Kent County Council &
Coram welcome you to
the
Kent Adoption Summit
2015

Kent County Council & Coram Adoption Summit 2015
Programme
Life Story Work & Understanding & Managing Autism
9:00am – 9:15am

Arrivals and refreshments

9:15am – 9.45am

Welcome and introductions (then)
Celebration of achievements and DVD
Peter Oakford, Cabinet Member for Specialist Children's Services,
Kent County Council

9.45am – 10.20am

Life Story work: ‘the translation of meaning’
Renuka Jeyarajah-Dent,
Director of Operations & Deputy CEO, Coram

10.20am – 10:55am The impact of Life Story on an adopted child – ‘a personal reflection’
Adopter
10.55am – 11.25am Tea / coffee break - opportunity to view Life Story books/Life Story
tools
11.25am – 12.10pm Life Story from a child’s perspective
Debbie Watson,
Senior Lecturer Childhood Studies, University of Bristol

Kent County Council & Coram Adoption Summit 2015
Programme
12.10pm-12.30pm

Children’s Guides
Amy Coombs, Family Finding Team Manager and
Lisa Heeley, Senior Social Worker, Kent County Council

12.30pm – 1.30pm

Lunch break – opportunity to view Life Story books/Life Story tools

1.30pm – 2.45pm

Understanding and managing autism
Anne Bartlett, Independent Specialist Speech and Language Therapist

2.45pm – 3.15pm

Tea / coffee break – opportunity to view Life Story books/Life Story tools

3.15pm – 4.00pm

Autism – An adopter’s journey
Adopter

4.00pm – 4.30pm

Future Service Delivery & Closing Summary
Philip Segurola, Acting Director,
Specialist Children’s Services, Kent County Council

4.30pm – 5.00pm

Summit closes and continuation of viewing Life Story books and
Life Story tools

Coram / Kent Partnership
Achieving Excellence:
Children are our future
Peter Oakford
Cabinet Member for Specialist Children’s Services

Kent County Council

•
•
•
•

Achievements from 2012 to 2015
Achievements in 2014/15
Challenges
Plans for the future

Achievements – 1st April 2012 to 31st March 2015
Child’s Adoption Journey:

25.5.% increase from 2013/14 to 2014/15

Achievements – 1st April 2012 to 31st March 2015
Child’s Adoption Journey:

15.9.% decrease from 2013/14 to 2014/15
4 more children could have been placed if the legal appeal decisions had been resolved
in a timely way. 12 of the 143 children placed in 2014/15 had significant disabilities.

Achievements – 1st April 2012 to 31st March 2015
Child’s Adoption Journey:
Placements in 2014/15

•

In 2014/15 the oldest 3 children that were placed were 7 years old

Achievements – 1st April 2012 to 31st March 2015
Child’s Adoption Journey:
Placements in 2014/15

•

Out of the 49 children placed in a sibling group of 2, 1 child was placed 2014/15 and
their sibling was placed in the same placement but in 2013/14

Achievements – 1st April 2012 to 31st March 2015
Child’s Adoption Journey:
Placements in 2014/15
Number of children placed in 2014/15 by
destination or type of adopter
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Achievements – 1st April 2012 to 31st March 2015
Adopters Journey:

Achievements 2014/15
Adoption Activity Day DVD:

A successful story
•
•
•
•

•

Rose and Jade had been waiting for a family
for 2 years
The girls had attended the previous activity
day in 2013
Their profile was shared at a national level as
well as in the Radio Campaign in July 2014
There was a strong view that the girls should
be placed separately
Rose and Jade came to the Activity Day in
September 2014, where they found their
forever family and were placed in January
2015 when the girls were aged 5 and 3 years
old.

