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Children’s Social Care 
Quality Assurance Framework 

 
1. Introduction 

“Children and families deserve good quality services.” 
 

In Blackpool, we seek to work restoratively with families to establish positive relationships that build 
on their existing strengths. 
 
The purpose of Quality Assurance is to explore practice through the routine and robust oversight of 
case work, in order to develop an accurate understanding of the quality of practice. 
 
We know that historically Quality Assurance has been heavily compliance focused, placing too much 
emphasis on what can be measured and graded through audit. Our QA activity will be clearly focused 
on understanding the impact of our work, and how we are making a difference to the lives of our 
children and families.  We want to know what works well, and what we need to do better. 
 
QA activity forms part of a continuous cycle of learning and improvement. This continuous evaluation 
will ensure that learning can be understood on a system wide level, and we will ensure themes feed 
into the Workforce Development Plan and Social Work Practice Improvement Plan to influence 
improvement activity. 
 
Quality Assurance is broader than audit, although audits clearly play a key role. Good quality, robust 
performance management information provides quantitative information that can provide proxies for 
quality and timeliness of work, in addition to giving valuable insights into the flow of work, demand 
levels and compliance. Analysing trends over time, layering datasets and looking at performance 
system-wide can enable a greater understanding of the service demands.  The diagram below 
illustrates the different sources of information that form part of our overarching quality assurance: 
 

 
Source: Research in Practice: Building a quality culture in child and family services (2018) 

 
Our aim is that through this QAF we are able to continuously improve the quality of the work 
undertaken with children with families and the outcomes that they achieve, through continuous, 
critical self-reflection on our quality of practice. Our managers will collectively and individually own 
this quality assurance framework (QAF) and recognise their critical ongoing role in both formally and 
informally reviewing and understanding the quality of our work and its impact on local children and 
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families’ daily lived experience:  the extent to which we make a positive difference. Social workers will 
recognise audit as a good tool for continuous learning and development, providing an opportunity to 
reflect on practice and understand how they might best make a difference for the children and families 
that they work with. 
 

2. Audits 
 
Case file audits provide managers and other auditors with the opportunity to assure themselves 
regarding the quality of our work with families and children.  It also promotes professional curiosity 
and debate and is an opportunity to triangulate information from other sources, for example 
supervision and decision making and oversight panels. Auditing is a core function of a manager’s role 
and it is expected that managers at all levels across the service take part in the audit programme.  
 
Audit fortnights are the core element of the audit programme; audits will take place bi-monthly, in 
the first two weeks of the period. The subsequent weeks will allow for discussion between the auditor, 
social worker and manager; agreement of any improvement actions required; review of audits by 
service manager; audit de-briefs with the wider auditor group to discuss themes and agree any 
additional learning and development activity needed; formal reporting to senior management and 
wider dissemination of learning. 

 
As part of the 3-way discussion between auditor, manager and social worker, improvement actions 
will be agreed. These should be followed up by the Team Manager in the next management 
supervision session and should form part of the supervision actions if not already addressed. 
 
Where an audit is judged to be significantly below expected standards and therefore judged to be 
inadequate, the audit will be shared with the relevant Head of Service and Service Manager, along 
with the Principal Social Worker to ensure that the appropriate actions are undertaken without delay. 
 
Themes for audit will be agreed based on what we know from performance, QA and other sources of 
information and insight identified in the diagram on page 1 of this framework.  
 
In addition to thematic audits, Service Managers and Heads of Service will complete a full case file 
audit as part of the audit fortnight. This is part of the ongoing development of our framework and also 
seeking to model what a good full case file audit looks like to other managers and the workforce. 
 
The methodology for audit fortnights will depend on the particular issue to be explored, but may 
include some or all of the following: 

 
 Practice observations   
 Feedback from staff and/or service users 

Week 1

• Audit

• (Cases & toolkit 
issued on day 1)

Week 2

• Audit

• Submit audits by 
day 14

Week 3

• Auditor discusses 
audit with social 
worker and 
manager

• Finalise corrective 
actions

• Service Managers 
review completed 
audits

• PSW moderation

Week 4

• Service level 
debrief:  
understand 
thematic learning 
within services

• Agree thematic 
actions (learning 
& development)

Weeks 5-8

• Audit Feedback & 
Learning meeting 
(Heads of Service 
& Service 
Managers) 

• Learning & 
development 
activity

• Agree next audit 
theme
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 Case file audits (internal, independent or multi-agency) 
 Structured enquiry 

o Systems - identifying factors that support good practice, and factors that make 
failure more likely 

o Appreciative Inquiry – looking at what has gone well and sharing good practice, 
developing case studies and creating opportunities for positive feedback. 

 Reflective group supervision 
 Audit clinics 

 
We will complement the formal audits completed as part of the audit fortnight process with: 
 

 Dip sampling – some key areas of decision making will be routinely dip sampled by Service 
Managers.    
 

 PSW led thematic audits – the PSW will complete monthly sampling of work, focusing on 
key areas of practice. 

 

3. Observations of practice 
 
Observing practice gives the opportunity to see and evaluate reviews, conferences, direct work and 
other meetings. This enables the observer to identify if wider improvement strategies are understood 
by practitioners and having an impact on practice.  
 
