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Ministerial Foreword

| am determined that children and young people
who are unable to live with their own families have
the best possible experience and opportunities —
those that we want for all our children. Our system
should not be just about keeping children safe but
about being the best corporate parents we can, and
offering access to the support and opportunities
needed for success and happiness in later life.

| want children who live in foster care for a week, or for ten years, to experience high
quality care and to reap the benefits of being in a supportive and nourishing family
environment. | want to ensure that foster parents have the skills, training and support
they need to help the children in their care to overcome previous trauma and to thrive.
Without these dedicated people, we would not have a foster care system and to them we
need to offer our greatest respect and gratitude. Foster parents play an invaluable role —
supporting the vast majority of children looked after by the state.

| am hugely grateful to the many foster parents, children and young people who
contributed their personal experiences and views to the Foster Care in England report,
the Education Select Committee’s inquiry and this response. | am also grateful to all the
social workers, leaders of local authorities and independent fostering agencies, and other
sector and academic organisations who have shared invaluable insight, research and
evidence.

Without the diligent efforts of the members of the Education Select Committee, we would
not have had the opportunity to bring the challenges in fostering to the attention of
Parliament. Moreover, without the dedicated and thorough investigation of Sir Martin
Narey and Mark Owers we would not have had such productive and engaging debates
both in the media and within the sector. Both reviews have provided us with a thorough
evidence base on which to improve foster care and did not shy away from delivering
difficult messages.

These two excellent reports set out in total 52 recommendations for the government and
the sector more widely. | am delighted that both reviews concluded that foster care is
working. For many, foster care is the protective factor that provides children with a stable,
safe home environment they need to develop and prepare for the future. Both reports,
however, also identified areas for improvements and | am determined now to act to bring
about change where it is necessary to benefit children and young people.



Foster parents are essential in making the system work. They must be valued and
treated with respect. More than that, we must ensure that they can be the parents that
these children need. Any parent whose child is struggling will take every action possible
to help their child, which includes becoming experts and being their child’s fiercest
advocate. We know that this is a lot to ask of foster parents. We have huge expectations
of them and we cannot expect them to do this without support — from social workers,
schools, health professionals, businesses, local and central government and from their
own families and friends. It will take everyone in the system to work together to bring
about real improvements for foster parents and the children for whom they care.

As Minister for Children and Families, | have high ambitions for children and young
people in foster care. Every child in this country should have access to the best
opportunities, regardless of their start in life or the circumstances in which they find
themselves. It is incumbent upon us all to contribute to making this a reality.

NP

Nadhim Zahawi

Minister for Children and Families



Foreword from the Chief Social Worker

Throughout my career, | have worked with many
people whose lives are dedicated to looking after
children in foster care. Sometimes children stay
in foster homes for one night, sometimes for a
childhood and sometimes for a lifetime. However
fleeting or enduring, that connection matters. It
matters because those children, and their
families, will likely be facing huge difficulties, and
certainly facing disruption and uncertainty.

Whatever the circumstances, children need reassurance and support, kindness and love.
Those that foster are the people who provide this; indeed, they are the people that
society relies on to help a child get through the worst, get back on their feet and, for
those that stay for longer, to help them thrive and shine throughout their childhood.

The Foster Care in England report brilliantly exposes the fact that foster care across the
country is doing a tremendous job, often in challenging circumstances. It is no
coincidence that the Education Select Committee were keen to highlight the same key
message. Both reports demonstrate why foster parents need ongoing, and at times
highly skilled, support which reflects their diverse needs and those of the children for
whom they care.

The review also makes substantial proposals for how we can go further to make sure
fostering in England is always first class. | warmly welcome the government's response,
which | think is strategic, straightforward and has the potential to transform practice for
children and families. We all have a role to play in recognising the personal contribution
we can make to improving the lives of children in foster care.

As always, different messages chime with different people. For me, the messages about
the role of social work are fundamentally important. Respectful and responsive
relationships between children, foster parents, families and social workers are the
cornerstone of really successful care arrangements.

