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Introduction 

An annual review of a child’s circumstances is required by law when a child is under the long-term 

guardianship of the Minister for Education and Child Development. More significantly though, it is a 

‘pause’ in the day to day business of parenting a child who is in care. It is a time for reflecting on the 

goals and ambitions, achievements and challenges for each child or young person. It is sometimes 

the one time in a year when the many adults in a child’s life can confer on whether they can ‘parent’ 

better. 

The Office of the Guardian for Children and Young People (GCYP) attends some of the reviews as 

part of its monitoring function and to advocate for improved outcomes. It is an external audit 

process that provides feedback to the child protection agency on the circumstances for children and 

the quality of the casework service. 

In 2014-15 the Office audited 203 reviews at 12 Families SA offices, or nine per cent1 of the reviews 

which were to be conducted in that year. The audit is an important balance to the Office’s other 

monitoring activities because the other activities tend towards where there are problems. Annual 

                                                           
1
As of June 2014 there were 2 253 children and young people under long-term guardianship orders, (data 

provided by Families SA). 
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reviews provide GCYP with the opportunity to witness excellent care and service but also to identify 

where there are recurring problems.  

For example, it is reassuring to record and report that, over the past five years, between seven and 

eight of every ten children and young people whose cases were reviewed were in stable, long-term 

placements. It is equally important though to identify why the other two or three out of ten were in 

unstable circumstances. The audit function has been applied consistently for seven years and the 

trend data is increasingly useful to analyse where improvements have been made or where issues 

are stubbornly persistent.  

The value of the audit report lies in: 

 The discussion that it generates about the quality of care and casework practice. 

 The transparency of external scrutiny, feedback and public reporting. 

 The impartial view of how children in care are faring as a group. 

The audit process is greatly strengthened by the cooperation of Families SA and their openness to 

the feedback and the reports.  
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Annual reviews 

Purpose of Annual Reviews 
It is a legislative requirement that there will be a review at least once in each year of the 

circumstances of each child under the guardianship of the Minister until the child attains 18 years of 

age (Children’s Protection Act 1993, Section 52(1)). The review panel must consider whether the 

existing arrangements for the care and protection of the child continue to be in the best interests of 

the child.  

Annual reviews are an important means of monitoring the quality of services provided and outcomes 

achieved.  

A high standard of annual review is one where the focus is on the quality of the child or young 

person’s care arrangements with consideration given to their stability, sense of belonging, 

connectedness to carer and birth families, cultural identity, physical safety, emotional security, 

development opportunities, academic achievement and the child’s wishes now and for the future. It 

is not an administrative process. A review properly undertaken requires the active participation of 

the child, their carers, relevant agencies, and where appropriate, the birth family.2 

 

                                                           
2
 Families SA has a policy and procedure for annual reviews which emphasises the active involvement of 

others. 
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Audit of Annual Reviews 
The purpose of the Office of the Guardian for Children and Young People’s (GCYP) participation in, 

and audit of, annual reviews is: 

 To provide further external accountability on review panels. 

 To provide some external scrutiny of case management practice and interagency 

collaboration. 

 To advocate for quality outcomes for children and young people. 

2014-15 Audit 
GCYP’s goal for 2014-15 was to attend 200 annual reviews in the reporting period. The Office 

attended 203 annual reviews, equivalent to nine per cent of the children and young people under 

long-term guardianship orders.3 

Each Families SA office has its own schedule for reviews and GCYP has accommodated this. 

Throughout the reporting period GCYP had regular opportunities to attend annual reviews for 

auditing purposes. On four occasions GCYP declined invitations to attend scheduled annual reviews 

due to prior commitments with other offices. In addition, there were six occasions when annual 

reviews to which GCYP was committed were cancelled or rescheduled at short notice.  

GCYP attended 22 occasions of annual reviews for the purpose of auditing. Within a week of the 

audit in each office, feedback was provided to the Manager of the Families SA office and the 

Regional Director. On two occasions feedback was delayed beyond one week and completed within 

two weeks. The offices visited in 2014-15 are listed in Appendix A.  

Limitations of the audit process 
The limitations of the GCYP audit process include that GCYP has no control over the cases reviewed 

and only attends those that the Families SA office has scheduled for review.  

The audit does not include a formal examination of the case file (manual or electronic) nor does the 

auditor pursue information beyond what is presented to the panel. The focus of the audit is on the 

knowledge of the child’s circumstances, the quality of care and the engagement with the child or 

young person. 

                                                           
3
 As at 30 June 2014. 
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It is acknowledged that the task of scheduling annual reviews is significant, particularly with 

facilitating participatory reviews, and that a number of offices have encountered difficulties 

achieving this.  

The findings of this report should be read with these limitations in mind. 

Constitution of panels 
The Families SA annual review guidelines include instruction about participation of children, young 

people and significant others. However, most offices still conduct annual reviews with only Families 

SA staff present. 

