly some of the most vulnerable, should receive services that are judged to be at least good. Therefore, we are introducing a judgement of ‘requires improvement’, which will replace ‘adequate’. The definition of ‘good’ will be the benchmark from which all other judgements derive (outstanding, requires improvement and inadequate).

6. We propose to introduce a judgement of ‘requires improvement’ into inspections of independent fostering agencies and voluntary adoption agencies in September 2013. The judgement will be introduced into the inspection of other social care establishments and agencies over the following two years. 


7. Consultations on the grade descriptors for good within local authority, IFA and VAA inspections will take place between 12 June and 9 July 2013. NCF members to publicise the consultations when they open so we receive as many views as possible. 

Action four: Ofsted to let NCF members know when the consultations open so they can be promoted
8. A judgement of ‘requires improvement’ in a regulated setting will not indicate non-compliance. It is a judgement requiring improvement in order to be good.  This means that IFAs and VAAs could meet the regulations and NMS but still be judged as ‘requires improvement’, as the manner in which the NMS are put into practice is not resulting in positive outcomes for children.
9. The implications of this were discussed:

· All agreed that the aim should be to have good quality adoption and fostering agencies and therefore the principle of using requires improvement was supported. But there were concerns.  


· Requires improvement is likely to be understood as a judgement indicating non-compliance and this could lead to confusion especially for commissioners. ‘Requirements’ is a legal term used in the Care Standards Act 2000 and in regulations. It was suggested, therefore, that ‘requires improvement’ may be translated as meaning ‘barely legal’.

· It would be helpful to ensure that commissioners are invited to contribute to the consultation on what the grade descriptors for good should cover. This would help reduce the potential for confusion and may have the added benefit of alleviating some of the duplication of assessment that occurs when commissioners undertake their own procurement assessments of agencies.

· Suggestions were made that whilst ‘good’ describes what an agency should be doing, ‘requires improvement’ and ‘inadequate’ take a deficit model where the wording describes what is lacking. There was some view that the grade descriptor for requires improvement should be reworded. This will be considered as part of the consultation review. 

Action five: NCF members are asked to respond to Ofsted’s consultation on the grade descriptors for good between 12 June and 9 July 2013. They are also asked to publicise this. 
Ruth Coler Senior Officer Registration, Inspection and Enforcement, Ofsted 
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