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Part 5 — Regulated care services for children and young people

Service profile

Care homes for children and young people 327
Secure care 5
School care accommodation 61
Fostering services 59
Adoption services 38
Offender accommodation 5]

Housing support services assigned to children and young people’s teams 117
The context of the pandemic for the provision of children’s services

School care accommodation closed from March 2020 until the resumption of the
school term in August. They closed for a second time in December, re-opening after
the Easter holiday towards the end of April 2021. All other services remained
operational during the pandemic although there was limited planned movement in,
out of, and between services. Where moves did take place, there were enhanced
risk assessment processes.

Other than those services with onsite education such as the secure services, most
had to cope with home schooling during this time. Face-to-face teaching was
available for some children through the provision for vulnerable children but this was
highly variable. Face-to-face teaching for looked after children proved hard to
access in some local authority areas, particularly during the first lockdown period,
and was not appropriate for all children.

Out of school care, clubs and aclivities, including most organised sports, had to
cease operating. Respite care provision was not available for the majority of children
and their families, including children with disabilities. College tuition, where
available, used a mix of online teaching and lone study. Work placements for young
people were unavailable or severely curtailed.

There was significant disruption to routine health services including general health,
sexual health, dental checks, physiotherapy, and speech and language therapy.
There was also disruption to mental health support and counselling services, with
provision largely by telephone or online.

Refuge provision was very busy, with Women’s Aid and other similar organisations
reporting concerns about an increase in domestic abuse and associated risks to
women and children.

During this period, we were unable to undertake onsite inspection except when the
risk of not inspecting outweighed the risk of travelling to and entering the service.
Inspectors focused on maintaining contact with services by video (using Microsoft
Teams and Near Me) and telephone to give advice and guidance, and signpost to
sources of support. Notifications (most of which were not directly related to Covid-
19) increased during the pandemic and were followed up promptly.

We saw a low incidence of Covid-19 in children’s services during the first wave.

Covid-19 notifications increased during the second wave, where we saw a handful of
significant outbreaks. Routine testing of staff also had an impact.
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¢ Foster carers as a group have raised concerns about a lack of recognition and
value. Many have felt overlooked, compared to the recognition that has been
given to paid health and care staff. They have expressed concerns about
increased risks to their safety due to the need to have ongoing contact with birth
families. Fostering agencies have expressed real concern about carers leaving
their role in the context of a year-on-year decline in foster carer numbers.

e Families of children with disabilities have faced particular challenges due to the
suspension of key supports, coupled with restricted face-to-face teaching.

¢ Despite us believing that digital communication is a young person’s medium, it is
not the way in which all children would choose to communicate with us. Face-to-
face contact is proving a more effective vehicle for understanding a child’s
experience.

¢ |n contrast, many care staff have welcomed the opportunities afforded by virtual
communication to speak in confidence to inspectors rather than the visibility
involved in engaging with us in the service.

¢ Despite travelling time saved, inspections done at distance are not necessarily
more efficient. There have been challenges in setting up interviews and delays in
accessing documents. Accessing case records at distance remains problematic.

Sector-specific context going forward

The report of the independent care review, the Promise, was published in February
2020. It lays down several challenges for us and other regulators about focusing
more clearly on the things that matter most to children: support to develop trusting
and lasting relationships; promotion of their rights and maintaining family contact
wherever possible. We will review all quality improvement frameworks for children’s
services to make sure they align with the priorities of the Promise. We will
collaborate with scrutiny partners to agree a common value base and understanding,
in line with the Promise.

The Promise highlights the importance of inspectors being skilled in engagement
with children and the need to amplify children’s voices. We already give priority to
engaging with children and, where appropriate, their families during inspections, and
what they tell us directly influences the inspection findings as detailed in public
reports and the detailed feedback we give to service providers about both what the
service is doing well and what it could do better. We involve young inspection
volunteers in our inspection teams for as many inspections of children’s residential
services as resources allow. Nonetheless, we recognise we could do more to
strengthen our engagement with young people when planning and carrying out
inspections. We are therefore investing in development for our inspection and
improvement staff and strengthening the support we provide to our young inspectors
and their place in inspections. We will report in more detail on this in our Keeping the
Promise updates.

The Promise sets out the aspiration for greater attention to aftercare and advocacy
services, which are not currently services we register and therefore not subject to
regulation and inspection: “The Care Inspectorate and the SSSC must come
together with other regulators to create a new, holistic framework that values what
children and families value. That framework must apply to the totality of care
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