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1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 This report sets out the priorities of the Cabinet Portfolio Holder for 2020-21 in relation 
to his responsibilities and the services provided by the Children’s Services and Skills 
Directorate. 

2. Decision(s) recommended 

2.1 The Scrutiny Board is invited to discuss the report, consider any advice and 
comments it may have for the Cabinet Portfolio Holder and offer its endorsement for 
the priorities set out. 

3. Matters for Consideration 

3.1 Members will be very aware that this is the most unusual and challenging year for 
local government and the wider public sector that any of us have experienced.  This 
Scrutiny Board, at its last meeting on 9th June 2020, considered the response of the 
Directorate at that time to the Covid crisis and supported the efforts being made to 
support children, families, schools and our own staff.  It noted the risks and concerns 
and the work being done to mitigate them.  Clearly the continuation of the 
Directorate’s reset and recovery work is a key priority and this is discussed further in 
paragraphs 3.2 to 3.6.  However, it is important to recognise the outstanding work of 
officers and schools in the way they have responded throughout the Covid 
emergency. 
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3.2 On 2nd July 2020 the Secretary of State for Education announced that all schools 
would be open for all pupils from the start of the next academic year. Since this time, 
council officers have been working with school leaders and others to support the re-
opening.  All schools in the borough are ready to achieve this and school attendance 
will be compulsory (although the LA is not advocating for a punitive approach to 
attendance in the autumn term).  

3.3 Recognising that the focus will now be on schools providing a broad and balanced 
curriculum, the DfE has acknowledged that there cannot be a ‘one size fits all’ 
approach and has replaced its previous guidance of bubbles and social distancing 
with systems of control aimed at reducing unnecessary contact and increasing 
hygiene. Schools will need to decide how these are implemented following detailed 
risk assessments and developing operationally sound re-opening plans. Such systems 
of control include:  

 robust hand and respiratory hygiene (the council has facilitated PPE & hand 
sanitizer supplies) 

 enhanced cleaning arrangements 
 active engagement with NHS Test and Trace 
 formal consideration of how to reduce contacts and maximise distancing, including:  

o Grouping of children to reduce contact 

o Staggering times to keep groups apart as they arrive and leave school or 

during lunchtime 

o Avoiding large gatherings e.g. assemblies with more than one group 

o Classes having forward facing desks only and increased ventilation 

o Staff maintaining distance from pupils and other staff as much as possible 

3.4 Schools are expected to follow systems of control where they can but the priority must 
be on providing a broad curriculum for children and enabling them to catch up on any 
missed learning. Consequently each school will look very different in terms of their re-
opening arrangements; but may also look different across year groups (for example, 
front facing desks in Reception classes would undermine the importance of 
socialisation and development which is key to the curriculum).  

3.5 The Council is continuing to focus its support on: 

o Ensuring all pupils, particularly those who are vulnerable or have additional 

needs, successfully return to schools, with additional funding being made 

available 

o Working with schools to support the delivery of an ambitious and broad 

curriculum in all subjects, returning to a normal curriculum by summer 2021 

o Ensure school transport arrangements are fit for purpose 

o Managing outbreaks in educational settings, in partnership with public health 

3.6 As part of the Council’s recovery and reset programme, the Children in Need Cell was 
formed to develop plans that would be effective both during and after the Covid-19 
pandemic and into the future. Our recovery plans are set out to ensure we offer the full 
range of services as we did prior to Covid 19 even if this looks different than before. It 
will mean we will have to adopt new ways of working so as to ensure we meet the 
needs of all vulnerable children at risk of significant harm and children in need. 
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Progress so far: 

 

 We successfully implemented the Government’s flexibilities, utilising only a small 
number of the secondary legislation options on offer as we have continued to 
deliver our safeguarding and child protection work as business as usual, albeit 
virtually as required.  

 We have a reliable supply of PPE so that staff, children and families are kept safe 
whilst we deliver our services. 

 We have carefully tracked data to understand trends in referrals and service 
requirements, as well as predicting how demand may change in the Autumn. 

 There has been work with education safeguarding colleagues to maintain contact 
between schools and social workers and to encourage vulnerable children to 
return to school where this was possible. 

 Alongside colleagues from Solar, Education Psychology, Police and Health, we 
have worked to develop support for young people who have experienced 
bereavement and /or may struggle with a return to school or become at risk of 
involvement in serious youth violence. This includes a successful bid to the Youth 
Endowment Fund. 

