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1. Synopsis

This report provides an overview of the activity, data, and performance of
the Shropshire Adoption service as part of our Regional Adoption Agency,
Together 4 Children (T4C) from the 1 April 2021 to 31 March 2022. This
report is for information and no decisions are required.

2. Executive Summary

Adoption is a regulated activity provided by either a Local Authority or a
Voluntary Adoption Agency. The service is regulated under The Children
Act 1989 & 2004; The Adoption and Children act 2014 and Adoption Agency
Regulations 2005.

All Local Authorities are legally required to work under the auspices of a
Regional Adoption Agency. T4C Regional Adoption Agency went live on the
28th of September 2020. T4C is a partnership between Shropshire Council,
Staffordshire County Council, Stoke-on-Trent City Council and Telford &
Wrekin Council. We are working together to improve outcomes for those
children who enter care and are not able to return to their birth parents.,
This is the second annual report for the partnership.

The vision of the partnership is to ensure that our children achieve
emotional, physical, and legal permanence; growing up in loving homes
with adults who provide them with a strong sense of security, continuity,
commitment, and identity.

The partnership continues to experience the impact of covid 19, most of

the day-to-day business is now undertaken by hybrid working, although
face to face events for adopters and children have recommenced.
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This year, the partnership, along with other RAA’s has worked hard on the
following three priority areas as outlined in the national Adoption Strategy.
1.) Adoption Recruitment
2.) The child’s journey
3.) Adoption support

In addition, the partnership has secured funding to work pan-regionally on
the embedding of early permanence, the impact of this work will be seen
in the next reporting year.

3. Recommendations

3.1 Cabinetis requested to considerthe information in this report and
support the work of the T4C Regional Adoption Agency in fulfilling the
Council’s statutory and regulatory requirements.

REPORT

4. Risk Assessment and Opportunities Appraisal

(NB This will include the following: Impact on Children and Vulnerable Adults,
Risk Management, Human Rights, Equalities, Community and other
Consultation)

4.1 Impact on children and vulnerable adults

For children who are unable to remain in their birth family, permanency
outside the birth family should be a primary consideration. Adoption
provides legal permanency for children and should be considered at the
earliest opportunity.

4.2 Risk Management

When a decisionis made that a child in unable to be safely cared forin their
birth family and the plan is for adoption, it is the responsibility of the Local
Authority to achieve this without delay. It is imperative there is sufficient
focus on the development of statutory adoption services and for this to be
as part of a Regional Adoption Agency.

Contact: Tanya Miles 01743255811
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4.3 Human Rights

Children have a right to be safe and to feel safe. If this can’t be achieved
within their birth family and there is a care plan of adoption, as a local
authority, we need to ensure we safeguard children through the provision
of high-quality adoption placements.

4.4 Equalities

Those applying to adopt should expect to receive a high-quality inclusive
service. It is imperative the partnership offers all prospective adopters,
including Shropshire residents a fair and equitable service; it is the
responsibility of all partners to monitor service delivery.

4.5 Community

Children with a plan of adoption should have the opportunity to remain
within local communities. However, whilst it is possible to place most
Shropshire children with adopters living in Shropshire, having access to a
wider pool of adopters enables us to place children further afield in partner
community settings.

4.6 Consultation

T4C consults with adopters through an adopter advisory group facilitated
by Adoption UK. This enables us to consult on new approaches to service
delivery. In addition to this, adopter feedback in sought at every point of
the adoption process.

5 Financial Implications

5.1 T4C has a pooled budget which is closely monitored by service leads
and the finance business partner for each partner LA. Each Partner
LA of T4C contributes an equal share of 25% towards the Head of
T4C staffing costs, and any centrally commissioned services.

5.2 Prior to T4C’s launch, a financial formula was proposed to ensure
that local authorities in the Partnership who contributed sufficient
approved adopter households to the collective pool were not
disadvantaged financially, e.g. by committing the resources
required to assess and approve adopters who were then effectively
used by other LAs to place their children. In March 2022, the T4C
Management Board made the decision to move away from the
financial formula which had been developed prior to the
Partnership’s launch. It was agreed that no financial
formula/reconciliation calculation would be applied for the year
2021-2022. The financial year, 2021-2022 provided the first full
year cycle of ‘intra-regional’ placement activity, and this has
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allowed the T4C Management Board to review the methodology of
the formula to betterreflect the key principle above. From 2022-23
onwards, a simple “Contribution vs Demand” model for partnership
financial reconciliation will be used. In this model, each Partner LA
is expected to contribute sufficient numbers of approved adopter
households via their Locality Hub to meet their sufficiency needs
within any given year. Where they do not; and draw on the
resources of other partners to place their children within the T4C
region, the other partners will be compensated through the
reconciliation formula.

6 Climate Change Appraisal

Together4Children has enabled four Local Authorities to pool their
resources to meet the meets of those wishing to adopt and for children
with a plan of adoption. In doing so we have reduced our carbon
footprint by reducing mileage and reducing travel times. The partnership
continues to look for opportunities collectively to address the overall
impact of climate change, for example, the continuation use of hybrid
working across all four Local Authorities.

7 Background
7.1 Remit of Together4 Children (T4C)

T4C is responsible for the delivery of statutory adoption functions on
behalf of the four member authorities through a hub and spoke
approach. There is a robust governance structure in place with one
Head of Service post responsible for overall delivery. The statutory
decision making for children remains the responsibility of the
individual Local Authority.

T4C central hub has responsibility for adopter recruitment, training
and assessment, management of adoption panels and family finding
for children. The provision of adoption support is currently provided
in the locality hub, although there is more activity planned as a joint
approach across the partner four Local Authorities.

7.2 Service Growth and Key performance data

There has been an increase this year in the number of Shropshire
children with an Agency Decision Maker (ADM) decision that they are
suitable foradoption. This is 28, compared to last year’s figure of 26.

The service has placed 20 Shropshire children for adoption. Of these
7, (35%) were placed in early permanence arrangements. Early
permanence means we can place a child with their prospective
adoptive family before the completion of legal proceedings. This is a
significant improvement on last year's figures.
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7.3

8 children have been adopted. At the end of the reporting period, the
service was family finding for 9 Shropshire children.

Adoption performance is measured through key performance
indicators from the Department of Education. They are measured
over a 3-year period. Covid has impacted on performance with some
delays for children being placed, some delays in care proceedings and
some delays in the completion of adoption cases in the court.

A10 measures number of days from entering care to moving in with
an adoptive family. England 3-year average is 445 days. As predicted
in last year’'s annual report, Shropshire’s performance has dipped
with the 3-year average number of days being 359 compared to last
year's 319. However, this is still betterthan the England average.

A2 measures time between Local Authority receiving court authority
to place a child and the decision for a match with an identified family.
National 3-year average is 196 days. Shropshire 3-year performance
was 127 days compared to a figure of 116 days last year. This
continues to be lower than the national average.

There have been no placement disruptions for Shropshire children
this year. Thisis a positive outcome and means that all children have
remained settled and secure with their new permanent family.

The service has approved 28 adopter households, compared to 33 the
previous year. The drop in number of approvals has been due to some
adopters withdrawing from the process late on in their assessment.
Despite the fall in number of approvals, more children have been
matched with families from within the region, resulting in less inter-
agency spend. This is also in the context of an increase of children 0-
5 in the care of Shropshire council.

Future Service Developments

The partnership will continue to support the national Adoption
Strategy agenda, with a focus on early permanence, reducing
waiting times for children, transitions from foster care to adoption
and the need for good quality life story work. Regarding adoption
support, the focus for the coming year is on the delivery of
therapeutic interventions for children and the support required to
develop keeping in touch arrangements between birth family and
adopted children.

Contact: Tanya Miles 01743255811
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List of Background Papers (This MUST be completed for all reports, but
does not include items containing exempt or confidential information)

N/A

Cabinet Member (Portfolio Holder)

Clir Kirstie Hurst-Knight

Local Member

All members

Appendices

Appendix 1: T4C Annual Adoption Report 2021-22
Appendix 2: T4C Locality Annual Report 2021-22
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Together4Children Partnership Model

Together4Childrenis a partnership between Shropshire Council, Staffordshire County
Council, Stoke-on-Trent City Council and Telford & Wrekin Council. We are working
together to improv e outcomes for those children who enter care and are not able
to return to their birth parents.

Our Vision is to ensure that our children achieve emotional, physical, and legall
permanence; growing up inloving homes with adults who provide themwith a
stfrong sense of security, continuity, commitment, and identity.

We aimto:

e Make best use of our collective resourcesto recruit, assess and support
prospective adopters across the region.

e Improve the quality and speed of matching for children through better
planning and by having a wider choice of adopters.

e Provide high quality support to children and their families delivered through a
combination of direct provision and effective partnerships.

e Provide all children and their families the right support at the right time
through a consistent permanency support offer across the region.

