[image: image1.jpg]human.
services




Guidelines for responding to quality of care concerns in out-of-home care

Information for Child Protection and community service organisations 

The great majority of children residing in out-of-home care receive good quality care from dedicated carers who have a commitment to making a difference in a child’s life. However, sometimes concerns are raised about the quality of care being provided to a child. It is the shared responsibility of Child Protection and community service organisations (CSOs) to respond to these concerns in a timely and sensitive manner to ensure the safety, stability and wellbeing of children in care while treating carers fairly and with respect.

Quality of care concerns refer to any concern that has the potential to compromise a child’s safety, stability and development and may relate to a broad range of issues from minor quality concerns, such as inadequate supervision, through to allegations of possible physical or sexual abuse.

Quality of care guidelines

Guidelines for investigating allegations against home-based carers were introduced in Victoria in 2005 and were the first procedures to specifically outline the process to manage quality of care concerns. In 2007 these procedures were reviewed and have now been replaced by the Guidelines for responding to quality of care concerns in out-of-home care – technical update 2014 (the guidelines).

The updated guidelines include specific procedures for foster care, lead tenant, residential care and kinship care.

The guidelines describe a collaborative approach for the Department of Human Services and CSOs when responding to quality of care concerns that are raised in relation to a child or young person in out-of-home care.

These guidelines should be used in conjunction with the Department of Human Services Incident reporting instruction (Technical update 2014) and Responding to allegations of physical and sexual assault (Technical update 2014).
A guide for carers has been developed to summarise some of the key information contained in the guidelines that is specifically relevant to out-of-home carers. This guide is called Quality of care concerns in out-of-home care: A guide for carers – technical update 2014 and is intended to be a useful resource for all carers providing out-of-home care to children, particularly those carers that are subject to a quality of care matter.

Scope of the guidelines

The Guidelines for responding to quality of care concerns in out-of-home care are designed for use when responding to quality of care concerns in relation to:

· Foster carers including those providing shared family care, therapeutic foster care and adolescent community placements. Concerns may also be raised about members of the carer’s household or family or people within the carer’s wider network who come into contact with children in the placement.
· Lead tenants who are volunteers living in semi- independent accommodation and providing support and guidance to a small group of young people in developing their independent living skills.
· Residential carers who are employed by registered CSOs, the Department of Human Services or temporary staffing agencies. Concerns may also be raised about members of the carer’s family also residing in the residential care placement.
· Kinship carers who are relatives or other significant persons providing care to children following Child Protection intervention and assessment that they cannot live with their parents. Concerns may also be raised about members of the carer’s household or family or people within the carer’s wider network who come into contact with children in the placement.

Key features of the guidelines
· Common procedures for all out-of-home care types and specific procedures for foster, residential and kinship care.

· Expanded guidance on responding to quality of care concerns in relation to Aboriginal children or young people.

· Enhanced information about support for carers including direction about allocating a liaison person for carers throughout a quality of care process to whom they can direct their enquiries and concerns.

· Linkages to the new requirements related to out-of- home carers under the Children, Youth and Families Act 2005 which are intended to provide increased protection for children and young people in out-of-home care including: carer approval, employment and engagement requirements (part 3.4 division 2); a register of out-of-home carers (part 3.4 division 3); and the establishment of a Suitability Panel (part 3.4 division 5) to determine whether or not a person should be disqualified from being placed on the Register of Out-of-Home Carers.

· Direction regarding the management of quality of care concerns in voluntary placements arranged directly between the CSO and parents without the involvement of Child Protection.

· A process to respond to quality of care concerns where a person has left care.

· Enhanced reporting and correspondence templates for Child Protection and CSO staff.

Specific procedures

The guidelines specify that all concerns about possible physical, sexual or emotional abuse, neglect or other quality of care concerns must initially be screened to determine the exact nature of the concern and the most appropriate response.

The guidelines outline a number of possible responses to quality of care concerns including:

· Take no further action – in a small number of cases, it can be clearly established that the report of the concern is inaccurate or there is no basis for concerns about the safety of the child or the quality of care the child is receiving.

· Recommend that concerns are managed via support and supervision – it is expected that the majority of quality of care concerns may be managed through support or supervision of the carer, either by the CSO or by Child Protection depending on the placement arrangements.

· Recommend a formal care review – this response occurs when there are serious or repeated concerns about possible poor quality care provision that may impact on the child’s safety, stability or development.

· Commence a quality of care investigation into the concerns – this response, which may or may not involve the police, may be implemented in response to allegations of possible abuse or neglect.

· Initiate an Independent Investigation and Suitability Panel process – this response may occur at the same time as a quality of care investigation but is a separate process.  The Children, Youth and Families Act 2005 establishes a process whereby carers can be disqualified from providing care if the Suitability Panel determines the carer poses an unacceptable risk of harm to children. 

Quality of care coordinators

Quality of care coordinators are the coordinating and monitoring point in each division for receipt and investigation of quality of care concerns and queries about the Children, Youth and Families Act requirements related to out-of-home carers.

Guidelines for responding to quality of care concerns in out-of-home care is available at www.dhs.vic.gov.au and for community service organisations on the Funded Agency Channel at www.fac.dhs.vic.gov.au 

Quality of care concerns in out-of-home care: A guide for carers is available at www.dhs.vic.gov.au and for community service organisations on the Funded Agency Channel at www.fac.dhs.vic.gov.au 

For more information about the guidelines contact the quality of care coordinator in your division.

If you would like to receive this publication in another format, please phone 9096 0000, using the National Relay Service 13 36 77 if required.
This document is also available on the Internet at www.dhs.vic.gov.au/about theDepartment/documents&resources/policies,guidelines&legislation/ guidelines for responding to quality of care concerns in out of home care
Authorised and published by the Victorian Government, 1 Treasury Place, Melbourne.
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