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Foreword

At the heart of everything we do in Children’s Services is our Walsall Right 4
Children Aspiration that every child and family in Walsall is understood, feels happy
and safe, with a strong sense of belonging enabling them to learn, achieve and
succeed. Through our Families First for Children model of practice we work
tirelessly to support families and to meet their needs at the earliest opportunity. We
do all that we can to support families to stay together. | am proud that as a result of
this work we are seeing less children come into our care and more children returning
home to their families.

Our Children in Our Care Strategy sets out our aspirations for our children and how
we will work with them and key stakeholders to ensure that children in our care live
happy and healthy lives, are able to achieve their ambitions and dreams and will
develop the life skills and knowledge to enable them to thrive in their adult

lives. This strategy is informed by what our children have told us, and we have
identified five priorities based on this feedback.

Stability and Permanency planning

Mental and Physical Health and Wellbeing
Education and Learning opportunities
Preparing for their future

Participation and Engagement

To achieve our ambitions for our children in care we require a collaborative multi
agency approach involving the Council as whole, councillors our multi agency
partners and local businesses, to work alongside our children in care, to listen to
their experiences and to take action where required to improve their lived
experiences and outcomes. A successful corporate parenting system is built on
collaboration, commitment and compassion. We need to create opportunity and
hope and work collaboratively to overcome the challenges that many of our children
experience. This strategy sets out what actions we will take to address these
priorities, and we will continue to work with our children and young people to ensure
that our actions are making a difference and continue to improve outcomes.

| am proud of all of our children in our care. | would like to thank them for helping us
to shape this strategy and for the time they invest in helping us improve service
delivery. We want children in our care to look back at their time in care as a positive
and fulfilling experience, where they have experienced stability, feel loved, have
developed long lasting relationships, feel supported and encouraged to achieve their
aspirations.

Colleen Male
Executive Director: Children’s Services
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Introduction

Welcome to the Walsall Council Children in Our Care Strategy. This strategy relates
to children and young people who are in our care. This strategy focusses on our
children aged 0 — 17 but should also be read in conjunction with our Care Leavers
Strategy that highlights support for our older children as they prepare to leave our
care and enter adulthood and independence.

Sometimes children are not able to live with their parents, in these circumstances we
will always work hard to support them to live within their family network if this is
possible and safe to do so. However, there are times when children need to be
cared for outside of their families, and when this needs to happen we want to make
sure that children are offered the best care. Wherever children live, we know that
when they feel safe, secure, cared for, understood and happy, they can thrive and
succeed.

Our aim is for all our children to get the best care within a setting that provides them
with the stability they need. We will enable them to maintain their wellbeing and
support them to become the best that they can be and so we are passionate about
ensuring our children can grow up in communities that help them to thrive and reach
their full potential.

We share a strong duty in making sure this vulnerable group of children and young
people aren't left behind. We'll make sure the objectives and priorities of our new
Children in Care Strategy helps them to achieve their dreams.

We have created two discrete strategies:

e Children In Our Care Strategy 2025 -2028
e Care Leavers Strategy 2025 -2028

as we recognise that the needs of our children currently in our care are different to
the needs of our young people about to or who have left our care.

At the heart of this strategy are the views of our care experienced children and
young people as they have told us, and we have listened to what is important to
them. We have also listened to those people working closely with our children and
young people, all of which has informed this strategy and its key areas of focus.

This strategy drives the approaches we need to take to improve the support and
services for the children in our care. It focuses on improving outcomes centred
around the following priorities:

Stability and Permanency planning

Mental and Physical Health and Wellbeing
Education and learning opportunities
Preparing for their future

Participation and Engagement
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Section 1: Why do we need a Children in our
Care Strategy?

Our vision for children and young people in our care

In Walsall, we want all our children and young people to live happy and healthy lives.
As a good parent, we want to raise the aspirations of our children and young people
in our care, supporting them to fulfil their own ambitions and dreams. We want our
young people to have the life-skills and knowledge, confidence and experience to
enable them to thrive in their adult lives.

We want to continue to focus on children being in our care for now. This means that
we also need to make sure, that where possible and when in their best interests,
children can safely and happily return to their families. If this is not possible and
children remain in our care, we want to make sure that we, as corporate parents, are
providing the care and support we would want and expect to be provided for our own
children.

As Corporate Parents, we need to be able to hold ourselves and other agencies to
account for the level of care that each child receives, ensuring that it provides them
with the safety and stability they need to thrive. Our challenge is to provide this
experience to every child who comes into our care. This strategy is a statement of
our intention to continue to work with families, carers, schools, and all professionals,
to create the culture in our communities to enable children in our care get the help
and support they deserve.
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Why have a Children In Our Care Strategy?

We take our corporate parenting responsibility to our children and young people
seriously. Walsall Council recognises that to be good corporate parents, we need to
put children and young people first, be powerful advocates for them to receive the
best services and provide opportunities in order for them to be ambitious and make a
successful transition to adulthood.

To ensure that the vision for our children and young people in care is realised, we
need to adopt a focused approach to developing our services and support for them.
This strategy will guide activities aimed at addressing the key priorities identified for
our children and young people in our care.

To develop this strategy, we have:

e Listened to our children and young people who are children in our care or
care leavers.

¢ Listened to those that work closely with our children and young people.

e Aligned this strategy with Council and other partnership strategies.

e Considered carefully national and local data on children in care and care
leavers.

e Carried out our own assessment of needs through our Audit and Quality
Assurance Framework.

e Used external scrutiny, such as Inspecting Local Authority Children’s Services
(ILACS) and benchmarking in relation to regional and national data.