Preface

This is the Second Annual Adoption Report produced by Together4Children since the
partnership went live on 28 September 2020. Itis the first report that covers the
activity and performance of the Partnership over a full year cycle.

This reportis produced in accordance with the adoption services regulatory
requirements and Adoption National Minimum Standards (2014), which state that
the executive side of the local authority shall:

e receive writtenreportson the management, outcomes, and financial state of
the agency ev ery six months

e monitor the management and outcomes of the servicesin order to satisfy
themselv es that the agency is effective andis achieving good outcomes for
children and/or service users

e satisfy themselv es that the agency is complying with the conditions of
registration.
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National Context

Whilst representing a small part of the total children’s social work sector, adoption
confinues to hav e a high profile politically. The programme of regionalisation which
commencedin 2016 is all but complete, with 32 Regional Adoption Agencies
covering virtually all Local Authorities in England.

The governmentlaunched their Adoption Strategy: Achieving Excellence
Everywhere in June 2021, setfting out its vision to further improve the adoption system
across England with the provision of sector-led support to create national models of
best-practice.

The National RAA Leaders group are working to deliver against key areas of the
strategy inline with the 3 key priority areas identified in their plan for 2021-2023:

1. Adoption Recruitment
2. The Child’s Journey
3. Adoption Support

Together4Children are represented at national lev el on the Child's Journey by our
Head of Service who co-chairs this workstream and is also a member of the RAA
leader’s governance group.

Over the year, Together4Children and Adoption@Heart led activity bringing Agency
Decision-Makers for children’s plans of adoption (SHOBPA) together acrossthe West
Midlands. The workshop, which was supported by CoramBaaf has been dev eloped

further andis now beingrolled out nationally.

Together4Children hav e recently led a bid to secure funding to work pan-regionally
to develop best practice inrelation to Early Permanence for children who may have
a plan of adoption. The project will be delivered in 2022-23 across a collaboration of
midlands-based Regional and Voluntary Adoption Agencies.

One of our Senior Practitioners has recently been appointed to akey nationalrole,
leading the work on matching. This will bring tfogether best national practice and
support the dev elopment of the information we hold about children who are waiting
across England to support family finding for some of the children who would other
wait the longest.

Adoption UK published their annual Adoption Barometer report, in June 2021. This set
out 6 key recommendations which focused predominantly onimproving the quality
of adoption support, with a specific focus on improving knowledge and expertise in
relation to foetal alcohol spectrumdisorder, and attachment disorder.

The recently published |Independent Review of Children’s Social Care, along with
the Nuffield Family Justice Observatory’s report, challenge modern adoption
services to ensuring that adopted children maintain appropriate and meaningful
links with their birth families.
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Along with the sector-led improvements being driven pan-regionally and nationally
through the Regional Adoption Agencies (RAA) Leader’s Group, the pace of
change, and expectationinrelation to modernisation and improvement across the
adoption system remains v ery high.

In November 2021, a ruling in the Family Court against Somerset Council called into
question whetherlocal authoritiesroutinely follow the correct procedure for
agreeing to the plan of adoption. The ruling has become known as the ‘Somerset
Judgement’. The focus of the ruling w as highly technical and related to medical
information provided by the adoption agency medical advisor. The ruling had a
significant impact on children at v arious stages of the adoption process, until the
President of the Family Division issued guidance in April 2022.

Regional Context

Children’s services across our region confinued to experience the impact of the
Covid 19 pandemic throughout 2021-2022. For Together4Children, that meant
continuing to deliver a proportion of our services viaremote means. As the year
progressed, we have adapted to the ‘new normal’ of hybrid working. We have
been carefully ev aluating the effectiveness of remote vsin-person delivery across
the range of different functions and services that we deliver.

Positively, our direct work with prospective adoptersand children has been able to
return to pre-pandemic practice — with allmanagers and practitioners recognising
the vitalimportance of time spent face-to-face with the people we provide our
services to.

At the current time, we are moving towards more in-person meetings across our
w orkforce, whilst remaining flexible and recognising the positives that the new ways
of working that developed over the Covid 19 period, have given us.

The Local Authority Partnership that delivers Together4Children has matured
significantly overthe past 12 months. Governance arrangements have been
audited and given areasonable level of assurance. Action has been taken to
strengthen arrangements where required.

On the ground, practitioners, business support staff and managers hav e worked
incredibly hard to deliver a good service. We have worked together to understand
and address many of the issues that hav e presented themselves during our first 18
months of regional operations, reviewing practice, policy, and procedures to
support effective service delivery.

We know that there are challengesremaining, and that building a regional
adoption service that deliv ers consistently good outcomes across a large
geographical area will take time. In March 2022 w e undertook a significant review of
the partnership arrangements. This identified the progress and achievements over
the past 18 months, but also set out the challenges and recommended actions
required to further develop the quality, consistency and scope of regional adoption
and permanency services delivered through the Together4Chidren Partnership.
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We know how important itis to secure children’s permanency through adoptionin a
timely way. During 2021-2022 further delays across the children’s system, including
delays with our regional Courts and capacity pressures within our services, have
continued to create challenges in achieving permanence for some children within
the timescales that we would want for them.

Furthermore, tw o Local Authoritiesin our region wereimpacted by the Somerset
judgement, which created significant delays for some children in the latter part of
the year. We are working hard to ensure that we can progress the plans for these
children as quickly aswe can.
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Part 1 - Together4Children Partnership Adoption Agency Functions

Together4Children deliv ers the adoption service for our partner Council’s via a hub
and spoke model - a combination of core central functions and netw orked regiondl
delivery (via a Centfral Permanency Hub).

Partner Council’s retain direct service delivery functions within Locality Permanence

Hubs, working within the Together4Children practice framework whilst maintaining
clearlinks to local Children & Families Services.

1.1 Parinership Governance and Operational Structure

[ Head of Together4cChildren }
[ Central Regional Permanency Hub J
v N

N = k 4 — \l' - ’ v

Locality Permanency Locality Permanency | | Locality Permanancy ] Locality Permanency
Hub Hub Hub Hub
Staffordshire | Stoke-On-Trent Shropshire Telford & Wrekin
\ J b 4 o e/ NS J

The Partnership is gov erned via Regional Management Board Chaired by the
Director of Children’s Services for Shropshire Council. Each partner council is
represented on the Board by the Assistant Director (or equivalent) with responsibility
for Childrenin Care.

Senior operational leadership is provided through the Togehter4Children Senior
Leadership Team, whichis comprised of the Head of TAC, the Principal Manager for
the Central Permanency Hub and the Head of Service (or equivalent) with
responsibility for Adoption in each partner council.

Further operational leadership and management is provided through the Wider

Leadership Team which comprises of managers across the central and locality hub
functions.

Central Permanency Hub Functions

The Central Permanency Hub has a small team of staff who provide functions and
undertake activity for the whole region. The core central functions are:

o~
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+ Central co-ordination of functions across the Partnership
+ Adopter Recruitment

+ Regional Family Finding

+ Adopter Training

+ Children’s (Permanency) Tracking

+ Adoption Panel Advice and Management

+ Adoption Panel Coordination

*+ Agency advice and support to Agency Decision Makers

Locality Permanency Hub Functions

There are 3 Locality Hubs across the region. These are based in Stoke (City of Stoke-
on-Trent), Uttoxeter (Staffordshire) and Shrew sbury (Shropshire and Telford & Wrekin).

Each Locality Hub has:

e 1 xAssessment & Support Team - undertaking adopter assessments and
supporting prospective adopters through to the granting of an Adoption
Order.

e 1 xPermanency Support Team - supporting adopted children and their
families through a v ariety of activities.

Staff within these Hubs support children’s social work teams inrelation to
permanence planning and adoption providing in-reach advice and support.

1.2 Markefing & Recruitment

Together4Children hav e operated a
single ‘front door’ for adopter
recruitment since September 2020.
Bringing together ourregion’s
marketing activity has provided the
resource to engage with potential
adopters creatively, using arich
mixture of information sources. With
a focus on digital marketing and
recruitment, we have been able to

targetresources more effectively, Say hello to brothers
and ensure that our messaging is in 2022

current and adapted to the needs

of children who require an adoptive together@

family. children

Digital media supports our telephone enquiry line - 0300 111 80444, w here potential
applicants can talk to friendly and knowledgeable call takers about next steps.