 There has been liaison with the family and youth courts to enable hearings to 
happen virtually and, where absolutely necessary, in person. 

 Almost 400 vulnerable children and young people have received laptops and / or 
routers to assist with their education. The criteria are now been broadened to 
support more families. 

 IT solutions have been sought and implemented to allow Social Care workers to 
complete their various roles virtually where required, as well as continuing to 
implement and develop the new Liquid Logic system. 

 
Next steps: 

 

 Review business continuity plans and identify resourcing levels that may be 
needed to support increased demand and / or responses to a second wave of 
Covid 19. 

 Work to further reinstate services and activities that have been paused under 
current ‘Flexibilities’ which are due to come to an end on the 25th September 2020 
e.g. assessments of new mainstream foster carers and preventative work in the 
Youth Offending Service. 

 Prepare for a potential increase in referrals into MASH following children returning 
to school, and ensuring adequate resources and staffing are in place to meet any 
surge in demand. 

 Work with Business Improvement interns on developing methods of gaining 
feedback from children, young people and families about what it has been like 
receiving services during this time and what they would like for the future. 

 Ensure that planned services to support young people’s emotional wellbeing are 
put into action as they return to school. 

 Continue with the programme to implement wider Liquidlogic functions. 

 Widen the criteria for allocation of remaining laptops so that more children and 
young people can benefit from the resource. 
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3.7 Other priority areas of work are: 

 Implementing the Ofsted Action Plan following the November 2019 Inspection of 
Local Authority Children’s Services (ILACS). 

 Finalising and implementing our Sufficiency Strategy to secure permanency and 
placement arrangements for our children in care.  

 Developing and implementing a Joint Strategy for children and young people with 
additional needs as the overarching framework for our SEND and inclusion 
improvement journey. 

 

 Refining and implementing our DSG High Needs Deficit Recovery approach, 
based on taking forward new provisions within Solihull for children and young 
people with SEND. 

 

 Continuing our work on children and young people being exploited or at risk of 
exploitation. 

 

 Expansion of our youth offer and measures to minimise the number of young 
people Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET). 

 
Ofsted Action Plan  
 
3.8 Scrutiny Board, at its meeting in March 2020, just prior to the country entering 

lockdown, considered the draft Ofsted Action Plan following the Inspection of Local 
Authority Children’s Services (ILACS) in November 2019. The updated action plan, 
with progress against the actions to address the areas for improvement identified by 
Ofsted, is the subject of the other substantive item on this agenda so will not be 
addressed in detail here.  However, despite lockdown, progress has been made with 
implementing the actions set out in the plan, indeed many were well underway and 
some were complete before Covid began to have an effect on the workforce and on 
social work practice. 

3.9 Given the circumstances in March and into April, when the finalised Action Plan was 
due to be submitted to Ofsted, the Lead Regional Inspector for the West Midlands 
agreed that the Action Plan could be accepted as a final draft, with future target 
implementation dates removed.  This reflected the uncertainty at that time about how 
soon service delivery would be able to return to something approaching normality.  It 
has since been agreed with inspectors that we will reset the Action Plan dates when 
they have their next “keeping in touch” meeting with officers later this autumn. 

Sufficiency Strategy 

3.10 Members will be aware of the increasing number of children in the care of Solihull 
MBC, a trend that has continued for several years and which is being seen across the 
country.  Covid has exacerbated this as authorities were strongly encourage not to 
discharge children from care during lockdown; indeed the courts, operating with 
limited capacity, were prioritising admissions into care for child protection reasons. 
The chart below shows the increase in numbers since 2017-18: 
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3.11 Total number of children in care rose from 413 in March 2018 to 456 in March 2020, 
an increase of 10.4%. The chart above shows numbers at the end of July to be 480 
and latest information received for August confirms numbers rose by another five 
children, bringing the total to 485 – an increase of 6.4% in the last five months alone. 

3.12 This increase can make it challenging to find appropriate placements for children and 
young people – with the challenges having increased further since the start of the 
pandemic.  In addition to the detrimental impact can have on the lives of young 
people’s and the impact it have upon their outcomes, it is placing a significant financial 
burden on the council.  Costs have been rising at an even greater rate than the 
numbers of children in our care.  Spending on care placements has risen from £12.4m 
in 2017-18 to £14.7m in 2019-20 – an increase of 18.5%. 