Listening to our children and young people

We know that it is vital we listen to and engage our children and young people in
developing all the services we offer. We take as many opportunities as we can to listen
to our children and young people views. The key ways we listen to our young people
are:

Virtual School and education settings

Children in Care Council

Care Leavers Forum

Feedback from Independent Reviewing Officers
Independent Visitors

Feedback from parents/carers

Co-production work such as the ‘It takes a village’ project
Children and young people surveys

The views of our children and young people are at the heart of all we do. We will
continue to ensure that we capture what is important to them within our core practice
priorities and ongoing improvements to service design and delivery.
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Links to other Walsall Council and partnership strategies
This strategy closely aligns to the priorities and aims set out in:
e Walsall Care Leavers Strategy 2025 — 2028

Together, these strategies will collectively seek to improve outcomes for our children
and young people in our care and our care leavers.

This strategy supports the ambitions of the Pursing Excellence: Council Plan
which in turn reflect the ambitions of We Are Walsall 2040 borough partnership plan®
2.

ously

cor™

WE ARE
WALSAILL

2040

{ Underlying Principles J

We have made it a priority to address this inequality by adding an underlying
principle of ensuring equity to our new Council Plan 2025 - 2029.

We are committed to advancing equality of opportunity between those with care
experience and those without. Care experienced people often face discrimination in
everyday life, including access to housing, health, education, relationships and
employment. In our new Ensuring Equity: Our Walsall Equality, Diversity and
Inclusion (EDI) Strategy 2024 - 2029 3 adopts care experienced as a locally-
defined protected characteristic, in addition to the statutory characteristics defined
within the Equality Act 2010.

This allows us to provide our care leavers with improved opportunities in accessing
work and training opportunities and accessing our housing offers. In addition, it
helps us to design future equitable policies, using our new Equality Health Impact
Assessments (EHIA) and to deliver accessible services as their needs are better
recognised and understood.

In addition, this strategy aligns with the ambitions of:

e Walsall Right For Children Strategy (WR4C)

"Qur Council Plan | Walsall Council
2We Are Walsall 2040 Borough Plan | Shaping Our Future | We are Walsall 2040
3 Ensuring Equity - Our Walsall, Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion Strategy
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https://go.walsall.gov.uk/your-council/decision-making-in-walsall-borough/walsall-councils-policy-framework/corporate-plan
https://wearewalsall2040.walsall.gov.uk/borough-plan
https://go.walsall.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-07/Ensuring%20Equity%20-%20Our%20Walsall%2C%20Equality%2C%20Diversity%2C%20and%20Inclusion%20Strategy.pdf

e Walsall Children and Young People’s Strategic Alliance: Children and Young
People’s Strategy 20244

e Walsall SEND and Alternative Provision Strategy 2023 — 2028

e Walsall Placement Sufficiency Strategy 2023 - 2026

e Walsall Permanency Strategy 2025 - 2028

To complement the above strategies, participation and engagement strategies are
also in development.

What is the legal framework?
This strategy aligns with the following:

Children Act 1989

Children Leaving Care Act 2000

Children and Families Act 2014

Children and Social Work Act 2017

Adoption and Children Act 2002

Special Guardianship Regulations 2017°

Kinships Care Statutory Guidance for Local Authorities®

Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023

Children's Social Care: Stable Homes, Built on Love Government Consultation
Response®

What is a corporate parent?

A corporate parent is the name given to an organisation or person who has
responsibility to ensure the needs of children in care or care experienced young
people are met. In essence, do what any good parent would be expected to do for a
child that they are responsible for. This includes:

those in residential care.

those in foster care.

those in kinship care arrangements.

those that may be looked after at home.

A corporate parent is intended to provide the children that they are responsible for
with the best possible support and care from childhood and well into adulthood.
Corporate Parenting responsibilities are intended to encourage people and
organisations to do as much as they can towards improving the lives of care

4go.walsall.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-11/108700 Walsall Children and Young
People’s Strategy.pdf

5 Special guardianship guidance: Statutory guidance

¢ Kinship care: statutory guidance for local authorities

7”Working together to safeguard children 2023: statutory guidance

8 Children's Social Care: Stable Homes, Built on Love consultation response

8|Page


https://go.walsall.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-11/108700%20Walsall%20Children%20and%20Young%20People%E2%80%99s%20Strategy.pdf
https://go.walsall.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-11/108700%20Walsall%20Children%20and%20Young%20People%E2%80%99s%20Strategy.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/656593/Special_guardianship_statutory_guidance.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/670d3ed5e84ae1fd8592f2fa/Kinship_Care_-_statutory_guidance_for_local_authorities__October_2024.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/669e7501ab418ab055592a7b/Working_together_to_safeguard_children_2023.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/650966a322a783001343e844/Children_s_Social_Care_Stable_Homes__Built_on_Love_consultation_response.pdf

experienced children and young people so that they be safe and live full and happy

lives.

What are the 7 Corporate Parenting Principles?

The Children and Social Work Act 2017 set out the Corporate Parenting Principles
which local authorities must have regard to.

There are seven corporate parenting principles, which always guide our work:

To act in the best interests, and promote the physical and mental health and
wellbeing, of those children and young people.

To encourage those children and young people to express their views, wishes
and feelings.

To take into account the views, wishes and feelings of those children and
young people.

To help those children and young people gain access to, and make best use
of, services provided by the local authority and its relevant partners.

To promote high aspirations, and seek to secure the best outcomes, for those
children and young people.

For those children and young people to be safe, and for stability in their home
lives, relationships and education or work.

To prepare children and young people for adulthood and independent living.

What is our local context?

We have considered carefully the local and national context for the children in our
care and for our care leavers for this strategy. Key information about care numbers
and the age/gender of children in our care is below:

Numbers of children in our care

600
400
200

0

Apr-24 May-24 Jun-24  Jul-24  Aug-24 Sep-24 Oct-24 Nov-24 Dec-24 Jan-25 Feb-25 Mar-25 Apr25

The Number of children in our care has steadily reduced since April 2024,
decreasing by an average of 7 children per month. The number of children leaving
care has increased from 185 children in 2023/24 to 204 children in 2024/25, an
increase of 10.3%.