Trust is a key ingredient. Social workers have the role and responsibility to build those
partnerships and facilitate strong and meaningful relationships between everyone
involved. In the future, | hope to see much more shared care of children, where foster
parents and families build relationships of mutual support and understanding,
underpinned by the professional guidance of social workers, so that children experience
not just stability but harmony between the adults in their lives.

| am also really pleased that we shall see Fostering Trailblazers emerge across the
country, tasked with trying different ways of supporting children and their carers, cutting
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through barriers that get in the way of good care, trying out innovative ways of meeting
children's needs and, critically, making sure their voice is centre stage. Great ideas so
often come from service users themselves. We need to create the opportunities for foster
parents, children and their families to really influence the services they need.

This could be a step change in how children's services involve children and families in
their work. | hope we rise to that challenge going forward and hold high ambition for
social work leading the way in this practice revolution.

Isabelle Trowler
Chief Social Worker for Children and Families



Introduction

This paper sets out the government’s response to two reports into foster care: The
Education Select Committee Inquiry into Fostering' and the Foster Care in England
report?, an independent review commissioned by the Department for Education. The
response describes the government’s vision for foster care and improvements for the
system, based on the recommendations of the two reports.

Both reports state clearly that, for many children and young people, foster care provides
the protective - and loving - environment that they need to develop and thrive. Sir Martin
Narey and Mark Owers write:

The care system in England, in which fostering plays a predominant role, has an
undeservedly poor reputation. The reality is that fostering is a success story.

In turn, the Education Select Committee (ESC) reported:

Phrases such as ‘languishing in care’ devalue and stigmatise children in care and
those that work with them, while the overtly negative narrative implies that children
in foster care are inevitably headed towards negative outcomes. It is widely held
that a more positive narrative of the care system and the role of carers needs to be
articulated by all agencies, including the Government. As Dave Hill stated?, “we
are not doing enough to talk about how foster caring is a great thing”.

The two reviews show, however, that not every child in foster care experiences or
benefits from that environment and that there is more to be done to ensure every child in
foster care benefits from stable, high quality care. This response states the government’s
position on the issues highlighted by the two reviews, including where existing work is
already in train, where we will take forward new action, and where we encourage other
partners to act.

Our Vision for Foster Care

Our vision is for all children in foster care to have stable lives, establish trusted
relationships, to feel cared for and to benefit from high quality foster care for as long as
they need it. We want a care system in which children and young people can experience
a ‘normal life’ and to have the opportunities that other children have access to.
Children’s needs — and views — should be the driving force for all decisions made about
their care.

' The Education Select Committee's inquiry into Fostering (December 2017)
2 The independent review into fostering, Foster Care in England (February 2018)

3 Dave Hill, DCS at Essex County Council and former President of ADCS, quoted from evidence to the
ESC hearings 2016-17
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To achieve this vision, we have identified five overarching ambitions. The table below
sets out these ambitions and the key elements of a well-functioning foster care system
that would contribute to achieving this, based on the two reviews and the evidence
underpinning them.

Children are
listened to and
involved in
decisions about
their lives

Foster parents
receive the
support and
respect they
need and
deserve to care
for children

There are
enough high
quality fostering
placements, in
the right place, at
the right time

LAs commission
placements
according to the
needs of the child

Children
experience
stability
regardless of
permanence plan

* Children know
their rights and
entitlements
and feel
empowered to
actively
contribute to
decisions.
Children's views
drive
improvements
in their own
care experience
and the wider
system.

Every member
of the ‘team
around the
child’ adds
value and
enhances the
child’s
experience.
Children are
well-prepared
for transitions
into care,
between
placements and
out of care.

» Foster parents
are supported,
valued and
respected as
experts on the
child in their
care and are
actively
involved in
decision-
making.

» Foster parents
are able to
access a range
of formal and
informal
support to meet
the needs of
children.

» Foster parents
are empowered
to parent and
make day-to-
day decisions
so that children
experience as
‘normal’ a life
as possible.

» Fostering
agencies recruit
the right foster
parents to
respond to the
needs of their
local population.

