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1. Background

This paper summarises the output of the recent self evaluation exercise and proposes actions to improve the Trust’s ability to commission strategically and use its resources as effectively as possible, with the greatest possible impact.

Over the last few weeks, various groups have evaluated the Trust’s current commissioning arrangements, in terms of its governance and structures, competence and practice.  The Children’s Trust Board; a meeting of the extended management team (children’s and adult services in Medway Council); and the commissioning managers from across the Trust at one of their regular meetings have discussed the standards and articulated what they believe is working well and what should be improved.

Also during this period, a new Performance Management Group has been set up, to provide a multi agency approach to measuring impact and driving improvement; and roles and responsibilities within the commissioning team are aligned with the Trust’s Partnership groups.

2. Summary of messages from the evaluation

Strengths

1. Some very innovative and excellent front line practice, for example Preventing exclusions and family support

2. Involvement of young inspectors and young commissioners in the commissioning process

3. Willingness to make the changes needed to improve contract monitoring, agree joint priorities and align funding streams to make them more effective and efficient

4. Commitment to and evidence of supporting people, co-production and full involvement of children, young people and families in the decisions that affect them

3. Improvement priorities

1. Partnership Boards - The role of Partnership Boards within the Trust needs to be strengthened and clarified.  Many Partnership Board members feel that they have more to offer the Trust arrangements and would welcome delegated responsibility for commissioning in specific areas and monitoring delivery and performance in those areas.   Commissioners and managers would also welcome this enhanced role, but would prefer to see the Partnership Boards having less of an operational focus and concentrate more on setting strategic direction including challenge where required and developing partnership working, so that partner organisations are using each others’ capacity and expertise where appropriate, to avoid duplication.  They would also value Board members’ professional expertise in challenging the evidence base for commissioning as required.

2. ECM Needs Assessment – feedback suggested that the approach to an integrated needs assessment could be strengthened by adopting an integrated approach.  This view is held by managers and commissioners.  Contributions highlighted the value of a single process for identifying priorities and the outcomes for the CT, combining individual organisations’ planning processes and making best use of the available expertise would provide a really solid platform for all other joint commissioning activity.  It would also mean that all of the relevant knowledge and understanding was present throughout the needs assessment process, leading to greater insight and the ability to focus on whole population outcomes.  It might also mean a reduction in the overall resource deployed on needs analysis.

3. Market Management - Shaping the market was identified by commissioners and managers in two respects.  One was the need to develop the ability to respond appropriately where either there are no providers or there are a small number of providers who are underperforming.  The other was the desire to ensure that procurement processes in particular do not exclude valuable, but small, providers from bidding for work.  Both of these objectives are likely to involve providing some support to providers; and working very closely with colleagues in procurement who have expertise in contract management.

4. Performance Management – Feedback, particularly from the Board and the commissioning managers, also indicated that performance management arrangements should be strengthened across the CT. This would ensure that key priorities were being addressed effectively and that monitoring showed clear evidence of progress. It would also ensure that the CT as a whole adopted some key principles including an outcomes focused approach and effective quality assurance. 

5. Communication and Information - Continual communication, specifically sharing information, between commissioners, practitioners, different agencies, Partnership Boards and locality teams, is critical.   If the CT is to deliver an integrated service to children, young people and families, partners need to know about what others are doing and take responsibility for providing useful information to colleagues across the partnership.  

Managers felt that the Trust would benefit enormously from regular communications right across the Children’s Trust, so that people have a better understanding of what they are a part of; and that these communications should place more emphasis on purpose and less on structures and organisational issues.  Commissioners feel that it needs to become more natural to think about partners’ interest in our work and consciously improve the quality and frequency of communications and thereby partnerships. Board members felt that the Trust arrangements need to bring the voice of communities into the heart of its activities and decision making.  

Furthermore it was suggested that a central resource should be developed where all services can be logged by partners so that there was a clearer picture of what is available where in one place both for practitioners and families
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School Involvement in the CT Feedback suggests that partners feel schools are not yet fully involved in the Children’s Trust.  We need to think about how this can be achieved – primarily at locality level - as they are a critical part of collaborative working arrangements.  This was particularly felt by the Board and commissioning managers and coincides with the new guidance on Children’s Trusts that will require a formal consultation with schools on their involvement.

4. Recommendations
Partnership Boards

The Performance Management Group will take on the strategic needs assessment, performance management strategy, CYPP monitoring and assurance role and feed that through the board and thematic partnership groups.  This offers the opportunity for Partnership Boards to reposition themselves to support the commissioning process through individual members’ other roles within the Children’s Trust arrangements; their collective knowledge about what works; and the authority to look for occasions where resources can be combined to achieve greater impact.  

This is essentially a reinforcement of the role of Partnership Boards and encouragement for them to challenge anything that stands in the way of delivering on our commitment to achieve better outcomes for children, young people and families and deliver more responsive, joined up services for them. 

Joint ECM needs assessment

The Board agreed at its last meeting that a single assessment and planning exercise would be beneficial and that the detail would be agreed in the Performance management group. Robin Lorimer, from the Commissioning Support Programme, has been contacted with a view to conducting a workshop on developing a section 10 agreement to formally pool resources to support the Needs Assessment process (also agreed by the board) at this meeting partners’ expectation of each other and ensuring accountability to individual organisations will be key themes to be explored.  

Shaping the market

The commissioning team has already begun the process of distinguishing between commissioners and contract managers, to increase its capacity to do both well.  The next stage is to develop good processes for identifying actual or potential market failure and planning support strategies to develop the capability of providers, where necessary.  This could be through regular and/or additional briefings; more systematic involvement of providers, in the review and planning stages of the commissioning cycle; and developing appropriate procurement processes for different markets.

The Commissioning Support Programme will work with the commissioning team to identify provider markets causing concern and plan appropriate action.

Performance management

The new performance management Group is already in place first meeting.to be held on the 3rd of March. The Commissioning and Strategy division will work with the group to develop a Performance Management framework for consideration by the Board later this year.

Communication

The commissioning team has developed links with Medway Council’s communications officers and is developing articles and campaigns with them to strengthen the internal “brand”.  But this activity needs to be led by the Board and its partner organisations and be a feature of the work of Partnership Boards and the Performance Management Group.  

The commissioning team will coordinate corporate communications across partner organisations, but the momentum needs to come from component parts of the Children’s Trust.  It is recommended that the scope for formal communication is considered at every meeting; and that informal communications are nurtured and developed by every manager within the Children’s Trust.

Schools

As in every other Children’s Trust, the publication of the 21st century schools White Paper has prompted a review of the relationship we have traditionally had with schools   This is partly because the context within which the School Improvement team operates is different – ie within Children’s Trust arrangements, seeking to integrate educational achievement outcomes with broader outcomes for children and exploring the role of schools in that; and also because the White Paper wants to see more explicit commissioning of schools by Authorities and Children’s Trusts. Furthermore the new Children’s Trust guidance will require all local authorities to consider how schools are formally linked into the Children’s Trust arrangements through cluster or partnership groupings

The Commissioning Support Programme, have also offered to work with the School Improvement Team to think through what this new context means for Medway; what the team now needs to achieve in terms of the role of schools within the Children’s Trust and the options available to them in organisational terms; and how it will develop this new focus. The local authority will initiate a debate with schools about their partnership arrangements and linkages to the Children’s Trust governance arrangements.

Lead Officer Contact

Sally Morris, Assistant Director Commissioning and Strategy, Medway Council, 01634 334049. sally.morris@medway.gov.uk.  
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