Age and gender
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0-4

5-9 m Female

10-15 H Male

16+

The average child in care is ten years old and male, however there is a clear
distribution across all ages and genders. Most of our children in care are teenagers
and some have additional vulnerabilities that require a specialist level of care.

Adolescence is a confusing and difficult time for all children as making sense of the
world in which they live and navigating their way into adulthood requires a level of
love and stability that many children entering the care system may not have had. In
Walsall we have tailored our support by enhancing our offer to young people and
expanded our resources across our social care teams in order to ensure that our
most vulnerable children have the support that they need. This includes working
collaboratively with our partners to ensure a joint agency response when these
children need it.
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Section 2: What are our priorities and our
promises?

We have identified the key priorities we need to focus on to ensure we offer the best
services and support to children and young people in our care. Our promises to our
children and young people are linked to each priority and set out what we will do to
ensure that children and young people in our care get the right services and support
at the right time. These were co-produced with our young people and are age
defined as we understand that children’s care and support needs change as they
grow and develop. They speak directly to them and are in a language that they can
understand.

Each priority and the correlating promises are linked to one of the following key
themes:

Stability and Permanency planning

Mental and Physical Health and Wellbeing
Education and Learning opportunities
Preparing for their future

Participation and Engagement

Our ‘Promises’ to younger children aged up to 11 years old:
Keeping you safe

e Wwe promise to make sure you live somewhere safe where there will always be
someone to take care of you

« we will make sure you can keep things that are important to you like your
favourite toys.

« we will make sure you always have someone that you can talk to when you
are feeling sad

« we will listen to what you like and don't like

Education
e we promise to help you to play and learn at a school that is right for you
« we will help you join clubs and after school activities near to where you live
o we will help you to make friends
« we will tell you how well you are doing and let you know how proud we are of

you

Keeping you healthy
« we will make sure you stay well and can see a doctor when you are poorly
« we will help you to eat healthy food and drinks that will make you grow big

and strong
« we will help you to be happy and feel good about yourself
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« we will help you to play safely outside and enjoy exercise
Keeping in touch

e we promise to help you to understand the reason why you are in care and will
keep a story of your life for you to look at

e we promise to help you keep in touch with your family and friends, if it is safe
to do so

« we will help you stay in touch with foster carers and friends if you want to, and
will tell you if this can’t happen

« we will make sure that you have a social worker that you can talk to

Our ‘Promises’ to older children aged 12 - 15 years old:
Keeping you safe

e we promise to provide you with a safe and comfortable place to live

e Wwe promise to listen to you and involve you in decisions that affect your life.

e we promise to help you feel safe, both in and out of your home.

e We promise to encourage and support you to express your views

e We promise to provide you with a trusted adult that can help you if you are
feeling worried

e Wwe promise not to do anything that will make you stand out as a child in our
care

Education and training

e we promise to make sure that you have the best education possible and help
you to plan for your future

e we promise to help you to enjoy new experiences and develop your own
interests and hobbies

e Wwe promise to celebrate your achievements and tell you how proud we are of
you

e we promise to try and make sure that you don’t have to change school

e we promise to make sure that you get all the help and support you need to
learn, achieve and succeed

Keeping you healthy
e we promise to support and encourage you to have a healthy lifestyle
e Wwe promise to make sure you are cared for by people who can keep you safe
and healthy and will teach you how to look after yourself as you get older
e We promise to help you to access a range of leisure activities
e Wwe promise to listen to any health issues you may have and will help you to
get the support you need
Keeping in touch
e we promise to help you to understand the reason why you are in care

12|Page



e we promise to help you keep in touch with your family and friends, if it is safe
to do so.

e We promise to respect you as individuals and listen to what you want

e we promise to help you keep a record of important events and achievements

e we promise to help you take part in things you want to do such as school trips
and fun activities

Our ‘Promises’ to 16 — 18 year olds:

Keeping you safe

e we promise to help you to decide where you want to live and will help to keep
you safe and comfortable

e we promise to help you to stay with your foster carers if this is possible

e We promise to help you to manage your money and ensure you have financial
stability ready for your future

e We promise to help you to get important documents like passports and driving
licence

e We promise to pay for your council tax, even if you live outside of Walsall
Council

e Wwe promise to provide you with opportunities to build your confidence so that
you are able to make your own decisions about your safety

Education, Training and Employment

e we promise to help you with your education and with finding the right
employment and training opportunities

e We promise to encourage and support you into college or university and give
you clear information about the support you can expect

e We promise to support you to have different experiences and access to
activities that may interest you

Keeping you healthy

e we promise to help you to access health services and have access to your
health passport

e Wwe promise to go with you to health appointments and support you if you need
it

e we promise to help you to access local leisure facilities to help you keep fit
and well

e we promise to make sure you have someone to talk to or can access support
with your mental wellbeing

Keeping in touch

e We promise to help you to keep in contact with people that are important to
you

e We promise to celebrate your achievements with you

e We promise to respect you as individuals and have high aspirations for your
future
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e we promise that you will always have someone to contact

What our Children tell us:

95% of children
said they feel
they have an

adult that listens
to them if they

Most of our children
said they would like to
see and enjoy more
family time with their
parents, siblings and
other family members

85% of children
feel they have
the right support
to deal with their
emotions.

“Kids should
attend their child
in care review or
else people will
make decisions

for you.”

Stability and Permanency Planning

88% of children
feel they would
know what to do if
they needed to
complain.

95% know
how to
contact their
social worker.

We have a duty to ensure to our children and young people have a safe place to live.
We work hard to ensure the right support is provided at the right time and will
support children and young people to remain at home if it is safe to do so.

