East Midlands scheme of sector-led improvement in children’s services

Memorandum of Understanding 2015
All nine local authorities in the East Midlands are committed to the principles behind sector led improvement. We individually and collectively believe that it is our responsibility to ensure that the services we provide and the approaches we take are rooted in ensuring that outcomes for children, young people and their families are improved and that our populations are better off as a result of the work we do.  Our ambition is that sector led improvement sits at the heart of the shift away from a compliance and towards a learning culture. The approach we are adopting across the region including, over time, with our partner agencies and organisations, will ensure that we develop reflective practice throughout the system and the necessary skills to embed our vision of self reflection, self assessment and peer challenge leading to targeted action.

We are not naive or complacent. We know that this shift in approach is ambitious and will present significant challenges along the way. To achieve our aspirations we recognise that we need to continue to change culture rather than structure and this takes time, commitment and determination. 
We are determined that the ambitious approach we have committed to will lead to the development of next practice, rooted in system change rather than best practice which is so often invested in an individual or group. To ensure that our approach has lasting commitment we have all secured support from our Chief Executives and Lead Members. To root the agreement we all signed this Memorandum of Understanding. This move demonstrates both our commitment and determination to improve outcomes beyond those achieved already.

1. Introduction

1.1. This Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) is between the nine Local Authorities that make up the East Midlands Region namely; Derby City, Derbyshire, Leicester City, Leicestershire, Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire, Nottingham City, Nottinghamshire, and Rutland. 
1.2. The MoU sets out the agreed areas and activities in which the Local Authorities will work together to support Sector Led Improvement with the shared aims of:
· Securing improvement work that is focused on galvanising children’s services to achieve the best possible outcomes for children and young people, working in particular on the need to avoid service failures, improve performance in relation to the more intractable challenges and sustain progress during a period of significant economic restraint. 

· Building on existing capability in children’s services, corporately and with partners to diagnose improvement challenges, identify risks to performance and commission effective, evidence based and value for money solutions. 

· Systematically sharing knowledge about what works across the sector and ensuring that there is effective brokerage of best practice solutions. 

· Contributing to the development and implementation of policies designed to improve the lives of children. 

1.3. The MoU is not a statutory or contractual document, it is a statement of commitment to work collaboratively to support the regional sector led improvement model.

1.4. The areas that are covered by this MoU include:
· Arrangements for the joint scrutiny of performance and improvement plans
· A process of peer challenge

· A voluntary shared accountability for outcomes in the region

· A duty of care for the region’s leaders of children’s services
1.5. For the duration of this MoU, each Local Authority agrees to:
· Complete and submit an annual self assessment using the agreed template

· Arrange for the submission of quarterly agreed data for in-year analysis and benchmarking

· Release colleagues who lead on data and performance/improvement activity as required to underpin the agreed regional processes

· Participate in an annual peer challenge with other Directors of Children’s Services

· Contribute to an annual regional improvement summit

· Attend regional EM DCS meetings, sending appropriate representatives if required. The proposed meeting pattern for the period of this MoU is:

· afternoon meetings in November and March, each followed by themed sessions with additional colleagues, e.g. Lead Members, LSCB Chairs
· full day meetings in January, May, July and September, two of which will include DCS peer challenge sessions
· Arrange for the appropriate involvement of DCSs and senior colleagues to lead and implement the agreed regional scheme of peer challenge.

1.6. The SDSA will support and co-ordinate the activities defined in this MoU, following plans approved by the EM DCS group, who will secure the necessary funds.

1.7. The main components of the regional peer challenge scheme for the period of this MoU will be Peer Challenge Team Reviews and Safeguarding Assurance Visits.

2. Peer Challenge Team Reviews

Review teams

2.1. The Directors of Children’s Services commit to 

a) Undertake development to support their leadership of Peer Challenge Reviews including the roles of Peer Challenge Review Lead DCS, Host DCS and Quality Assurance DCS. 

b) Nominate appropriate senior officers, at second tier or equivalent and those at third tier with a minimum of two years experience, to undertake development as peer challenge review team members,

c) Release and support officers to participate as a team member in at least one review in an MoU period and in additional training and development activities as identified through quality assurance and evaluation.