Within metropolitan offices, it is typically the Guardianship team supervisor responsible for the case 

that convenes and chairs the panel.4 A Families SA Manager at three of the 12 offices attended and 

participated in discussions. One of those occasions was due to the illness of a second supervisor. The 

Principal Social Workers were highly engaged in the annual reviews conducted in country offices, 

and on most occasions, chaired the panel.  A Principal Social Worker was not a member of a review 

panel in any metropolitan location that GCYP attended for the purpose of auditing. 

On six occasions, in offices where there was more than one Guardianship team, a supervisor from 

another team either participated as a panel member or chaired the panel discussion. 

On one visit to a Families SA office, annual reviews were conducted solely by the supervisor, not a 

panel.  The absence of the second supervisor, as a minimum requirement for the panel, was due to 

illness. The office’s manager joined some but not all of the reviews conducted on the day due to 

existing commitments.  

All of the offices included a cultural representative on the panel for reviews of the circumstances of 

Aboriginal children. The engagement of a cultural consultant was achieved primarily via the 

participation of a regional Principal Aboriginal Consultant. An Aboriginal Family Practitioner and a 

Senior Project Officer acted as cultural representatives on two separate occasions.  

(See p 25 for comments on the quality of the review process.)

                                                           
4
 Guardianship team is the name of the social work teams which have responsibility for children and young 

people under long-term care and protection orders or ongoing family care meeting agreements. 
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Findings 

Graph 1 illustrates the ages of children and young people whose cases were reviewed as part of our 

audit of annual reviews, and compares the percentage of each age group against the profile of 

children and young people in care.5 

Graph 1. Ages of children and young people whose cases were reviewed   

 

                                                           
5
 As at 30 June 2014. 
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Placement 

Type of placement 

Graph 2 illustrates the placements of children whose annual reviews were audited in the reporting 

period. Eighty-six per cent of children whose annual reviews were audited resided in family-based 

care, either with relatives or foster carers.6  GCYP had no control over the cases reviewed and only 

attended those that Families SA offices scheduled for review.  

Graph 2. Type of placement7 

 

The ‘type of placement’ is relatively consistent with previous years as seen in Graph 3, with the 

exception of an increase in the proportion in relative care placements and a corresponding decrease 

in non-relative foster care. The category ‘other’ represents young people who have self-placed with 

others without the approval of Families SA. Such arrangements are not formally regarded as 

‘placements’. 

                                                           
6
 In 2013-14, 90 per cent of children in care whose annual reviews were audited resided in family-based care.  

7
 As at 30 June 2014, there were 2 631 children and young people in alternative care placements, including 17 

aged 18 years or over. This data is drawn from Families SA figures on children under the guardianship of the 

Minister, and the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare data on children in alternative care. Those under 

guardianship and those in alternative care placements are overlapping but not identical populations. 
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Graph 3. Placement of children and young people whose annual reviews were audited in the last 

five years 

 

Stability of placement 

Long-term, stable placement 

In 145 annual reviews (71 per cent) audited, the children and young people were considered to be in 

stable long-term placements.8 Over the last five years of auditing annual reviews, the stability of 

placements has varied (see Graph 4), with a low of 68 per cent in 2010-11 and a high of 86 per cent 

in 2011-12.   

There were nine adolescents who had been with their carers since early childhood. Six children and 

young people, a few of whom were adolescents in placements since early childhood, had been 

identified by Families SA for possible transfer of legal guardianship to their long-term carers (known 

as ‘other person guardianship’), reflecting the wishes of the children and the carers. The carers of an 

additional three children and young people requested the transfer of the legal guardianship of the 

                                                           
8
 In 2013-14, 81 per cent of children and young people reviewed were in long-term, stable placements. 
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children, however Families SA – either the case managing office or the Other Person Guardianship 

Assessment Team – did not support the transfer.  

Long-term, tenuous placement 

Twenty-three (11 per cent)9 long-term placements were experiencing significant strain and were 

considered at risk of breakdown. It was difficult to determine the future stability of these 

placements. There were various reasons for these circumstances, which were also observed in last 

year’s audit, including but not limited to: 

 Personal and family circumstances of carers 

 Conflictual relationship between carers and Families SA  

 Concerns regarding the quality of care and the reported reluctance of carers to make 

changes to improve the care environment and experience. One carer was subject to a 

Serious Care Concern Investigation regarding failure to protect a child that resulted in 

alleged sexual abuse of the child and the child remained in the placement at the time of the 

annual review.  

 The number of children with complex needs in the same residence that results in the needs 

of each child not attended to. 

Additionally, at one office, with respects to three children, due to discrepancies in information 

provided by the social workers and the Kinship Care Support Worker, it could not be confidently said 

that the children’s long-term placements were stable, secure and nurturing.  

Although acknowledged by Families SA as far from ideal, without alternative placement options, 

there was no plan to change any of these placements.  