In Walsall we are working hard to ensure that wherever possible, children remain
being cared for by their parents or wider family. We are strengthening our support
for families within their own community as part of our Families First for Children
Programme. This aims to ensure that when families need support, they get it at the
right time and by the best person that knows the family well.
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However, if concerns about safety or wellbeing persist, action may need to be taken
to ensure the child has a safe and secure place to live. If possible, this will be within
the extended family or those that are significant to the child. If this cannot happen,
then we will ensure that every child is provided with a safe and stable environment,
even if this means having to go into the care of the Local Authority.

As corporate parents, we listen to and train our carers to have all the tools they need
to be the best carers to our children and young people. We also understand the
importance of support networks and make sure our children and young people have
adults that they can rely on and provide as much stability as possible.

We know that uprooting children and young people from their homes and having to
change where they live can be very difficult and unsettling. We work hard to find
permanent homes for all our children and young people, that will allow them to
flourish and make a success of their lives.

Priority 1: To ensure all the children and young people in our care are safe
from harm, with stability provided through secure homes and excellent carers.

Our Aims:

e Our children in our care have the right support at the right time so that
children can remain with their families, where appropriate and safe to do so.

e Offer targeted support to families so that children and young people can
return to their families where appropriate and safe to do so.

e Provide children and young people in our care with a safe home, with a carer
who is suitable and well trained.

e Only move a child or young person in our care when their needs and safety
dictate this and is absolutely necessary.

e Continually review children’s care planning to explore options for reunification

e We will ensure that care plans are child focused, culturally informed and
consider the perspectives of partners in health and education.

¢ We will continue to help children and young people in our care find stability,
build trust with professionals and identify risks early to avoid young people
entering the criminal justice system.

e We will ensure continuity of care for our children and young people so that
they maintain a sense of stability and do not experience too many different
professionals.

e We will continue to challenge ourselves to offer the best services and develop
our approaches, including using new and innovative approaches.

e To promote and champion the specific needs of separated migrant young
people including support with acquiring citizenship.
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What we have done so far:

We have a good understanding of our children and their individual needs by
nurturing a stable and consistent workforce within the Children in Care
Service. This allows us to build on those relational practice foundations to
ensure children and families have better relationships with those that support
them.

We have recruited additional family support workers to assist with care
planning such as reunification work, preparation for adulthood and supporting
family time arrangements.

We have increased the number of children that are having increased family
time with their families, including unsupervised arrangements that are
focussed on building the support needed for those that are able to return
home.

Enhanced resources from the Family Team to include support with
reunification through Family Group Conferences and community support.

We have embedded the Valuing Care Tool into our assessment and planning
for children in our care.

Developed permanency panels and transition and monitoring forums that
ensure plans remain robust with regular oversight on permanency tracking
and preparation for adulthood.

We continue to work to deliver improved placement sufficiency within our
Commissioning Team and local providers to ensure the right homes are
identified for our children.

Decreased the number of children in unregulated placements

Redesigned our Support and Stability Panel to enhance placement stability
and limit the potential for placement breakdown. A vulnerability tracker will be
devised alongside this to ensure that low level support is identified and offered
through support services commissioned as part of this work as not all children
require specialist therapeutic support.

What we will do next:

We are working with partner agencies to expand the corporate parenting
responsibility in line with the Keeping children safe, Helping Families thrive
Government agenda.

Build on our reunification work to support more of our children to be able to
return home to their families.

Expanding our work through training and development to support more
children to have identified life long links.

How we will know we have made a difference:

More children will have stable homes and less placement breakdowns
More children will be reunified with their families
More children will have clear and robust permanency arrangements
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Physical and Mental Health and Wellbeing

Often our children and young people in care have had very difficult early life
experiences that impact on their emotional wellbeing. Many children and young
people experience the trauma of being separated from their families and
communities and struggle to understand why decisions about their future care has
been made.

For all children, being happy and confident in their identity is a key factor in looking
after their mental wellbeing. Feeling connected to those important to them and
maintaining a sense of belonging is critical in ensuring they remain stable and safe
in care. It is therefore crucial that we encourage our children and young people to
be comfortable in who they are and demonstrate sensitivity and inclusivity of
difference for our children and young people to thrive. As their corporate parent, we
aim to promote and celebrate their differences and individuality to ensure that they
have the confidence and resilience to reach their dreams, goals and aspirations.

Priority 2: To ensure our children and young people lead happy and healthy
lifestyle, making sure that professionals work together to ensure that all their
health needs are met.

Our Aim:

e To always consider the physical and mental health and wellbeing of our
children and young people when care planning for them.

e To support our children and young people to live healthy and happy lives

e For every child and young person to have access to a holistic health
assessment which will oversee their health needs and routinely review their
physical health, growth and development.

e To ensure and promote access to mental health services. Those with specific
needs will be offered support from the Children in Care CAMHS mental health
service and for those that live out of area, we will work with CAMHS or other
providers to secure the support that our children need.

e Offer support and information to children, young people and their carers
about all aspects of their health.

e To support our young people with substance misuse issues, including early
intervention strategies.

e To ensure our children and young people know how to access their Health
Passport and health record history.

What we have done so far:
e Over the last 12 months we have significantly improved the number of
children in our care that have an up to date health assessment. This now
stands at 91%.
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e Astrategic group, led by the Designated Nurse for children in care oversees
the delivery and quality of health assessments and support for children in care
and care leavers.

e Our children and young people also have access to online support via Kooth
and other mental health services and the Virtual School has appointed a
Mental Health practitioner who works with schools to support mental wellbeing
of children.

e Supported CAMHS with the development of their Children in Care service

What we will do next:

e We are continuing to work with the ICB in the further development of creating
an interactive digital health passports that will be more easily accessible to
our young people.

¢ We are currently seeking improved ways to ensure our children in care and
care leavers are supported emotionally and that their mental health needs are
met when needed. Previously our FLASH service delivered a targeted
therapeutic service from registered professionals who provided consultation to
carers rather than some of the specialist direct work that is needed for some
of our children in care. We recognise that we need to develop a service that
offers children whose early childhood experiences of trauma are impacting on
their emotional well-being and secure attachments to their carers so we are in
the process of developing a new service that will meet the needs of this cohort
of children.