3.13 Hence the work on our Sufficiency Strategy is absolutely vital to ensure we can find 
placements that better meet the varied and often complex needs of our children and 
young people, and which help contain costs and achieve better value for money.  The 
Strategy will be brought to a decision making session for approval later this autumn 
and we will seek to measure progress against the following priority areas: 

 Support children and young people to remain within a family setting (right help at 
the right time). 

 Reduce children coming into care through appropriately targeted services.  

 Increase the proportion of looked after children and young people being placed in 
local (Solihull or immediate neighbouring local authorities) and family based 
placements. 

 On-going review and challenge of all residential placements and placements a 
long way from home to ensure that children and young people are placed in local 
family based placements whenever possible. 

 Ensure continuous improvement in outcomes for our children and young people. 

 Deliver value for money – which is more than just the financial cost - it is also 
about making sure that our children and young people feel safe, are really cared 
about and are supported to achieve good outcomes. 

 Promote permanency offer to ensure timely achievement of permanent placements 
and secure placement stability – through adoptions, special guardianship, child 
arrangement orders and permanent and long term foster care. 
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 Maintain and improve stable placements, as stability is the basis for improving 
outcomes so that continuity of relationships, community links, education and health 
provision provides the right conditions for maximising potential. 

 Support children looked after and care experienced young people to make a 
successful transition into adulthood through the provision of good quality 
education, training and employment and suitable accommodation and support 

 Promote partnerships that help us to meet the targets in our sufficiency strategy. 
 

Joint Strategy for children with additional needs 

3.14 We can only achieve the best for children, and ensure they thrive into adulthood, if all 
schools, settings and services support each other and work collaboratively – 
recognising that we all need to be active partners in shaping a coherent local 
education system, that shares collective responsibility and commitment for educating 
and providing for all children and young people in Solihull, particularly those who are 
more vulnerable. 

3.15 Whilst acknowledging the diversity and complexities of the local educational system, a 
collaborative focus on vulnerable children and young people is a moral imperative and 
means that we all have a support and challenge role, with a shared understanding that 
the actions of just one school, setting or partner may affect others and have impact 
across the entire system. 

3.16 We are therefore anxious to protect the strengths we currently have, but are acutely 
conscious that there is a need to ensure the principle of educational inclusion 
underpins all that we do - targeting our resources and energy effectively in this way to 
improve outcomes for the most vulnerable; ensuring they access high quality and 
appropriate education quickly and consistently - despite their level of need.  

3.17 Our priority therefore, through the development of a co-produced joint strategy for 
children with additional needs is to ensure our arrangements for supporting SEND and 
other vulnerable young people promote early intervention and form part of a network 
working across public services.  Our approach will be based on the following 
principles: 

 Providing help at the earliest opportunity: we will use screening tools which 
will help us to identify issues as they emerge and enable help to be offered early 
to deliver sustained and significant progress and change lives. We will address 
causes, rather than just symptoms  

 Making the experience of the child paramount: we will really listen to what 
children tell us about their experiences and what they would like to be different; 
identifying those at risk of not coping. We will develop an outcomes framework 
to help to monitor and deliver better outcomes.  

 Focussing on the whole family: we will offer support including adult services 
that takes account of how the family is affected as a whole by their issues. We 
will have appropriate offers for the individuals to reach good outcomes within the 
whole family.  
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 Enabling well informed self-help: we will provide accessible, clear information 
and advice for families and their communities to help them make informed 
choices and improve their own outcomes.  

 Providing safe, timely and lasting solutions to issues: we will focus on what 
we know makes a difference to reduce the risk of escalation and persistence of 
problems. We will use early help, targeted or specialist responses appropriate to 
the levels of need of the family; assuring quality across the system; equipping 
practitioners to manage risk at all stages  

 
High Needs Block DSG and increasing in-borough SEND provision 
 
3.18 Members will be very aware, through previous reports of the increasing deficit on the 

High Needs block of the Dedicated Schools Grant.  This had increased to some £6m 
at the end of March 2020.  The reasons behind the deficit, not just in Solihull but in the 
great majority of authorities experiencing the same issue are complex, but can be 
summarised as: 

 Increasing numbers of children and young people with an Education, Health and 
Care Plan, many of whom can have their needs met in mainstream schools with 
additional support but many who require specialist provision. 

