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1 Summary 

How is Southwark’s adoption service doing, from the perspective of a child in 
our care, of an adopter, and of a taxpayer? 

Changes in national adoption policy present significant opportunities for 
Southwark’s adoption service to improve outcomes for children in our care, to 
help more people adopt successfully, and to streamline service delivery. 

Specifically, recent moves to a) speed up the adoption process, and b) 
remove race-related restrictions on prospective adopters can, if implemented 
thoughtfully, improve outcomes for our children and help us create a more 
efficient service. 

Data shows that the Southwark adoption service is already making significant 
progress but not enough and not quickly enough. This review sets out some 
further steps that will improve outcomes for all our stakeholders and position 
Southwark as a model for others to follow. 

2 Introduction  

2.1  Adoption has undergone a significant transformation following the release of 
the Narey Report in 2012.  The implications for local authorities, their partners 
and children in care can be found in the government-published documents ‘An 
Action Plan for Adoption: tackling delay’, and ‘Further Action on Adoption: 
finding more loving homes’.  

2.2 The aim of the reforms is a faster and less complex adoption process where 
age, race or secondary issues like being a smoker would cease to be a barrier 
for prospective adoptive parents.  

2.3 The scrutiny committee’s concern is what this has meant for children in our 
care. Close examination of the ‘adoption scorecard’ containing the information 
that must be sent to central government suggests that the local authority is 
improvement bound. The role of the scrutiny committee is to get underneath 
the quantitative data of the scorecard and find out how we were doing from an 
adoptive family’s perspective and the perspective of a child in care. We also 
obtained the views of an outside expert. The following report is based on the 
Education and Children’s Services Scrutiny’s review into the adoption process 
in Southwark in 2014/15. 
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3 Children in our care  

3.1 Compared to national rates Southwark has a high rate of referrals; as at 
October 2014 these stood at 3200. There are 3000 children in need and 330 
children with a child protection plan.  

3.2 There are 537 children in care and the breakdown of placement types is 

• 78% of children in care are placed with foster parents 
• 9% are living in residential settings 
• 5% are living independently 
• 9% of children leaving Southwark’s care were adopted.i 

3.3 Educational outcomes  

• 31% have a SEN (national average is 3%) 
• 92.8% average attendance (96.8% primary) 
• 60% are in schools outside of Southwark 
• 26.7% achieved 5 good GCSE’s (Southwark average is 65.2%)   

Evidence gathering  

4 Scrutiny session with service representatives 

In October 2014 a scrutiny session too place with Rory Patterson, Director of 
Children’s Social Care and Alasdair Smith, Head of Adoption Service. A verbatim 
account of is available. The key points are  

4.1 Following the introduction of the adoption performance ‘Scorecard’ the council 
ran a successful adopter recruitment campaign which resulted in the number 
of approved adopters increasing from 21 to 29. This increase, of more than 
one third, is encouraging, but the base number of adopters in one of Britain’s 
largest Boroughs is still very low.   

 By the end of 2014/15 (31 March 2015) Southwark will have achieved 39 
adoptions. This is the highest number of adoptions when compared to the 
seven London LAs which were recently inspected under the new Ofsted 
Single Inspection regime. 

4.2 The average time taken between a child entering care and moving in with 
her/his adoptive parent is 676 days. Performance has been improving over 
last five years and the latest results show improvement of 60 days. The trend 
is still more than 100 days short of the government’s 547day target and 30 
days short of the national average. The next published Scorecard (2012/15) 
will show a more significant improvement.  Timeliness is expected to drop to 
approximately 550 days, very close to the Government threshold.   

 3 



Looking at 2014/15 timeliness alone Southwark was in target at 431 days.   

4.3 The average time between a local authority receiving court authority to place 
a child and the local authority deciding on a match to an adoptive family has 
shown improvement. Matching in 2013/14 took 46 fewer days than previous 
years.  

4.4 8 out of the 33 children took longer than 200 days to be matched with and 
adopter. All were White British (5 boys and 2 girls) except one who was White 
and Black African.In 2014/15 6 children were matched in under 100 days and 
2 of these were matched in one month.   

4.4 The volume and proportion Number and percentage of children where the 
permanence decision has changed away from adoption has been increasing 
for the past three years.  Southwark’s 2010-13 3-year average was 14% 
which is above the national average result of 9%.  2013/14 annual 
performance shows a 15% reversal rate and confirms that performance is in 
decline    

 In 2014/15 Southwark has seen 9 cases where the permanence decision has 
changed away from adoption.  This is down on 2013/14 results which showed 
11.   

