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NORTHUMBERLAND COUNTY COUNCIL 
 
FAMILY AND CHILDREN’S SERVICES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE  
 
At a virtual meeting of the Family and Children’s Services Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee held on Thursday, 17 September 2020 at 10.00 am 
 

PRESENT 
 

Councillor M Swinburn  
(Vice-Chair in the Chair) 

  
COUNCILLORS 

 
Cessford T 
Dickinson S 
Dunn L 
Lang J 
 

Stewart G 
Stow K 
Wallace R 

 
CHURCH REPRESENTATIVES 

  
Hodgson A 
Lennox D 
 

 
Rickeard P 

 
TEACHER UNION REPRESENTATIVES 

  
Sanderson J 
 

 
 

OFFICERS 
 
Angus C 
Brown J 
Hillery J 
 
Kingham A 
Little L 
McEvoy-Carr C 
 
 
Street D 
 
 

 
Scrutiny Officer 
Consultant in Public Health 
Complaints and Customer Relations 
Manager 
Interim Service Director, Education and Skills 
Senior Democratic Services Officer 
Executive Director of Adult Social Care and 
Children’s Services and Interim Deputy Chief 
Executive 
Interim Deputy Director of Education 
 

ALSO PRESENT 
 
Councillor G Renner-Thompson, Cabinet Member for Children’s 
Services 
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81.  APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 
 

Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Campbell and Watson.  
Apologies were also received from J Parkin NASUWT who advised that she 
was no longer able to attend the meetings and therefore a replacement would 
be appointed. 
 
 

82. CHAIR’S ANNOUNCEMENTS 
 

Councillor Swinburn welcomed to the meeting Councillor Guy Renner-
Thompson, the former Chair of the Committee, in his new role as the Cabinet 
Member for Children’s Services and to Audrey Kingham the new Interim 
Service Director, Education and Skills.  He thanked the previous Cabinet 
Member, Councillor Wayne Daley and Dean Jackson, the former Service 
Director, Education and Skills, for the fantastic amount of work they had 
carried out in their former roles. 

 
83. MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING 
 

 Councillor Dickinson referenced the paragraphs related to the Chief 
Executive’s report where he had thanked the Chief Executive and Executive 
Board along with the then Deputy Leader for the way in which information had 
been provided and the confidence that he had in the clear leadership of the 
Council.  Since that time, a number of significantly large changes had occurred 
within the Council and, whilst he had been so praising previously, he no longer 
had the same level of confidence he had at that time. 
 
RESOLVED that the Minutes of the meeting held on Thursday 16 July 2020, 
as circulated, be agreed as a true record and signed by the Chair.  

 
REPORTS FOR CONSIDERATION BY SCRUTINY 
 
84. FORWARD PLAN OF KEY DECISIONS 
 

RESOLVED that the Forward Plan of key decisions for September to 
December 2020 attached as Appendix A to the signed minutes be noted. 

 
85. REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF PUBLIC HEALTH 
 

COVID 19 Update 
 
J Brown, Consultant in Public Health provided the Committee with an update 
on the current situation and what was relevant to this Committee advising that 
it had been a busy two weeks since the return of schools and with the 
supporting of contact tracing which was being done locally for all single cases 
positive cases within schools.  The rate of cases within Northumberland to 10 
September was 25 in 100,000 and was increasing, with the majority of cases 
in South East Northumberland, however cases were now starting to spread in 
the North and West of the County also.  The County was at a crossroads as 
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only a proportion of cases were known and the average age of the those with 
Covid was rising.  There was a lot of concern regarding the availability and 
accessibility of testing with people unable to access testing in a timely manner.   
 
A lot of work had been undertaken during the summer to prepare schools for 
the return of pupils.  To date there had been 21 positive cases within 18 
schools in the County with a third of those staff and two thirds pupils.  
Headteachers had questioned if they should be isolating classes if a child had 
symptoms, i.e. fever, temperature above 37.8, new persistent cough or loss of 
or change to normal taste or smell, rather than waiting for a positive result.  
Data submitted by Headteachers had been analysed and it had been found 
that only a small proportion of those pupils with symptoms had subsequently 
tested positive.   There had been 156 negative tests, 19 positive tests and 122 
pending which equated to 12% of those known were positive. It was therefore 
considered that to isolate classes or bubbles when a pupil showed symptoms 
alone would be extremely damaging to pupils’ education based on those 
figures.  The situation was being monitored carefully and any instances of 
multiple cases within a school were escalated to Public Health England.  A 
schools’ helpline was to be provided with additional support being requested in 
order to answer queries and facilitate contact tracing going forward.   
 
