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MIDDLESBROUGH COUNCIL 
 

 

Report of: Executive Director of Children’s Services: Sue Butcher 

The Mayor and Lead Member for Children’s Social Care, Adult Social 

Care and Public Health: Andy Preston 

 

Submitted to: Executive – 7 September 2021 

 

Subject: Children’s Services Improvement Programme: Overview of Progress 

February 2021 – July 2021.  

 
Summary 

 

Report for: Key 

decision: 

Confidential: Is the report urgent?1 

Information 

and 

discussion 

No  No 

 

No 

 

Contribution to delivery of the 2020-23 Strategic Plan 

People Place Business 

We will contribute to promote 

the welfare of our children, 

young people and vulnerable 

adults and protect them from 

harm, abuse and neglect. 

 

We will transform children’s 

services to allow more 

families to stay together 

where it is safe for them to do 

so and reduce the need for 

children to become looked 

after by our local authority.   

  

                                                           
1 Remove for non-Executive reports 

Proposed decision 

That Executive notes the overview of the strategic and operational work undertaken 

between February 2021 and July 2021 in line with the Children’s Services Improvement 

Action Plan 2020/21 and 2021/22.   
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Ward(s) affected 

All wards affected as the need to improve services for children is across the whole of 

Middlesbrough 

 
What is the purpose of this report? 
 
1. To provide members of the Executive with an overview of the work undertaken from 

February 2021 to July 2021 in line with the Children’s Services Improvement Plan 
2020/21 and 2021/22.  

 
Why does this report require a Member decision? 
 
2. It is important that members have a line of sight into the improvement work being 

undertaken and the impact that it is having on family life in Middlesbrough. This will 
inform any challenges that they wish to make on the progress being made to improve 
outcomes for children and hold officers to account as appropriate.    

 
Report Background 
 
3. This report provides a further update about the progress made against the Children’s 

Services Improvement Plan from February 2021 to July 2021. These dates are 
significant because in February 2021 Vicky Ford MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary 
of State for Children and Families, accepted our Commissioner Peter Dwyer’s 
recommendation that, as in his original report written in May 2020 ‘there was 
sufficient confidence in the changes being made to indicate that this was not a local 
authority where we should move to consider alternative delivery mechanisms’ (e.g. a 
Children’s Trust). In July 2021 the commissioner submitted his third report to the 
Department of Education (see below for further details) although it will not be 
presented to the minister until 8th September for her to make a decision by 15th 
September.  

 
4. Due to the pandemic children’s services staff have worked from home during the 

period represented by this report as have many staff across the council.   
 
Context 
 
5. The most significant events to report are a focused visit from Ofsted on 26th and 27th 

May 2021 and a visit from our Commissioner Peter Dwyer during the week of 12th 
July. Both visits were carried out virtually by mutual agreement.  
 

6. Ofsted’s programme of focused visits was set up to assess how ‘England’s social 
care system has delivered child centered practice and care within the context of the 
restrictions placed on society during the pandemic’. There is a clear expectation that 
for authorities in Middlesbrough’s position this actually means ‘deliver and continue 
to improve’ child care practice.  

 

7. Middlesbrough’s focused visit, carried out by four social care inspectors and one 
education inspector, took place on 26th and 27th May 2021 using the same 
methodology as for the last full inspection in 2019. The inspectors looked across the 
whole of Children’s Services i.e. both the children’s social care and education and 
partnerships areas of practice. The inspectors were only ‘on site’ for two days but 
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during the previous two weeks they required a significant amount of documentation 
including performance information and direct responses to their queries. They also 
interviewed key personnel such as our Chief Executive. Overall the visit was 
successful as there was praise for the way that the directorate worked through the 
pandemic managing to improve services in the face of increased demand. A 
selection of key points includes:  
 

  Leaders appropriately prioritised recruitment and the development of the 
workforce strategy.  

  Workers are persistent and build good relationships with children so interventions 
are more effective.  

  Staff report feeling supported, liked working for Middlesbrough and understood 
the vision for change.  

  Caseloads are reducing but remain too high for some social workers 

  The quality of practice is variable and does not meet leader’s expectations 

  Some children experience too many changes of social worker. Children told 
inspectors that they would like to have social workers who stayed with them for a 
long time.   

  There is a significant focus on Children Missing Education 

  A minority of Looked after Children are on reduced timetables or have had no 
education for too long.  

 
8. We are proud that our response to the pandemic has been profiled by ‘What Works 

for Children’s Social Care’.  
 