2.2. The Lead DCS will form a team, for each review:

a) Comprising the lead DCS and the data specialist initially who will interrogate the information provided by the host DCS and formulate and agree hypotheses for investigation. The Lead DCS will liaise with the SDSA to formulate and deploy a mixed-LA team of 4 core members, ensuring an appropriate skills/experience mix to enable the investigation of the agreed hypotheses. 

b) Ensuring that a review team does not include colleagues from the local area being reviewed or any with significant prior experience or relationships that might cloud objectivity. 

c) Ensuring that any critical incidents are reported immediately to the host DCS

d) Receive and review (with the QA DCS) a follow-up report from the Host DCS 3-6 months after the review that describes their subsequent actions.

2.3. The Quality Assurance DCS will, for each review:

a) Form an early relationship with the host and lead DCS.

b) Act as coach for the review process.

c) Ensure that the reflective process is completed at the end of each review process by each member of the review team and the host DCS.

d) Act as a mediator and final adjudicator should any dispute/complaint not be satisfactorily resolved by the host DCS and the onsite review team.

e) Participate in additional training and development activities as identified through this Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) process.
f) Receive and review (with the Lead DCS) a follow-up report from the Host DCS 3-6 months after the review that describes their subsequent actions.

2.4. The Host DCS will, for each review:

a) Supply sufficient information to the Lead DCS for them to formulate and agree hypotheses for investigation and undertake the review process.
b) Liaise closely throughout the process with the Lead DCS, in particular to ensure that an appropriate review timetable is arranged and proceeds smoothly

c) Supply the necessary permissions and powers to enable visiting peers to fulfil their role

d) Respond appropriately to the matters raised in the review report

Submit a follow-up report to the Lead and QA DCSs 3-6 months after the review that describes their subsequent actions
Review Process

2.5. Each DCS commits to:

a) Lead, host and quality assure at least one Peer Challenge Review in the MoU period.

b) Undertake review activity within the agreed processes as outlined in the scheme.

c) Deposit reports of reviews with the SDSA to facilitate the extraction of development themes for integration into the regional succession planning and leadership development menu of activities as appropriate.

3. Safeguarding Assurance Visits

Safeguarding Assurance teams 
3.1. The Directors of Children’s Services commit to:

a) Identify a second tier officer as the lead for this piece of work in their LA.

b) Nominate and release second tier officers and specialist supporters to undertake training as safeguarding assurance team members.

c) Release second tier officers to undertake a safeguarding assurance visit in one other authority over the course of a year.

Safeguarding assurance visit process.

3.2. The Directors of Children’s Services commit to:

a) Hosting a safeguarding assurance visit once in the MoU period.
b) Supply the necessary permissions and powers to enable the safeguarding assurance visiting peers to fulfil their role.

c) Host and facilitate the visit within the agreed processes as outlined in the scheme.

4. Succession planning/leadership development 

4..1. 
The Director of Children’s Services commit to joint work with other DCSs to co-ordinate leadership development and improvement activity to build capacity for self-improvement within the East Midlands. At the start of this MoU, this commitment is exemplified by the following:

a) Provide leadership for local learning seminars and equivalent regionally-agreed events

b) Sponsor and support regional priority projects and the appropriate representation and involvement of their key colleagues within them.

c) Consider re-embarking upon collaborative leadership development activities should the need arise.

5. Regional accountability
5.1. The EM DCS group will exercise a duty of care to each other. They will remain vigilant for behaviours or disengagement from the regional activities that might be symptomatic of denial, pressure or avoidance.

5.2. They will monitor reviews to assure themselves that proportionate responses have been made by the receiving LA, holding each other to account.
5.3. The EM DCS group will follow up any areas of concern for their peer DCSs through one-to-one communications with each other, starting informally and then escalating through more formal engagement by the EM DCS Chair or the Lead DCS for Sector Led Improvement. If these communications do not allay the concerns of the group, then the group commits to take their concerns formally to the most appropriate senior leader in that DCS’s Local Authority, normally the Chief Executive.

6. Implementation

6.1. This MoU commences in January 2015. It will continue to remain in force until such time as it is revoked by the parties. 

6.2. The MoU will be reviewed after March 2017 and may otherwise be reviewed at any time at the request of any party. 

7. Commitment

Signatures provided below to show the commitment to this scheme of the Director of Children’s Services, Lead Member for Children’s Services and Chief Executive of the council.
Name of Local Authority
_____________________________________________________

Director of Children’s Services

Signed
____________________________________________
Date
___________________

Lead Member for Children’s Services

Signed
____________________________________________
Date
___________________

Chief Executive of the Council

Signed
____________________________________________
Date
___________________

