
Analysis and commentary re Annual Report of the Ofsted Chief Inspector 2021 

There are alarming trends made visible in the annual report. 

• an unplanned and significant drop in the use residential child care 
• a continued increase in the number of children’s homes may 

result in a decrease in places 
• a national approach to commissioning these specialist services is 

necessary and long overdue (Sufficiency is the wrong way to be 
thinking, and it may be that commissioning is wrong method) 

In this Annual Report Ofsted show what is not working and give direction as to 
the remedy.  

It is not a question only of homes and places but of the development of the multi 
professional workforce to meet high level complex needs. This too requires analysis 
and strategic governmental investment, a market solution is not appearing.  

Its comments need to be heard by the Care Review, ‘There is a lack of focus on 
the risks to children and a failure to deliver timely, purposeful and effective 
help and protection. 

Ofsted are very clear, ‘there needs to be clarity about the funding for and 
accountability of all partners in providing help and protection services’.  

The unplanned and significant drop in the provision of the fullest range of 
residential child care should be very worrying for the Care Review. To date it 
has been fixated on a few issues and the concerns are wider than its current 
focus. This report gives a firm nudge that blinkers must be removed.  

Analysis and understanding 

1. In a single year we are witnessing an unplanned and significant drop in 
the use residential child care (31 08 20 to 31 08 21) 

Children’s homes  2780  +7% 
RSS 120 -10% 
Boarding Schools  59 -12% 
FE with boarding 37 -14% 
Residential Family 
Centres 

61 +5% 

Residential holiday 
schemes  

16 -11% 

 

79% of the 2,380 inspected children’s homes were judged good or outstanding, in 
line with 2020. 96% were judged as meeting standards.  

2. A continued increase in the number of children’s homes may result in a 
decrease in places 



290 children’s homes registered, 110 closed. The net result was an increase in 
places, to 12,790 (a 2% increase from 2020). Importantly new children’s homes are 
generally smaller, with an average of 3 places compared with an average of 6 for 
recently closed homes.  

3. Yes,Yes,Yes. ‘ A national approach to commissioning these specialist 
services is necessary and long overdue’. 

Sufficiency is the wrong way to be thinking, and it may be that commissioning is 
wrong method. Both are long time features of NCERCC critical appraisal of the 
sector.   

Ofsted observe ‘shortage of places in many parts of the country’. 

Thankfully this is reflected upon, ‘The greatest challenge in the children’s social 
care sector is having enough places, especially for the most vulnerable 
children with the most complex needs. A lack of suitable provision limits 
choice for where children can live, meaning children do not always get the 
help and support they need’. 

NCERCC has campaigned for many years for the urgent thinking and action needed 
regarding high level complex needs. Ofsted report there is still no evidence of 
analysis being undertaken, ‘A greater understanding of the characteristics and 
needs of children in care would help to resolve these gaps, overlaps and 
mismatches in provision. There is also scope for better planning above local 
authority level for high-cost, specialist provision – including for children who 
need bespoke placements in secure mental health or youth justice provision.’ 

No needs analysis has been undertaken across all local authorities enabling a local, 
regional and national strategic planning. The ‘shortage’ is primarily for such needs 
and there is no evidence of the response required from either local authorities or 
independent providers. Ofsted show that specialist settings are still bound by their 
historical origins. Analysis of new registrations shows providers rarely venture 
beyond their existing or adjacent region.  

Ofsted are to be applauded for providing the first evidenced insight into the urgent 
action needed, ‘A fifth (21%) of children’s homes in England (475 homes) offer 
care for children with mental health difficulties. Of the 40 homes that specify 
the severity of difficulties that they are equipped to deal with, only around a 
third (15) state that they can care for children with moderate or severe mental 
health difficulties.[footnote 63] Half of these 15 homes are in the North West; none 
are in the East Midlands or the North East, Yorkshire and the Humber; and 
there is only one in each of the East of England, South West, South East, and 
London’.  

The footnote is essential reading, ‘In most cases, the home’s statement of 
purpose does not specify the severity of difficulties that it is equipped to deal 
with.’ The SoP should be detailed. Providers and regulators must act together. The 
acceptance of SoPs that re not sufficiently detailed can act to mask deficiencies in 



the provision and across the wider sector. Ofsted writing so strongly in this report is 
very welcome as the first opening in the sustained and concentrated focus needed.  

In light of this it most worryingly to witness the possibility the growth of the return of 
the generic use of children’s homes as seen in the idea of multi-home registrations. 
Alongside this may be the use of children’s homes as short-term interventions. In the 
introduction Ofsted stare good practice for a home, a commissioning local authority 
or a nation al care system, ‘good work is founded on strong and consistent 
relationships between staff and children’ 

Clearly it is specialisms that are required. This is reported by Ofsted as follows, ‘For 
a small number of children, there are very few homes able or willing to provide what 
they need – particularly children with complex needs, including mental health needs’. 

That ‘many placements are ill-matched to children’s needs’ will only be remedied 
through specialist settings. It is these that need to be the focus of the Spending 
Review funding.  

This is further supported by the Ofsted reports of being ‘notified of 33 of these 
court-ordered placements. None of these settings has registered with Ofsted, 
although one (which is responsible for 4 placements out of the 33) had an 
application to register refused.  

Extremely worrying is that ‘the average age of children living in these 
placements is 15. Many have complex mental health needs that are defined as 
‘untreatable’ by the NHS. As a result they have nowhere else to go’. The Court 
is making the directions by ‘imperative necessity’.  

Ofsted show what is not working and given direction as to the remedy. 

It is not a question only of homes and places but of the development of the multi 
professional workforce to meet high level complex needs. This too requires analysis 
and strategic governmental investment, a market solution is not appearing.  

Overall, as in its comment towards the Care Review, There is a lack of focus 
on the risks to children and a failure to deliver timely, purposeful and effective 
help and protection. 

Ofsted are very clear, ‘there needs to be clarity about the funding for and 
accountability of all partners in providing help and protection services’. 
NCERCC is analysing the Spending Review investment in children’s homes and 
early indications are that it is insufficient to meet the increasing demand for 
residential places.  

The unplanned and significant drop in the provision of the fullest range of 
residential child care should be very worrying for the Care Review. It has been 
fixated on a few issues and the concerns are wider than its current focus. 
Blinkers must be removed.  

 


