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Through a robust, coherent and well-coordinated approach, the Lewisham Adoption Service is providing good-quality, stable adoption placements for children aged up to nine years. A strong focus is placed on identifying children, for whom adoption is being considered, at the earliest stage of the care-planning process; this ensures that a dynamic approach is taken during the assessments of prospective adopters and who to match with after approval.  
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‘The recent inspection of looked after children in Lewisham found services benefited from energetic and ambitious direction and well-motivated staff. We designed our model to best utilise our highly skilled and passionate staff, knowing that it would allow them to meet the needs of children and adults in the adoption process more effectively and that it would support the collaborative and child-focused ways of working we have implemented. The team is small but focused, and working with children and adopters has allowed social workers to gain an in-depth understanding of each child’s physical, emotional and attachment needs; at the same time they are able to respond quickly and effectively to potential adopters. Social workers are fully responsible for all aspects of case-planning and they work closely with relevant professionals including their current carers, schools and nurseries. As the case is held in the adoption team, there is close liaison with the panel advisor and matches are always prioritised at panel. This ensures that there is no delay in placement with space always being made in the earliest possible panel to consider any matches. Our model enables decisions to be made swiftly and ensures consideration is given to a variety of potential adoptive families. The recently published scorecards provide concrete evidence of the success of our model in securing positive outcomes for children and are testament to the flexibility and expertise of our staff.’
Ian Smith, Director of Children’s Social Care
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The Lewisham adoption and adoption support team is staffed by qualified social workers, including three senior social workers and two adoption support workers. A key feature of the service is that all children, for whom adoption has been agreed through the courts as being the care plan and a placement order granted, are transferred to the adoption service. Adoption social workers are allocated before the transfer and then become the social worker primarily responsible for ensuring that all the necessary work is undertaken to prepare and place the child in their prospective adoptive placement. This work includes all the looked after children responsibilities, for example, reviews, personal education plans and statutory visits. In the words of one adoption worker, this results in them ‘really knowing their kids’ and using this to support good matching of children with adopters. An example of the impact of this is described very well by an adopter who referred to the matching as ‘not being a random selection’ and that the social worker ‘had managed to find the perfect child for me’.
Over the past three years, just two prospective adoptive placements have broken down due to unexpected circumstances unrelated to the child and no adoptive placements have broken down in the same period following adoption orders being made. Compared to statistical neighbours and England as a whole, children in Lewisham experience the shortest time between entering care and moving in with an adoptive family – with 80% waiting less than 21 months. So how has this been achieved?
Finding the right adopters 
A key feature in identifying prospective adopters and making timely placements is the effective way that recruitment and assessment processes are conducted. A rolling programme of information evenings is advertised on the council website and previously via a Google advert, which ensures an on-going dynamic recruitment process. The process is supported by an efficient system for contacting the service during the day and also by a free phone number after hours to request information. Information packs are sent out on the next working day following an expression of interest. Those attending the rolling programme of events are offered a follow-up preliminary interview either the following day or within one week. One adopter was recommended to apply on the basis of a positive experience of a friend. They confirmed that the initial contact was responsive and there was a very quick response, following the information evening with the follow-up individual meeting. Preparation groups are held three times a year and prospective adopters are invited to attend these based on the current local need of children for whom Lewisham is considering adoption, informed by the close tracking of children for whom adoption is being considered or where adoption is the firm plan. This is a fundamental part of the process to ensure that the right adopters are recruited rather than recruiting a wide range of adopters, some of whom may not meet the adoption needs of local children. The average timescale for completing assessments of prospective adopters is currently six to eight months and approximately six months for existing foster carers. More than 75% of assessments are completed within agreed timescales.