» Fostering

agencies ensure

that their foster
parents have the
skills, support
and resilience to
meet the needs
of children in
their care.

LAs use their

knowledge of

sufficiency and
local demand to
work with other

LAs and IFAs to

ensure

resources are
used in the most
effective ways to
meet the needs
of their children.

* Placements are

driven by the
needs of the
child, not
availability of a
bed, location,
provider type or
cost.

LAs spend their
budgets on the
highest quality
and most
suitable
placements to
meet the child’s
needs.

LAs have a
strategic
approach to
sufficiency
planning which
drives
commissioning
and procurement
decisions, based
on needs.

* Children
experience
stable care
placements and
consistency of
relationships,
even in short-
term
placements.

+ Children are
able to keep in
touch with
people who are
important to
them.

+ All eligible
young people
who wish to
Stay Put can do
so, and this
forms part of
their care plan
as early as
possible.




Making This Vision a Reality

In 2016, we set out our reforms for children’s social care. Putting Children First and the
Children and Social Work Act 2017 together determined how we would improve the
system to protect vulnerable children by making sure that the children’s social care
workforce is equipped with the skills, knowledge, training and experience to deliver that
protection. We committed to enable local leaders to deliver excellent practice by
providing them with the tools and insight they need to embed this practice across the
country. We also committed to ensuring there are high performing services everywhere
by providing differentiated support, challenge and intervention in local authorities (LAS).

The reforms we have set in train across children’s social care will benefit children and
young people in foster care. However, we know there are particular issues and
challenges facing children in foster care, the professionals who work with them, and the
foster parents who care for them. That is why we commissioned an independent review
to inform the government’s knowledge and understanding of foster care in England.
Through the process of the review and the ESC’s inquiry, it has been possible to compile
a breadth and depth of information, insight, research and data that has not previously
been available.

The recommendations set out in the two reports have defined the scope of this response.
Our conclusions take into account the verbal and written submissions to both reviews,
the evidence review commissioned by the Department, data analysis and emerging
research from academics in this area, combined with discussions with a wide range of
people since the publication of both reports, not least with children and young people
themselves.

Many of the reports’ recommendations were not directed at central government. We have
focused specific actions on areas where central government can have the greatest
impact but our response makes clear where we agree with recommendations aimed at
local government or other professionals. To make tangible improvements in fostering, all
professionals and leaders, whether in local government or in private providers, need to
work together in pursuit of children’s interests.

We have been, and remain, mindful of the challenging environment in which LAs are
delivering fostering services. We have focussed on issues where local practice can
change to be more effective and to better meet the requirements on fostering services
set out in existing legislation. Delivering our long term vision starts with greater
consistency and adherence to the statutory framework and supporting guidance. We
have used the response to highlight good practice across the country, illustrating that the
areas where we encourage LAs and fostering agencies to take specific actions can be
achieved through innovation, creativity and within existing budgets.
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We will look to sector leaders such as ADCS, LAs, fostering agencies and the voluntary
and community sector to drive practice change and to support sustainable and sensible

improvements to a system that, for many young people, is already working but we know
can be improved.
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1. Experiences of Children and Young People in Foster
Care

Children and young people have described stable placements in care as a chance to
“stand still” and “be normal”. In her survey for the fostering review, the Children’s
Commissioner found that:

The majority stated that the best thing about care was their foster family, and
feeling like ‘part of the family’. Some young people indicated that they viewed their
foster carers as ‘their mum and dad’, and the foster carers’ children as their
brothers and sisters.*

Both reports highlighted that young people do not always feel listened to or involved in
care planning decisions. The child is not always at the centre of practice, particularly
when it comes to transitions into, out of and between placements, referrals, information
sharing and matching. The reports found that consultation with children was variable and
often tokenistic, both for informing decisions about the child’s care, and driving
improvements for all children in care.

