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1.
Purpose


To have a strategy in place for raising the educational attainment of 
Looked After Children (LAC) by Autumn 2005.


The national concern for the low educational attainment of Looked After 
Children is reflected across Devon in the poor attainment of many LAC 
in schools and other educational settings.  Elected members, officers, 
Headteachers and other colleagues in schools are increasingly 
conscious of the responsibility as corporate parents to support LAC in 
improving educational outcomes.  The role of foster carers and 
residential social workers is also of growing importance in addressing 
the issue.  The strategy will stress the role of corporate parenting 
across all Directorates within the County Council.



The task to produce a strategy will also incorporate the duty to 
safeguard and promote the welfare of children and the duty to promote 
the educational attainment of LAC (Section 52, Children Act 2004).


The Children Act 2004, the forthcoming statutory guidance and recent 
publications including Shaw,1 (2005) and NCH, Close the Gap for 
Children in Care (2005)2 all highlight the need for the national focus 
and the local delivery of an improvement for all LAC in all five 
outcomes published in Every Child Matters. 


Writing the Strategy will lead to a clear understanding of what needs to 
be done within Devon County Council for LAC.


My role in this work has been to support the LAC Co-ordinator in 
delivering a strategy to promote the educational attainment of LAC.  
This has involved setting up an appropriate process and timescale, 
understanding the scope of the issue and knowing the relevant 
requirements, and reviewing and monitoring progress.  Discussions 
with senior officers and elected Members have been important in being 
able to deliver on this task.

2.
Process


The process for writing the Strategy started in Spring 2004 when the 
former Director of Education, Arts and Libraries commissioned a report 
from the Audit Commission to review the present arrangements and to 
make recommendations for further improvement.


As concerns were never going to be fully addressed by the Audit 
Commission’s Report, my intention was to raise the profile of LAC 
attainment across the LEA, Social Services and external agencies and 
to take steps to engage all 
parties in the agenda.


The report included nine ‘key lines of enquiry’ which were being piloted 
in a few Local Authorities by the Audit Commission.  The areas of focus 
included: strategy and leadership, reliable data and information, 
support from primary carers, management arrangements, partnerships 
with external agencies involving children and young people, support for 
education through the care planning system and improving the 
education experience of LAC.


The report included:  reviewing performance information, reviewing 
documents and plans for Service development, meetings with elected 
members, key officers from the Council, voluntary sector and Health 
Trusts, focus groups including carers, a survey of LAC and school 
attendance and care planning analysis.


The final draft report was issued in June 2005.  The key major 
conclusion was that “The Council has begun to make changes to 
processes, procedures and structures for the education of LAC in 
Devon County Council, but there is still a long way to go”.  (Audit 
Commission 2004/05)3.


The interesting point about receiving the report several months after 
the completion of the audit work is to reflect on the progress that has 
already been made towards several of the recommendations and to 
confirm that the profile of LAC has risen considerably during the last 
year.  I will address this further in the Outcomes section.


National developments through the Green Paper ‘Every Child Matters’ 
and the five framework outcomes, Section 52 in the Children Act 2004, 
plus the guidance on children and young people’s planning all 
pressed this issue to be addressed.


Several developments have served to increase knowledge, 
understanding and professional concern about the situation for many 
LAC.  Specific areas of work include high profile performance 
management discussions, the response to the revised star rating, the 
development of the Children’s Services Division, the establishment of 
the Corporate Parenting Forum, the appointment of the LAC                  
Co-ordinator and the public celebrations of LAC achievements.


I made the case for the appointment of a new full-time post of LAC    
Co-ordinator and this was also to be critical during the work of the last 
fifteen months.  This post was discussed with the Audit Commission 
Inspector as a critical turning point for the County Council.  The post is 
jointly 
funded by two services within the Children’s Services Division.  
The induction programme was very different from that for any previous 
post hosted by the Education, Arts and Libraries Directorate and 
included introductions, meetings and training opportunities across the 
County Council and wider service providers.  Establishing these links 
has proved invaluable in developing the right understanding of the 
issues which are now being incorporated into a County Council 
strategy to raise LAC attainment.


The work undertaken to support the first self-evaluation for the Annual 
Performance Assessment was important in creating an opportunity for 
colleagues to provide information, data and analysis on recent progress 
and this also helped to identify the areas for improvement.  The timing 
of this work was interesting in that it was completed just prior to the 
publication of the draft Audit Commission report and recommendations.  
Feedback from inspectors in the Annual Performance Assessment also 
included the need to monitor and include educational outcomes for 
LAC.


Throughout all of the developments during the year I have line-
managed the LAC Co-ordinator.  As part of the new arrangements 
within the Children’s Services Division (CSD), since September 2004, 


I have been line-managed by the Interim Director of Children’s Services 
and have been a member of the CSD Management Board (CSDMB).  
The drafting of the Strategy has been monitored and supported by 
myself during the last few months.  The consultation on the new 
statutory duty and the publication of the Audit Commission report has 
led us to reflect on the draft Strategy and identify ways in which these 
two developments will be incorporated.  