4.5 Number and percentage of children aged over 5 who are adopted is below 
average.  While Southwark’s 3-year average figure has improved from 1% to 
2% it is still below national and statistical neighbour averages. At the end of 
September 2014, 4 out of 22 children adopted were age 5 or over (18%). In 
2014/15 there have been 8 children aged over 5 who were adopted (22%).  
Performance is improving,  but Southwark is below comparators. 

4.6 At the end of September 2014 11 out of 22 (50%) children adopted were from 
BME backgrounds.  

4.7 There is an under representation of different ethnic groups amongst adopters 
with a shortage of prospective adoptive parents from black, minority ethnic 
backgrounds.  

4.8 Given the diversity of the borough, Southwark could be a shining example of 
transracial adoption. The service is targeting their marketing materials to 
attract more adopters from varied backgrounds. 

 In 2014/15 just over ¼ of all adoptions were transracial which officers 
evidenced to demonstrated to evidence that that family finders understand 
that ethnicity considerations alone should not prevent an otherwise good 
match between a parent and child.  Southwark also dispels the myths and 
promotes transracial adoption on their website.  
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4.9 The average time between a child coming into care and moving in with its 
adoptive family needs to be lower. An improvement of 60 days will be crucial 
to a baby or toddler. Legislative changes mean that families can now foster to 
adopt and the Council is looking into enabling this.  

5   Focus group with adoptive parents  

A focus group with eight adoptive parents and representatives of the scrutiny 
subcommittee was held on December 2014. The reports from the participants where 
mainly positive, but here we focus on what can be improved. A detailed note of the 
meeting is attached. The key findings are as follows  

5.1 Concern about “assessment cheating”. New adopters are only coming into the 
system to complete assessment and training once they have ‘registered’ as 
adopters in the induction process.   

5.2 Two adopters (one with Southwark) were concerned that they had at least 
three social workers (one of which was a social work manager). Both felt they 
would have benefited from more continuity. 

5.3 One adopter had been in the process since April and has not been matched 

5.4 Matching issues on the lines of race: one applicant said that she had been 
turned away from Southwark four years ago because she was the “wrong 
colour”, and that even now she has been ruled out of adopting a mixed race 
child , in a neighbouring borough,  because she and her children are all white. 

5.5 Adopters from Southwark say that there are not many mixed families in the 
borough and that families tended to be matched in keeping with the family’s 
ethnicity. 

5.6 One adopter proposed networks to support ‘black, white and mixed 
adoptions’. 

5.7 The Life Story Books were criticised for taking too long to compile. One 
adopter reported that her child’s book took over a year to put together and 
when it arrived it had “inappropriate language”. It also contained details of the 
birth mother’s last name, an obvious safeguarding issue. 

5.8 Post adoption support was seen by those who have successfully adopted as 
very good.  

5.9 Training on adoption was seen as very good when delivered by people who 
had experience of adoption. Examples of training delivered by a woman that 
had her child adopted out were given. 

5.10 One family thought that the training given by social workers was “valuable 
stuff” but the delivery was dry and hard to follow. 
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5.11 One adopter explained how her experience of her child’s schooling exposed a 
need for teacher training on the needs of adopted children. She said that all 
schools should have a better understanding of the issues that can confront 
children who have been adopted. Other adopters agreed with this. 

5.12 It was felt that the scenarios used throughout the assessment and training 
process were designed to put people off adopting. There was a recognition 
that people needed to be prepared for dealing with difficulties but one 
participant felt there needed to “be more balance”, and a number of people 
recommended more stories from adopters; which are frank on the challenges 
and difficulties , but also spoke of the joys.  

5.13 Social media has changed the way in which ‘contact’ is perceived. One 
adoptive parent said ‘Facebook has changed everything’.  Adoptive children 
will find it easier to track their birth parents through social media.  

5.14 All the adopters praised support immediately after adoption, with alternate 
weekly visits from the child’s and parents’ social worker. However the three 
year mark can be when support drops off. Dealing with school is hard, and 
parents commented they found it hard to access support packages. More 
training of teachers on the needs of adoptive children and the type of support 
available was recommended. 

6    Scrutiny session with representative from PAC – UK  

The subcommittee had a presentation from PAC UK on meeting the educational 
needs of Permanently Placed children. Permanently Placed children include children 
who are adopted, have Special Guardianships, Residence Orders, are 
fostered, Looked After or otherwise permanently placed. 

A scrutiny session was held with PAC UK in January 2015. Details of the session are 
attached the key points were as follows:  

6.1 The sub committee had a presentation from PAC UK on meeting the 
educational needs of Permanently Placed children. Permanently Placed children 
include children who are Adopted, have Special Guardianships, Residence Orders, 
are Fostered, Looked After or otherwise permanently placed.  