Achievements 2014/15 cont.…
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Good Non Agency Service – 34 children granted Non-Agency adoptions
11 children granted Special Guardianship Orders (private proceedings)
An established and respected multi-disciplinary Post Adoption and Special
Guardianship Support Team
“My son went to music therapy, I went thinking we would give it a go but not
expecting too much but within 4 weeks he was saying 'I feel angry' and 'I don't
like it when you do...' It was unbelievable and the start of an emotional
understanding that at 11 years old, he had no idea of. He now says sorry, asks for
cuddles and support when feeling wobbly rather than acting out . I can't thank
therapist enough.”
Successful Parenting and Learning and Development Programmes and support
groups for adopters
An active Adoption Advisory Board in partnership with adopters
A group for approved and waiting adopters

Post-adoption Case Study
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Adopted young person is now 16 years old and was adopted at 10 months
Learning and behavioural difficulties
Maternal grandmother dying caused depression in adoptive mother
Family communicated sense of hopelessness
Family requested respite care
Family Therapist challenged perception that only mother could meet child’s needs
Therapist suggested mother seek support and father take more active role
Family engaged in more complex work and have not felt need for respite care since

Achievements 2014/15 cont.…
•
•

•
•

A successful fun day for adopters and their children:
“Just wanted to say a big thank you for hosting this event. All the children from
our adoption group really enjoyed themselves. Lovely to have a party to
celebrate our special families, both for adopters, the children and for the social
workers to see how important and special all their hard work is.”
Problem solving partnership with Judiciary
Highly Commended at National Government Opportunities (Excellence in Public
Procurement) Awards

Challenges – Child’s Adoption Journey
•

51.8% fall in Placement Orders from 2013/14 to 2014/15

•

Similarly 48% fall in number of children where Agency Decision Maker approved
plan of adoption (from 179 to 93)

Challenges – Sufficiency
Children waiting for a family as at 30th June 2015:
2 children waiting for an adoptive placement with no match identified
• 2 boys, aged 2 and 1 years old
• Both children are White British with complex needs and disabilities including
Klinefelter Syndrome, possible Autism and 16P Deletion Syndrome

Adopters approved and waiting as at 30th June 2015:
•
•
•

50 households with no link
We estimate a further 61 approvals this year
Recruitment of new adopters has been put on hold since April 2015 – we will be
reviewing the situation in September 2015

Moving Forward
•
•
•

Build on our ambitious improvement journey - our role as corporate parents
Thank you to our children, dedicated and committed foster carers, staff and health
partners
Thank you to our adopters (many of whom are in the audience), who continue to
support our children and us in many ways

Life Story from a child`s
perspective
Dr Debbie Watson
Reader in Childhood Studies

University of Bristol

The research background - Life Story Books
• Life storybooks do not reflect a singular, unproblematic
reality, rather they are narratives that represent a version
of reality designed specifically to enable children to create
a positive sense of self (Cook‐Cottone & Beck, 2007;
Treacher & Katz, 2001; Von Korff & Grotevant, 2011).
• Yet as representations they are often partial, with missing
parts of the story common for many children; they are also
largely filtered by the professionals who have produced
them, or in many cases foster carers, extended family
members and indeed, adoptive parents, and this is arguably
an exertion of power over the child’s story (Baynes, 2008).

Interviews with adopted children
• Twenty children and young people agreed to be
interviewed from London, Essex, Kent, East Midlands,
Dorset, Manchester, Brighton and Hampshire and all the
interviews took place in the child’s home with an adoptive
parent present in the house.
• The majority of the children were White British (n=16); two
were Mixed race and two White Other (Eastern European).
• Only six of the 20 children were boys and ages ranged from
seven to 15 years
• One participant of 27 years.
• Excluding this older adoptee, the mean age of children who
participated was 11 years.

Children’s reported use of their book
• It depends, around my birthday a lot more, other times a year not
so much. If I have an argument with my mum and dad now I do
look at them, not a lot, and sometimes not in a bad way being
secret about it, but sometimes I do look at them in a secret way. I
wouldn’t let them see me looking at it. I just take it up to my room,
hopefully when they’re not around, and they haven’t noticed I’ve
taken it […] I sometimes wake up in the middle of the night and I
want to read it (Claire).
• A few children were openly dismissive about the need to engage
with their book:
• I just forget about it, and just carry on with my life how it’s going, or
otherwise if I think about it all the time I will be worrying about
something what’s not happening anymore (Rachel).

Lack of narrative
• Jack noted, his book has ‘information all in order
but it’s not very interesting to read’.
• In the absence of a clear account being provided
children can construct fictional and fantasy
biographies:
• You imagine this fantasy world where your
parents are rich or amazing or a prince when
you're a kid, so when you don't have that
information there's a lot more room for
disappointment (Beth).