How we will know we have made a difference:
e Our children in care have timely access to mainstream and specialist health
services, which meet their physical and mental health needs.

Education and Learning Opportunities

All our children and young people are unique and have different interests and
hobbies which provide opportunities to improve confidence, mental wellbeing and to
feel connected to something they love. We maintain high aspirations for our children
and young people and help them to make the most of their talents and interests.

Walsall Virtual School has high expectations and helps the children and young
people in our care and leaving our care to achieve the very best. Although the
children and young people attend many different schools and settings, we operate
as if they all attend one school. We have high aspirations for their education,
employment and training and we expect schools and settings to have the same high
aspirations as we do and to provide a quality learning environment which meets
their needs and encourages and develops their ambitions and aspirations.

Walsall Virtual School monitors, supports and challenges academic achievements

and attainment in partnership with schools, carers, social workers, personal advisers
and other professionals. It holds schools to account for the impact of the provision
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on children and young people in our care through the education system using
Personal Education Plans and monitoring the use of Pupil Premium plus funding.

Walsall Virtual School is committed to ensuring that the voice of the child or young
person in our care is always heard. We ensure the views of our children and young
people are sought at every Personal Education Plan meeting and reflected in the
planning to ensure they effectively supported.

Walsall Virtual School deliver a variety of out of school activities throughout the year
for children and young people of all ages. Some examples of the positive activities
provided through Virtual School are The Aspire to University programme, our Year 6
transition residential, theatre trips and a range of activities to improve our children
and young people’s culture capital. We use pupil premium funding to fund sport, art
and music activities and provide 1:1 tuition and other bespoke educational packages
when needed. We celebrate the success of our children and young people through
annual celebration events.

Walsall Virtual School has a governing body and provide reports on the work of the
school and the progress and achievements of the children and young people.
Ensuring that our children and young people in our care are being provided with
good-quality education that will support them in their preparation for
independence.

Priority 3: To champion our children and young people and help them succeed
in education and training, supporting lifelong learning and the pursuit of their
interests.

Our Aim:

e To ensure all children and young people achieve their full potential through
education and training making the most of their talents and interests.

e To identify any Special Education Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and meet
these needs through an Education Health Care Plan or other SEN support
(whichever is appropriate), to enable the children and young people to
overcome barriers to education attainment and progress.

e To ensure all children and young people in our care have a place at a good
school or college.

e To ensure that every child and young person in our care has access to a high
quality Personal Education Plan.

e To ensure that every child and young person in our care has access to digital
devices, study resources. They also have support from a Designated Teacher
in their school and college settings should they require it.
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What we have done so far:

Developed a 3-tiered PEP Quality Assure Process to quality assure PEPs
from practitioner to manager to external QA team, resulting in a term-on-term
improvement of the quality of our PEPs, especially post 16 PEPs

Appointed a dedicated Education Employment & Training Officer to work with
post 16 young people who are NEET

Developed a robust training package for all Virtual School staff which includes
Metacognition and Executive functioning training.

We have further developed our Trauma & Attachment Programme by
developing 5 primary Nurture Hubs and a lead Trauma & Attachment
Practitioners course

We used Recovery Premium to appoint an attendance mentor to support
children and young people who are struggling with emotionally based non
school attendance

6 members of the Virtual School are accredited Thrive Practitioners

We have developed and enrichment offer to children and young people from
2-25, which includes theatre trips, visits to museums and overnight trips to
London.

We have developed and implemented an Exclusion Policy for children in care
to help reduce the number of children and young people who have at least 1
suspension

We have implemented our Attendance Policy to celebrate good school
attendance and help improve school attendance, especially persistent
absenteeism.

We have developed a School Council consisting of children in care from
primary and secondary schools in Walsall

We have appointed a Designated Social Care Officer as part of our Disabled
Children and Young People’s Team that offers additional support and
guidance to practitioners working with our children in care that have additional
learning needs.

What we will do next:

We are undertaking the NurtureUk Schools programme to become an
accredited NurtureUK School.

Make our Trauma & Attachment training offer to schools a one year
programme rather than two.

Develop a rigorous impact tracking system to evaluate how pupil premium is
improving educational outcomes.

Develop our own Virtual Learning Hub offering flexible online tuition and
learning resources for children who are not in school.

How we will know we have made a difference:

More children in care are in high quality schools or provision.

Better KS1 outcomes in all 3 areas of learning

More children in KS2 achieved the expected standard in reading, writing and
maths
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e Our children in KS2 will have made more progress in core subjects such as
English and Maths
e Fewer children have moved school.

Preparing for the future

Leaving care, like leaving home, is a critical transition for our young people and
supporting them through this transition into adulthood is a major responsibility for us
as corporate parents. This is not simply a matter of helping young people acquire a
checklist of life and independent living skills — although it is those things — but also
helping young people develop resilience, have a comfortable sense of self and have
options for their futures. We recognise that young people mature at different paces
and that some young people will struggle to gain independence and will need
additional support to achieve it.

We also understand that being a child in care can sometimes hold children back, and
we do not feel that this is right. We aim to help them to be the best they can and
want to celebrate their individuality and the strengths that they have gained from
their journey. We know that society needs to do better for this group of children and
so we at Walsall now treat ‘care experience’ as a protected characteristic. This has
led to a number of initiatives such as:

e Training and development for all new staff to include an E-Learning module as
part of core training to raise awareness of what support could be offered to
care experienced young people and boost understanding across the council.

¢ ringfencing opportunities for our care leavers could be embedded into the
initial recruitment process

e Explore how opportunities such as work experience, and shadowing could be
better promoted for Care Leavers across the council.

e Devise a pre apprenticeship programme through the Virtual School to better
support those in preparing them for work and training opportunities.

e Enhanced partnership working with the Policy and Strategy team to boost
knowledge and understanding around children in care and care leavers to
identify prospective impact of new policies.