Temporary or short-term placement 

Twenty-three (11 per cent)10 children and young people whose cases were reviewed were in 

relatively new placements and three (one per cent) additional children were in arrangements that 

were considered temporary. These included, but are not limited to: 

                                                           
9
 In 2013-14, five per cent of children and young people were considered to be in a long-term, tenuous 

placement. 

10
 In 2013-14, 12 per cent of children whose annual reviews were audited were in temporary or short-term 

(new) placements. 
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 Five children in residential care placements for the first time; for one child it was identified 

as a temporary measure because it was considered an inappropriate placement 

 Six young people transitioned to independent living  

 Three children in commercial care arrangements; one following disclosures of allegations of 

abuse in care and two due to placement breakdown 

 Two children reunified with their respective birth parents.  

Graph 4. Stability of placement for children and young people whose annual reviews were audited 

in the last five years 

 

Inappropriate placement 

Nine (four per cent)11 were in ‘placements’ that were considered inappropriate. Three children were 

accommodated in rented premises with rotating agency carers.   One of the children had 

experienced numerous carers and had to move to multiple properties in his time in emergency care. 

Three adolescents had self-placed and another adolescent was homeless. Two children were 

accommodated in temporary domestic violence housing after reunifying with their mother.   

                                                           
11

 In 2013-14, two per cent of children and young people whose annual reviews were audited were in 

inappropriate arrangements. 
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History of placement instability 

Thirty-eight children and young people (19 per cent) had experienced a significant number of 

placement changes during their time in care, including emergency care, short-term and respite while 

long-term placement options were sourced. Examples included: 

 A 13-year old boy who reportedly had instability throughout his childhood and adolescence 

due to repeated unsuccessful attempts at reunification and a series of placement 

breakdowns. He also had a lengthy Youth Justice record including periods of detention.   

 Two siblings who had multiple family-based foster and relative care placements before being 

accommodated in commercial care due to the inability of alternative care agencies to place 

the children in family-based care.   

No different to previous years’ findings, there was no particular group, by gender or age, which was 

more likely than others to encounter placement instability. Some of the identified factors 

contributing to instability included: 

 Reported early childhood trauma that had adversely impacted on the building of meaningful 

connections and relationships 

 Allegations of abuse in care 

 Repeated, unsuccessful efforts to reunify a child before seeking long-term guardianship  

 The recruitment, training and expectations of carers regarding trauma-related interruption 

to child development, support for family contact that reflected children’s wishes and quality 

of care standards.  

Connections 
Significant connections to trustworthy adults help children and young people in care to build 

resilience and provide the necessary consistent emotional support. In 188 cases (93 per cent) the 

annual review identified at least one significant adult in the child’s life.12 The significant adult was 

their carer family, birth mother and/or father or a relative who provided emotional support to the 

child or young person. This is a consistent result obtained for the last five years. 

                                                           
12

 In 2013-14, 94 per cent of children and young people reviewed had at least one significant adult in their 

lives. 
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For the remaining 15 children and young people (seven per cent) the panel could not identify 

significant connections for them outside of their siblings and/or Families SA. Of particular concern 

was that six of this group were adolescents approaching independence.  

For the most part, good efforts, and in some cases exceptional efforts, were made to ensure family 

contact was maintained.  For 24 children and young people (12 per cent) there were significant 

difficulties in maintaining family contact. The difficulties comprised: 

 The reported unreliable and inconsistent engagement with, and attendance at, scheduled 

contact by birth parent(s) 

 Intermittent contact influenced by the changing circumstances of the parents’ lives 

 The unknown whereabouts of birth parents 

 Safety concerns if family contact did occur 

 Extended family members not responding to Families SA efforts to facilitate contact 

 Carers reportedly blocking family contact 

 Significant distance between the child’s placement and the location of immediate and 

extended family members 

 No plans by Families SA to facilitate family contact. 

The connections between siblings in separate placements continue to be viewed as problematic and 

in some circumstances is a stubbornly persistent issue. A variety of contributing factors have been 

identified in previous years’ audit reports and GCYP’s systemic inquiry into the significance of sibling 

contact and relationships. 13  In 11 annual reviews, for at least one member of a sibling group, the 

lack of cooperation between Families SA offices, and between  multiple carers, to facilitate sibling 

contact,  negatively impacted upon the children.  In three of these cases, there was no rationale or 

explanation for the separately placed children not to have contact. In four of the 11 cases the 

significance of sibling relationships were identified at the children’s annual reviews but there had 

previously been no plans to facilitate contact.  

One-hundred and seventy-three children and young people (85 per cent) were supported to 

participate in a variety of activities that promoted social connections, including, but not limited to: 

                                                           
13

 GCYP (2011) Report on the inquiry into what children say about contact with their siblings and the impact 

sibling contact has on wellbeing. The recommendations of which were fully supported by the Minister and the 

Families SA Executive in January 2012. 
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 Sporting and recreational activities  

 Artistic development 

 CREATE Foundation 

 Student Representative Councils 

 Church and youth groups 

Four children and young people received mentor support to participate in social and recreational 

activities. 