Councillor Dickinson highlighted the issue of those staff and children being 
advised to get tested having to travel long distances in order to facilitate this 
and questioned if the additional sites to be provided in Ashington and Blyth 
and other mobile testing sites would be sufficient for those who need to be 
tested to eradicate the anxiety of knowing whether they had to isolate or not.  
He also questioned if this Council still had the same links to, and voice 
nationally, as they had previously when the Chief Executive had been part of 
the National Advisory Group.  Dr Brown advised that access to testing was a 
huge challenge and it was not known at the current time how the new testing 
facilities would be accessed or what capacity they would have, but it would 
certainly help.  The provision of these also demonstrated that Northumberland 
was being listened to, with all issues being escalated to test and trace and the 
difficulties encountered with distances travelled being recognised.  The advice 
being given was to try again later and it could be that a more local test would 
be offered.  The key to preventing the transmission of Covid was to isolate if 
you had any symptoms for 10 days and other members of the household then 
to isolate for 14 days and at all other times continue with social distancing 
rules.  Testing was important as it allowed people to come out of isolation if 
they were negative and allowed contact tracing to be undertaken if they were 
positive, however isolation was the control measure. Whilst the Council would 
continue to push as much as possible for Northumberland residents to be able 
to access the new local testing facilities they would be unable to control this, 
as testing was controlled nationally.   
 
Councillor Renner-Thompson advised that Northumberland’s voice was still 
being heard despite the changes in leadership and he had every confidence in 
the Leadership team in these difficult circumstances.   
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In response to a question regarding demand for testing facilities in the west of 
the County it was stated that local testing sites were originally for more urban 
areas which might also accept people walking in with an appointment rather 
than having to access the facility by car.  Mobile testing unit sites were more of 
a temporary nature, with more resources available as part of the LA7 and it 
was hoped that most market towns would be covered in this way.  It was 
thought that Hexham was still operating however this was dependent on 
staffing, the number of available tests, and was in rotation with Alnwick and 
Berwick.  It was stressed that an appointment was still required at all testing 
sites and people should not just turn up without an appointment.   
 
In response to a question regarding communication and the use of social 
media to get the message out to residents, C McEvoy-Carr advised that the 
Communications Team were working nearly 24/7 to get the right messages 
out to residents and provide answers to queries, but they could not prevent the 
spreading of incorrect material on social media.  Information was ready to be 
released regarding the new facilities that were coming online and they were 
only waiting on final confirmation of details.   Problems highlighted by 
Headteachers who had staff who were waiting for test results and could not 
return to classrooms would be escalated up, however it was not possible to 
chase individual results.   It was important that residents only sought tests 
when they displayed symptoms.  The Scrutiny Officer was asked to share the 
presentation which had been provided at the Health and Wellbeing OSC 
earlier in the week with Members of this Committee. 
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 

 
86. REPORTS OF THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF ADULT SOCIAL CARE 

AND CHILDREN’S SERVICES 
 
86.1 Complaints Annual Report 2019/20 – Adult social care, children’s 
social care and continuing health care services 
 
J Hillery, Complaints and Customer Relations Manager, introduced the report 
(attached as Appendix B to the signed minutes) which provided information 
on the activities of the Adult Social Care and Children’s Social Care 
complaints service including work on behalf of the Northumberland Clinical 
Commissioning Group; customer experiences; complaints handling and 
decisions made by the Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman.   
 
In response to questions raised by Councillor Dickinson, the Executive 
Director of Adult Social Care and Children’s Services confirmed that most 
young people were able to raise issues and complaints with their Independent 
Review Officer or Social Worker which would be captured in a different way 
with the majority of these low level and able to be addressed straight away.  
Kyloe House complaints related to children placed in the secure unit on a 
national level which had a high turnover and a higher level of complaints 
received on a more formal basis.  Complaints from young people were 
encouraged. Those received through the Mind of My Own app were 
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confidential, but conversations were also held by Independent Review Officers 
and youth workers through the app. All age appropriate Looked After Children 
had access to this app and were also encouraged to talk to their carers, social 
workers or advocates if they needed to. In respect of whistleblowing, any 
safeguarding concerns related to the care of a child or young person would go 
to the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO) who dealt with allegations 
made against the children’s workforce and who would decide the action to be 
taken.  The LADO provided a yearly report produced in September.  There 
was also access to the Council’s own whistleblowing policy which would be 
dealt with through the HR process. 
 
It was clarified that details from the Cumberland, Northumberland and Tyne 
and Wear (CNTW) NHS Trust were not included in this report which only 
covered Children’s Social Care Complaints.  CNTW NHS Trust produced their 
own annual report and contact would need to be made with them directly to 
see if this was available. 
 
RESOLVED that the content of the report be noted. 
 