I have attended the Corporate Parenting Forum, been involved in an 
INSET session for colleagues in the Advisory and School Improvement 
Service and addressed secondary Headteachers at an association 
meeting.  Hosting the LAC Co-ordinator within the Inclusion Group has 
also raised the profile of the needs of this vulnerable group with key 
colleagues including those working to prevent exclusions, providing 
alternative education and in promoting attendance.

3.
Outcomes


The recent County Council elections have led to the appointment of a 
Lead Member for Children’s Services and two elected members 
working in support of the Lead Member, one of whom will have a 
particular focus on LAC.


A draft Strategy has been written, and following amendments will be 
presented to the CSDMB at the end of the Autumn term 2005.


The issue will be a key feature in the Enjoy and Achieve section of the 
revised County Council Strategy Plan and the Children and Young 
People’s Plan 2006-2009.


The current poor performance is seen as a key issue for the new 
County Council and the Lead Member for Children’s Services is totally 
committed to supporting activities that will improve performance.  The 
success of LAC in the Performance Assessment Framework indicators 
leading to the Council’s star rating is critical and provides an external 
driver alongside the moral imperative that members and officers 
believe in.


A new policy for Headteachers, Governors and designated teachers 
went to the Policy Group in the former administration.  This will be 
going out to all schools and Governing Bodies in Spring 2006 and 
accompanying articles will be published in Newsletters within the 
County Council.


Revised proformas and guidance for the completion of Early Years and 
School Personal Education Plans (PEPs) went to the former Policy 
Group and also to the new Executive.  Further work on training in the 
use of PEPs is necessary for social care colleagues during the Autumn 
term 2005.


Training has been delivered across a whole range of staff who did not 
previously have significant training on educational issues e.g. foster 
carers now have a major input on education as part of the initial training 
package.  The induction for the new Independent Review Officers 
included a briefing on exclusions and special educational needs.


For the first time, the Vulnerable Children Grant money available to 
LAC has been fully spent and additional funding secured for 2005-06.   
35 of these young people have benefited from the grants.


A joint progress-chasing procedure has been established to contact 
foster carers regarding health assessment and examination entries.  
This has led to a greater take-up of health advice and support and 
examination entries at KS4 have increased.


A review of all the meetings in relation to this area of work is being 
undertaken in order to give a clear focus on the purpose and 
accountability of each group.


For the first time, library tickets, an information pack on the services 
that libraries can offer and a book token have been given to all LAC.


For 2005-2006 attainment indicators have all improved, with the 
exception of KS1 SATS results.   Attendance data is now far more 
secure and permanent exclusions have shown a small reduction.

4.
What did I learn?


4.1
About my organisation  



The drive and support that this work has received from the 


Director of Education, Arts and Libraries and the Interim Director 

of Children’s Services has confirmed my belief in their 


determination to make a difference for LAC.  This has been 


obvious at every stage of the process in setting about drafting 

the Strategy.  The Lead Member for Children’s Services is 


equally committed to and convinced of the work that is and will 

need to be done in the future to make this agenda a reality.



Working with members in the previous administration through 

the Policy Group was very helpful.  It provided an opportunity for 

senior officers and Members to share a proposal.  It put officers 

in a position of explaining their thinking, taking questions and 

proposing amendments to refine the work.  I anticipate that this 

process will be possible within the new Children and Young 


People’s Advisory Group.



The fact that this work has been started at a key point of 


developing a more joined up approach through the Children’s 

Services Division and the move towards integrated services has 

been enormously helpful.  It has enabled colleagues to work in a 

new way, spending time meeting other staff in CSD, explaining 

statutory duties, resource limitations and service procedures.  It 

has also created new opportunities to engage colleagues in new 

pieces of work as a spin-off from the main work of the Strategy.



The Every Child Matters agenda has been a critical develop-


ment at the time that the LAC work has been progressing.  The 

five outcomes framework has focused attention on the different 

elements contributing to services for all children and young 


people.  Discussions at conferences and workshops have raised 

awareness of the contributions that work on different outcomes 

impacts others and how LAC are a particularly vulnerable group.  

Auditing the local data across the targets/indicators has also 


been salutary for colleagues who 
have seen the broader picture.



The work with schools has tended to be through training in small 

groups, talking with Devon Association of Secondary Heads or 

with individual designated teachers or Deputy Heads.  


Communication with Headteachers on the examination entry 

rate for LAC, particularly at Key Stage 4, has prompted many 

phone calls and e-mails relating to LAC.  Admission to school, 

including the support available to ensure a successful transition, 

remains one of the key concerns.  Devon is a “net importer” of 

other Local Authority LAC, often with very complex situations.  

School staff do not always feel that they have the capacity to 

address the young person’s needs and it can take some time 

before a young person is accepted into the school.  



Recommendation 6 of the Audit Commission Report states, 


“Ensure that all officers within Social Care and the Education 

Service, including teachers, are briefed on their responsibilities 

as corporate parents, and strive to secure prompt and suitable 

school placements and necessary support for LAC, specially 

those placed outside the County”.  Audit Commission,4 (2005).   

