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West Cheshire Children’s Trust Executive
Minutes of the meeting held on Monday 10th November 2025

In attendance:  
Adam Langan (AL) – Councillor – Cabinet Member for Children and Families, CW&C (Chair).
Zara Woodcock (ZW) – Assistant Director Early Support and Family Help, EHP, CW&C.
Pip Rees (PR) - Assistant Director Children’s Social Care, Children & Families, CW&C.
Debbie Edwards (DE) – Head of Education and Inclusion, CW&C.
Delyth Hughes (DH) - Director of Student Services. 
Clare Crerand (CC) - Cheshire West Voluntary Action
Sarah Blaylock (SB) – Business and Governance Manager, EHP, CW&C.
Heather Cattrell (HC) – Programme Lead for Children, NHS.
Beth Luxmoore (BL) - Clinical Network Manager, NHS.
Karen Kauffman (KK) - Strategic Commissioning Programme Manager, C&F/Public Health, CW&C.
Anna Johnson (AJ) – Principal Social Worker, OWOW, CW&C.
Sal Thirlway, Assistant Director Education and Inclusion, SEND, CW&C
Stella Higgins (SH) – Head of Service, Adult Social Care, CW&C.
Laura Marsh (LM) – Place Director ICB
Jonathan Deakin – Tarporley Head, Secondary Rep.
Kirsty Davies (KD) – Performance Support Officer, EHP, CW&C (Minutes).

	Item No
	Minute/Action
	Who

	1.
	Welcome, Introductions and apologies.
AL welcomed everyone to the meeting and introductions  made.

Apologies were noted from: 
Amanda Perraton, Amanda Allen, Helen Bromley, Neil Oxley, Hazel Crampton, Claire Derbyshire-Cane.
	

	2.
	Note of meeting held on 31st March 2025 and Matters Arising/Review of Actions
AL went through previous actions and minutes. All were complete and agreed.
	




	3.
	Our Way of Working (OWOW) Update - systemic practice and principles. Anna Johnson

A new project called Hope Boxes has been launched under partnership governance. The initiative originated from research by Lancaster University and Northfield Family Justice Centre (Born into Care series, 2022) on infants born into care. Key findings showed that over half of children entering care between 2012–2022 were under one year old, highlighting the impact of separation at birth.
Purpose of Hope Boxes:
· Provide emotional support for mothers and babies during separation.
· Promote attachment and bonding even when apart.
· Address grief and loss through a trauma-informed approach.
· Support life story work for babies moving to adoption or kinship care.
How the Boxes Work:
· Each family receives two boxes: one for the mother and one for the baby.
· Boxes are exchanged during family time to maintain connection.
· Items encourage sensory and emotional bonding, even when separated.
What’s Inside:
· Blanket – baby is wrapped in it, then swapped with mum’s blanket at family time.
· Soft toy – exchanged between mum and baby to maintain scent and comfort.
· SD card – allows mum to record messages or stories for baby; foster carers play recordings to support attachment.
· Other items designed to help mum maintain her maternal identity and reduce trauma.
Progress:
· Training delivered in January; pilot ran April–September with 5 families (10 boxes).
· Formal launch held on 13 October with lived experience input and research lead Colin Mason.
· Project demonstrates strong collaborative working and aims to reduce trauma for families during infant separation.

PR - Was very powerful and highlighted the importance of considering trauma and recovery for mothers, especially those who may be care leavers. Pip stressed the need to think differently about long-term impacts on both children and parents.

The launch of the Pan Cheshire Pre-Birth Policy aligns closely with the Hope Boxes work, incorporating learning from the Born into Care research series. Next steps include reporting progress to this board, delivering foster carer workshops to build skills for using the boxes, and providing further training for the Family Time service. A partnership policy and procedure will be developed to ensure consistent practice. In the future, we aim to share feedback and impact from mothers and babies as the project evolves.

Introduction of Systemic Practice
AJ - Introduction of systemic practice as a core element of our way of working. This approach will sit alongside trauma-informed practice, motivational interviewing, group reflection, and Think Family, creating a consistent framework across the partnership. The aim is to strengthen decision-making for children and families and embed a collaborative, multi-agency approach that places families at the heart of all decisions.
The proposed vision focuses on relationships, community context, and prevention, combining systemic and trauma-informed principles to reduce harm, promote recovery, and help children thrive. Key principles include building trust, ensuring emotional safety, adopting a whole-family approach, and working in partnership with families to co-create solutions. Behaviours will emphasise active listening, transparency, and using non-blaming language, while avoiding terms such as “case” to ensure children and families are seen as individuals.
Next steps include developing “Our Way of Working Standards” to provide benchmarks for quality assurance and workforce development, refreshing the communication strategy, and drafting a framework to embed this approach across all agencies. The relaunch is planned to align with the introduction of Families First on 1 April, ensuring systemic and trauma-informed practice becomes the golden thread through all partnership work.