Ourrecruitmentis driven by a strong marketing and communications strategy and
campaigns running across the year to target a diverse range of potential adopters,
able to meet the diverse needs of our children.
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1.3 Enquiries & Referrals

During the year we received 720 initial enquiries that led to either a telephone
discussion and/or sharing information. Thisis an 18% increase on the previous 6
months of activity folowingour launch in September 2020 un to the end of the
reporting yearin March 2021.

Of these initial enquiries, a total of 232 people attended one of our Regionall
Information Events, where they were able to find out more about adopting a child,
hear formpeople with experience of adoption, and talk to experienced adoption

practitioners.

This led to 140 referrals to our Locality Hub Enquiries Referrals
assessment feams ov erthe course of the year 720 140
(including second-time adopters). Whilst a small

proportion of those households referred through April 2021 — Mar 2022

willchoose not to progress following an in-depth
‘information-giving meeting’ with a Social Worker,
the majority proceeded through to begin their adopter assessments.

1.4 Assessment and Approval of Adopters

Together4Children partners have been working collaboratively since 2018 to
increase the number of adopter households able to provide permanent homes for
childrenin our region. During this we increased the number of adopters approved
from78in 2018-19 to 102 in 2020-21.

This year the number of approv als has fallen back to 83 households. The main reason
for thisis that, having commenced assessment, higher numbers of prospective
adopters have chosen not to continue the process or, in a small number of cases,
have not been approv ed. Itisimportant fo recognise that not everyone who applies
and is assessed will always be found to be suitable and this reflects the strength/skills
of our assessing social workers and the scrutiny of our panels in ensuring that our
prospective adopters are in a position to provide permanency for our children.

2020-2021
2019-2020 1 02 2021-2022

85 Households 83

2018-2019 Households

78

Households

Households

It would also appear that uncertainties around employment and general instability
in people’s livesis becoming more of afactorin their decision-making. We are
considering the learning from this year to better understand the factors that create a
barrier for people continuing their adoption journeys. This is feeding back into the
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conv ersations we have with potential adopters early in the information-giving stages
of the journey.

Despite this dip in numbers of adopter household approvals this year, overall activity
remains positive. Taken together, the last 2 years of strong adopter recruitment and
approv al activity have led to the highest proportion of children being able to move
into families who hav e been assessed and approved by the Together4Children
partnership (see section 2.1). This supports positiv e transitions for children and means
that we can better support children and their families as they mov e through their
adoptionjourneys. It also means that we av oid the costs involved in using adopters
approved by other agencies.

Completing Stage 1 (gathering statutory
information) of our adopter assessments within

the 60-day target hasremained a challenge over 31 Households
the year. We hav e only been able to achiev e this
for 24% of the households who we assessed. assessment
External factors such as the time it has taken for
people applying to become adopterstohave a
medical (usually provided by their own GP) and getting

safeguarding checks back from other Local Authorities outside of the TAC region
continues to impact on these timescales.

currently in Stage 2 of

However, once we have been able to gather the required information, stage 2 of
the process, whichinvolves the social work assessment, completion of the
Prospective Adopter Report and presentation to Adoption Panelin completed on
average in 1392 days. Overall, our timescales for the assessment of our prospective
adopter households are below the average for England (Provisional Q4 ASGLB Data
Pack - June 2022).

Average Timescales for Completion of Prospective Adopter Assessments 2021-2022

Stage 1 Stage 2 Overall
Target 60 days 121 days 182 days
Together4Children 121 139 260
England (RAAs) 121 146 266

1.5 Non-Agency Adoption

Together4Children provide the non-agency adoption provision for our partnerlocal
authorities. This work includes all those categories of adoption where the adoption
agency and the adoption panel do not play a part in the placement of the child for
adoption. These are:

e Partner adoptions (formally known as stepparent adoption)

e Anyone who has had care of the child (for any 3-year periodin the past 5
years)

e Local authority foster carer(s) proceeding without the support of social care
after a child has beenliving in their care for over 1 year.
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i,

%
i

=
Y 1
L —ha

7

¥¥% Shropshire N5 Staffordshire Telford & Wrekin
¥ { ¥ } :
4 pCounciI . County Council seoR B SRHENEYE

i ]



https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiXvKWF_4DVAhVB8RQKHQmsA4gQjRwIBw&url=https://myaccount.stoke.gov.uk/&psig=AFQjCNF16I9NmMvIgqnhmvv_l5ueN3w99g&ust=1499854361352084
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiRxcTE_oDVAhVHchQKHYwLC34QjRwIBw&url=http://www.personneltoday.com/hr/shropshire-council-issues-redundancy-notices-to-all-6500-staff/&psig=AFQjCNFYjI2NAK7zBisoUoozUAbobemb0A&ust=1499854210852356
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi9lIO3_4DVAhWMOxQKHW8jAQ4QjRwIBw&url=http://www.telfordsupport.org.uk/telford-wrekin-council/&psig=AFQjCNGKef-OYtmiTWRk7h-YBmm-5_jT7A&ust=1499854463620243

9|Page

All non-agency adoptions hav e similar characteristics and there is a basic format
comprising referral, consultation, provision of written information, assessment, and
preparation of the Annex A report for court.

Maintaining this activity within the adoption provision of the Partnership ensures that
the expertise, knowledge, and experience required to undertake this specialist work
under the adoption regulations is maintained.

The table below shows the level of non-agency adoption activity across the region.
For 2021-2022, Together4Childrenreceived 134 referrals for non-agency adoption
provisions and undertook 64 assessments. At 31/03/2022 the service had 35
assessments on-going and a further 56 assessments aw aiting allocation. This statutory
activity is managed alongside our adopter assessment activity, and our primary
responsibilities inrelation to the adoption of children from care.

Non-agency Adoption Activity 2021-2022

Staffs Hub | Joint Hub Stoke Hub | T4C
Referrals received 36 69 29 134
A16’s (Notification of Intent) sent out | 30 62 8 100
Al6's returned 23 36 6 65
Non-agency Assessments completed | 27 37 0 64
Ongoing assessments @ 31/03/2022 20 10 5 35
Waiting for assessment @ 31/03/2022 | 8 21 27 56

1.6 Adopter Training Activity

Together4Children hav e delivered Regional Adopter Preparation & Training since
January 2021 through our dedicated Regional Training Officers, who are supported
by practitioners from across our locality teams.

During the year we have continued to develop and

extended our preparation and training offer to The feedback on our
focus onkey areas. We deliver ‘core’ preparation preparation training
training ov er 3 days. This enables participants to from Prospecfive and
learn about the adoption journey, understand Approved Adopters is

about the children we need to find families for, and 99% positive.
learn about the support that they can access. We
deliver our fraining using a blended face-to-face
and virtual approach, ensuring that groups of prospective adopters meet and begin
to formmutually supportive relationships, whilst ensuring people can access training
and information in more flexible ways.

“We felt it was very helpfulto hear from adopters who have already been
through the process”

We have strengthened the training that we offer prospective adopters considering
offering a child early permanence. We hav e also developed our offer to support
prospective adopters to consider adopting brother and sisters together. There is an
expectation that most prospective adopters attend both courses to ensure that they
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hav e considered fully different routesto adoption and the importance of
maintaining sibling relationships for adopted children.

“A very informative and useful training day helping us to reassure ourselves
about our decision to adopt siblings, it has been a boost to our confidence.”

Overthe yearwe delivered 16 Adopter Preparation training courses each consisting
of core content, adoption support, brothers and sisters and early permanence, with
83 prospective adopterhouseholds attending.

"Excellent session, the trainers were knowledgeable and passionate about
Early Permanence.”

“We didn’tthink that this would be right for us but after attending the training
we have changed our minds and wish to go down the Early Permanence
route.”

During the same period, we delivered 23 workshops for family and friends of
prospective adopters. These are held virtually to allow as many people as possible
who are in the prospective adopter’s support network to attend. Approximately 230
family members and friends attended these workshops.

“My awareness was raised about the many difficulties the child may have
experienced before they are adopted.”

In addition to our core training offer, we provide a broad range of additionall
training for our adoption community throughout the year. During 2021-2022 we have
grown this offer, delivering training and w orkshops to over 200 households. We use a
mix of specialist frainers and therapists, experts by experience and our ow n specialist
and accredited practitioners to deliver our training offer. Over the year this has
included:

e Caringfor Yourself — self-care for adoptive parents

e Understanding Your Child — a group-based infroduction to parenting children
who may hav e experienced trauma

e Two Hands —a more in-depth group-based course to grow adoptive parents
knowledge and application of therapeutic parenting approaches

¢ Non-Violent Resistance — accredited, evidence-based approach to
responding to child to parent aggression

e Talking to Children about Adoption — helping adoptive parents to talk to their
children about their adoption journey

e The Teenage Brain—support and advice foradoptive parents of teenagers.

e InternetSafety —support and advice for parents navigating the internet and
social media to keep their children safe

¢ Moving Children on to Adoption — preparation for supporting children through
their move to a new home

¢ Whenthe Senses Don't Make Sense — anintroduction to supporting children
with underdeveloped sensory systems
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Section 2: Activily & Outcomes for Childrenin 2020-2021

2. Children in Care and Regional Adopfion Activity

Between 2021 and 2022 the total number of childrenin care in our region increased
by a further 6%. This follows the overall pattern of anincreasing childrenin care
population over the last 3 years across the region.