Cultural identity and connections 
GCYP audited the annual reviews of 80 Aboriginal children and young people, or 39 per cent of the 

total number of reviews audited. GCYP had no control over the cases reviewed and only attended 

those that Families SA offices scheduled for review.  

Graph 5. Indicators of identity and connection for Aboriginal children and young people whose 

annual reviews were audited in the last five years 

 

Forty-five Aboriginal children and young people (56 per cent of the sub-group) were placed within 

their extended families, including 37 living with Aboriginal family members. Another thirteen 

Aboriginal children and young people (16 per cent of the sub-group) were placed with Aboriginal 
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carers at the time of their annual reviews.14 Of the remaining 22 children and young people, 17 

resided in non-Aboriginal placements – either foster care or residential care. Four Aboriginal young 

people had commenced living independently in preparation for their transition from care and one 

young person lived in cultural-specific residential  care. The placement of Aboriginal children and 

young people is illustrated in Chart 1. 

Chart 1. Placement of Aboriginal children and young people whose annual reviews were audited 

by GCYP 

 

As mentioned in the Constitution of panels sub-section, all but one office included a cultural 

representative on the panel for reviews of the circumstances of Aboriginal children. Therefore, 

scheduled annual reviews for Aboriginal children were postponed at that office at the request of 

GCYP.  The engagement of a cultural consultant was achieved primarily via the participation of a 

regional Principal Aboriginal Consultant. On three separate occasions a Regional Senior Project 

Officer, Aboriginal Family Practitioner and Community Capacity Officer were engaged as the cultural 

consultant on the panel.  

In 51 of the 80 cases (64 per cent) there was evidence that the children and young people were 

provided with information about their cultural heritage, mostly general rather than specific to clan 

                                                           
14

 In 2013-14, 57 per cent of the Aboriginal children and young people whose annual reviews were audited 

were placed within their extended Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal family or with Aboriginal carers. 



Office of the Guardian for Children and Young People  15 

Report on the 2014-2015 Audit of Annual Reviews 
 

groups, and 36 of the 80 children and young people had opportunity to engage in activities to 

promote their cultural identity, again mostly general rather than specific to their clan groups. The 

development and application of a cultural identity plan continued to be inconsistent across the 

Families SA offices. Only 33 of the 80 (41 per cent) Aboriginal children and young people were 

confirmed to have a cultural identity plan at the time of their annual reviews. One office reported 

that few Aboriginal children have such plans and that the tool itself was difficult and under review.  

The impact of limited information about, and little effort to connect a child with their familial and 

cultural heritage was evident in a number of examples: 

• The documented information regarding a child’s cultural heritage was particularly confused. 

The child’s C3MS file documented a ‘Proof of Aboriginality’ however the expected scanned 

document could not be located. The child’s genogram identified a man as the child’s father 

however the court documentation recorded the father as unknown. During the annual 

review, the search of the manual file located the ‘Proof of Aboriginality’ and it named a man 

different to the one named on the genogram as the child’s father. 

• Two children were not identified by clan group. Until the Individual Education Plan was 

located in the child’s file, the panel could not be informed of the clan group for either child. 

The children’s school had undertaken significant work with the children identifying their 

heritage and connections.  

• One child was identified as Aboriginal however little information was known about his 

familial connections at the time of the annual review. Reportedly, his father is Aboriginal but 

has chosen not to identify as Aboriginal, therefore he has no connections to country or 

language group. In response to GCYP questions, it was reported that Families SA did not 

know whether the child’s relative carer and mother were supportive of the child’s cultural 

identity and whether they would nurture cultural connections.  

• One young person was previously in a long-term foster placement with non-Aboriginal carers 

and it was reported that the carers did not promote or nurture the young person’s cultural 

identity. The young person is a member of two large South Australian Aboriginal families yet 

reportedly has few familial and cultural connections. 

• One child lives with non-Aboriginal carers who reportedly refuse advice and direction 

provided by Families SA about connecting the child with her culture, instead undertake their 

own research to nurture the child’s cultural identity. The child is connected to  [clan group 
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name] country in another state although none of the carers’ efforts reportedly reflected 

that. 

In 34 cases (43 per cent), it was reported that the development of an Aboriginal Life Story Book had 

commenced. In an additional 12 cases, it was reported that due to the child’s age and/or their living 

in community, a cultural Life Story Book had not been provided and/or commenced. Of those 

children and young people in non-Aboriginal placements (excluding the four living independently), 

ten of the 17 children and young people had an Aboriginal Life Story Book.  