9. The Inspectors made two recommendations in addition to those made at the time of 
the 2019 inspection namely  
 

  To improve management oversight and actions to ensure that vulnerable 
children and children in care, including those with special needs and/or 
disabilities (SEND), receive their full educational entitlement 

  To improve the understanding of identity and the diverse needs of children and 
their families to inform assessment, planning and support.  

 
10. In general terms Ofsted inspectors consider practice over the previous six months 

whilst a commissioner gathers evidence on an authority’s progress and its potential 
to improve outcomes for children. Our commissioner spent time looking at a range of 
key strategic documents, undertook interviews with leaders including political 
leaders, held focus groups looking at key areas such as workforce development and 
met with front line staff and managers. He was joined in the meetings with staff and 
managers by Stuart Smith our Department of Education (DfE) Improvement Adviser. 
In the summary Peter states that ‘considerable progress has been made and there is 
evidence of real impact’. Although Peter’s style and support is greatly appreciated it 
is gratifying that he is recommending to the minister that ‘no further direct 
engagement of an appointed commissioner is required and continued monitoring and 
support to improvement is afforded by the Improvement Adviser and the core DfE 
team’. The report and its recommendation to withdraw the Commissioner’s 
intervention will be presented to the minister on 8th September for a decision to be 
made by 15th September. If she agrees Middlesbrough’s statutory direction will still 
stand but will be amended to reference an ongoing relationship with our improvement 
adviser rather than with the Commissioner. This would be a significant milestone in 
Middlesbrough’s improvement journey. The report cannot be shared in its entirety 
until the minister has made her decision. 
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11. The ‘So What’ question. What difference has Middlesbrough Council’s Children’s 

Services, working with partner agencies, made to the lives of Middleborough’s 
children? Although there is no room for complacency as there is still a great deal of 
work to do, it is important to highlight the fact that significant progress has already 
been made as evidenced by feedback from Ofsted and from our Commissioner. This 
is a really significant achievement for everyone concerned.    

 

12. The Improvement Plan is being revised to take account of the findings of both 
reports. The progress made against the plan is reported to every meeting of the 
Multi-Agency Strategic Improvement Board on an exceptions basis.    
 

13. Appendix 1 sets out the progress made against the Local Government Association’s 
‘Enablers for Improvement’ and should be read in conjunction with this report.  

 
What decision is being asked for?  
 
14. That Executive notes the overview of the strategic and operational work undertaken 

between February 2021 and July 2021 in line with the Children’s Services 
Improvement Action Plan 2020/21 and 2021/22   

 
Why is this being recommended? 
 
15. So Executive members are fully appraised of the work to improve outcomes for 

vulnerable children in Middlesbrough and can hold officers to account when progress 
is not made as planned.  

 
Other potential decisions and why these have not been recommended 
 
16. No other potential decision at this time.  
 
Impact of recommended decision 
 
Legal 
 
17. As this report does not ask for a decision but is written to give members of the 

Executive an overview of the work against the Children’s Services improvement plan 
over the last four months there are no additional directly related legal implications. 
However, improving social work practice will improve compliance with The Children 
Act 1989, subsequent Children Act legislation and Working Together 2018   

 
Financial 
 
18. As this report does not ask for a decision but is written to give members of the 

Executive an overview of the work against the Children’s Services improvement plan 
over the last four months there are no additional directly related financial implications. 
The improvement budget is reported to the six weekly Multi-Agency Strategic 
Improvement Board.  

 
Policy Framework 
 
19. This decision does not have any impact of the council’s policy framework.  
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Equality and Diversity 
 
20. The improvement of children’s services should not result in policies and practices 

that impact inequitably on individual or groups because they hold one or more 
protected characteristics.  

 
21. Ensuring that services to children and families are effective and appropriate for all 

including those who hold one or more protected characteristics is a key responsibility 
for the service and will be monitored at all times as part of the improvement journey. 

 
Risk 
 
22. Risks in relation to the Improvement Plan are reported to the six-weekly Multi-Agency 

Strategic Improvement Board 
 
Actions to be taken to implement the decision(s) 
 
23. No additional actions as those in the Improvement Plan are already scheduled to 

take place.  
 
Appendices 
 

24. Appendix 1: Enablers for Improvement to be read in conjunction with this report.   
 
Background papers 
 
25. 50166338 (ofsted.gov.uk) 

 
Contact: Sue Butcher 
Email:  Sue_Butcher@middlesbrough.gov.uk 
 
 

 

https://files.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/50166338