TofalCIC @ [ TofalCIC @ [ % +/- Last Whilst the number of children adopted
31/03/2021 | 31/03/2022 | 12Months | from care continues to fall nationally
Shrops | 504 608 +21% (from a peak of 5,360 childrenin2015 to
Staffs 1242 1303 +5% just 2,870 childrenin 2021), the number of
Stoke 1004 1021 2% childr.en odopfed in the T4C region has
remained relatively stable over the past 5
T1&W 425 423 1% years, averagingalittle over 100 children
Total 3175 3355 +6% eachyear.
Ov erall adoption activity hasremained L‘;T;'j%'_% Lﬂé’é%'g ?’J/ﬂ over
relatively consistent over the past 2 years, @ @
However, there have been some 31/03/2021 | 31/03/2022
significant shiftsin lev els of activity Shrops | 158 197 +25%
between the 4 partners. Acrossthe Staffs 283 318 +12%
region, the number of children aged 0-5 Stoke 284 277 -2%,
years has contfinued to increase. Children [ 1 w 129 121 7%
in this age range are the most likely to Total 854 913 +7%

hav e a plan of adoption.

Both Shropshire and Staffordshire have seenincreases in younger childrenin care,
whilst Stoke-on-Trent and Telford & Wrekin have both experienced arelativ ely small
decrease in numbers.

Through this, we can see that changes in children in care populations hav e
impacted on activity levels across the partnership and between partners. Whilst most
RAAs nationally hav e developed and launched withreducing levels of activity,
Together4Children hav e seen no such decline, andin certain parts of the region
activity levels have increased, with significant spikes in demand on our services
being a feature of the past 18-months.

T4C Region | % +/-

2021-22
ADM Plan of Adoption | 158 +20%
Placement Orders 121 +12%
Children Placed 99 - 2%
Adoption Orders 104 + 1%

The table below shows key adoption activity across the partner councils over the
past 2-year reporting periods.
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Levels of activity have increased during 2021-2022 across the whole region. Overall,
more plans of adoption were agreed for children and the number of Placement
Orders granted by Courts increased. The slight drop in the number of children
placed for adoption over the year was caused by the delay resulting from the
Somerset Judgement, meaning that we were unable to progress matching and
transition arrangements for several children during the final quarter of the year. We
estimate that approximately 10-15 children were delayed in moving to their
adoptive homes before the end of the reporting year.

The number of Adoption Orders granted in the region remained consistent with the
previousyear (104 against 103 granted in 2020-2021, although this number is also
likely to hav e been depressed by the impact of the Somerset Judgement (as
Adoption Order Applications were stalled for approximately 2 months whilst Locall
authorities waited for the President of the Family Division’s ruling on the matter).

2.1 Where we Found Homes for our Children in 2020-2021

One of the main aims of Together4Childrenis

to ensure that, wherewe can, we find homes 93% of the children we
for our children within our region. This supports placed for adoption
good transitions which we know are a critical during the year were

part of the adoption journey for children and placed with adoptive
adoptive parents; and helps us to support o :
children and their families into the future, Tl B UL G
without the need to transfer support
arrangements at the statutory 3-year point, post Adoption Order.

Where no families are identified who can meet the needs of children within our
region, we will always look quickly to other agencies across the Midlands and
nationwide to ensure that we explore every possibility of finding the right families for
our childrenin a timely way.

The table below shows where the adoptive families came fromfor those children
who mov ed into their new homes in 2020-2021.
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Own LA/TAC Adopters* 20 23 25 24 92
Other RAA/LA Adopters** - 2 1 - 3
VAA*** - 1 - 3 4
99
% Children Placed In-Region | 100% 88% 96% 87% 93%

* Adopters approvedby one of the Local Authorities within the T4C Partnership.
**  Adoptersapproved by anotherLocal Authority or Regional Adoption Agency.
*** Adopters approvedby a Voluntary Adoption Agency

Itis positive to see that we were able to identify families for over 90% of our children
across the year. This builds on improvements over the last 3 years in terms of the
number of children who we have
been able to find an adopftive
home for within our region. This
increase in the use of our own
region’s adopters has
accompanied a corresponding

2021-2022
93% of Children

Placed in
Tam o Region decrease in the use of inter-
Child .

° Placed n agency placements, and their
2O, 2020 Region associated costs, over the same
Children periOd.

Placed in
Region

2.2 Early Permanence

The table below shows the number of children whowere placedin ‘Early
Permanence’ arrangements overthe year.

This is usually where children are placed with approved adopters, where the Local
Authority is confident that the likely outcome for the child is adoption, but before a
Court has made that decision. Where the Court does decide that adoptionis the
right plan, the child can remain with those carers who then go on to adopt them.

Chiren Flaces R R O A LA
|

3
12%

7
35%

16
62%

5
19%

31
31%

Early Permanence
% Children placed EP

Early permanence means that children are placed earlier within their prospective
families and that means that they experience fewermov es and changes of primary
caregiver. Research evidence tells us that these are significant factors that are
beneficial for children’s long-term outcomes.

This practice does carry some risks for the prospective adopters, however.
Occasionally children will return to their birth family, and early permanence carers
need resilience andright support to help them to work with professionals to achieve
the best outcome for the child.
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Some of the arrangements recorded in the year resulted fromthe use of early
permanence placements as a way of avoiding other delays (caused by, for
example, the Somerset judgement). So, whilst the overallrise in the use of Early
Permanence is positive (from 12% to 31% of all children placed), and does reflect
real progress, the figures for this year also reflect the use of Early Permanence in
some other instances to av oid delay for children.

The figure is also significantly higher than the England Av erage for Early Permanence
placements which stands at 17% (ASGLB Q4 Data April 2021- March 2022). Although,
for the reasons outlined abov e, this figure for the Together4Children region needs to
be freated with an element of caution.

The table also shows a significant degree of variance in the use of Early Permanence
arrangements across our Partners. In the current reporting year some of this variance
willrelate to the authorities who were directly impacted by the Somerset
Judgement. However, the need to drive improvement in this area, and develop

consistent prop’rlc'e Early Permanence Placement Trend

across the regioniis 20192020 20202021 20212022 Q1-Q3
evident. We are keen Children | % Children |% | Children | %

to make best use of Shrops | 0 1 7

the Pan-Regional Staffs 3 0 3

Early Permanence Stoke 4 5 16

fundingin the current | T&W 2 b 5

year to deliverthis Total 9 7% 12 12% | 31 31%
outcome.

2.3 Timescales for Achieving Permanency for Our Children

A10: This is a national performance indicator which measures the average time (in
days) between a child entering care and moving in with their adoptive family,
adjusted for foster carer adoptions.

Itis reported as both an aggregated figure averaged over the preceding 3 years (to
account for the fact that a child’s journey to adoption will normally take longer than
1 year to achieve), and against the reporting year (for all those children whose
Adoption Order was granted during the reporting period 2020-2021)

A10 Indicator—3-year | 2018-2021 | 2019-2022 | e mostrecentnational
Average ;neosurel we hovleforl’rhls
imescale across loca

Target 426 days 426 days authorities in England is 445
England Average 438 445 .

T theraChild - 471 days (provisional - ASGLB Q4
ogether rdren Data Set 3-year average Mar

Shropshire 319 359

Staffordshi 350 35, 2019 —Mar 2022). From the

atforasnire table below we cansee that
SToke—on—Tren’r. 492 970 the overall A10indicator for
Telford & Wrekin 9506 996 the Together4Childrenregion is

abov e the target number of days (426) and national average (445) at 471 days.

Staffordshire
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Shropshire and Staffordshire continue to performbelow the target for this indicator,
meaning that children in these Local Authorities are placed more quickly than the
target timescales (and the national average). The indicator for Stoke-on-Trent and
Telford & Wrekin has declined. This reflects the increasing fime it took for children
fromentry to care to mov e through the whole adoption process during 2020-2021.

By comparing year on year performance, we can see the general frend in terms of
the average time it takes for a child to mov e in with their adoptiv e family.