AL asked how feedback from parents and young people would be gathered.
Anna responded that this is something we have thought about as it is sensitive, especially for mothers, so the intervention service will support them through the Hope Box process and explore formal feedback methods, alongside informal reflections during their journey. For babies, impact will be assessed through permanency planning, with examples already seen where Hope Boxes informed adoption profiling meetings. The aim is to use feedback creatively to strengthen planning for children.
PR - Highlighted the link between Hope Boxes and the Pan Cheshire pre-birth protocol, which is being reviewed with input from service managers, transformation leads, adult services, public health, and ICB colleagues. The wider work focuses on safeguarding infants and reducing recurrent care proceedings. Pip noted that Hope Boxes play an important role in reducing trauma and supporting “mentalization” – helping new or expectant mothers to form attachments with their babies, which can drive positive change and motivation. 
	

	4.
	SEND Strategy Group Update - Outcome of SEND Peer Review September/October2025 and next steps – Sal Thirlway

ST - We invited the Local Government Association (LGA) to undertake a challenge peer review of Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) across our partnership. The review took place from 30 September to 3 October 2025 and involved colleagues from Cheshire and Merseyside ICB, the Parent Carer Forum, schools, and settings. Led by Chris Munday, the peer team included professionals with national SEND expertise and a Parent Carer Peer. The purpose was to gain an external perspective on our performance and sustainability.
Key areas of focus included:
· Leadership and partnership effectiveness in delivering best outcomes for children and young people with SEND.
· Compliance with statutory duties and the SEND Code of Practice.
· Identification and assessment processes.
· Provision of the right support at the right time.
· Inclusivity in mainstream and community settings.
· Support for transitions, particularly into adulthood.
· Adequacy and sustainability of provision and commissioning arrangements.
· Financial pressures on DSG budgets block budgets – pressured across the country.
· Quality of co-production with children, young people, and families.

Overall Observations:
· SEND is not yet fully embedded as everyone’s responsibility, but partnership working is strong and trust is growing.
· Co-production with parent carers is developing as an emerging strength.
· High energy and commitment across the partnership to sustain and improve services.
· Wide range of health services effectively meeting needs of children and young people with SEND.
· Communication needs improvement at all levels.
· Greater focus required on inclusion, early intervention, and SEN Support to reduce reliance on EHCPs.
· Graduated Approach and ordinarily available provision are not consistently understood or applied.
· Significant projected increase in SEND high needs deficit without a clear mitigation plan.
· Lack of systematic data collection and detailed analysis to inform planning and decision-making.
· Virtual School is highly effective and provides a strong model for supporting vulnerable learners.

22 slide presentation (attached) will include positives and development areas for each keyline of enquiry. 

Peer review gave 10 key recommendations:
1. Promote a culture of inclusion, reducing reliance on EHCPs.
2. Improve communication quality and timeliness at all levels.
3. Refresh and annually update the SEND Self-Evaluation Framework. (Pleased to say that it has now been updated as a partnership and now have a must more robust self-evaluation) 
4. Develop a single SMART action plan aligned with the SEND strategy.
5. Produce a robust SEND and Alternative Provision sufficiency strategy.
6. Create one performance framework focused on outcomes for children.
7. Develop a long-term High Needs Block recovery plan.
8. Establish a recruitment and retention strategy for Educational Psychology.
9. Strengthen co-production with the Parent Carer Forum.
10. Make the Local Offer accessible quickly.

We will take time to reflect on the peer review findings and share them across relevant forums. The final report has been received, and we are engaging additional support from LGA improvement advisors, including Chris Munday, to help drive cultural change and strengthen data and engagement work. The full slide deck will be circulated, showing strengths and areas for development under each key line of enquiry. The timing is helpful as we have now entered the SEND Local Area Inspection process following Ofsted/CQC notification last week. While we have not yet implemented all recommendations, the peer review has guided our thinking and preparation. Importantly, there were no surprises in the review, which gives confidence that we understand our strengths and areas for improvement as we move forward.

ZW - Thanked the team for the clear and helpful presentation, noting that having the recommendations on a slide makes it easy to refer back to priorities. Zara expressed confidence in the approach and wished everyone well for the upcoming weeks, highlighting that the presentation clearly articulates the partnership’s strengths and priorities.