Observations of practice are part of our supervision framework, ensuring that this approach is 
embedded and that themes for learning are identified and shared.   
 
4. Management oversight 

 
A number of panels provide senior management oversight and line of sight to front line practice.  
These include: 

 Permanence Planning (weekly/thematic)  
 Legal Gateway Meetings (weekly)  

 
Terms of reference clearly set out the purpose and process for each panel, and where cases are 
presented at panel, evidence of the discussion will be recorded on the child’s electronic record.  
Delivering management oversight in this way enables senior managers to understand quality of 
practice through the review of relatively large numbers of cases. In addition, it also promotes 
increased consistency of practice and provides a learning opportunity for managers. 
 
The need for panels reflects the current position in our improvement journey, and enables an 
ongoing line of sight to front line practice for children at critical points in their journey through 
children’s services.  In future we will seek to achieve this through a model of case audit and 
reflective discussion between practitioners and senior managers. 
 
Each quarter the Chairs from each panel meet to reflect on the learning and triangulate this with 
what we know from performance and audit, and consider whether any additional activity is needed. 
 
Stocktakes form another key aspect of the wider management oversight and challenge. They also 
seek to encourage managers to become more reflective and analytical in their thinking about the 
services that they manage. Stocktakes are scheduled every quarter. Heads of Service and Service 



 

Version 1.6 (May 2022) Page 4 of 9 
 

Managers prepare a concise report in advance of the stocktake meeting, to summarise their view on 
what is working well and areas for further development.  The meeting provides an opportunity for 
service managers to share and discuss issues across the different service areas, as well as enabling 
priorities to be continuously reviewed and aligned to ensure good progress on our ongoing 
improvement journey. 
 

5. Impact on outcomes – voice of the child/young person 
 
There is a strong ethos of co-production in Blackpool, with children, young people and families most 
recently helping to develop the Blackpool Families Rock Model of Practice. 
 
As part of the ongoing development of this framework, we will consult with our young people to 
understand what matters most in terms of the focus of QA activity. We will also ask for ways in which 
they might want to be involved in QA – for example, through practice weeks, audit and use of the 
participation app.   
 
We will also use feedback from families, gathered through our child protection and looked after review 
processes, to cross reference against individual audits (where possible) as well as analysing themes as 
part of the wider performance and QA. 
 

6. Independent Reviewing Officers (IROs) & Child Protection (CP) Chairs 
 
As part of the oversight and advocacy function fulfilled by IRO’s and CP Chairs, for each child or young 
person they engage with, they will form a view about the quality of the work being undertaken with 
the child and family and the effectiveness of the support/intervention being provided. It is therefore 
important that their views are captured and systematically fed into the QA process. One of the ways 
that we will seek to achieve this is through the use of short, focused case feedback forms which will 
be completed by the IRO or CP chair after each conference or review. 
 
The form will have a small number of key questions focusing on impact of the support and services 
being provided on the child and family’s lived experience.  We will also seek to include direct 
feedback from the child, young person or family so that we understand any themes emerging from 
our children and families about the strengths and weaknesses of our practice at different stages of 
the child’s journey. 
 

7. Complaints and compliments 
 
Analysis of complaints and compliments received by the service will be considered as part of the 
analysis of performance and QA.  Themes identified in the analysis of complaints will be taken into 
account when reviewing QA and performance data. 
 

8. Multi-agency Audits 
 
The Children’s Safeguarding Assurance Partnership (CSAP) will lead on thematic multi-agency audits, 
which will include the three statutory partners as a minimum (Children’s Social Care, Health and 
Police).  Other partners will be invited to ensure as wide a representation as possible and to 
maximise learning.  
 
Multi-agency audits will be held on an as needed basis in 2020/21 and will focus on key multi-agency 
areas of work, such as core group meetings and child protection planning, with these audits 
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becoming more routinely scheduled as the Pan-Lancashire Safeguarding Partnership arrangements 
develop further and as the QAF embeds. 
 

9. Sector Led Improvement (SLI) 
 
Support from the other local authorities has played a key role in Blackpool’s improvement journey, 
and we have worked with the following three local authorities as our Partners in Practice:   

- Essex – using a solutions focused approach to deliver edge of care services 
- Leeds – child friendly work and restorative practice 
- Stockport – introducing managers to restorative approaches, safe uncertainty, social work 

supervision theory and an asset based model of social work  
 
We continue to work with Essex under the revised Sector Led Improvement Programme (SLIP). 
 
The North West region has a strong, well established sector led improvement network, which includes 
an annual peer challenge and self-evaluation process.  Regional peer reviews are co-ordinated within 
the region in response to demand, and Blackpool are also part of the regional QA group. 
 
The national sector led improvement offer delivered by the Local Government Association (LGA) will 
also be considered at appropriate stages of the improvement journey. 
 