We cansee from the table below that 3 of the 4 Together4Children partner councils
hav e seen animprovement in performance against this indicator during 2021-2022.
This means that the time taken fromentering care to moving into an adopted family
has shortened for most children in the region compared to the previous year. We will
confinue to work with

ensure that we support

practice improvements to Shropshire 423 406 £
reduce the overall fime it Staffordshire 372 319 £
esforachigerienns  [Sokeonien [s0—less [T

Telford & Wrekin | 4630 433 £

permanent family.

Itis important to note that performance against these indicators has declined
nationally and this is attributed to Covid 19.11is also the case that the regional
performance represented in these indicators willhave beenimpacted by Covid 19
(as family finding activity for the childrenin this cohort would have been taking
place between April 2020 and April 2021). For these children, there willhave beena
range of factors which have impacted on the fime it has taken for them to move
into their adopted families, including:

e Significant delay in Care Proceedings for children caused by capacity issues
in the Family Courfs.

¢ Delaysin Care Planning for children created by, for example, extended
timescale for specialist assessments due to lockdown restrictions.

¢ Delaysin being able to place childrenin their new families due to restrictions
and practice issues — especially during the initial national lockdown period.

A2: This is the second key national indicator and measures the average fime
between an LAreceiving court authority to place a child (Placement Order) and
the LA deciding on a match to an adoptive family.

A2 Indicator - 3-year Average 2018-2021 | 2019-2022
Target 121 days 121 days
England Average 196 196
Together4Children - 216
Shropshire 116 127
Staffordshire 137 166
Stoke-on-Trent 189 232
Telford & Wrekin 312 305

- 2% Staffordshire Telford & Wrekin
@Shmpébﬁ ‘A7 County Council o 523 S
Pag e 2 1 Stoke-on-Trent
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The most recent average timescale measure we have for local authorities in
England is 196 days (ASGLB Q4 Data Set April 2019-March 2022). At 216 days, the
overall tfimescales for the Together4Childrenregion are longer than both the
national target of 121 days and the England av erage of 196 days.

Again, it isreported as both an aggregated figure averaged over the preceding 3
years and for the 12 months of the current reporting period. This indicatoris a
measure of how quickly we can find the right families for children once the Court
has given us authority to place for adoption. It reflects the capacity of services to
‘family find' for children, and the sufficiency of adopters locally, regionally, and

nationally.
A2 Indicator In Year In Year Trend
2-year Trend 2020-21 2021-22
Shropshire 175 199 R
Staffordshire 203 195 £
Stoke-on-Trent 186 299 AN
Telford & Wrekin | 407 233 £

We know that some children wait longer than others because finding families who
want to adopt older children, children in sibling groups, and children with additional
needs is more difficult. It also takes longer to find families for children where there are
considerations around ethnicity and faith.

Across the region we see a mixed picture in terms of this indicator. For 1 of our Local
Authorities there has been asignificant improvement in timeliness from a difficult
positionin the preceding year. One Local Authority’s timescales have slipped froma
strong position in the previous year and the other 2 Local Authorities have seen a
relatively little change.

Itis important to note that we are ambitious when it comes to finding permanent
homes for our children, even when we know that it willbe a challenge. This ambition
for our children can also lead to drops in ov erall performance measures (where it
has taken us longer to find a family that can meet a child’s complex needs, for
example). We know that 46% of the children that these timescales relate to had
characteristics which evidence tells us will mean that they are likely to wait longer.

To understanding the reality behind these indicators in detail, Together4Children
partners look at the unique journeys of the individual children that together, make
up the cohort that this indicator relates to. This analyse is explored in more detailin
the localised information in part 2 of this report.

We recognise thatreducing the time it takes to find the right families for our children
is a key priority for the Together4Children partnership. Other measuresw e are taking
to reduce this timescale are outlined below.

i ‘ Staffordshire ;_-\ Telford & Wrekin
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2.4 Children Adopted During 2020-2021

104 Adoption Orders were granted for children across our region, securing their legal
permanence within their new families. Of the children who were adopted, 12
children were aged over 5years, 34 children achieved permanency alongside one
or more of their brothers and sisters, 13 children came from ethnic backgrounds
other than ‘white British’, and 4 children placed for adoption had a disability. These
childrenrepresent our ‘priority children’ aswe .

know thatitis more challenging for us to find
the right families for children with these
characteristics. This mirrors the national
evidence about those childrenwho
wait the longest before movinginto
their adopted home.

Itis very positive that overall, 47
children (45% of all children
adopted) were priority children. This
shows good outcomes for children
who may not have found adoptive
homes without the dedication and
ambition of practitioners across the
Together4Children partnership.

2.5 Overview of Regional Family Finding Activity

Our Regional Family Finding team utilises a v ariety of resources to support themto
find the right families for our children:

e Regional Matching Meetings.

e Linkmaker (a web-based tool used to support family finding regionally and
nationally).

e Exchange days & Activity days (Regional/Pan-regional/national events where
adopters can find out more about, and potentially meet children who we are
family finding for).

e Use of professional relationships and netw orking opportunities.

e Pan-regional Family Finding arrangements (e.g., the ‘Midlands Together
Collaboration’).

Since the launch of Together4Children we have been workinghard to embed
regional family finding arrangements, implement new working practices, integrate IT
systems, and dev elop our pan-regional networks.

On the rare occasions that we are unable to find homes for children with our own
approv ed adopters, we work across a collaboration of 5 Regional Adoption
agencies and 2 Voluntary adoption agencies based in the midlands to try and
identify homes for our children, before considering prospective adopters fromacross
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the whole of the country. This means that we av oid placing children at a significant
distance, which supports good transitions, and helps us to provide the right support
to families in the critical early stages.

2.6 Children with a Plan of Adoption on 31 March 2022

At the end of the currentreporting there were 189 children across our region where
Agency Decision Maker’s across our partner local authorities had decided on a plan
of adoption.

169 Children with an
Agency Decision for a Plan
of Adoption

101 Children with a
Placement Order not
Matched
15 Children
Matched
and
Movingin 44 Children

Linked not yet
Matched

25 Children for
whom are
Actively Family

Finding 15 Children

where Family

other
redson

Of these, 101 children had a Placement Order granted by the Court, giving their
agency the authority to place them for adoption. These children had not yet been
formally matched with their adoptiv e family (which involves an Adoption Panel
making a recommendation approving the match, and an Agency Decision Maker
agreeing).

Of those 101 children with a Placement Order, who had not yet been matched with
their adopters, on the 31 March 2022:

e 15 children were matched and werein the process of moving to their new
families.

e 36 children had been linked with their prospective family and were
progressing to a match.

e 10 childrenwere linked with their current foster carer/s or the adopters of a
sibling, and assessments were on-going.

e 15 children where family finding had stopped for another reason, such as on-
going assessment or change of plan aw ay from adoption

This left 25 children for whomw e were actively looking for an adoptive family.

12 of these children had only recently been granted a Placement Order and family
finding was focused on finding a home within our region.

' A Staffordshire __W, Telford & Wrekin
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There were 13 children where we had not been able to quickly identify ahome
within our region and were looking for prospective adopters across the Midland’s
collaboration of Adoption Agencies, or nationally.

2.7 Regional Overview of Placement Disruptions

A placement disruption is defined as an adoptive placement that comes to an end
before the granting of an Adoption Order. These usually occur with the first weeks or
initial months following the placement of the child with their prospective adopter.
Whenever an adoption disruption occurs, a meeting is conducted with allrelevant
parties and a disruption report is compiled by an experienced adoption manager
who was either external to, orindependent of, the children’s services practitioners
and teams involved in the Care Planning, matching and placement decisions. The
learning from placement disruptionis fed-back within the agency, with the adoption
panel, and with the social work teams and practitioners involved.

Across the region, during 2020-2021 2 placements disrupted affecting 2 single
children. Whilst we would heverwant children to experience a further change in
their care, thisrepresents arelatively low rate of disruption whichis broadly in line
with national av erages.

T4C Region Placement Disruptions 2020-21 T4C Adopters | Inter-Agency

No. of Placement Disruptions 1 1

3.0 Together4Children Regional Adoption Panel Activity

Our Regional Panels came togetherin December 2021, and we are continuing to
integrate and embed activity to fully support our regional adoption arrangements.

Over the year atotal of 50 adoption
panels have been convened across 50 Regional
the partnership. We run 3 adoption ther4Children
panels which operate from i
Shrewsbury, Stafford and Stoke. Each
Panel hears matches and approv als
fromacross the partnership.

14 Shrewsbury
Panels

Over the year our panels have
reviewed and made
recommendations upon 76 matches
for children with their prospective
adopters, 83 adopter household
approvals, 2 brief reports (second-time
adopters), and 8 de-registrations.
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We were pleased to appoint a new Chair for our Stoke Panel. This means that each
Panel has a dedicated Adoption Agency Adviser and an independent panel chair.
We hav e also appointed vice-chairs and new panel members across our panels.