This work is being overseen by the Children in Care and care Leavers Alliance
Group which includes strategic leads from across the council and partner agencies.

Working with our partner agencies is crucial to ensuring that that this is done
successfully for all our children leaving care. We are working collaboratively to
develop our services so that young people remain living in the borough where they
grew up with access to wrap around support while developing their independent
living skills.

In Walsall we listen carefully to our care experienced young people and assess their

needs to make sure they have all the services required for a successful transition
into adult life. It is for this reason that we have developed a separate care leavers
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strategy to outline the key priorities that we see as out responsibility to ensure that all
of our children have the best possible start in their adult life.

Priority 4: To ensure our care leavers have the skills and support to live
independently

Our Aim:

e Our care leavers leave care with good independent skills.

e Our care leavers have access to right support at the right time from our
trusted partners.

e Our care leavers are supported to identify positive relationships and make
good community links.

e Our care leavers are confident and have the skills to be able to deal with life’s
challenges.

e Our Care Leavers are provided with safe and stable homes in order to thrive
in adulthood.

e To challenge ourselves and our partners to provide specific internship,
apprenticeship and employment opportunities for the young people in our
care.

What we have done so far:

¢ We have developed and launched a Walsall House Project

e We have classified care experienced people as a protected characteristic
within Walsall Council to allow for wider consideration and opportunities to
enhance their support and community networks.

e We have enhanced our preparation for independence planning through our
Transition and Monitoring Group and have enhanced our practice through
training and development within the children in care teams.

e We have increased our numbers of young people in staying put
arrangements.

What we will do next:
e We will develop a life-long links programme for children in our care and those
leaving our care.
e We will further increase the number of young people remaining in staying put
arrangements.
e We will develop a staying close project for our young people in residential
care.

How we will know we have made a difference:
e Our young people leave care at a time when they are ready, with the right
support and a clear plan for their future
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Participation and Engagement

Children and young people’s voices must be at the centre of our approach to
corporate parenting. This means embedding a culture of fully involving them in all
matters affecting them, welcoming and encouraging their participation and actively
listening to and taking account of their views.

As corporate parents, we know that we cannot make effective decisions for children
and young people and provide the support they need without their help, thoughts and
views. These are not decisions that can and should be made in isolation and so the
improvements we are making in regards to participation and engagement are not
only outlined within our new Participation and Engagement Strategy but embedded
into our work with children in care and care leavers.

S
-

Walsall's Children in Care Council (Council4Kidz) is a group for all children in care
and care experienced young people to come together as a community. They meet
every month to come together to make friends, develop community links and to have
their say in what future service delivery and design should look like based on their
lived experiences. They are our most trusted critic, and we wholeheartedly
welcome all that they have to say. Without their input, our development work is
meaningless and so we make every effort to ensure that every child can have the
opportunity to participate and engage should they wish to do so.

The CICC meets and invites the Director of Children’s Services, Senior managers
and Councillors to let them know what they are doing and ensure that young people
are consulted on matters which affect their lives. The members of our CICC are
regularly involved in decision making at various levels and holds decision makers to
account as part of our Corporate Parenting Board. Through the support of our
Children’s Champion and Care Ambassador, with the direct purpose of representing
Walsall’s children in care and care experienced young people, the CICC has had,
and will continue to have a clear and effective impact on the support that our children
receive.
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Priority 5: Children and young people’s views are at the heart of service
design, delivery and evaluation.

Our Aim:

To facilitate an active Children in Care Council for the children and young
people in our care, so that they have a forum to have their voices heard
and opportunities to be involved in developing and improving the services
that affect them.

To continue to recruit Care Ambassadors to strengthen the voices of
children and young people in our care.

To ensure that children and young people in our care participate in their
care planning and reviews.

To ensure we learn from concerns and complaints our children and young
people may raise.

To ensure our Independent Reviewing Officers meet our children and
young people.

To ensure all children and young people in our care have access to
advocacy.

What we have done so far:

We have recruited 2 new Assistant Personal Advisers with care experience to
strengthen the care Ambassador approach to our work with children in care
and those preparing to leave care.

Embedded the views of young people into all recruitment panels.

Completed child in care surveys and held events for children to have express
their views

Involve children directly in the design, monitoring and evaluation of service
delivery

Identified safe places and space, including time, for children to participate

What we will do next:

Council4Kidz are developing alongside IRO’s, LCPP’s and social workers
guidance that will outline the key role children and young people play at
conferences and reviews. We are also considering moving child protection
conferences into more “comfortable” spaces identified by the family.

We are integrating Valuing Care into our child in care review documents to
ensure we have a holistic understanding of children and young people’s
needs to ensure targeted planning and intervention.

We are also working with Council4Kidz and key partners to develop a better
understanding and importance of advocacy services.

Develop appropriate priorities, targets and programmes of action to
increase participation for the forthcoming year.
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How we will know we have made a difference:
e Children's voices are routinely and meaningfully heard, considered, and acted

upon in all aspects of the service, leading to improved outcomes and a sense
of empowerment.
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Section 3: How will we deliver our support and
services to children in our care that have
specific needs?

Separated Migrant Young People

Separated Migrant Young People in care face many barriers in their transition to
adulthood which include not having a right to rent or right to work until their
immigration status is confirmed. Language and cultural barriers are also a factor, as
is their vulnerability to economic exploitation and the impact of their earlier life
trauma and the trauma sustained on their journey to the UK.

In response, we have a specialist social worker who offers guidance and support to
practitioners across the wider services and who has knowledge of immigration rights
and entitlements and age assessments. In addition, we have a dedicated support
worker in our Leaving Care Service who provides opportunities for our young people
to come together and make connections within their local community. This helps us
to build on the support the service can offer for the increasing number of separated
migrant young people in our care.