86.2 Pupil Premium Update July 2020 
 
D Street, Acting Deputy Director of Education, introduced the report (attached 
as Appendix C to the signed minutes) which advised of the current financial 
picture around the pupil premium in Northumberland and its impact over the 
last four years. The outcomes highlighted in the report were in relation to key 
academic outcomes and might not include improved outcomes for all children.  
Nationally gaps between pupils not in receipt of premium pupils and those in 
receipt of pupil premium remain and the County replicated this position.  The 
recommendations were highlighted and information provided to support these 
recommendations.  Councillor Renner-Thompson, Cabinet Member for 
Children’s Services advised that this Council would continue the drive to 
ensure the best outcomes for all children and commended the 
recommendations to the Committee.  The Chair advised that anything put in 
place to drive positive results should be supported by the committee. 
 
A Hodgson questioned how many examples of best practice of narrowing the 
gap there were and how these were shared.  He also highlighted an analysis 
undertaken by the Sutton Trust on the actual spending of pupil premium with 
the vast majority being spent on the provision of Teaching Assistants which 
had not been found to provide value or had the greatest impact and 
questioned if this Council had undertaken such an analysis to see how the 
spending was making an impact. The Interim Deputy Director or Education 
advised that there were strategy groups and working groups on pupil premium 
which met on a termly basis with different schools who had made specific 
progress sharing how they did this.  This information and details of the 
resources used was also shared on the Courier for all Schools.  There was 
further impact that the Council could make and better practice shared was 
being picked up by all schools.  A network model was used to link schools 
together, however some Headteachers would comment that with the reduction 
of core funding, pupil premium had just filled the gap and therefore there was 
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a challenge for them to provide anything additional for those children.  
Research undertaken by the EEF was highlighted with the finding that the core 
impact on the pupil premium group was high quality teaching, but this might 
not necessarily close the gap, as this would drive improvement across all 
pupils. 
 
Councillor Stewart questioned if the Council was prepared for the increase in 
numbers of pupils who would possibly be eligible for pupil premium as the 
result of the effects of Covid and if the coms was ready to let people know that 
help was available.  The Committee was advised that the Education 
Improvement Board would be a good step forward and if the numbers of pupils 
in receipt of pupil premium increased then all support services would be 
further focussed to this group.  The Council had tried to ensure that the public 
had access to the right advice, with a decision to retain the Community Hub 
which would continue to give advice of where help could be found and the use 
of social media to ensure that the right messages were out there.  Some 
specific coms had been carried out at the beginning of the pandemic around 
accessing free school meals.  The great work that had been undertaken by the 
Coms Team was recognised by the Committee.   
 
Councillor Dickinson asked questions regarding the ending of the Furlough 
Scheme and the large numbers of people within the County who could lose 
their jobs with their children becoming eligible for pupil premium and how this 
would be paid to schools; and what was the view of the new Cabinet Member 
on the North of Tyne’s Strategy, as the previous Cabinet Member had been 
very clear around the strategy, the position of the council and had been very 
keen to see it being delivered.  The Committee was advised that the payment 
of the pupil premium was related to the schools’ census and would be paid to 
the schools in the following year.   The Central Team would need to support 
Governors to accept that the funding would follow the next year and that it 
might be appropriate to allow a larger end of year deficit, as the money would 
be paid the following year.  It was commented that the funding stayed with the 
school and did not follow the pupil, unlike SEN funding, which was something 
that might need to be discussed in the future if numbers increased 
significantly.  Any pupil who had been in receipt of free school meals, even for 
a very short time, then the school would continue to receive pupil premium 
funding for that pupil for the following six years. 
 
Councillor Renner-Thompson advised that there was still some work to be 
done in relation to recommendation 1 in the report and the way in which to 
drive improved outcomes for disadvantaged students. 
 
J Sanderson queried whether it was possible to close the gap at this time or if 
the benchmarking was done at the wrong time, as a lot of students only caught 
up academically when they accessed further education.  It was confirmed that 
these were the conversations that were held with schools regarding individual 
pupils by the School Improvement Team.  Very high level measures had been 
used in this report and, in a lot of cases, pupil premium would be spent on 
catch up, but due to the needs of the individual child, their progress would not 
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be reported as part of this but they did make progress against their own 
individual targets. 
 
RESOLVED that the recommendations as outlined in the report be agreed. 

 
87. REPORT OF THE SCRUTINY OFFICER  
 
 Family and Children’s Services Overview and Scrutiny Work Programme 

The work programme was attached to the signed minutes as Appendix C.  
The Committee was advised that the report on the Education Improvement 
Board (EIB) had been deferred from the meeting on 1 October and would be 
included on a future agenda.  The EIB had been due to launch in February, 
but due to Covid had been deferred.   
 
The Scrutiny Officer advised if any Member of the Committee wished to put 
forward any item for consideration by the Committee then they should contact 
either the Chair or himself. 
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
 
 
 

        
CHAIR                                               . 

 
 

DATE ________________________ 