Alongside making recommendations
about the approval of prospective
adopters, and matches for children
with their adopters, adoption panels
provide vital quality assurance
feedback to the regional adoption
agency. This includes whether the
requirements of the Restrictions on the
Preparation of Adoption Reports De-regishations

Regulations 2005 hav e been met, 83 Adopter
and whether thereis a thorough, Household
rigorous, and fair approach across Approvals
the servicein the assessment of
whether a child should be placed for
adoption, the suitability of
prospective adopters and the proposed placement.

8

There remain some inconsistencies in the way that quality assurance feedbackis
gathered and collated across the region. There are also opportunities to develop
this important feedback in ways that will support the ov ersight and assurance of the
quality of practice across the partnership. Thisis a key part of the focus for
development and improvement over the coming year.

Whilst opportunities exist to further develop this aspect of our reporting, a sample of
the information collated over the year gives a strong indication of the ov erall quality
of adoption practice acrossthe region.

Quality Assurance feedback is obtained by Adoption Panel members after each
child’s matching recommendation and each adopter approv alrecommendation.

The following table shows a sample of panel feedback for 31 matches covering

children fromall 4 partner authorities and adopters fromall localities. From this

sample we cansee that overall quality is rated as high, with 94% rated good or
outstanding. This overall rating

Together4Children Adoption Panel includes the quality of the Child
Quality Assurance Adopter Approvals Permanency Report, the Prospective
£021 202 Adopter Report (PAR), other

matching documentation and the
presentation of the Child’s and
Prospective Adopter’s Social Workers.

Esancirg Similarly for adopter approv als,
Good feedback provides a positive picture
= Adequate of the standard of work presented to

w Requires Improvermt. OUI re@ional adoption panels. The
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table below shows the overall rating for PARs and Social Worker presentations with
85% being good or outstanding. This is based on a representative sample of 39
adopter approv als, covering PARs fromeach of our 3 locality teams.

Based on our analysis of the
feedback for children’s matches, a
key theme identifiedis that the
voice of the childis not alw ays
clearly represented within the 26%]
documentation.

Together4Children Adoption Panel Quality
Assurance Matches 2021-2022

Our analysis of Prospective Adopter
Reports has identified that, in some r——
instances, issues of diversity have Good
not been explored as fully as they Adsquts

W Requires Improvement
could have been.

These are 2 areas of practice that we will work to address in the current year.

We are in the process of reviewing and developing our quality assurance processes
for our regional adoption panels and moving to a regional system support by
Microsoft Surveys. This will giv e us better access to a broader range of feedback
which will provide aricher source of evidence and information about the quality of
work presented to each of our 3 panels.

4.0 Together4Children Regional Adopfion Support

We know that some of the most v alued support for adopters and their children
comes from other adopters. Through our core services and innov ative partnerships,
we aim to offer arange of peer support options so that everyone can be a part of
our adopter community.

Where families need something more, we hav e skiled and experienced, multi-
disciplinary practitioners on hand to provide specialist support. Working alongside
key partners, we can support access to therapeutically trained practitioners, play
therapists, social workers, clinical psychologists, and others with specific skills and
qualifications.

We know that adoptionis a lifelong journey, and we alwaysaimto provide the right
support for children and families at the right time.

4.1 Our Parinership Work with Adoption UK
Adoption UK s the leading charity providing support,

community and advocacy for all those whose lives 5
involve adoption, including those parenting children doptlonU<
who cannot live with their birth families, and adopted

people. Together we're family

Since the inception of Together4Children, and
throughout our development, we have been proud to
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work in partnership with Adoption UK. Our Adopter Advisory Board is made of new
and experienced adoptive parents from across the whole of our region. With the
expert guidance of dedication of the Board’s Chair and Vice-Chair, and the wider
support of the Adoption UK organisation, our advisory board has provided advice,
guidance, and critical feedback about the dev elopment and delivery of our
adoptionservices.

This has ensured that the v oice of our adoptive parentsis at the heart of our service
priorities, and that we hav ereceive feedback about the quality of our services
directly formthe families who are reliant on them.

Throughout the course of last year, feedback fromthe Advisory Board has
challenged us to improv e the range of workshops and training av ailable to adopters
as a part of our adoption support offer and improv e the information available to
adopters on our website.

Inthe current year, feedback from our Advisory Board has driven service priority
planning in respect of life story work and life story books.

4.2 Adoption UK ‘TESSA’ and Together4Children

Over the past 2 years, Together4Children hav e been partners in delivering Adoption
UK's innov ative ‘TESSA’ support program for adoptiv e families. Over the year, we
hav e worked with Adoption UKto mov e the TESSA programme onto a sustainable
footing, reducing the use of the Big Lottery Funding and bringing core elements of
the provision within the criteria for the Adoption Support Fund.

We have worked together to review andrevise the

intervention and make it av ailable as part of the Yi’T E SS A
support offer av ailable to our families earlier in their
journeys. The TESSA support offerincludes: Helping adoptive families grow together

e Clinical Psychologist-led assessment and
support plans, family support, and core training.

e |nnovative group therapy, counselling, coaching and mentoring, enhanced
training, school consultation.

e Supportin accessing statutory and voluntary provision, specialist and medical
support and community groups.

Since TESSA wentlivein October 2020 50 families across the Together4Children
region have received support through this provision.
Locality Permanency Support Activity

Our 3 locality Permanency Support Teams based in Shrewsbury, Stoke and Uttoxeter
deliver arange of statutory and other adoption support provision across our region.
These include:

« Signposting to other appropriate services
+ Targeted information, advice and guidance regarding behavioural,
attachment and other difficulties
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* Advice and guidance via the Together4Children Virtual School Network

+ Support with contact between an adopted child and his or her birth family
(post-box/direct contact)

+  Meetings, events, and activities to enable groups of adopters and adoptive
children to get together and support each other

« Training to help adopters to meet the needs of their adoptive child

+ Referralto TESSA (Therapeutic, Education & Support Services in Adoption).

Where more specific support is required, our specialist practitioners undertake an
assessment of need.

Adoption Support Referrals

Staffs Stoke | Joint T4C

Hub
Referrals Allocated | 117 35 54 206
Reviews 101 56 102 259
Allocated Families 189 33 141 356

During the year, our teams completed 465 adoption support assessments and
reviews, working directly with children and their families to identify and review their
support needs and plan the right interv entions.

Adoption Support Staffs | Stoke | Joint | T4C
Fund Hub
New Applications 311 65 125 501
Received
Applications 7 ] 3 1"
(match funded)
Application total 341 66 162 569
(inc. Internal
Applications)

Our teams made 569 applications to the Adoption & Special Guardianship Support
Fund for the specialist therapeutic interventions required to meet needs identified for
adopted children through our assessments.

“‘T'"is a brilliant, warm,
kind, informative social

“The support worker. She... has made a

provided by
‘D’ has been

huge difference to the lives

of our children”
amazing,

thank you”
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Adoption Support Overall Rating

= Excellent =« Good = Average = Poor =V Poor

A representative sample of feedback fromover 40 families who received a service
provides positive feedback about the quality of support they received, with over
90% of responses rating the service they received as either good or outstanding.
Across the range of measures including timeliness of follow up following enquiry,
accuracy of the social work assessment and the effectiveness of the support
provided, feedback fromfamilies who responded to our questionnaire was
overwhelmingly positive.

Adoption Support Services Feedback
30
25
20
15
10
5
0 | | | T . | |
Timeliness of Contact  Accuracy of Assessment  Clarity of Approach Effectivensss of
Infervention
mCutstanding mGood mAverage mPoor mVPoor
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Our specialist practitionershav e supported over 150 adopted people to access their
adoptionrecords and supported over 100 referrals for independent Support to Birth
Relatives who have been affected by adoption.

Access to Records Staffs | Stoke | Joint T4C
Hub

New referrals 109 17 33 159

Referrals Allocated 76 17 33 126

Intermediary Services
New referrals 28 3 11 42
Referrals Allocated 15 3 11 29

We understand the impact that the adoption of a child has on birth parents and the
wider birth family during the adoption process itself, and for life. We work hard to
ensure that we offer the right support to birth families that is independent of the local
authority children’s social work services. Our supportincludes:

e Providinginformation about the process of adoption

e Signposting to other support services, such as housing, benefits, and
counselling

e Face to face meetings or support overthe phone.

e Helping birth parents and birth family members to consider information that
they may wish the child to hav e in the future

e Delivering birth family support groups

e Support with maintaining contact

Over the year, our teams supported over 2700 ‘Post Box' exchanges, facilitating,
and supporting the exchange of information betw een birth families and adoptive

parents.
Post Box Staffs | Stoke | JAS T4C
Post Box received 1322 830 1263 3415
Post Box 1172 643 947 2762
exchanged

Throughout the year our teams hav e contfinued to deliver other important activities
to support and bring together adopted children and their families including:

e Virtual Drop in Coffee Mornings

e Winter Support Event

o Toddler Groups

e Social Events and Woodland Walks
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5.0 Together4Children Financial Information 2020-2021

For the second year running Together4Children have delivered the region’s
adoption service provision within budget. Ov erall expenditure on central partnership
functionswas £1,215,357 for the period 2020-2021. This delivered a small underspend
of approximately £10,000 due, in the main, to staffing vacancies throughout the
year.