Children with Disabilities

Walsall Disabled Children and Young People’s Team (DCYPT) is a Specialist Social
Work team which supports our children with disabilities, including those that need to
be in our care. Whilst we have a number of children with additional needs that are
supported through the Children in Care service, where children have disabilities
considered to be severe or profound, these children and young people will be
referred to the DCYPT to ensure that their needs are overseen by those with the
expertise and understanding to ensure that they are met effectively.

In order to ensure that we are able to do this, we have continued to build specialisms
within the team and have provided training and development opportunities such as
play therapy qualifications to enhance our work with this cohort of children.

Strong partnership working with agencies such as health and adult social care is key
to supporting these children well and as such we have strengthened our
relationships with partners to ensure this happens. Our co working relationship with
Adults Social Care is much stronger and a greater number of or children that require
support from adults social care are receiving earlier assessments resulting in a much
smoother transition. We now have a transition team within adult social care and
have embedded a transition panel that oversees all children from children’s services
that are likely to require adult social care support as they enter into adulthood.

In Walsall we now have a Designated Social Care Officer (DSCO) within Children’s
Services and is working across Children & Adult Services (up to 25 years). The
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Implementation of the DSCO supports and develops the social care element of the
SEND strategy by increasing awareness of SEND and how this links with the social
care statutory duties. This includes a robust pathway for social care contributions as
part of the Education, Health and Care Needs Assessment process under Section 36
(1) of the Children and Families Act 2014 and the development of training for social
care staff. The DSCO is a designated link between social care, health, and
education and offers representation at weekly EHC panels to contribute to
discussions and decision-making. The role is responsible for quality practice checks
towards the social care input and identifies any gaps in practice to inform future
planning and service delivery. This role has a key focus in supporting our children
and young people in our care and supports the work that is undertaken by the Virtual
School.

Working with our Key Partners

To secure the best possible outcomes, we need the collective commitment from the
whole Council, all elected members, council employees and our partners, including
health services, housing providers, schools and colleges and voluntary sector
organisations.

As part of the November 2024 Government Guidance, Keeping Children Safe,
Helping Families Thrive, a set of proposals were outlined in regard to extending
corporate parenting responsibilities across government departments and relevant
public bodies. The aim is for this to create a culture of change in which we realise
our shared ambition to support children in care and care leavers.

As part of this ask, we in Walsall are actively engaging with our partners as part of
our alliance work, to not only support them to be able to do this, but to ensure that
each of us are held to account for our collective responsibility to those that we have
corporate parenting responsibility for.

The list of corporate parents will be named in legislation, following agreement from
other government departments. We expect named government departments to
produce three-year plans and reports to set out how they are supporting children in
care and care leavers, and a government-wide overview report will be produced by
the DfE every three years to provide a summary of actions taken and progress made
across all corporate parents.
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Section 4: How will our progress be
monitored?

We know that strong corporate parenting means strong leadership, challenge and
accountability at every level. In Walsall, we want all of our children and young people
in care to live happy and healthy lives. As a good parent, we want to raise the
aspirations of all our children, supporting them to fulfil their own ambitions and
dreams. We want our young people to have the life-skills and knowledge,
confidence and experience to enable them to thrive in their adult lives.

We need to make sure that we do all the things that we have said we will do. Often
this involves many people from different organisations and so it is important that we
challenge and support each other to do this. Sometimes we need to ask each other
difficult questions, particularly if we think something is not working well or when
something goes wrong. This will ensure that we can put things right for our children
to ensure that the services that we collaboratively provide remain robust and
accessible to those that need it.

Corporate Parenting Board

The Corporate Parenting Board will oversee the effective delivery and
implementation of this Strategy. They have a responsibility towards overseeing the
progress and delivery of services to children in our care to ensure that:

e They are safeguarded from harm.

e They have a safe place to live.

e They enjoy education, training and employment with high aspirations for their
futures.

e They are healthy and are cared for in ways in which any good parent would
for their own child.

The Board meets six times a year, of which two of those sessions are engagement
sessions with our young people. It includes the Chairs of both the Education and
Children’s Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee, five other council members,
and is supported by the Director of Children’s Social Care.

The Corporate Parenting team provide the following information to the Corporate
Parenting Board:

¢ Audits and Quality Assurance information

e Performance data to support and evidence progress on the key priorities
e Annual performance and quality assurance reports for:

Independent Reviewing Officer Report

Fostering Report and Statement of Purpose

Adoption Report

Report of the Virtual School

Health of Children in Care.

o O O O O
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Children in Care and Care Leavers Alliance

The Children in Care and Care Leavers Alliance is a strategic steering group that
supports the work of the Corporate Parenting Board. Its role is to ensure that,
collectively, we are fulfilling our statutory duties as Corporate Parents to achieve the
highest standards of support and to ensure that we are aspirational for those that are
in, or have been, in our care. All key service areas within the Council have a
representative at this group, as well as key partners.

The work of the Alliance focusses on specific issues relating to children in care and
care leavers with task and finish groups assigned to undertake and report back on
key areas of work.

Messages to you from our Care Leavers

. Being a child in care creates this
Don't let anything hold superpower that many people don’t
you back. keep going have. Your perception is broadened,
and achieving your and you end up having way more life

goals and chase your skills and experience than other adults
dreams

Other people’s
mistakes and
problems
shouldn’t
define you and
your future

Focus on yourself

. : PR and utilise the
Don't let being in care | once felt like being in care people and

define you as a person, made my whole life crumble, resources you
you are more than but now | look back and have around you

capable to achieve in although | hated it, it's what
what you believe made me the strong, smart,
independent girl, | am today-

you have got this!!

_ Your struggles do
Don’t take for Stay in not have tggbe your
granted the Sleglelel} demise. Turn your

things you The relationship | have pain into your
have and the with my chosen family is weapon. You create
people that much stronger and your own path. You
have looked No matter how powerful than the one | choose to define
after you. You tough or rough it have with my birth family who you are.
will have a lot gets there will and ones I'll keep
always be some through life.
kind of light at the

end of the tunnel
Your trauma doesn’t
define you; it makes you
the beautiful person you
are.