6.2  The presentation from PAC UK was requested following a workshop with 
adoptive parents.  A number of attendees were members of a local adoption peer 
network and they raised concerns about the quality of some school’s support for 
adoptive children and their families and the importance of this.  
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6.3 DfE data released in 2014 showed that at key stage 2, educational outcomes 
for Permanently Placed children are more similar to Looked After Children than the 
general population. This is likely to be because of the attachment issues caused by 
grief, loss and the often traumatic experiences the permanently placed children have 
experienced in their early lives; 70% of those adopted in 2009-10 entered care due 
to abuse or neglect. According to PAC-UK, even children placed at a very young age 
can experience significant difficulties at school, perhaps due in part to their adverse 
in-utero experiences. 

6.4 PAC UK reported that there is a  lack of recognition of permanently  placed 
children’s needs; many school staff do not understand contemporary adoption, and 
perceive adopted children as ‘lucky’, and their early experiences as things ‘they 
won’t remember’.  

6.5 Permanently Placed children do attract significant funding through Pupil 
Premium; however families need to identify their child to the school as this is not 
automatic. The Policy Seminar breakout group on the review noted that schools 
need to be adequately equipped to deal with the stigma of adoption with awareness 
and sensitivity. 

6.6 The Policy Seminar also emphasized the  importance of regular reviews for 
adopted children, and regular communication between the school and the 
parents/carers, particularly to discuss where funding will spent. They emphasized the 
of empowering adopted parents to have more choices and giving them a voice in the 
process. 

6.7 PAC –UK reported that there is often a lack of understanding about 
Permanently Placed children’s needs; attachment is not addressed in teacher 
training, and few staff have thought about the impact of trauma and loss. There is a 
clash of culture in some instances, as the strategies which support Permanently 
Placed children to thrive sometimes require schools to examine their values, beliefs 
and behaviours at a systemic level e.g. in their approach to behaviour management. 

6.8 PAC-UK explained that whereas Looked After Children have robust structures 
to monitor, champion and meet their needs these same Designated Teachers and 
Virtual Schools have no remit with permanently placed children, even though they 
have vital understanding about attachment and trauma. 

6.9 PAC –UK recommended a whole school approach by providing training for all 
school staff on contemporary adoption, attachment and the impact of trauma and 
loss. The training offers a framework within which children’s difficulties can be 
understood, and provides evidence-informed implementable strategies.  

 

6.10 They also provide child-focused and school-focused systemic consultations 
for groups of school staff, in which schools can develop their good practice. This can 
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include developing supervision for school staff to manage the emotional impact of 
working with children with high levels of emotional needs.  

6.11 PAC-UK advised that this approach can be beneficial for many of the children 
at school, as around 40% of children are insecurely attached to their parents or their 
primary care givers. A better understanding of the how to meet the emotional and 
learning the needs of children who have been traumatized, experienced loss or grief, 
or have attachment needs can improve the behaviour,  academic progress and 
emotional wellbeing of the whole school.   

6.12 Both the adoption focus group and PAC-UK spoke about the impact that 
difficulties at school can place upon children and families. Compared to the general 
population Looked After Children are eight times  more likely to be permanently 
excluded from school and are more likely to be absent from school. The disruption 
and stress this causes families can be a contributory factor in placements breaking 
down. 

6.13 PAC UK recommended identifying an Adoption Advocate within each school, 
in a role analogous to that of Designated Teacher. PAC-UK facilitates an Adoption 
Advocate Network, in which groups of committed local schools can share good 
practice and develop resources. 

6.14 Sub-committee members noted that some schools are aware of these issues 
and very able to cater for children with attachment issues, suffering from trauma, or 
who have experienced grief or loss and this was acknowledged. 

6.15 Officers commented that most Southwark children are adopted outside of the 
borough, so working directly with Southwark schools would not impact directly on 
those children, however it was agreed that improving support for Permanently 
Placed children in Southwark would benefit children placed locally.  

6.16 At the Policy Seminar the breakout group recommended that Southwark 
children placed outside of the borough be supported for as long as the adopter 
requires. They said that the voice of adopted families should be at the heart of the 
adoption journey and emphasized the importance of working in partnership with 
adoptive parents.  

6.17 The scrutiny School Survey, while only a relatively small sample, did identify 
Looked After Children as a priority group, however no school identified Permanently 
Placed children as a key group.   Schools did, however, frequently identify children 
with emotional difficulties as a key group and a significant number had integrated 
emotional wellbeing, behaviour support, and therapeutic services into their school 
model.  
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7 Policy Seminar with stakeholders 

On 14th April 2015 a policy seminar was held to discuss the draft report and findings 
with a range of stakeholders, including an adoptive parent from the peer support 
network “We Are Family”, committee members, adoption frontline staff and senior 
managers. The following range of issues were discussed: 

7.1 A housing strategy is required for prospective adopters to provide suitable 
accommodation. 

7.2 Schools need to be equipped to deal with the stigma of adoption with 
awareness and sensitivity. Regular reviews are needed for adopted children, 
and there should be regular communication between the school and the 
parents/carers, particularly to discuss where funding will spent.  