 Increasing complexity of need of those children 

 Significant increase demand for specialist placements which is being met out of 
Borough; this may be in the maintained special provision of another local authority 
or in independent sector settings.  The cost of places in the independent sector 
alone for Solihull children with SEND rose from £4.9m per annum at the end of 
March 2018 to £6.7m in 2019-20, an increase of 36.7% - whilst numbers in those 
placements over the same period increased by around 26%.  Attention is therefore 
being focused upon a development programme to provide additional local 
provision to reduce the number of children needing to be placed out of the 
Borough. 

3.19 There is an acknowledged problem nationally that the High Needs Block within the 
DSG is underfunded.  Over 80% of local authorities are reporting a High Needs Block 
deficit and the scale of the shortfall in funding is rapidly escalating. 

3.20 Various options for additional in Borough provision (in addition to that brought on 
stream already over the past three years) are being developed as part of the wider 
recovery plan. The first phase of these options were reported to, and approved by, the 
Cabinet Member for Children, Education and Skills on 18th December 2019. In 
summary these were: 

 8 full time equivalent place secondary SEMH provision.  

 20 place secondary complex Autism provision  

 6 place primary complex Autism provision,  

 8 full time equivalent places KS1 primary SEMH provision (North)  

 10 full time equivalent place KS2 primary SEMH provision (North) 

3.21 Where possible, we were looking to open new provision from September 2020 but any 
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development of this nature is subject to full statutory consultation before a final 
decision can be made. In addition, working in partnership with our special school 
Head teachers, we are looking at ways to further expand our special school places 
whilst recognising the need to add additional accommodation to alleviate existing and 
future pressure. 

3.22 Solihull has also responded by supporting the creation of a new 100 place Alternative 
Provision Free School, and the local authority has agreed to fund these places whilst 
the school becomes established. The new Free School has now been approved by 
the Secretary of State and will be developed and run by the Forward Education Trust.  
The plan is that it will be open within 3 years and the Department for Education is now 
actively working towards a September 2022 opening – a year earlier than indicated 
previously 

3.23 In terms of developing the financial model, a key piece of work has been to model the 
individual pupil impact across all settings reflecting changes such as at Key Stages. 
This has enabled us to begin to model the detailed financial and provision impact over 
the next three years. In addition, we can look to model future demand. However, it 
must be noted that this is not a straight forward exercise and is dependent on many 
factors including future DSG financial settlements, future projections about the number 
and type of places needed and practical issues around developing capacity such as 
expanding SEND provision locally and building on measures already implemented. 

3.24 The Department for Education (DfE) has recently confirmed that there is no longer a 
requirement upon authorities with a High Needs Deficit that exceeds 1% of their total 
DSG allocation to submit a formal  three year deficit recovery plan. Instead, authorities 
are expected to provide the DfE with any information requested about plans to 
manage the situation, any spending pressures and savings proposals and to meet 
with DfE officials on request to discuss the position.  A paper will be taken to full 
Cabinet in November to detail progress and the latest financial modelling.  However, 
as previously reported it is not thought feasible to recover the whole of Solihull’s 
accumulated deficit within three years; especially given the delays brought about 
through the pandemic. 

Children and young people being exploited or at risk of exploitation 

3.25 Within Solihull, we now have a dedicated Exploitation and Missing Team who work 
with children, young people and adults from 0- 25 who at risk from modern slavery, 
human trafficking, criminal exploitation, sexual exploitation and going missing. As the 
team works with young adults up to 25, (following the recommendations of the Rachel 
SAR), we are pleased to welcome the appointment of an adult care and support 
manager who will help drive the adult response to exploitation and the transition work 
from Children’s. 

3.26 To support and drive this work, we are about to launch the Solihull All Age Exploitation 
Strategy 2020-2022.  This brings together Children’s Services, Adult Care and support 
and our respective safeguarding partners in a collective understanding and approach 
to responding to exploitation - underpinned by a new Exploitation Capabilities 
Framework where workers receive the most up to date learning and training available. 
The governance of this strategy is overseen by the Exploitation Reduction Board with 
the operational response being undertaken by the Exploitation Reduction Delivery 
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Group.   

3.27 The cohort of children and young people being identified as being exploited within 
Solihull has grown significantly in the last year from 10 in June 2019 to 47 in June 
2020. We believe a better understanding and recognition of exploitation across the 
partner agencies has increased the referrals and therefore response from the team. 