Participation 
One hundred and forty-three children and young people (70 per cent), with regards to age and 

capacity, were considered competent to present their views to the review panel. Of those children 

and young people, almost two out of every five children and young people whose annual review was 

audited, presented their views directly to the panel: 

 Twenty-two (15 per cent of those capable, or 11 per cent of the total sample) were 

supported to attend their annual reviews.15  

 Thirty-four (24 per cent of those capable, or 17 per cent of the total sample) participated by 

completing the survey form.16  

Graph 6 shows that between 2010-11 to 2013-14, there was an improvement in the direct 

participation of children and young people. However, the direct participation of children and young 

people in 2014-15 is less than the two previous years. The previous growth was primarily due to the 

increased distribution and completion of surveys and in one particular year, the almost doubling of 

children and young people attending annual reviews. In 2014-15, there was a slight increase in the 

attendance of children and young people at their annual reviews however almost a five-year low in 

the number of completed surveys presented on behalf of children and young people (refer to Graph 

7 which illustrates the total participation of children and young people by method of participation). 

 

                                                           
15

 In 2013-14, 19 children and young people (nine per cent) attended their annual reviews. 

16
 In 2013-14, 46 children and young people (22 per cent) contributed to their annual reviews by completing a 

survey that was presented to the annual review panel. 
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Graph 6. Direct participation of children and young people whose annual reviews were audited in 

the last five years 

 

In addition to the 34 completed and returned surveys across all offices, it was reported that surveys 

were distributed to another 28 children and their carers but were not returned at the time of the 

annual review. Four offices reported that a case work assistant or administrative staff routinely 

distributed annual review surveys to children and young people, their carer and birth family via a 

general mail out in preparation for the annual review meeting, although not always proximal to the 

date of the annual review.  Based on the reports to the review panel by some social workers, there 

was little communication between the social workers and children about the purpose and 

completion of the surveys that had been sent. 

During 2014-15 Families SA introduced a trial of ViewPoint electronic surveys to seek the views of 

children and young people in care. On three occasions, children who were subjects of an annual 

review that was audited had completed ViewPoint. GCYP is unable to comment if the trial and 

subsequent implementation of ViewPoint has influenced the decreased use of written surveys. An 

individual matter unrelated to the audit of annual reviews has raised concerns that children have felt 

influenced by social workers to respond with answers that were not an accurate or complete 

representation of the children’s views. This has been discussed with the Families SA office. 
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There were 16 cases in which it was acknowledged that the child or young person and carers had not 

been told about the annual reviews and were not provided with the opportunity to contribute. 

The total participation of children and young people in their annual reviews is documented as 

occurring directly (via the child’s attendance, via a tele-conference with the child, or the completion 

and submission of the survey) or indirectly (via the child’s social worker or via the child’s carer).  

Three country offices were responsible for just over half of the direct participation of children and 

young people in annual reviews in 2014-15. In those offices, invitations to attend the annual reviews 

and surveys to contribute views were extended to all children, young people and their carers. The 

efforts to facilitate active participation was evident in the levels of participation, with the highest 

rates of attendance and return of surveys. 

In the absence of the child’s active voice, GCYP considered the role of others, primarily social 

workers and carers, to represent the child’s views in the annual review. Of the 147 children and 

young people who did not actively participate in their annual reviews, whether they had the capacity 

to or not, the social worker spoke in detail about the child or young person’s involvement in case 

decisions and demonstrated a thorough knowledge of the child’s views in 89 cases (44 per cent of 

the total reviews audited). In another 21 cases (10 per cent of the total reviews audited), the views 

of the child were primarily represented by the child’s carer. Such representations were not limited to 

children and young people who did not have the capacity to participate. There were 14 instances of 

the carer, but not the child or young person, participating in the annual review, without any 

indication that the child or young person was incapable. In this reporting period, carers were 

considered to have participated in 41 per cent of the annual reviews audited. On 46 of the 83 

occasions of carer participation, via attendance and/or completion of a carer specific survey, the 

carers provided their own views regarding a child’s circumstances. In the remaining 37 cases, the 

carers also represented the views of the child in their care. GCYP was present for auditing the cases 

of two children for whom GCYP had acted as an advocate and provided direct representation of the 

children’s views at the annual reviews.  

The voice of the child or young person was absent in 33 annual reviews (16 per cent) for a number of 

reasons.17 Of significant concern were 26 instances of the social worker not demonstrating 

knowledge of the child’s or young person’s views, often due to lack of contact with the child or 

young person. This included one child who resided interstate with relative carers and another child 

                                                           
17

 This means that there was no direct or indirect (via carer or social worker) representation of the child’s 

views and wishes. 
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who had relocated to Adelaide 12 months earlier, and in each case there was no direct contact 

between the children and Families SA.18 There were also eight cases in which it was reported to the 

panel that the carers prevented or blocked independent contact between the child and the social 

worker or the child refused to engage with Families SA. Four different offices acknowledged ‘little’ or 

‘minimal’ involvement with particular children and their carer families. In each case, GCYP advocated 

for the use of Charter of Rights for Children and Young People in Care and the Standards for 

Alternative Care to ensure that Families SA does have regular contact with the children and provided 

an example of how the Charter could be spoken about with the carers to reinforce that contact 

between children and social workers is indeed child-centred practice.  