Honesty
• Gary had clear memories of his birth family and described his birth
parents as:
‘One of them took drugs and smoked and they both smoked and there's
a fire and they just got out, they had to climb out the window
apparently’.
• He then goes on to explain that:
‘They would pass like crisps out the window, through the window,
because we was kept in the garden a lot’.
• In comparison to these memories he expressed concern that the
“rosy” pictures included of him with his birth mother in his book did
not convey the experiences that he recalled of neglectful
treatment. His life storybook had become the vehicle for an
untruthful and sanitised version of his own memories.

Multiple narratives and omissions
I think what would help, like I said the birth parents side of view,
I think it would make it [the story] more complete, and it
wouldn’t affect your schoolwork as much, because I know it’s
affecting my schoolwork when I’m upset about it. I’m not saying
every adoptee is going to get bullied, but to know I am, and I
know some of my friends are, well one of my friends is who is
also adopted, I know some other people […] because you’ve got
all that other stress on your shoulders about it, and that’s
always there, you can never put it away, and sometimes you
feel happy as ever, but it’s still there, you’ve still got that
question, and I know you can’t ever complete it, there’s always
going to be something someone else wants more, but I think
just these little questions I think... did you talk to parents? (Tara)

Identity
Rachel: Sometimes quite scary because I’m not sure what to do
and what not to do, and sometimes I don’t feel like I’m this girl
because I look nothing like her, and I don’t seem like her now I’m
talking right here, I don’t feel like this little young girl. It feels like
I’m a different girl, I’m not... it seems like I’m not this girl
anymore, it feels like I am someone else. But I’m actually that
girl talking here, and I am confused.
And you don’t feel like her because your life is nothing like that
anymore?
Rachel: No, it’s seems like I’m just a normal girl sitting right here
talking to you.

Family photos
• I think the hardest thing is the pictures. I like the
pictures, but it’s hard when you’re very young,
when you’ve just left them, and it’s hard when
you’re a lot older and you understand, but in the
middle you’re just like what? Who is that? You
don’t understand, because I know I called my
family that the day I met them, because I was told
I was meeting my new mummy and dad that I
shouted mummy across the room at them. But
then if I saw a picture of my birth mum I would
still be like ‘Why is mummy not here?’ (Lara)

Reminiscing - Christmas and Birthday
• I don’t think Social Services and things should
assume that it would be good to talk about,
because quite often it’s when they’re little, and
I know I changed a lot once I grew up. Not
everyone does, but I know my anger and
things got different, and that’s by
understanding things mainly, and when you
read things some things upset you more (Lisa).

Objects Lack and understanding adoption
•

•

•

Megan described having a poem written by her mother which she referred
to as: ‘It’s little and special’ and she reflected on the need for social
workers to direct birth parents to including such items to provide: ‘Their
side of the story in the book’.
Birth certificates with the child’s original name as well as adoption
certificates were also regularly mentioned by children (Lara, Megan).
Other items mentioned were newspaper cuttings of a grandfather that an
adopter had found (Sally), a lock of baby hair (Gary, Carly, Lottie), first
passport (Lottie), birthday and Christmas cards (Megan, Jack), paintings
done by the child (Poppy), and drawings done by birth mother (Emily).
Toys from birth parents were also mentioned:
• I’ve got a special rabbit from my birth mum upstairs, purple rabbit, can’t get
rid of it. I’ve also got a bear that I got given when I was three by my old next
door neighbours when I had just moved in, and I’ve got a couple of other
things, like a money box and all these things are just so special and you can’t
let go. I’ve got a doll I had when I was fostered, I can’t let go of it (Lottie).

Communicative Openness
‘She actually got us involved with making the book.