7.3  Southwark children placed outside of the borough need to supported for as 
long as the adopter requires and their needs should be highlighted. 

7.4   Policy should affirm the positive role of same sex and transracial adopters 
who were willing to take on older children. 

7.5 The voice of children and adoptive families should be at the heart of the 
adoption journey. The service needs to work in partnership with adoptive 
parents.  

7.6  A recommendation is needed to ensure there is ongoing engagement with 
adoptive parents,  via mechanisms  such as regular focus groups with We Are 
Family, for example.    

8 Conclusion 

The scrutiny committee valued the opportunity to discuss the changes in the 
adoption service and the subsequent performance information on the adoption 
scorecard with practitioners senior children’s services managers and adoptive 
families.  

The adoption service has already implemented changes in the way it works as a 
result of this review. 

Notwithstanding the ethnic diversity of Southwark, the national trend of black children 
being less likely to be adopted is prevalent here too. In the UK black children are 
three times less likely to be adopted than white children. Southwark has responded 
by targeting more black families to come forward to adopt. A  closer look at how 
children’s services have adapted to culture change required to deliver the results 
required by the new processes of adoption is also necessary.  

But there is more to do: a dialogue is needed at every level of children’s services on 
how we can let prospective adoptive families know that that ethnic considerations will 
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not prevent an otherwise good match. What matters is that Southwark is more 
concerned in finding loving stable homes as quickly as possible for children that 
come into our care.  

At the time of writing this report a series of court judgments have led many Local 
Authorities ’s to believe that law has changed with regard to adoption and 
consequently  there are less children being put up for adoption. This view has been 
challenged by the Government, Martin Narey and the Association of Directors of 
Children’s Services. ii 

The discussion with PAC UK was also useful and supports the views of the adoptive 
families that met with the scrutiny committee.  The committee will use the findings to 
inform the review on education and achievement.  

It would also be useful to see what the aspirations for these children are. Scrutiny 
may wish to test some of this thinking 

 
 

9 Recommendations  

The review has highlighted many things that make Southwark adoption a positive 
and successful experience. However it has also provided evidence to enable the 
council to further improve its service.  

The recommendations fall into two categories, firstly on education, and secondly on 
the adoption of a charter.  Each of which contain measurable outcomes.  

 

Recommendations on education  

1. Ensure the needs of Permanently Placed children are highlighted to schools, 
alongside the training programme provided by PAC –UK  

2. Link the expertise of the LAC team to local schools with Permanently Placed 
children. 

3. Monitor the long term educational outcomes of all permanently placed 
children.  

 

 

 

 

 

 10 



The Adoption Charter 

Make Southwark adoption service a shining example by delivering a fast safe 
service, the best in the country… 

• One that actively encourages people to adopt by balancing the challenges of 
adoption with the joys of adoption and utilizes the experiences of adoptive and 
birth parents to do this  

• One that completes all assessments in six months and follows this up by 
actively matching 

• One that prioritizes the timely creation of life story books  with due regard to 
sensitivity and age appropriateness of material, particularly when dealing with 
difficult issues and the ability of children to track birth parents through  social 
media  

• One that is not blind to national and ethnic differences but is not transfixed by 
them either 

• One that seeks the views of adoptive parents, and works in partnership to 
continually improve the quality of the service   

• One that supports children and families all the way through the process,  and 
throughout the adopted child’s education 

• One that puts in place provisions to support permanently placed children in 
schools, both in and out of borough. 

• One that pioneers new forms of best practice for contact in the digital age, 
balancing risk with opportunity  

• A service with a positive communication strategy for perspective adoptive 
parents, which provides some clear timelines for measurable outcomes 
throughout the process 
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i • The latest 2011/14 Scorecard shows 9% of children leaving Southwark’s care were adopted.  
This is a 3% improvement on the previous Scorecard. 

ii See here for a short piece in The Guardian,   

http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/nov/11/adoption-myth-buster-guide-numbers-fall 

 and the Adoption Leadership Board’s guidance on what the court judgments do and don’t say: 

http://www.adcs.org.uk/download/resources/adoption/ALB%20-
%20Impact%20of%20Court%20Judgments%20on%20Adoption%20-%20November%202014.pdf 
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