To inform the recruitment process and to ensure that the right adopters are recruited, the team knows of all Lewisham children for whom adoption is being considered, including those whose care plan is for either adoption or other form of permanency (often within the family or extended family). Tracking of children for whom adoption is being considered is a particular strength and an essential contribution to achieving timely outcomes and is undertaken on three levels. The earliest identification of children where adoption is being considered is very well promoted and targeted by adoption workers who attend legal-planning meetings. This early tracking is strengthened further through six weekly tracking meetings, which focus on all children in care proceedings including children for whom adoption is being considered. Close tracking continues right up to the point of adoption or when adoption has been confirmed as not being pursued any further. Tracking also includes fortnightly permanency planning meetings attended by key managers and legal services. These meetings are held routinely before the second looked after children review and inform the permanence plan at that review. Additionally, the meetings set timescales for presenting children to the adoption panel, which serves to reinforce the rigorous approach to ensuring timely adoptions through good quality and well-focused care planning. 
Working closely with children
A particular advantage of children being transferred to the adoption team at the point of the placement order being made is that the team has the designated space to undertake direct work with children and that this work is not competing with other demands, for example, child protection enquiries or children needing to be looked after; not an uncommon situation in fieldwork teams. Children are visited weekly upon placement and the range of work undertaken includes life story books, story stem assessments and ‘theraplay’ – therapeutic play between the carer and the child to promote good attachment. Another advantage is that the allocated adoption worker updates the child permanence report during their work with the child and the birth family, thus supporting a dynamic approach to permanence reports. Where children are placed in foster care, the adoption worker and the foster carer work together well to prepare them for adoption. The critical information about a child’s routine and changing needs are captured and translated into the child permanence report. This ensures that the report is a well-informed reference for the child to consult when they are older and, of equal importance, for prospective adopters to gain the most comprehensive and up-to-date information about a child. One adopter who was about to have a child placed with her described the quality of the report and the contact with the adoption social worker as enabling her to ‘feel I already know my daughter’. 

Working together for excellent outcomes

The stability of the adoption team results in good-quality recruitment processes, preparation sessions and assessments. The team model is based on the child being at the forefront of their work, combined with a strong focus on the birth family in seeking to engage them as much as possible in the adoption plans and process. The birth families of 12 of the 19 children currently in placement have had visits arranged with the adopters. Combining this with the team being fully responsible once the placement order has been made and given that the team holds the baton for every child for whom adoption is planned, successful outcomes are achieved in a timely way. Delays in the adoption process are further minimised and associated costs reduced by the adoption service submitting the ‘Annex A’ report to the court at the same time as the application is made by the adopters for an adoption order. 

Flexibility is a key aspect of the team’s success. They work around the commitments of prospective adopters. The home study is managed in a sensitive and professional manner resulting in prospective adopters being well informed about the issues and backgrounds of children and also having their thoughts and views challenged. The excellent outcome of the work of this team is best described by an adopter: ‘They captured us (in the report) brilliantly. They demonstrated a clear skill in assessment and engagement with us which would be hard to replicate. The assessing social worker understood us very well and made a very good match for us. If x had been our birth daughter, she would have had similar characteristics’.
Adoption support to children, birth families and adopters is assumed from the outset of the team’s involvement, the actual focus of which is informed during the on-going work undertaken during the adoption process. This is a fundamental and significant contributory feature to the preparation and success of adoption placements. The adoption support worker will undertake story stem work with the child and thus build up an excellent knowledge of the child and their background on which to then provide the most effective pre- and post-adoption support. The adoption-support needs of the child are being considered therefore at a very early stage and can lead to pre-adoption support being provided to promote positive placement outcomes with strong attachments. The use of ‘theraplay’ is a good example of building attachment between child and prospective adopter where, in many cases, the child will have experienced confused and damaging attachments. Post-adoption support is very accessible to adopters and benefits from good communication and information sharing with CAMHS. An adoption support worker is based within CAMHS on two mornings a week and through this co-location, picks up adoptive families who have been referred through the CAMHS service route. This provides not only a responsive post-adoption support but also, through the use of working within a multi-disciplinary team, enables access to a wide range of professionals who can work to support adoption placement stability.
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The London Borough of Lewisham adoption service undertakes the following responsibilities: placing children in need of adoptive families; recruiting, preparing, and assessing adoptive families; providing assessments for post-adoption support to adoptive children and families; counselling and support to birth parents and families; and assistance and counselling to adopted adults who wish to see their birth records. Intermediary services for adopted adults and birth family members, and contact arrangements for children, both indirect and direct are also provided. The council is a member of the South East London Adoption Consortium, and works closely with other authorities to ensure suitable placements for children.
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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