- 10,453

Central Permanency | 1,225,810 1,215,357

Hub

During the second half of the year, we hav e successfully recruited to some of the
vacant positions within the central hub. Some underspend against substantive
staffing positions has offset higher -cost interim staffing arrangements that have
beenin place to coverbusiness-critical vacancies.

Shropshire and 953,600 1,026,824 73,246
Telford & Wrekin

Staffordshire 1,272,090 1,201,500 -70,590
Stoke -on-Trent 682,330 663,808 -18,522
Total 2,908,020 2,892,154 -15,866

Costs for the Shropshire and Telford & Wrekin locality hub (based in Shrewsbury) are
shared across the two Councils under arrangements that preceded the
Together4Children Partnership. The ov erspend totalling £73,246 reported for 2021-
2022 relates to staffing costs and was identified as a cost pressure fromthe outset of
the financial year. A proportion of this ov erspend will be offset against payment for
therapeutic interventions (via the Adoption Support Fund) delivered by practitioners
in the locality hub.

The underspends reported across the Staffordshire and Stoke locality hubs are due
to a combination of staffing vacancies, and small savings against operational cost
and staff expenses.

5.1 Inter-Agency Expenditure

Interagency Costs —reductionin use — 2018-2021 av erage annual cost to Partnership
was £920,000. 2021-22 — £332,000 — 64% reduction representing approximate cost
avoidance of £580,000/year.

Expenditure Budget Ovutturn Variance
Inter-Agency:

Staffordshire 227,740 32,600 | - 195,140
Stoke-on-Trent - 27,000 -
Shropshire 54,000 1,416 | - 52,584
Telford & Wrekin 70,000 68,975 | - 1,025

¥ Shropshire
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T4C Total 351,740 102,991 | - 248,749
Income Budget Outturn Variance
Inter-Agency:

Staffordshire - 316,740 - 95,540 221,200
Stoke-on-Trent - 57,000 57,000
Joint Hub - 27,000 - 31,620 - 4,620
T4C Total - 343,740 - 127,160 273,580

6.0 Annual Plan and Actions to Address Perfformance and Capacity Issues

Practice Development Priorities 2022-2023

Through work undertaken across the Wider Leadership Team and Senior Leadership
Teams, and wider consultation with our Adopter Advisory Board, practitioners and
other stakeholders, the following areas of practice development have been
identified as priorities for the coming year.

i.  Support Family Finding activity to reduce delay for children who wait the
longest.

We know that some children will wait longer than others to be found adopftive
families. These tend to be older children, especially older boys, brothers and
sisters who need 1o live together, children from ethnic minority backgrounds,
and children with additional needs.

We want toimprov e practice fromthe point of the agreement to a child’s
plan of adoption — where that child has characteristics that would put them
at risk of waiting longer — by considering arange of options, for example:

e LA agreement for national search and option of Inter-Agency
Placement at the outset of the plan.

e Child specific recruitment activity.

¢ Meanstested adoption allowances (time-limited, specific to children’s
needs and focused on supporting the building of strong attachments).

e Enhancedsettling-in allowances.

e Practical support with child-care, laundry services, loans/grants for
higher cost family items.

Inshort, we want to be able to offer ‘baked-in support’ for children who may
wait the longest.

ii. Early Permanence

In-line with the Midland’s EP Project Aims, we want to:

e |dentify areas of regional best practice and share learning between
RAAs with more dev eloped processes and more newly formed RAAs.

Shropshire NS Staffordshire i‘ 3 EZB Telford & Wrekin
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e Produce analysis and business-case inrelation to potential cost-
benefits of Early Permanence to Local Authorities.

e Develop the interface between VAA and RAA/LA service provision - to
include analysis and dev elopment of the use of concurrent
placements via current VAA provision, where appropriate.

e |dentify core elements of best practice and produce aregional best
practice guide - integrating these elements into regional policies and
procedures.

e Develop apan-regional suite of tfraining materials that sit alongside the
guide for Children’s Social Work professionals, RAA and V AA staff,
regional CAFCASS and Family Justice Boards, and prospective
adopters who are considering offering Early Permanence to children.

e Deliver2pan-regional conference-style events for key stakeholders in
Summer 2022.

iii. Improve the quality of Life Story Work and Life Story Books

Research with adopted young people tells us how important understanding
their life story is to them. We know how critical this can be later in a child’s life,
as they enter adolescence, forexample, and are going through important
stages of identity development.

But our adopters tell us that the quality of information they receive, in the form
of life story books for example, is not alw ays of a good enough standard and
does not help them to support their children.

We want to work with our adopter community and draw inregional and
national expertise to improv e the quality of this work.

We also want to work with Children’s and Adoption social work practitioners
to ensure that they hav e the skills and knowledge to support this critical w ork.

iv.  Movingto Adoption

We know fromresearch and practice experience how important good
transitions are in supporting children and prospective adopters to make
stfrong and healthy attachments from the start.

Building on the UAE Moving to Adoption model andresources thatwe
infroduced to practitioners last year, we want to further develop and embed
this practice inrelation to fransitions. This will inv olve working with Children’s
social workers and Foster Carers, as well as other key people.

v. Developin-house delivery of Therapeutic Interventions for Children

Considering the 3-year funding announcement for the Adoption Support
Fund (through to March 2025) we will review our capacity to deliverin-house
interventions that are claimable against the fund.

Staffordshire
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We are already delivering some in-house interventions (although this has
been difficult to sustain during Covid 19) and have recently added a
therapeutic parenting course to our core offer.

We have numbers of staff with accredited levels of therapeutic training. We
want to support those practitioners to further develop their expertise and
ability to directly deliverinterventions, using funding drawn back from the ASF
to build capacity and resilience into our permanency support offer, and
redressing our current reliance onindependent and priv ate sector providers
for these interventions.

vi. Improve on-going supportfor birth parents and birth families to help to
maintain and develop keeping in touch arrangements where appropriate.

We know how importantitis for all involved to get arrangements for keeping
in touchright. This should start at the earliest pointin the planning stages of a
child’s journey, but support should be av ailable when itis neededright
through an adopted person’s life course.

Building on our initial dev elopment principles and what we are learning from
currentresearch and practice, we want to further develop the resources and
support we offerto birth families. This includes thinking about the way that
birth families, adoptive parents and adopted children keep in touch with
each other. We want to learn from current national pilots that are looking at
innov ative ways to support and enhance keeping in touch.

vii. Learning from Disruptions

We want to bring together the learning from these disruptions into alearning
eventfor practitioners. We want to look at all factors which may have
impacted on the child’s placement ending, but with a focus on any impacts
on practice resulting from Covid 19.
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Together4Children Annual Adoption Report
Part 2 - Pariner LA Additional Annual Report Information.

Name of Local Authority Partner: Shropshire Council

This section of the report sets out the activity and performance of the adoption
agencyinrelationto Shropshire Council’s childrenwho had a plan of adoption during
2021-2022 and those who were adopted within the longer-term Adoption Scorecard
Indicators (2019-2022).

Children 19/20| 20/21 | 21/22
No. of Children forwhoman ADM Decision (Plan of 21 26 28
Adoption) was made

No. of children Placed for Adoption 12 13 20
No. of Children for whom an Adoption Orderwas granted | 7 8 12

The numbers of Shropshire children in need of adoption hav e beenrising over the last
three reporting years as can be seen in the data. This year there have been
significantly higher numbers of Shropshire children placed for adoption.

Out of the 20 children that were placed for adoption during this year 16 were placed
with asibling. Of these children there have been:

6 sibling groups of 2 children

1 sibling group of 3 children

1 child placed for adoption has had his younger sister placed with the same adopters
under early permanence.

The other 4 children have been placedin solo placements

This year has seen higher numbers of Shropshire children with an adoption order
granted in the year. There continues to be some impact of the covid pandemic on
the courts as timescales for adoption orders are taking longer than previously w hile
the courts catchupwiththe backlogof adoption orders that did not go ahead during
the pandemic when the courts were closed. There are still 19 Shropshire children
placed and waiting for adoption orders.

