A new SCIE report, ‘Learning together to safeguard children’ (Fish et al, 2008), offers a ‘systems’ model of organisational learning that can be used across agencies involved in safeguarding and child protection work. This model was initially adapted from methods used in accident prevention in engineering and in improving the quality and safety of health services (this latter primarily through the work of the National Patient Safety Agency looking to understand the causes of adverse incidents in the NHS), and developed from two years of intensive piloting with two Local Safeguarding Childrens Boards in England who were approached to seek to maximise learning from serious case reviews (SCRs).  

This model could help support a shift for organisations seeking to support staff making difficult and complex decisions who may currently feel somewhat beleaguered. SCIE’s approach enables individual practice to be considered in the context of the systems within which individuals operate, and brings to bear learning not only from when things have gone wrong but also from when they have gone well.

It would go a considerable way to addressing Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education Children’s Services and Skills Christine Gilbert’s concern that:

‘We know from our evidence that SCRs are generally successful at identifying what has happened to the children concerned, but less effective at addressing why. More needs to be done to get underneath the headlines if we are to make the necessary improvements.’

Ofsted’s review of SCRs, published on the same day as its report into safeguarding children and young people in the London borough of Haringey, states that the lack of attention to understanding why events unrolled as they did in the SCRs reviewed was to the detriment of lessons to be learned.

‘A fundamental shift of approach is required with a greater emphasis on the practice of individual members of staff and managers. 

hey comment that this would be greatly assisted by greater independence of LSCB representation. The raft of specific recommendations to LSCBs from Ofsted would itself be greatly enhanced by application of SCIE’s model, which allows local consideration of every factor that contributed to a serious incident in child protection – including training, culture, relationships and resources.

While serious case reviews (SCRs) fit well into the systems model they should not be the only cross-agency opportunity for learning from practice. The authors of SCIE’s report point out that throughout the countries of the UK, the various services dealing with children are currently undergoing major changes in their goals and tasks, the tools they use and the way they cooperate with each other to improve outcomes for children. In times of such major change in service delivery, there are particular benefits to using the systems approach to review and learn from routine case work.

The systems model can be used to understand progress on the implementation of new working practices, such as integrated teams, and accompanying tools, such as the common assessment framework (CAF). It helps identify what is working well and where there are problematic areas. Crucially, it can help to identify why things are going smoothly so that supportive factors can be protected. It also enables explanations to be found for why there are difficulties, so that solutions to improve effectiveness can be found. Usefully, it provides clarity about where in the system change can be initiated. Some issues are within the power of LSCBs to address; some may need action on regional or national levels.

As an innovative approach that requires a respectful approach towards the practice experience of street-level workers and their managers, this approach to organisational learning and positive practice support is surely especially welcome at this time.
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