Evaluate the contribution of one multi agency initiative and critically discuss the challenges of partnership working.


In 2001, the government announced there was to be a public enquiry following the horrific circumstances leading to the tragic death of Victoria Climbié.  The committee was chaired by Lord Herbert Lamming whose task was to ‘make recommendations as to how such an event may, as far as possible, be avoided in the future’ (2003, p. 5).  That enquiry was to be the most extensive investigation into the system of child protection at that time.  In all, Lord Laming made 108 recommendations and concluded that amongst many other concerns, agencies that should have protected Victoria, had failed because they had not shared information effectively.  A green paper, Every Child Matters was published in 2003 in response to the inquiry report.  It proposed changes in legislation and made several recommendations to minimise the risks to children and families.  The following year, after consultation, the Children Act (2004) reinforced those recommendations including the implementation of effective, good working practices so that agencies and professionals can work together with greater efficiency.  Since that Green Paper and subsequent policy reforms, multi-agency working has become the most recognised term for describing a system of supporting children and families to secure the best possible outcome for them. 

In this assignment I will be discussing multi-agency working, looking at legislation and policies, the nature of multi-agency collaboration, the benefits of agencies working together, as well as barriers and difficulties that professional and voluntary groups and individuals experience and compare this with the views and concerns voiced by an ALNCo when attempting to work within a multi-agency forum.  I will also be looking at a particular multi-agency project and discovering how successful it is in providing a positive impact to children and families.

The Children’s Workforce Development Council (CWDC, 2007) describes multi-agency working as ‘different services joining forces in order to prevent problems from occurring.  It is an effective way of supporting children and families with additional needs and helping to secure real improvements in their life outcomes’.  Walker (2008) describes it as ‘the idea of different workers from different agencies joining together with a shared aim of understanding, and then trying to solve or alleviate the problem’.  Multi-agency working at its best, provides benefit to children and young people and their families and is intended to give support, adjusted to their particular needs, facilitating easier access to services and expertise which is likely to include professionals such as police, youth workers, health service, early years, education and social workers.

 ‘In mainstream schools (multi-agency) is variable, according to the context and complexity of the needs of their pupil population for example, looked after children (LAC), special educational needs/learning difficulties and disabilities (SEN/LDD) and other vulnerable ‘at risk’ groups’ Cheminais (2009).

However, the different models and diversity of professions, levels of expertise and range of agencies proved to be more complex and problematic than anticipated.  Oliver and Pitt (2011) discuss this when stating that ‘there are many terms to describe the process of different professionals working together for the benefit of children’.  Terms such as ‘multi-disciplinary’, ‘multi-professional’, ‘multi-agency’ and ‘inter-professional’ to name a few are then mentioned.  They go on to add that there is a suggestion that if the many varied titles of these different processes are narrowed down by their prefix, for example ‘inter’ as against ‘multi’; ‘inter’ tends to imply collaboration, in particular areas of decision making, whereas ‘multi’ tends to indicate the involvement of personnel from different professions but does not necessarily imply collaboration.  Furthermore, there is other terminology such as ‘joined-up’, ‘partnership’ or ‘networking’, ‘cooperative’ and ‘collaborative practice’ which places emphasis on the process of linking agencies together.  Clearly this wide range of terminology reflects the true nature of multi agency working (p 104).

Multi-agency working (MAW) is not a new concept.  The implementation of the National Health Service is a good example of early collective services that benefited society and improved general welfare.  However, there are also plenty of reports documenting past failures of MAW as children continued to fall through the gaps of child welfare provision.  A possible reason for this failing is that child welfare legislation is a culmination of previous historical policy.  It is not one single Act, but an accumulation of several previous pieces of legislation that are added to and amended, but not replace its predecessor.  Despite the move towards a more child centred model of provision, cases still come to light with tragic consequences.  It was the Lamming Report that highlighted that not enough attention was being paid to collaboration and the need to share information.  The Children Act (2004) and Every Child Matters reinforced the significance of child welfare being a shared responsibility.  Tony Blair when writing the introduction to Every Child Matters stated ‘the fact that a child can still suffer almost unimaginable cruelty to the point of eventually losing her young life shows that things are still very far from right.  More can and must be done’ (p. 3).

‘Every Child Matters became the launch pad for the creation of new working practices that emphasise the integration of services through multi-agency working and partnerships between the voluntary, community and statutory sectors including common assessments, information sharing and joint training’ (Oliver and Pitt, 2011, p. 106). 