2.1 Children Placed and Timescales

The Adoption and Children Act 2002 stresses the importance of permanency
planning, reducing delay in decision making, and securing better outcomes for
children through the timely planning of a permanent placement secured by a legal
order.

The below table shows Shropshire Council’s performance for children’s timescales in
2021 - 2022 compared to the previous 3 years outturns (where comparative data is
available).
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Children with Adoption Order Granted
(Score Card Indicators)

A10. Average days fromentering care
to adoptive placement (adjusted for

2018/19 | 2019/20 | 2020/21 | 2021/22

children adopted by their foster 273 253 410 406
family)
A2. Average days fromplacement 4] 107 156 199

order to matching

A10 shows the fimeliness where the time for children who are adopted by their foster
family are stopped at the date the child moved in with the foster family.

A2 shows the average length of time between the local authority obtaining the legal
order to place a child for adoption (Placement Order) and formally deciding on a
match with an adoptive family for that child.

The Adoption Scorecard and ASGLB quarterly return uses performance data to
evidence how swiftly Local Authorities implement adoption plans for children. It
compares Shropshire Council with our statistical neighbours and England as a whole
andis bestlookedat overayearthree-yearrolling average. The annual figures above
show us that there has been an improvementin timeliness for Shropshire childrenin
the A10 figure for the last 12 months. The 3 year rolling average figure for 2019-2022 is
345 days. The England av erage figure is not yet av ailable.

The annual A2 figure in the table above shows that there has been a significant
increase during the last 2 years in the average time it takes to place a child for
adoption once we have the legal order in place to do so. The figure over the 3year
rolling period of 2019-2022 is 145 days. The England av erage figure isnot yetav ailable.

The reasons for there being a longer time to place a child with their adopters are an
indication of the higher numbers of children in need of an adoptive family than
previously and indicates the ambitions of Shropshire Council to make adoption a
viable permanency option formore children. There were some children last year who
had waited for significant periods of time for an adoptive family to be identified for
them. These childrenwere deemed ‘harderto place’ because of beinginlarge sibling
groups, their ages and/ or having complex needs. These children have, during this
year, either been movedto adoptive placements or had their plans changed. One
child has been waiting for asignificant period he is a child with very complex heeds.

Two childrenhav e experienced adelayin being formally placedfor adoption as their
foster carers came forward to adopt them after the placement order had been
granted, they were initially going to apply for Special Guardianship Orders for the
children but later decided to adopt them. This then required the foster carers to be
assessed and approv ed as adopters and then matched at panel. The date that the
Agency Decision Maker decides that the match is suitable then becomes the
adoption placement date. Although these children’s journey to adoption has been
extended and this isreflectedin the A2 data there are numerous benefits for children
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who remain with their foster carer as their adopter because there will be less moves
for these children who already have an attachment to their primary carers. Foster

carers have alegal right to apply to adopt a child if they have been in their care
continuously for 12 months.

There is also a longer time to wait to get a match onto panel than in previous years
this is currently on average around 4 months and waiting for the ADM decision now
takes longer than previously due to the complexities of being part of a Regionalised
adoption agency.

2.2 Children Waiting for Adoption

There were 13 Shropshire children at the end of Q4 2021/22 with a placement order
who had not yet movedinto a prospective adoptive home.

2.2a Children with PO notyet Placed
Children matched aw aiting mov e

Children Linked (not FC or sibling’s adopter)
Linked to Foster Carer

Linked to sibling’s adopters

Active Family Finding — Regional Family Finding
Active Family Finding — National Family Finding

— | OO~ ||—

2.2b Children for whom we are actively Family Finding
No. of single children 9

No. of children who are part of asibling group 0
Total 9

2.2c Children for whom we are actively Family Finding
No. of white British children 8
No. of children from ethnic minority backgrounds 1
Total 9

As can be seen fromthe data at the end of March 2022, of the 13 children who had
a Placement Order (consent of the courtto place foradoption) therewasonly 1 child
who had not yet been either formally matched to an adoptive family or linked. This
childhas complex heedsand we hav ebeen family finding for him for about 18 months
using both localresources and national. We now have much faster processes when
identifying children who may not be able to be placed with TAC approved adopters
and at starting to seek adoptive families who have been approved outside of the
Together4Children area.

Family finding for children commences as soon as the Suitable for Adoption decision
has been made by the Agency Decision Maker (known as the ADM decision) Not all
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of these children willreceive a Placement Order and their plans willno longer be for
adoption and family finding activity will then cease for these children. For the children
who do have a Placement Order granted, the majority will usually be linked witha
suitable adoptive family by the time a placement orderis granted. This however wil
not be the case for children for whom we must look for an inter-agency adopfive
family as these searches cannot happen until a placement order has been obtained
unless the court gives consent to family find earlier.

The childrenwho we were actively family finding for at the end of March 2022 were
all single children. Most of these childrenw ere of w hite British ethnicity withonly 1 child
being from an ethnically diverse background.

2.3 Placement Disruptions

Itis important to note that placing children who are deemed “harder to place™ for
adoption comes with a degree of risk. Therefore, it is important to warn against
expectations that placement disruptions will never occur. Together4Children are
ambitious for our children and will seek to find homes for children with ‘harder to
place’ characteristicswherever possible.

Placing older children for adoption, for example, presents a range of challenges
which research and experience tells us increases the potential risks of placement
disruption.

Fortunately, Shropshire children hav e not experienced any adoption disruptions this
year.

2.4 Children where Plans Changed Away from Adoption.

Plans changed aw ay from adoption (following the Agency Decision) for a total of 15
childrenin the year 2020-21.

The reasons for the changes in the plans were:

1. Courts did not grant a placement order and so children’s plans had to change to
long term fostering

2. Some children either stayed with their parents or went to live with birth family
members or other connected people

3. Some children willremain with their foster carers under Special Guardianship Order
arrangements

4. There was a sibling group of 3 older children who we were not able to find an
adoptive family for within the timescale set by the court and their plans had to
change to long-termfostering

2.5 Locality Hub Overview & Conclusion
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The data overthe last 12 months indicates that this has been abusy year for the Joint
Shropshire and Telford Locality Permanency hubin whichthe Assessmentand Support
Team has continued to strive to find the best placements to meet the needs of
Shropshire children in need of adoption. We have undertaken five assessments of
prospective adopters that have not been successfully approved. Two of these were
foster carer households. Although they haven't been approv ed, they hav e still gone
through most of the assessment process. Four of these families withdrew instage 2 and
the other family were taken to panel with a recommendation that they were not
suitable to be approved as adopters. Panel and the Agency Decision Maker agreed
with our recommendation. Our adopter approval rate has been lower this year
compared to last year as a result.

There have been challenges in the latter part of the year with staff sickness which
hav e caused delays to some adopter assessments whichwill have animpact on next
year's scorecard data. We also have a member of staff preparing to go off on
maternity leav e which means restrictions on work that can be allocated.

We have continued to work closely with the permanence coordinator to have a
collective understanding of the children in need of adoption and so she understands
the profiles of adopters coming through.

The numbers of children that are referred to the service has continued to increase as
has the number of Shropshire children placed for adoption and ultimately had
adoption orders granted. We have continued to evidence some good work in
placing children with prospective adopters the majority of which hav e been sibling
groupsw hichindicates our effectiveness as a teamin ensuring that sibling groups are,
where they can be, placed together. As Shropshire’s children’s teams hav e become
more ambitious for adoption for children with more complex needs, we are aware
that this is likely to continue to have animpact upon the scorecard data. Each child
behind the data has a story and we are aw are of each child’s story and journey and
of the reasons why decisions have been made for each child.

We have maintained our focus on placing children for early permanence and have
continued to successfully place children into Fostering for Adoption placements. As a
result, there have been 7 Shropshire children placed under early permanence
arrangements this year. Placing children with their adopters earlier by placing them
under an early permanence arrangement has many benefits for children, it enables
attachments to their adoptersto formearlier and for some children this can mean less
mov es and therefore less disrupted attachments. It enables adopters to be part of
children’s early milestones. Children show a natural curiosity fo know about their early
milestones and this enables them to have details about them from their adopters
whichincreases children’s attachments and sense of belonging.

We have continued to assess foster carers who wish to adopt the children they are
already looking after and 4 Shropshire children (2 sibling groups of 2) have been
placed for adoption with their foster carers this year. This enables their positive
relationships to continue without additional disruptions to children’s attachments.
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Shropshire Council had an Ofsted inspection in February and the Team had the
opportunity to show case the good work that we hav e done with Shropshire children
this year. We hav e maintained our judgement as good.
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