Recommendation 22 states “Develop and implement a targeted 

cultural change programme for schools and Governors, focusing 

on social inclusion and corporate parenting”.  Audit 



Commission,5 (2005).      



This gets to the root of the work that needs to be done, it is 


something that is recognised as being a priority.  The excellent 

work that is going on in many schools to support LAC must be 

recognised and developed in all schools.



The work throughout the year has led to a point where the 


County Council is ready for a bold Strategy.  It is going to take a 

step change to make the changes that are needed.  



Resources will need to be planned into the Medium Term 


Financial Strategy.  The Audit Commission Report stated in 


Recommendation 4 “Formulate clear funding streams to support 

the strategies to raise educational achievement”.  Although the 

available funding sources are currently clearly identified, it is 


obvious that additional resources will have to be found to 


support the Strategy.  The move towards pooled budgets, 


already ongoing within the wider Children’s Trust will need to 

have LAC as a focus.  There is also much that can still be done 

to harness the will, thinking power and approach of all 


colleagues across the County Council.  Just asking the simple 

questions can be enough to make a difference e.g. do LAC have 

library tickets?  Do foster carers know that a license is needed 

for a young person to hold a Saturday job?  Do we ask all foster 

carers and residential social workers to attend all Parents’ 


Evenings?  The increase in joint working can give us a different 

approach, we hear a new voice, we see a different perspective.  

The role of the Leaders and Managers is critical in role-


modelling and promoting joint working.  The appropriate 


challenge to individual “preciousness” about the “right approach” 

must be made:  what has happened in the past patently has not 

worked.



Mullins (2005) explains some key principles applying to the 


management of change, one of which is “to create an 



environment of trust and shared commitment”6.  He considers 

that the informal groupings that can develop in the early stages 

of joint working, prior to any formal structural change can also be 

critical in developing a shared understanding of everyone’s 


contributions 
and also a shared sense of purpose.



The need for a number of ‘champions’ for LAC throughout the 

County Council has become apparent.  There is still a huge 


need to ensure all colleagues are thinking and acting as 


Corporate Parents.  Very often the concern is rightly for the 


safety and welfare of the child.  Planning mechanisms focus on 

this issue.  We need to move forward to a much more integrated 

planning approach when the education of the child is considered 

at the same time.  In a large shire county, where schools can 

often be up to their Planned Admission Number the educational 

provision must be discussed at the earliest stages.  The 


development of the Children’s Services Division is helping to 

deliver this much needed way of working.   



Frost (2005) defined four levels of partnership working.  In the 

current stage of development in Children’s Services it is 


important for colleagues across the agencies to understand the 

continuum.



As part of the process in a period of change, it is also necessary 

to accept that different aspects of partnership working will 


change at different points.  For example, it can already be seen 

that some aspects of work 
with vulnerable children  and young 

people are at level four, “Merger/integration – different services 

become one organisation in order to enhance service delivery” 

but others are still at level one “Co-operation – services work 

together toward consistent goals and complementary services, 

while maintaining their independence”7     



Fullan (2000) recognises that there needs to be clear evidence 

of success as a result of planning, “We would need to find 


examples where a setting has been deliberately transformed 

from a previous state to a new one that represents clear 


improvement”8   Frost explains that some of the barriers to 


joined-up working may be very tangible but others are less so.9        

e.g. budget and accounting mechanisms and colleagues 


concerned about potential changes in structures which may or 

may not occur.  At this complex point in Children’s Services 


knowing and understanding that these feelings are normal is 


important in carrying colleagues forward. 


4.2
About myself



The way in which the working year has unfolded, both nationally 

and locally, has confirmed my idea that this topic was the right 

one to focus on.  To use the course as a driver was also right.



My belief in the need to be open and involve the right people 

rather than being precious about roles I think has also been 


right.  This element of the 360° Review, “ability to support and 

involve managers in developmental work” was recognised in my 

self-assessment as being compatible with my immediate 


colleagues’ assessment.  The critical issue here for me is that 

the preparatory work in writing the Strategy has involved 


colleagues from across many services within the Children’s 


Trust.



The project work has confirmed to me the need to build in 


capacity to undertake this large area of work.  The work takes 

time to develop and discussion with senior colleagues is vital to 

secure additional resources.  The will to improve this area is 


apparent but there needs to be a constant drive to ensure that it 

is ever present in people’s daily work.



One comment in the 360° Review related to my ability to make 

contributions to partners’ policy work through membership of 

partnership groups.  While there was little variance between my 

self-assessment and the average of my colleagues’ 



assessments, one comment stated that I was “keen to 


participate in partnership working and (she) works very well at a 

one-to-one level but struggles to get heard ….. within broader 

…….. initiatives”.  Last Autumn term I did not agree with this 


comment to the point that I shared my thoughts on this with 


another senior colleague.  I would still argue that broadly this is 

not the case.  I am heard and listened to, evidenced by my 


recent contribution to the Children and Young People’s Plan.  
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