This policy also attempted to create clarity with the use of common language and a set of 
standard requirements and experience for anyone involved in working in this sector.  It was based on the idea that at the centre was 5 core outcomes; being healthy, staying safe, enjoying and achieving, making a positive contribution and achieving economic well-being.  The 2006 Childcare Act added to this but was exclusively concerned with early years.  Several years and numerous changes in policy later, there still remains an element of confusion due to the plethora of information and statutory requirement that this amount of documentation had generated.  Oliver and Pitt states ‘Multi-agency and integrated working are practices that all those involved in children’s services are required to understand and engage with.’  A crucial point is to recognise that the responsibility of the growth and development of a healthy, happy child rests with the parents or carers, who may be supported by a huge range of professionals, from local schools to health service providers to voluntary organisations, quite often with the left hand not knowing what the right hand is doing.  ‘Some parents and families feel excluded from the process around statements of SEN which they see as impenetrable, bureaucratic and inefficient’ (WAG, 2014, p. 25)  

In July 2015 the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) published a draft of an Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal which launched an extensive consultation period. Dauncey (2016) wrote a research briefing, explaining that: 

‘For some years now, Welsh Government has recognised that the current system is no longer fit for purpose. It believes that a model introduced more than 30 years ago should therefore be replaced with a more modern approach to multi-agency working to the benefit of the child or young person, which will support them in the journey through education and their life choices’ (p. 2). 

He goes on to say that several weaknesses of the current system had been listed in the 2014 WAG white paper which included: inconsistency and confusion over the use of statements, stigma attached to current terminology, mistaken confusion over the sharing of personal information (breach of confidentiality), needlessly late interventions and an adversarial process facing parents to name but a few.  The aim of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal Bill is to address these issues.  Amongst the proposed transformations was the intention to replace the current Special Educational Needs (SEN) framework with a single category of Additional Learning Needs (ALN) which also replaces School Action and School Action Plus.  A new system of Individual Development Plans (IDP) is proposed to change the way pupils are assessed under the current Statementing of SEN and extended for learners up to the age of 25.  The Bill seeks to pave the way in forming: 

‘an integrated, collaborative process of assessment, planning and monitoring which facilitates early, timely and effective interventions, including duties on health boards and local authorities to collaborate with each other; a fair and transparent system for providing information and advice, including the avoidance and resolving of disagreements (Dauncey, 2016, p.3).

When the CWDC described multi-agency working in their fact sheet, they were attempting to describe a system of working under ideal conditions.  The main advantage of such tailor made support is early identification and effective intervention which research suggests will ultimately reduce the need for more specialist support.  Other benefits are the improved engagement in schooling and achievement.  Family needs are catered for with better quality support and access to whichever services are appropriate for parents and carers.   However along with the benefits of such a system, there still exist certain weaknesses as described by the Research Briefing.  Speaking with a practicing ALNCo, she was able to confirm these findings, adding several other problems that she encounters on a regular basis such as: organising meetings for a time that is suitable for everyone, finding suitable venues, time spent travelling to and from venues, the amount of responsibility that is increasingly placed on schools compared to the decreased staffing levels,  funding and budgeting, the lack of definite decision making, lack of understanding of areas of responsibility – passing the buck and separate representatives haggling over who should provide the funding for support or essential equipment; she felt that most representatives including the LEA, had their own personal agendas especially when it came to funding.   

Oliver and Pitt make the point that ‘one of the biggest challenges faced by those trying to create an integrated and collaborative workforce has been supporting all those who work with children in understanding what other people do, why they do it and why it is important to overcome resistance to multi-professional working practices that may exist’.  The new code of practice is anticipated later in 2019 and will attempt to ‘ensure that the new ALN system has a set of clear, legally enforceable parameters within which local authorities and those other organisations responsible for the delivery of services for children and young people with ALN must act’ (WAG, 2018).  Multi-agency working will play a key role in the implementation of the changes brought about by the new bill.  To this end the new simpler and less adversarial system will focus on encouraging improved collaboration and information sharing between agencies so that they can work together using the principals of person-centred planning (PCP).  It is essential that needs are identified early and the right support is put in place as quickly as possible. 

As discussed earlier, multi-agency working is the generic term describing different operational models.  These models can take the form of a team, a panel or integrated services.  Multi-agency panels tend to be made up by practitioners that remain employed by their home agency.  They meet on a regular basis to discuss cases that would benefit from a multi-agency input.  This has been the most common practice traditionally adopted in schools.  A multi-agency team is a more formal configuration whereby practitioners are seconded into a team that works to a common objective.  An example of this is Team Around the Family (TAF).   Integrated services are a range of separate agencies that share a common location but work together, has a management structure and is funded to provide an integrated service.  