29|Page



When will this strategy be reviewed?

This strategy will be further developed as the needs of children in care and
legislation change and is therefore a document that will be regularly reviewed and
refreshed.

This strategy will be reviewed annually. A supporting action plan can be found in
Appendix 1 and will be updated annually.

Our ‘Promise’ to children in Our Care can be found in Appendix 2.
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Appendices

1. Children and Young People in Our Care Action Plan
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2. Our ‘Promises’ to Children in Our Care

The Promise

er children

Young
5 Il gears

Education

* We promise to help
you to play and learn at a
school that is right for you

* We will help you join clubs and
after school activities near to
where you live

* We will help you to make friends

* We will tell you how well you are
doing and let you know how
proud we are of you

Keeping
you safe

Sometimes children are not able to live with their parents and so
they may need to be placed in our care. When this happens, there
are & number of things that we will do to make sure that you are
safe and well cared for. We call these our ‘promises to you'.

We promise to make sure you

live somewhere safe where there
will always be someone to take
care of you

We will make sure you can

keep things that are important

to you like your favourite toys.

We will make sure you always have
someone that you can talk to when
you are feeling sad

We will listen to what you

like and don't like

The Promise

Older children
12-15years

Education
and Training

* We promse to makos sune that
you have the best education possble
and help you 10 plan for your future

* We promzse to help you 10 enjoy new

* We promize to try and rmake sure that
you don't have to change school

* We promse to mskos sumes that you get
all the help and support you need 1o
lesm, acheve and succeed

Keeping
you healthy

* We will make sure you stay well
and can see a Doctor when you
are poorly

* We will help you to eat heaithy food
and drinks that will make you grow
big and strong

* We will help you to be happy and
feel good about yourself

* We will help you to play safely
outside and enjoy exercise

Keeping
in touch

* We promise to help you to understand
the reason why you are in care and
will keep a story of your life for you
to look at

* We promise to help you keep in touch
with your family and friends, if it is safe
to do so.

* We will help you stay in touch with
Foster Carers and friends if you want
to and will tell you if this can't happen

* We will make sure that you have a
social worker that you can tak to

J

Right
Children

Every child in our care will be treated fairly and respected as individuals. We will
always seek to do everything we can to support and inspire you to be the best
you can be. Through everything we do, we will help you to develop strong and
meaningful relationships with your family, friends, carers, teachers and social
workers so that you are given the very best support available.

Keeping
you safe

W promise to provicde you with

a sale ard cormfortable place 1o he
We promse to isten 10 you and mvave
you in decisions that afiect your e,
W promise to help you feel safe, both
nand out of your home.

W promise to encoursge and suppor
YOU 10 express your Vews

We promise o provide you with &
frusted adult that can help you ¥ you ane
Teesing worned

We promise not to do anything that wil
raske you stand out as a child ncse
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Keeping
you healthy

* We promise to support and encoursge
you o heve & heaithy Hestyle

* We promise (0 e suee you s
cared for by people who can keep
you safe and healthy and wil leach
you how 10 ksam fo lock after yoursel!
s you get older.

* We promise to help you 50 acoess &
rarge of lesure activites

* We promise 10 ksten (o any heslth
issues you may have and wil help you

Keeping
in touch

* We promize to heip you 1o understand
e raxson why you are in care

* We pomise 1o help you keep 1 touch
with your farmily and fiends, ¥ it 5 e
0 doso.

* We promise {o respect you as ndwduais
and listen to what you ward

+ We promise 1o help you keep a recard
of impartant events, achioverments.
and pecpla in your Ha that are mportant
0 you

10 get the support you need * We promise 10 hels you take part in
fings you want %0 do such as school
rps and 40 achvites
J
)i y
. Walsall Council



The p.—omise
Older Ch“dren

and

Education,
Training &
Employment

* We promise to help you with your
education and wit fndng the right
employrment and franing opportunities.

* We promee to encourage and support
you nto colege or university and give
you clear informstion about the support
YOu can expect.

* We promese 1o ersure that you heve
opportunties for work expenence and

such &
and traneeships.

* We promse to support you 10 have
differert expenences and access to
activibes that may merest you

Care Leavers
aged 16-25

By listening to our care experienced young people, we have developed a list of
‘Promises’ that form our Pledge to you as children in our care. A pledge is an
important part of running a service for Looked After Children and Care Leavers.
It tells Children and Young People what we promise to do for them as their

Corporate Parents.

Keeping
you safe

* We promise 1o helo you 10 decide
where you vwant 1o ve and will help to
keep you sale and comfortable

* W promise to help you 10 stay with
your foster carens if this = possible.

* Wi promzse 10 help you 10 ranage your
money and ensure you have frencad
stabiity ready for your future

* Wi promse to help you 10 get imporant
docurnents Bl pessponts and
drving fcence

* Wi promse to pary for your councl
tax, ewen if you fve cutside of
Wasksal Councl

= W promse 1o peovice you with
opporfunities 1o buid your confidence
%0 that you are able 10 Mok your own
decisions shout your salety
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Keeping
you healthy

* We promise (o help you %0 acoess.
heath services and hive scosss to
your hasth passport

* We promise to go with you to heatt
pportments ard support you if you
need it

* We promse to help you 1o access
loc tesure Saciies to halp you keep
it and well

* We promise (o maske sure you have
someane to tak 10 or Gan access
=upport with your mental welbeing

Keeping
in touch

* We promess to help you to keep
in contact with people that e
importart 10 you

* We promiss fo cdetyate your
achiewements with you

* We promiss (o respect you as
indhvichuals and have high asprations
for your future

* We promiss thet you wil sheerys have
sornecne to contact

&Walsall Council