Graph 7. Total participation of children and young people (direct or indirect) whose annual 

reviews were audited in the last five years 

 

Safety 
During the audits of annual reviews there were significant safety concerns for 13 children and young 

people. Examples of these include: 

• One child had disclosed allegations of abuse in care.  

                                                           
18

 The cases were unallocated and no interstate casework or transfer arrangements had been made.  
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• An 11-year old child was in a placement considered ‘not ideal’ and was not allocated to a 

social worker. He was only sighted because other children in the placement were visited by 

their allocated social worker.  

• A 17-year old was officially placed with a relative carer but frequently self-placed with his 

parents who reportedly continued to engage in family violence and drug use. The young 

person was reportedly reluctant to engage with services to promote his independent living 

and wanted to be at his parents’ home.   

• Another three young people were reported to be at significantly high risk due to concerns 

about the inappropriateness of the care environment and care provision.    

In another 39 cases, safety for children and young people could not be confirmed, or confidently 

evaluated, due to insufficient or conflicting information. 

Interagency collaboration 
One-hundred and thirty-nine cases were identified as requiring interagency collaboration. There was 

evidence of strong interagency collaboration in 82 cases (40 per cent of all cases, and 59 per cent of 

cases requiring interagency collaboration) to enhance service delivery and ultimately improve 

outcomes for the children and young people.19 However, there were only ten cases in which an 

external service provider or agency actively contributed to the child’s or young person’s annual 

review. They were from an alternative care agency, Education (regional office) and on one occasion, 

Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS).  

Thirty cases (22 per cent of those requiring it) were assessed as having weak interagency 

collaboration and the success of interagency collaboration was unclear in another 27 cases (19 per 

cent).  In three cases, it was highlighted that CAMHS was reluctant to work with children who were 

in unstable accommodation and care environments.  Three children were accommodated in 

commercial care arrangements and were reported to be in significant distress, evidenced by varying 

behaviours including increasing aggressive behaviours towards people and property, problematic 

sexualised behaviours and emotional and social avoidance.  

In 64 cases (32 per cent) Families SA reported that no other agency was involved in the child or 

young person’s life and that interagency collaboration was not needed. 

                                                           
19

 In 2013-14, there was evidence of strong interagency collaboration in 48 per cent of all cases and 71 per 

cent of cases requiring interagency collaboration. 
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Education 
The annual reviews highlighted some great examples of children and young people being 

encouraged and supported to participate in educational and extra-curricula activities. One hundred 

and sixty-eight children and young people were of school-age and attended a pre-, primary or 

secondary school. Twenty-six of those children and young people attended independent schools. 

Seventy-four per cent of all school-aged children and young people had current Individual, or 

Negotiated Education Plans for the school year20, which included 11 children and young people at 

non-government schools. For 43 school-aged children and young people attending public schools, 

(26 per cent) there was no plan completed for the current year, the previous year’s plan had expired 

or the Families SA office reported it was awaiting response from the child’s school to convene a 

meeting. Graph 8 illustrates the number of Individual Education Plans completed in the current 

school year during the last five years. The numbers vary between 76 and 83 per cent completion and 

average 78 per cent over the last five years.  

On one occasion it was reported that at least one local school conducted Individual Education 

planning via email rather than participatory meetings, reportedly due to the volume of students in 

the school subject to guardianship orders. The implications are that the Plans were developed as an 

administrative process rather than a planning and support process that can foresee and/or offset 

challenges within the school environment. 

In three separate regions, Families SA personnel expressed concern about schools’ management of 

children under the guardianship of the Minister, which was described as punitive rather than 

reflective of the application of Strategies for Managing Abuse Related Trauma (SMART) when 

responding to children with trauma-based challenging behaviours. In addition, it was reported that 

some regional schools were refusing to accept full-time attendance of students under guardianship 

without accompanying School Services Officers (SSO). It was further reported that schools claimed to 

have no resources available to fund necessary SSO time and required Families SA to fund the support 

to enable children to attend school. 

 

 

 

                                                           
20

 In 2013-14, 78 per cent of eligible children and young people whose cases were reviewed had Individual or 

Negotiated Educations completed for the school year. There was no requirement for non-government schools 

to develop plans in conjunction with Families SA. 
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Graph 8. Individual Education Plans current for eligible school-aged children and young people 

whose annual reviews were audited in the last five years 

 

Health and disability 
All children and young people in care can expect a minimum level of casework service to ensure 

their safety, stability, health and wellbeing. In addition to that minimum level of service, children 

and young people may require supplementary assessments and services to meet their individual 

needs.  

Seventy-eight per cent, or 158 children and young people whose cases were reviewed were 

receiving standard health services to meet their needs, and specific health and disability services, 

where necessary, to meet additional individual needs. For the remaining 45 children and young 

people there were numerous issues, and at times more than one issue, impacting upon their needs 

being met. 