10. Independent Auditing  
 
External, independent auditing will be carried out regularly on a small number of cases; this will 
either have a thematic focus or will moderate the work of internal auditors.  While external, 
independent auditing will not be the long-term mainstay of the audit programme, it performs a 
critical counter-balancing function by ensuring that audits undertaken by our own managers are an 
accurate reflection of the quality of our work.  This moderation of our auditors will be supported by 
the PSW, who will carry out other additional audit moderation. 
 

11. Learning and understanding the impact of QA 
 

Wider Learning 
It is important that practitioners understand the key issues identified through QA activity, so that they 
readily see the relevance of audit and other QA work. 
 
Themes identified from audit and other QA activity will be analysed as part of a wider consideration 
of performance. This will be shared with staff at all levels: reported to senior leadership and 
disseminated via the Practice Development & Learning service.   
 
Where themes are identified, this will inform other plans, such as workforce development and also 
the Social Care Improvement Plan. Individual action plans will be kept to a minimum to reduce 
complexity in improving performance to a necessary minimum. 
 
The following diagram illustrates how learning from audit will be shared so that the learning is 
understood: 
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 De-brief with auditors will take place approximately 2 weeks after the audit, and will provide 
an opportunity for auditors to influence the future learning & development programme of 
activity. 

 PSW & Practice Development & Learning Service activity may include: 
o Group supervisions led by PSW 
o Lunch & Learn sessions 
o Learning Circles 
o 1:1s 

 Voice of the Workforce Board provides an opportunity to understand learning from audit 
and seek feedback on how the learning is being embedded 

 Stocktake meetings 
 

Improvement actions – child level 
Improvement actions should be discussed between the auditor, social worker and their manager. 
Any agreed actions will be reviewed by the relevant Service Manager - we must not lose sight of 
audit as a key tool for learning and development, however actions should be noted where they 
correct either a basic deficit or deviation from a key aspect of our practice standards, or, most 
importantly, where they will make a tangible difference to the ongoing intervention with the child 
and family. This is not a box-ticking, compliance exercise, its focus is squarely on improving the work 
we do with children and families, especially the work that we care currently doing. Therefore, 
improvement actions need to be considered in the light of the critical test: what positive difference 
will it make? 

Actions should then be followed up in supervision by the Team Manager, ensuring that they form 
part of the supervision actions if not completed and monitored through this process.   

Where the auditor judges an audit as inadequate, this will be shared immediately with the Head of 
Service, Service Manager, Team Manager and PSW. The PSW will lead on supporting the social 
worker in bringing the work up to our expected standards. Note:’ inadequate’ covers practice that is 
well beneath our own practice standards, where the child is unsafe, or where there is serious drift. 

See workflow at Appendix B. 

 

Audit

De-brief 
with 

auditors

Audit Feedback & 
Learning

PSW/PDL 
activity

Voice of 
the 

Workforce 
Board
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12. Appendices 
Appendix A - Audit Plan 
 

Audit fortnights 

Frequency Theme Type 
Bi-monthly 
 

Thematic audits CSC Team Managers 
Full case file audits Service Managers & Heads of Service 
Full case file audits Early Help Management Team 
Full case file audits Leaving Care Management Team 

 

Other audits 

Month Theme Type 
Monthly Foster carers PfP Team Managers, Service 

Manager, Head of Service 
Monthly Thematic PSW Audits 
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Appendix B – Audit Workflow 
 

Audit workflow

Audit allocated by QA Officer

Submit audit to Childrens.Audit@blackpool.gov.uk

Auditor has reflective discussion with SW and TM, and 
updates audit toolkit to reflect discussion

Manager schedules audit for 
discussion at next supervision, to 
review audit actions and ensure 

they have been progressed.
Service level audit de-brief 

Jointly chaired by HoS and Svc Mgrs 
All auditors within the service to attend

Practice & Development Service

Getting to Good Board

Audit report to bring learning together

Learning Circles Targeted support OWD Training

CHILD AND FAMILY REFLECTIONTHEMATIC LEARNING

Service Managers to share feedback at 
Audit Feedback & Learning meeting

Service Manager receives copies of all audits 
completed by their managers, to form view as to 

quality of audit
Not audit moderation - reviewing quality of audit 

including level of detail and rationale provided

Audit completed

Audit pre-meet
Drop-in session to be held in the week leading up to audit fortnight, led by the 

PSW/PDL Service, to explore the audit theme and what ‘good’ practice looks like

Au
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 1
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3

Shared with all HoS & SM 
for discussion at team 

meetings

Manager updates toolkit with date 
reviewed in supervision and sends 

to 
Childrens.Audit@blackpool.gov.uk

Inadequate 
judgement?

Audit emailed to TM, Svc Mgr, HoS & 
PSW

Svc Mgr leads reflective discussion and 
key actions agreed. 

Yes

No

W
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Appendix C - Version History 
 

Version No. Date Comments 
1.0 February 2020 New framework; returning audits to managers within the 

service and simplifying the approach. 
1.3 March 2021 Addition of Early Help and Fostering 
1.4 July 2021 Addition of Leaving Care 
1.5 Nov 2021 Introduction of full case file audits by Service Managers and 

Heads of Service 
1.6 May 2022 Scheduled review; added in reference quarterly meetings of 

Panel Chairs 
 
 