There are a number of multi agency work projects operating in Wales that bring together a range of practitioners including social services, police, education, health boards. CYSUR is the Mid and West Wales Regional Safeguarding Children Board and is an amalgamation of the former Safeguarding Boards in Carmarthenshire, Ceredigion, Pembrokeshire and Powys.  The acronym also means ‘reassurance’ in Welsh.  The Collaborative Working and Maintaining Partnership in Adult Safeguarding (CYMPAS) is the Mid and West Wales Safeguarding Board for Adults, ‘cympas’ meaning ‘scope’ in Welsh.  Education through Regional Working (ERW) is an alliance of six local authorities governed by a legally constituted joint committee.  Its mission is to actively work together to improve teaching and learning to secure the best outcomes.  The new Think Family Partnership and Board in Neath Port Talbot replaces the Children and Young Peoples Partnership and aims to improve outcomes through joining up the work of education, police, health and headteaching professionals plus Careers Wales.  Flying Start and Families First are Welsh Government programmes aimed at supporting families, particularly those living in poverty.  A literary review of effective practice in family-based and preventative approaches was undertaken to support the Families First initiative.  The Welsh Government quoted the evidence based effective features such as focusing on the whole family rather than the individual in isolation, recognising the strengths within the family rather than taking the deficit approach, responsible evaluation and provision taken on by highly trained, qualified and experienced staff; a holistic responsive provision requires coordination and commitment by all involved, early intervention produces better results, out-reach services are better at engaging and keeping families, services that take time to build trusting and supportive relationships are a key feature, an empathic, non-judgemental style of delivery, and services that are responsive and able to demonstrate an early progress (WAG, 2011).  A team Around the Family approach is the Welsh Government requirement that all local authorities must have in place as part of the Families First Programme and utilises all the recommended key features.  Outcomes have improved and agencies involved have reported an improved service delivery.  TAF is not a statutory service and works with 0-25 years plus parents and carers. It is usually initiated by the parent accessing the service due to concerns about their child, school or personal or domestic stress.  A TAF meeting will take place after an assessment identifies a multi agency response.  The TAF members, including the family, develop a support plan and a key worker is assigned to work with that family; all family members have an equal role in the agreement.  The whole process is child and family centred, focusing on their strengths and completely flexible to diversity.  Each TAF member is responsible for delivering the activities agreed within the plan and for keeping the other team members informed.

Swansea Council has extended this initiative further with the development of Team Around the Family in School (TIS).  In August 2012, Swansea authority had over 120 families on the waiting list for help from TAF.  To help alleviate this, in-school staff were trained to recognise and engage with vulnerable pupils and their families early on.  The aim was to reduce the waiting list by supporting those vulnerable families early so that TAF staff could concentrate on those with more complex, multiple needs.  There was an immediate improvement seen by the reduction of referrals from 286 to 88 in the first 9 months.  The scheme has since grown in strength as TAF coordinators have growing confidence in school staffs ability to support families.  Regular meetings are held in school and more than 700 training sessions have taken place within the community. Since the pilot scheme was initiated, school attendance is up and the waiting list fallen from 120 to nil.  In school staff are more confident and communities have drawn closer together as families receive the right kind of support provided by a trusted workforce.  One parent is quoted as saying ‘TIS was my lifeline.  Someone cared – and I feel very fortunate.  I now have quality time with my son and know that my grandson is being cared for’ (Swansea Council, 2018). 
  
Multi-agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH) is a comparatively new initiative that brings agencies that work with adults and children at risk together.  There are only a few hubs currently operating across Wales based on the successful pilot scheme run across the UK and is an effective example of an increasingly adopted approach to integrated working that places the vulnerable person at the centre of the service.  One such hub is in Cardiff which became operational in September 2017, bringing together people from different agencies working in one place.  The 45 members of staff consist of social workers, nurses, educational welfare, police officers from South Wales Police, University Health Board, National Probation Service and Cardiff City Council working in an open plan office in Cardiff Bay Police Station.  Since September, staff have reported seeing the benefit to a more streamlined approach to safeguarding, taking the complexity out of making referrals.  This system ensures that agencies work together as a team, sharing information and are able to make more timely decisions to safeguard children, adults and abuse victims.  This approach has helped to break down some of the barriers that previously prevented a seamless service (RSCB, 2016).

The new Additional Learning Needs Tribunal Bill (2018) received Royal Assent in January 2018.  The new Code of Practice is due in 2019 and the Welsh Government has said the new system will start to be implemented by September 2020 and expect to complete by 2023 (Wales Online, 2018).  With the roll out of IDP’s for Addition Learning Provision, the new bill places an increased responsibility on schools. The case for the funding of workforce training has been successfully demonstrated by schools within the Swansea Council district, not only in preparation of the new Code of Practice when it arrives but in ensuring a successful outcome to the most vulnerable people in society.  Each person’s role and responsibilities must be clearly understood, in-school staff need to be trained well enough to make early identification and utilise specialist skills that will benefit those children and families and help them to function together and in the wider community.  Families should feel free to access these services without being put off by a complicated, lengthy process and waiting lists.  It all costs money but there is widespread doubt that enough funding has been allocated, especially in the face of current budget cuts and job losses.  A chain is only as strong as its weakest link; an organisation is only as strong as its weakest person.