In six cases, baseline medical and/or psychological assessments to inform identification of needs and 

case planning had not been undertaken, or could not be confirmed by the social worker.  
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Five young people were reported to have mental health issues, however only two had been formally 

assessed. One young person was actively engaged with services. 

Four children and young people with disabilities were not receiving active support from Disability 

Services. A child reported to have a diagnosis of Global Development Delay and mild to moderate 

intellectual disability required allied health services including speech therapy and occupational 

therapy. As well as not having an allocated Disability Services worker, the child was reportedly not 

eligible for National Disability Insurance Scheme due to his age and the required allied health 

services had lapsed.  

Two children required minor surgery and had been placed on a public hospital waiting list. The Rapid 

Response framework had not been utilised to ensure the children received priority treatment. 

Seven children and young people were reported to refuse to engage with health services. 

Case worker and practice 
As seen in previous years, there were examples of excellent casework practice, including regular, 

independent face-to-face contact between the child and the social worker, extensive research into 

the child’s familial and cultural heritage to strengthen identity and connections, and active advocacy 

on behalf of the child. 

Nonetheless, there were also 29 instances where the allocated case worker had limited knowledge 

of the child or young person, or was not pro-active in working with the child. Seventy-three children 

were allocated to a case worker in the six-months prior to their annual reviews.  

In six cases of a group of 29 (21 per cent of the sub-group), transition planning for an adolescent 

approaching independence had not commenced.21 

In 33 (16 per cent) of the cases reviewed either the social worker acknowledged, or the review panel 

sought to confirm, that the child or young person did not have a current case plan. 

There were 29 children and young people (14 per cent) who were allocated a social worker but it 

was reported that they had less than the expected monthly contact or had only been allocated to 

                                                           
21

 Twenty-nine young people whose cases were reviewed were aged 15 years or over and were entitled to 

transition planning.  For young people located in the metropolitan region transition planning is required as per 

the Families SA’s Transition Planning for Young People Leaving Care (metro region) Practice Guide, June 2007. 

The Practice Guide states that the transition plan is to be reviewed during the process of the Annual Review. 

Within country offices, transition planning is undertaken ‘in-house’. 
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that worker for less than three months. Only 12 of the 29 cases were reported as assessed and 

approved for a differential case management response, reducing the level of direct contact 

dependent on the child’s circumstances and assessed needs. Differential case management 

responses and recent allocation of cases evidently impacted on the level of detail that could be 

provided during the annual reviews. 

 In one case, the social worker reported regular contact with the child’s carer and spoke of the 

collaborative relationship he had developed with the carer. Notwithstanding the importance of 

collaboration between Families SA and the carer, GCYP advocated for the social worker to have 

regular contact with the child specifically, referring to the importance of relationship and knowledge 

of the child’s views and wishes.  

With regards to three co-located siblings, it was acknowledged by Families SA that the children did 

not have a relationship with their allocated social worker. Families SA’s efforts to maintain contact 

and visit with the children were not supported by the carers. Prior to the annual review, the social 

worker had successfully visited the carers and children at home and a plan was developed that the 

allocated social worker would visit in three months’ time. GCYP expressed concern about the 

agreement, highlighting three months between contacts was not sufficient to build a relationship 

between the children and their social worker. 

In some of the cases in which the child did not have regular contact with the same case worker, 

social workers reported a number of difficulties in maintaining regular contact due to the complexity 

of their case load, location of the child’s placement and in three cases a refusal by the child to have 

contact with the social worker. 

Twenty-nine of the cases (14 per cent) reviewed were not allocated to a case worker, nor assessed 

and approved for differential response. This is the highest proportion of unallocated cases observed 

by GCYP since it commenced auditing annual reviews in 2006. In seven of the 29 unallocated cases, a 

senior practitioner or case work assistant was reported to be attending to critical tasks. However 

there was neither a pro-active relationship with the child nor any facilitation of the child in case 

planning. An additional five cases were identified as becoming unallocated following the annual 

reviews, resulting from the impending departure of workers. The length of time the social worker (at 

the time of the annual review) had been allocated is illustrated in Chart 2. 
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Chart 2. Length of time the social worker had been allocated to child or young person whose 

annual review was audited by GCYP 

 

Quality of the review process 
Similar to previous years, the way in which reviews were conducted was inconsistent across Families 

SA offices. The panel composition impacts on the quality of the annual reviews. GCYP has observed 

engaging and participative annual reviews, often consistently achieved by the same offices.  

Following the commencement of the guardianship hubs, in approximately December 2013, only one 

guardianship hub extended regular invitations to GCYP to attend annual reviews during the 2014-15 

year. A second guardianship hub confirmed regular annual reviews in the last quarter of the year and 

GCYP attended a number of times prior to the end of June. At the third guardianship hub, GCYP 

attended only one occasion of annual reviews and declined one occasion due to a short-notice 

invitation. Efforts to attend regularly during the year were unsuccessful as a schedule of annual 

reviews was not developed.  