All decisions should be driven by the well-being of the child. This is one of the core
principles of the children’s social care system in England, the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child, and underpins fostering regulations® and statutory guidance.®
Actively seeking children’s views, and acting on them in a meaningful way is a key part of
this, alongside safeguarding and promotion of children’s welfare. Children’s thoughts and
feelings should be central to decisions made about their care, if placements are to be
successful and remain stable. As the ESC found:

We were told that listening to and giving appropriate consideration to the views
and opinions of young people is “at the heart of good quality social work”, and “can
often be the lynchpin that will hold a placement steady and make a child feel that
they have a home”.

4 The Children’s Commissioner’s survey was included as an annex to Foster Care in England
5 The Fostering Services (England) Regulations (2011)
8 The Regulations underpin the National Minimum Standards for fostering services
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http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2011/581/contents/made
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fostering-services-national-minimum-standards

Children’s Voices and Advocacy

We want to see a more determined effort to ensure that children’s voices are used to
identify and drive improvements — they are the most important users of fostering services.
In the Children and Social Work Act 2017, we introduced the Corporate Parenting
Principles, which have a strong emphasis on seeking and acting on the views of child.
These should form guiding principles for local policy and practice and came into force as
a statutory duty in April 2018. The new Ofsted Social Care Common Inspection
Framework will also drive improvements in this area by focussing more on the
experiences of children in care.

Foster Care in England was clear that the voice of children and young people can have
an invaluable impact on service delivery and praised the Bright Spots survey, run by
Coram Voice and the Hadley Centre for Adoption and Foster Care Studies at the
University of Bristol. This identifies what is working well for children in care, where things
can improve, and offers a benchmarking tool for LAs to drive improvement across their
services. The evidence from participating LAs indicates that the survey has brought shifts
in culture so that practice is more routinely and consistently driven by children’s
outcomes and experiences. We agree that LAs should explore routes to make better
use of data on the experiences of children and young people, and use this to drive
improvements.

Both reports highlighted the value of advocacy to young people in care. The ESC said:

The young people we heard from were very positive about the impact of
advocates. One young person told us that their advocate has been “absolutely
phenomenal’, while another said that in their experience “advocacy makes social
workers get up and do the job quicker”.

Advocates provide invaluable support to children and young people, helping them to be
meaningfully involved in decisions and supporting them to understand their rights and
entitlements. Advocacy services should be accessible and easy to use, but this is not
always the case. Both reports highlight that young people often do not know how to make
their voices heard, potentially compounding feelings of helplessness and vulnerability.
Foster Care in England draws on evidence from the Children’s Commissioner’s national
survey of children in care, State of the Nation’, which found that more than half of
fostered children did not know, or were unsure, how to get an advocate.

We want to ensure that every looked after child knows about the advocacy support they
are entitled to and is able to access this. Similarly, we want all foster parents to know who
the advocacy provider is and to establish strong relationships with them. As part of our
strategy for supporting unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, we are producing
information for unaccompanied children on their rights and entitlements, including how to

7 The Office of Children's Commissioner's report State of the Nation: Children in Care
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https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/publication/state-of-the-nation-children-in-care/

access advocates. This will be helpful for all children in care, not only unaccompanied
children and we will make the information widely available to LAs, foster parents
and children and young people.

Feedback gathered via the DfE-funded national advocacy helpline, operated by Coram
Voice, supports concerns raised about delivery of local advocacy services. It is essential
and, indeed, a legal requirement that LAs ensure young people have information on, and
access to, advocacy services. This will relieve pressures on other parts of the system and
ensure that young people get the service they deserve. We will work with Coram Voice
and other experts to identify ways to address gaps in the provision of local
advocacy support.

Quality of Information

In evidence submitted to Sir Martin Narey, Mark Owers and the ESC, foster parents,
fostering services and young people raised concerns that referral information too often
reflects the risks posed by the child’s experiences and circumstance rather than who they
are and their needs. Children believe this can be unhelpful and can create a negative
atmosphere in the placement from the outset. In Foster Care in England, this is clear:

We heard that children’s referral information is often incomplete and not always up
to date, particularly when multiple placements are made in quick succession and
where there have been previous breakdowns. Referrals do not always present a
thorough description and analysis of children’s needs and we were told repeatedly
of a tendency to describe children using deficit-based accounts, apparently
drawing on the rationale for the child’s original admission into care.

