



DFES RESPONSE TO CONSULTATION REPORT ON

THE COMMON ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK

Introduction

1.
This note summarises responses to the consultation on the aim, principles and operation of the Common Assessment Framework (CAF), and sets out the Government’s response. 

2.
The consultation ran from 25 August to 17 November 2004. There were over 450 written replies. The full report is available from 24 January on DfES Information Sharing and Assessment (ISA) website at www.dfes.gov.uk/isa, and the DfES Consultations website at http://www.dfes.gov.uk/consultations/conArchive.cfm. The written consultation was accompanied by a parallel consultation exercise aimed specifically at children, young people and families, conducted on the Department’s behalf by the National Children’s Bureau. The report of that work will also be available from 24 January on the ISA website at www.dfes.gov.uk/isa.

Summary of responses to the consultation

3.
Almost all the respondents to the consultation document clearly supported the idea of a CAF as providing a real opportunity to improve services to children. Most thought the right aims and issues had been identified. There was support for a prescriptive approach with a single, common format to assessments used by all agencies and practitioners. Most agreed that implementing the CAF would be hugely challenging and will take time. The NCB work concluded that children, young people and parents were broadly supportive of the CAF. They had some reservations about how professionally and effectively the CAF will be used in practice, which we will consider carefully with practitioners as we develop Practice Guidance. 

4.
Many respondents raised the following issues:

(i) greater clarity is needed on when a CAF assessment should be undertaken, and on the relationship with specialist assessments, in order to avoid introducing an additional tier of assessment which would increase workload burdens on agencies;

(ii) training the numbers of practitioners envisaged as being able to complete CAF assessments will be an enormous challenge and require resources to support implementation;  

(iii) the link with the concept of the lead professional needs to be made, with greater clarity on who is accountable for following up CAF assessments;

(iv) clear information sharing protocols are needed to support sharing of CAF assessment information;

(v) use of the CAF by practitioners needs to be supported by their IT systems rather than paper-based.
Government’s response to the consultation

5.
In the light of the generally highly positive response to the consultation, the Government will press ahead towards implementation of the Common Assessment Framework. In doing so it will take careful account of the points made. Its response on each of the major points summarised at para 4 above is set out below.

Clarity on when CAF is undertaken, links with existing and specialist assessments, and implications for workload 

6. 
On when the CAF will be completed, it is intended to be the main method by which agencies undertake early assessment of the needs of children and young people for targeted and specialist services. It will be suitable for use with any child who needs extra support to make progress towards the five priority outcomes in Every Child Matters. The decision to undertake an assessment in any individual case will be a matter for professional judgement in light of local practice. It is not intended that a CAF must be completed before services can be delivered, or to lay down a blanket threshold at which a common assessment must always be completed.

7.
The CAF will rationalise existing assessments. Over time, and through carefully managed transitions, we intend it to replace or be brought together with assessments including the Initial Assessment of the Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need and their Families; the Connexions Framework for Assessment, Planning, Implementation and Review; those part of early intervention for children with SEN; the ASSET assessment framework in youth justice; and a number of specialist universal assessments in health and education such as the Foundation Stage Profile.

8.
We will now look in detail at how the CAF will operate in each of a range of settings (including in schools, health, social services, Connexions, YOTs and the police) and in relation to children with specific needs (eg SEN or child protection). We will test the CAF in a number of local areas in 2005-6. And we will carry out assessments of the impact of CAF on specific services before rolling-out CAF nationally.  

 
Training and resources to support implementation

9.
Recognising that it will take time and resource to train practitioners to use the CAF, we are proposing an incremental and tiered approach, whereby the CAF is completed by, at least initially, a relatively small group of skilled practitioners in each agency. At the same time, we will expect all practitioners to become aware of the CAF and know how to access a designated CAF assessor. Over time we would expect significant numbers of practitioners to be confident in completing a CAF assessment. Competence to complete the CAF will become the norm as training is integrated into initial training and continuing professional development for the relevant practitioner groups. We will look to local change plans to set out how many practitioners, and in which agencies, will be trained locally as CAF assessors. Resources to support local training across agencies will be allocated to local authorities, and are included in the additional resources set out in Every Child Matters: Change for Children (Dec 2004).
 
10.
We are planning to commission centrally the production of multi-media training materials that can be cascaded to agencies and practitioners. Several products are planned that can be used to raise awareness of the CAF among the workforce and to develop the knowledge and skills needed to undertake a common assessment.  These will aim to cater for those with little or no experience of assessment as well as those who are already using an established assessment methodology. We are aiming for material to be available in April 2005. 


Lead professional


11.
The CAF is being developed in tandem with the development of DfES guidance on the role of lead professionals. Where there is a lead professional, he or she will have an important role in ensuring services to meet the needs identified in the CAF are delivered. The lead professional guidance will be issued alongside the CAF, and we will be looking to a number of local areas to test the CAF and the lead professional concept together in 2005-6.

Information sharing protocols

12.
Guidance on producing information sharing protocols has been produced by the DCA http://www.dca.gov.uk/foi/sharing/toolkit/infosharing.htm and by DfES http://www.dfes.gov.uk/best/uploads/IRTGuidance%20FINAL.doc . Examples of protocols and other exemplar materials will be posted on the newly launched Information Sharing and Assessment Community website accessible to ISA coordinators in all 150 top-tier local authorities. We have now established a specific area of work to produce comprehensive cross-Government guidance on information sharing for practitioners in children's services. That work is due to be completed in autumn 2005.

IT support to practitioners

13.
We are undertaking work nationally to establish how CAF forms can be generated from IT systems available to practitioners; how completed assessments can be securely stored in agency case management systems; and how assessment information can be securely transmitted between services on a case-by-case basis where that has been agreed. The work will define how CAF forms will be generated and stored within, and exchanged between, e.g. schools’ systems, the Integrated Children’s System, applications under the NHS Programme for IT, and systems used in youth justice. At this stage, we envisage a standard IT template that can be held on or integrated within existing or planned IT systems in individual services. 

Next steps

14.
Together with our working group and other practitioners, we have continued to develop the CAF since the autumn, taking account of the consultation responses. We are now ready to issue, as a draft for further informal consultation, the draft CAF, including the form and guidance on its use. Taking account of stakeholders’ views we will refine the CAF forms and guidance and publish revised versions by the end of March 2005. In 2005-6, we will expect all local areas, through local change programmes led by Directors of Children Services, to begin planning for implementation of the CAF, which will take place over the period April 2006-March 2008. 

15.
We are looking to test and evaluate the CAF in practice in 2005-6 in a limited number of local areas that wish to do so, so that lessons can be learned and the impact of CAF further assessed before national roll-out goes ahead. Evaluation and feedback from early adopter areas will feed into a revised version of the CAF to be issued early in 2006. Further intensive work will take place at national level in 2005-6 to prepare for national implementation from 2006-8. This will include work to firm up the relationship between CAF and specialist assessments, agree transition plans for existing and specialist assessments where current arrangements change, embed competence to undertake CAF assessments within professional training, and address the IT support issues. 
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