ACTION – Peer Review Report to be sent to distribute out. 
	


























































































Sal Thirlway

	5.
	Prevention Strategy Group Update  - Zara Woodcock

ZW - Gave an update on the Prevention Strategy Group. The interim one-year prevention plan, developed to align with upcoming government reforms. This plan sets out priorities and lead officers for each area of work. Progress includes completion of Phase 1 and 2 of children’s services reform, focusing on leadership and senior management, with full-service redesign planned for the new year. Work is underway on the Think Family approach, addressing parental factors such as drug and alcohol misuse, supported by the Combatting Drugs Partnership. 
The future Family Help assessment, which will launch on 1 April. Engagement with voluntary and faith sectors continues, alongside development of Family Hubs and Best Start for Life initiatives. 
Early years progress is strong, with 98% of 3- and 4-year-olds accessing funded childcare, expansion of spaces for two-year-olds, and wraparound childcare funding for 975 extended places. School readiness remains a priority, supported by training and government-led communication campaigns. Attendance work includes embedding the attendance strategy across all plans, monitoring reduced timetables through a multi-agency group, and addressing educational neglect.
[bookmark: _Int_scHn9lJj]The board also noted positive developments in youth engagement. The Youth Partnership has improved accessibility of information through Padlets and produced a Youth Voice report. There has been a significant increase in applications for youth opportunity grants, highlighting financial pressures across the system. 
Funding for Holiday Activity and Food (HAF) programmes has been secured for the next three years, with 48 organisations delivering 82 clubs over the summer. Work continues the Preparing for Adulthood strategy, led by Matt Pilling, with strong co-production and transition planning to the education team in January. Alongside this, the Thriving Adults programme is progressing to support transitions from children to adult services. 
Data improvements, including dashboards, are helping monitor performance, part-time timetables, and September NEET figures to track whether young people are in education, employment, or training.

LM highlighted plans for closer collaboration between the ICB and education to address attendance issues linked to neurodiverse conditions. A profiling tool will be used to capture needs, and learning from St Helens’ neighbourhood approach was shared, where schools flag persistent non-attenders for multidisciplinary conversations at a local level, involving health and primary care teams. This model has delivered positive results and could inform future work. 

ZW queried how this differs from current processes.

LM explained that the approach focuses on hyper-local engagement and holistic family support. 

ACTION – ZW to pick up a conversation with LM to make sure no duplication Matt Pilling to be part of conversation too. 

AL Preparing for adulthood and the youth strategy. Stated that they read really well, and looking forward to them being published because they're really good pieces of work.
	























































ZW

	6.
	Changes to Corporate Parenting Governance - Children in Care and Care Leavers Strategy Group – Pip Rees

PR – presented a report on proposed governance changes following the June 2025 Peer Review of Corporate Parenting. 

The review highlighted the need for clearer accountability and alignment between the Health & Wellbeing Board, Children’s Trust, and Corporate Parenting Board. It was agreed that the Children in Care and Care Leavers subgroup will move under and report to the Corporate Parenting Board, with a name change to the Children in Care and Care Leavers Steering Group. This group will act as the engine room for developments, scrutinising performance of other Corporate Parenting subgroups and providing assurance to the Board.
The Corporate Parenting Board will provide an annual governance report to People’s Overview & Scrutiny Committee, the Safeguarding Children’s Partnership, and the Children’s Trust Executive. A multi-agency scorecard is being developed to strengthen assurance and scrutiny. Children’s Trust priorities for Emotional Health and Mental Wellbeing and SEND will continue to be overseen by the Trust, but where these relate to children in care and care leavers, governance will sit with the Corporate Parenting Board. 
AL – In agreement to the change in Governance and that an annual highlight report be provided to the Executive to simplify the process.
	

	7.
	Cheshire and Merseyside 0-5 Mental Health Review  -  Beth Luxmoore
BL – Gave a report on mental health support for children aged 0–5 and their parents, highlighting its critical role in prevention and the benefits of early positive parent–child relationships. National prevalence data indicates that 17% of children in this age group require mental health support, equating to approximately 3,000 children in Cheshire West.
Throughout 2025, work has focused on mapping existing provision across nine localities and assessing effectiveness at all levels of support. The review considered the complex early years system and aligned findings to the Thrive model to understand relationship-building, signposting, and targeted approaches within universal settings.
Specialist teams operate within health services and CAMHS, with tailored approaches for 0–2 and 2–5 age groups, including crisis support and local consultation. The report includes a RAG-rated summary of performance by area, identifying several red ratings for targeted specialist support and crisis response. Further detail is provided on national and regional comparisons.
	

	8.
	Briefing on SEND Perceived Gaps Report 

ACTION – To read report attached in email.
	
ALL

	9.
	AOB
· To discuss and agree frequency and dates for future meetings 
· Rep for Police.

ACTION – Draft email to Mike Ankers for new rep from police for future CTE meetings.

	



SB/KD

	10.
	Date of Next Meeting: 
9th February 2026 3pm-5pm, Via Microsoft Teams
	All to note
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