Young people also raised concerns about not getting the information they need or want
about foster parents prior to placement or in a way that helps them feel prepared for their
new home. In evidence to the ESC, Ofsted stated that “sufficient information to children
and carers at the point of placement is not always provided,” adding that one in three
children told them that they did not receive useful information before commencing a
placement. We agree that better preparation and information on entry into care or into a
new placement could lead to greater stability and improved experiences for children and
foster parents.

We would encourage fostering agencies to consider what they can do to improve
information provided to foster parents and children, and to ensure they do not
inadvertently demonise children by over-emphasising the negative aspects of a
child’s background.
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Some LAs and independent fostering agencies (IFAs), for example, produce ‘home
videos’ by foster families to give children insight into where they will be living and who will
be there, what it looks like and what to expect. They have reported this having a positive
impact on the well-being of children. The ‘Valuing Care’ programme?, which four LAs
have embarked upon, sets a different standard for referral information and shows how
LAs can drive practice change.

The programme ensures referrals are developed via an in-depth analysis of child’s
needs. It is testing tools and processes that enable children and young people to engage
in and even contribute to their referral information and for fostering providers and carers
to get a more holistic view of the child, in preparation for placement.

Contact and Trusted Relationships

Keeping in touch is consistently one of the most important issues raised by children and
young people. We have seen through the two reviews that children feel that they are not
always able to have the kind of contact that they want with family and friends, and in
particular with their siblings (if they are not placed together). At the same time, Foster
Care in England found that family contact was high on the list of concerns of foster
parents and is too often considered as a default position rather than based on individual
circumstance. The reviewers highlighted research that shows where contact is not in the
best interests of the child or not properly managed, this can cause prolonged trauma for
children.

We recognise the importance of children being able to see and keep in touch with their
birth families. Historically, there were concerns that some contact arrangements were
driven by the perception that contact should always take place, rather than based on the
individual needs of the individual child. That is why the Children and Families Act 2014
emphasised that contact should not directly undermine the welfare and safeguarding of
children in care. Ultimately, all decisions regarding contact need to be made on a case-
by-case basis and in the best interests of the child. Foster parents - and crucially,
children themselves - should feel able to raise concerns about arrangements, including
when circumstances change.

Both reports highlighted examples of poor management of contact arrangements, such
as children being taken out of school to attend contact meetings, contact sessions being
cancelled at short notice, and contact being conducted in sterile environments with
unknown supervisors. Some agencies have made particular efforts to offer warm and
welcoming contact facilities. All service providers should consider how contact or
keeping in touch can be best managed. It must be tailored and adaptable to the
changing circumstances, needs and wants of each child.

8 Programme developed by consultancy, iMPower, who are working with 4 LAs as of June 2018 (iMPower

Valuing Care)
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Foster Care in England found that children are rarely encouraged to keep in touch with
former foster parents or other important people in their lives, despite the importance of
strong, stable relationships:

When children are in care, and when they have to move between carers, it's vital
that they are able to maintain the ties and friendships that are important to them.
Leaving a home where they have become settled, often after some years, must be
traumatic enough for a child. Simultaneously losing contact with everyone in that
home and with friends living nearby must sometimes be devastating. Quite simply,
children need to be asked who's important to them and with whom they’d like to
remain in contact.

Children and young people told us this directly, for example one young person urged us
to “remember school friends are important, it's not always about birth family. | might not
want to see birth family — listen to what | want.”® Research demonstrates the importance
of the continuity of relationships for child well-being, particularly relationships with trusted
adults. We need to enable children to have more say about who those people are, how
they keep in touch and to support relationships with former foster parents, for example, if
that is what they would like. We urge social workers to talk to children about who is
important to them, particularly former foster parents and foster siblings and,
unless it is not in their interests, to encourage and facilitate that contact.

Summary

We want children’s views about their own care and wider services to be taken
seriously and used to drive improvements. We encourage LAs to embed data on
the experiences of children and young people into their day-to-day practice and to
use this insight to drive improvements.