3.28 Given we have also seen have seen a significant rise in the number who are being 
criminally exploited (64%), we have now further enhanced Exploitation support by 
formally joining the Exploitation team alongside the Youth Offending Team so as to 
utilise the skill sets in both teams and widen our exploitation offer within Solihull. 

Youth Offer 

3.29 The youth offer in Solihull is multifaceted and forms part of its Early Help offer by 
enabling children and young people to access services at the earliest possible point of 
need or to address them before they escalate (please see appendix 1). This offer 
consists of support for young people from the Local Authority and its partners, 
community groups, community interest companies and registered charities such as 
Meriden Adventure Playground Association, Urban Heard and Solihull Community TV. 
Activities offer young people opportunities to express their opinions and have their 
voices heard, take part in training, workshops to learn new skills and events. 

3.30 Many activities for young people take place in Local Authority run youth centres at 
Castle Bromwich, Coronation and Hatchford Brook. Due to Covid 19 Solihull’s youth 
centres are not currently open for face to face work with young people, however this is 
under consideration as part of Solihull’s wider Recover and Reset strategy.  

Employment and Skills 

3.31 Officers have maintained contact with schools and colleges over the past six months 
to support planning for the autumn term.  Interaction with employers/employees and 
experiences of work places will be virtual for the foreseeable future.   

3.32 However, despite the disruption to schools, colleges and the local authority caused by 
Covid-19, the outlook for students’ destinations currently in Year 11 and 12 is positive 
and very similar to previous years:  

 93.1% (3063) of Year 11s have an offer for September, with a further 4.4% (144) 

awaiting the outcome of an application.  

 80.6% Year 12 students have an offer for September, or are continuing education 

or employment 

 

3.33 The brand new Skills for Success project has recently been approved, and will start 
delivery in the Autumn term.  This will focus on students in years 11, 12 and 13 who 
are most at risk of becoming NEET when they leave education. The project will 
provide ongoing, practical workshops to align with Careers Hub / Life Ready to ensure 
young people are fully informed to make decisions about their future career path. We 
anticipate that delivery will begin online in November and hopefully move to classroom 
based delivery in 2021.  
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3.34 From October / November, there will be a new offer throughout Children’s services to 
those teams supporting young people age 15+ to deliver preventative support to 
minimise the risk of this cohort becoming NEET at key transition points. Previously, 
the team has only been able to support those who were NEET. 

3.35 Youth Promise Plus (YPP) activity has been delivered in Solihull since 2016, and 
supports young people age 15-29 who are NEET. A range of internal and external 
partners provide wraparound support to remove barriers, increase self-confidence and 
employability through training and work experience, and providing employment and 
education outcomes for young people who are ready to progress.  

3.36 YPP includes a part time SEND/vulnerable groups Careers Adviser, who supports a 
small group of young people with EHCPs (or SEND support / ceased EHCPs) who are 
NEET to find appropriate education, training or employment. 

4. Implications and Considerations 

4.1 State how the proposals in this report contribute to the priorities in the Council Plan: 

Priority: Contribution: 

People and Communities: 

7. Take action to improve life chances in 
our most disadvantaged communities. 

8. Enable communities to thrive. 
9. Sustainable, quality, affordable 

provision for adults & children with 
complex needs. 

 

The priorities outlined focus upon improving 
outcomes, particularly for those who are 
vulnerable or have additional needs and 
seeks to equip them with the skills 
necessary to succeed and live happy and 
fulfilling adult lives. 

4.2 Consultation and Scrutiny: 

The Scrutiny Board is invited to discuss the report, consider any advice and 
comments it may have for the Cabinet Portfolio Holder. 

4.3 Financial implications: 

4.3.1 The financial implications have been outlined within the body of the report.  However, 
the priorities identified and the associate actions actively seek to reduce the financial 
impact for the council.  

4.4 Legal implications: 

4.4.1 There are no legal implications in adopting the priorities outlined.  

4.5 Risk implications: 

4.5.1 Any risks associated with the priorities will be managed through the individual 
activities/projects. 

https://www.solihull.gov.uk/Portals/0/Ourvisionandpriorities/Council_plan.pdf
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4.6 Equality implications: 

4.6.1 The priorities actively seek to reduce inequality and improve outcomes for vulnerable 
children and young people and those with additional needs. 

5. Appendix 1 

5.1 

1. Venn Diagram. 

CDT and FST update July 2020.docx
 