So we picked the
paper we wanted, and decorated the box and stuff like that. So she would
explain it whilst we did it, and then she would take us to a place where we
were born, and where we lived, and there’s photos of me standing next to
my hospital and stuff like that’ (Megan).
‘Because there’s no point hiding from an adopted kid significant parts of
their life- because they’re going to get suspicious one day and question.
So it’s best to find out from a young age- I’ve always grown up knowing,
and it’s better to let your child know than hide it’ (Megan).
‘It explains about what happened there, not why I got here’ (Gary)

Mediation and support
•

Asha commented that looking at her book made her feel ‘mixed up’. When we asked
her to explain what she meant she withdrew from the conversation and her father who
was present intervened saying:
‘She loves her birth family but she hates them at the same time, and so she’s just
trying to come to grips with these conflicting emotions’.

Parents were seen to be essential in supporting children to understand adoption:
‘Because I don’t think it would be very nice to work it out all by yourself’ (Jack).
•

For Lottie, discussions with her mother when she was younger had helped her to come
to terms with her adoptive status and a sense of belonging:
‘Me and my mum when I was younger we read it, and she was like, ‘This is why I
adopted you, like you've always been, before you were born we wanted you’. So
even before I was born my mum knew that she wanted me’.

Overall importance
• ‘I think that having life story is probably one of
the best things about being adopted, so you
can know more about your other life and
anything that you want to find out you'd have
in it’. (Lottie)
• ‘It’s nice to have one if you do have one, and
that’s it’. (Peter)

Core messages children
• Children valued their life storybooks and associated birth objects
but were concerned about the lack of narrative, about the honesty
conveyed in their book and the one-sided nature of the story that
was told.
• They were keen to emphasise the need for LSBs but also of the
need to be honest and to respect children’s own knowledge and
memories.
• Consistency and fairness in the provision of LSBs was also
highlighted particularly in cases of siblings who had different books
of variable quality/ content.
• Role of schools in supporting adopted children was emphasised.
• Photographs and other mementoes were especially significant but
they were concerned that these often came to them with little
description so they were valuable but they were not sure exactly
why.

Children’s paper
• Adopted children and young people’s views
on their life storybooks: the role of narrative
in the formation of identities
Under review in Children and Youth Services
Review journal
•
•
•

Debbie Watson, University of Bristol
Sandra Latter, Coram
Rebecca Bellew, Coram

Trove (AHRC funded)
•

Rapid R & D project to design products for and with children- develop and
test working prototype. Focus on children’s birth objects and recording
stories.
• Partners:
• Chloe Meineck (creative designer); Professor Simon Shaw-Miller (UoB
Art History), Dr Lia Emanuel (Psychology, Bath) and Tarim (technologist)
• Research/ development Involved:
• 15 ‘Young Coaches’
• Coram (VAA)
• LA social workers, foster carers
• LAC participation group
• Adopters
• Adopted children
http://www.react-hub.org.uk/playsandbox/projects/2014/trove/

Trove Future plans
•

Ongoing testing with Coram/ LA’s

•

Applying for further funding for prototypes and research -Plan to research
over longer timescale with children and measure impacts on child
outcomes

•

Collaboration with Brazilian shelter charity

•

Dissemination - http://www.reacthub.org.uk/playsandbox/projects/2014/trove/

• Guardian Social Care blog post:
http://www.theguardian.com/social-care-network/2015/apr/09/cared-forchildren-treasure-objects-trove
Photos: Chloe Meineck

Amy Coombs
Team Manager
Adoption Family Finding Team
Kent County Council
Lisa Heeley
Senior Social worker
Shepway Child in Care Team
Kent County Council

Children’s Guides
• A tool for social workers to use
to introduce and explain the
adoption process to children.
• Part of the ongoing direct
work that takes place between
the child, social worker and
foster carer.
• The social worker can use
different parts of the guides as
they see fit at any stage of the
process.

• Can be used once the plan
for adoption is agreed. As
part of regulation 13 of the
Adoption Agencies
Regulations 2005.
• An interactive booklet which
belongs to the child.
• Gives the child an
opportunity to express their
wishes and feelings.
• The booklet becomes
personalised to their journey.

There are two different guides that can be used
depending on the child’s age and level of
understanding. The Social worker will need to
decide which guide is most suitable for the child.

• The booklets include
information of useful
contacts.
• Ensure information is given on
who they can speak to if they
need an independent voice.

Thank you
for attending the
Kent County Council & Coram
Adoption Summit 2015
www.kentadoption.co.uk