We want children and young people to know their rights and entitlements, to feel
empowered, and to have a role in shaping their own care experience. We will
share child-friendly information about rights and entitlements, including access to
advocates, with LAs and make it available to young people and their carers.

We want children and foster parents to be better prepared for transitions into care
and between placements through improved information sharing and quality of
referral information. We would encourage fostering services to consider what they
can do to improve information provided to foster parents and children and to
ensure they do not inadvertently demonise children by over-emphasising the
negative aspects of a child’s background.

All service providers should consider how contact or keeping in touch can be best
managed, including where, when and how that takes place and with whom.

® Quote from young person in DfE-led workshop to develop the Government’s response
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e We urge social workers to talk to children about who is important to them,
particularly former foster parents and foster siblings and, unless it is not in their
interests, to encourage and facilitate that contact.
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2. Stability and Permanence

The Importance of Stability

Repeated placement change can affect children’s wellbeing, outcomes and, of course,
their ability to build meaningful attachments with others and constrain their experience of
a loving home environment. The 2018 Children’s Commissioner’s Stability Index shows
that placement instability tends to drive school instability, with two thirds of mid-year
school moves occurring after a placement move and most commonly (52%) less than two
months after a placement change.’® The ESC talked about the importance of securing
the right placement in securing stability for children:

Placement instability can harm a child’s chances of developing secure and
longstanding attachments and affect their emotional wellbeing and mental health,
and can cause delayed access to support services and difficulties in maintaining
contact with family and friends.

We agree with Foster Care in England that some placement moves are necessary,
particularly when part of a plan to find a longer term or permanent home for a child.
However, we know that a stable home life is key to making sure children growing up in
care can achieve their full potential. Chapter 5 sets out how we can support placement
stability for children by ensuring a good supply of high quality foster parents. High quality,
and early, care planning and decision-making are also crucial. We — collectively — must
do all we can to ensure that placements are stable, limiting the number of placement
moves, breakdowns, and striving to offer children psychological stability by knowing, and
shaping, their care plan and future. This can be transformative to children:

“I feel like | have been given a chance to have a normal happy life doing nice
things and going on holidays and being loved and looked after by all of my family
who care for me.”""

10 Office of the Children's Commissioner's Stability Index 2018

" Quote from Young Person submitted to Call for Evidence for the Foster Care in England report
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Decision-Making and Care Planning

Improving decision-making on placement options is a key priority. That is why we set out,
in the Children and Social Work Act 2017, the importance of taking into account the long-
term impact and outcomes when considering permanence options. Social workers are
the professionals charged with analysing, making decisions about and pursuing the right
placement and permanence option for children. Whilst there is excellent practice in the
sector, it is not universal. That is why we published The Knowledge and Skills Statement
for Achieving Permanence'?, part of a wider development programme to refocus social
work and decision-making towards stability and long-term outcomes for children in care.

In order to improve decision-making for children in care, we will introduce a training
package to support the continuous professional development of social workers in
LAs that want to improve their decision-making on permanence. We will identify the
most appropriate approach to trial the programme. We believe the delivery of the
programme would be best suited to a regional approach and, therefore, the new Regional
Improvement Alliances are well-placed to determine how this CPD offer could fit with
regional improvement priorities. We will work with the Alliances to understand the best
way to achieve this.

In 2015, we introduced a legal definition of long-term foster care to ensure greater
stability of placements and more certainty for children and foster families in that
placement. We are already funding Coram-i through the Innovation Programme to
improve matching and permanence planning for long term foster-care, including trialling
Fostering Activity Days, as recommended in Foster Care in England. We do not yet fully
understand the impact of the introduction of long-term foster care as a legal definition and
national data is patchy, due in part to the nature of the way that LAs record long-term
planning decisions. We will monitor emerging research to understand how this is
working in practice, particularly the way in which long-term foster care is defined
in care planning and recording.

2 Knowledge and skills statement for achieving permanence, published by DfE in November 2016.
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