Based on our observations, a child’s circumstances are discussed and considered in greater detail 

where there is some level of participation from external service providers and/or independent panel 

members, and when more than thirty minutes is allocated to the review.  The quality and depth of 

the discussion is always enhanced by the participation of a Principal Social Worker or Manager. The 

efforts to facilitate and enable significant levels of participation, as well as the engagement of the 

Principal Social Worker in the panel, resulted in high quality reviews that were afforded appropriate 
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time for thorough discussion of the children’s circumstances, care environments, children’s wishes 

and goals for the future. 

On very few occasions GCYP noted that the annual reviews commenced with a review of the 

previous year’s recommendations and a status report on the progress of implementation of those 

recommendations. However, this mostly did not occur and only then at the prompting of a Principal 

Social Worker. On one occasion a Principal Social Worker invited the allocated caseworker to 

commence the review with a summary of the child’s history and current circumstances (a standard 

approach observed in most offices). The caseworker declined to do so, offering only a ‘no’. After a 

further request by the Principal Social Worker to present information from Families SA’s perspective, 

the caseworker again declined and added she was allocated the case in December 2014 (the reviews 

were conducted in March 2015). Fortunately, the carer and external agencies attended the annual 

review and provided a detailed summary. The caseworker did not participate in the annual review. 

Similar to last year’s findings, there was evidence in a few cases that previous annual reviews’ 

recommendations had not been implemented. This continues to be of particular concern.  

Being in care information 
The Charter of Rights for Children and Young People in Care has been developed to inform children 

and young people of their rights. Families SA, through its endorsement of the Charter is also 

committed to ensuring that these rights are met. Of the 151 children and young people who were 

old enough to, and considered capable of understanding the Charter, 86 (57 per cent of the sub-

group or 42 per cent of the total) had been provided the Charter.22 However, although provided, it 

was not always clear that the social workers had spoken with them about the Charter to explain 

what it means. In six cases it was reported that the children’s carers did not want the children 

identified as being in care and therefore refused to promote the Charter and other being in care 

information.  

In 2011 GCYP produced boxes of flashcards, specific to gender and developmental capacity, to 

communicate significant aspects of the Charter to children and young people in care with disabilities 

or low literacy. Disability Services distributed them to children and their carers. Children and young 

people with disabilities whose cases were reviewed and who had not received the flashcards were 

provided with a set by GCYP subsequent to the child’s annual reviews. 

                                                           
22

 In 2013-14, 69 per cent of eligible children and young people whose cases were reviewed had been provided 

with the Charter of Rights for Children and Young People in Care. 
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Previously, GCYP has acknowledged, in discussion with some Families SA offices that the Charter, in 

its current form, was not culturally appropriate for Aboriginal children and young people living in 

kinship arrangements in remote communities. These circumstances are not counted among the 125 

who should have received the Charter. 

Most children and young people in care rely on oral information from their carers and social workers 

to understand their circumstances. The disrupted family life of children and young people who come 

into care often means the loss of knowledge of their history, the documents and the photographs 

and the significant memories and associations that come with them. Life Story Books are a means to 

safeguard and make young people’s history available to them. The creation and management of a 

child’s Life Story Book requires a sensitive and planned approach. 

Seventy-nine children and young people (39 per cent) whose cases were reviewed reportedly had 

Life Story Books, this includes 33 Aboriginal children and young people who received a cultural-

specific Life Story Book. Graph 8 illustrates the consistent growth of the creation and maintenance of 

Life Story Books since 2010-11. 

In 44 cases, a Life Story Book was considered not appropriate due to the child’s incapacity to 

understand and contribute or because of their circumstances, such as Aboriginal children and young 

people living in community and being grown up with their culture, law, history and language, or 

other children and young people who have been placed within their extended family. Therefore, 50 

per cent of children and young people, who could have made use of one, did not have a Life Story 

Book.  
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Graph 9. Percentage of children and young people, who could have made use of one, with Life 

Story Books 

 

Identified systems issues 
Social workers and supervisors were willing to discuss systemic issues. In addition to the unallocation 

of 14 per cent of cases, reportedly due to inadequate resourcing of Families SA offices, the following 

issues, identified in previous years, were again evident this reporting period: 

 The lack of independent members on annual review panels remains a challenge for Families 

SA offices in metropolitan Adelaide. An independent panel member did not participate in 

annual reviews on any occasion that GCYP attended for the purpose of auditing. In 

comparison, a Principal Social Worker participated in annual reviews on nine of 14 

occasions, within five country offices, that GCYP attended for auditing. Country offices also 

facilitated the participation of Kinship Care Support workers (on four occasions), a young 

person’s financial counsellor (on one occasion), the alternative care agency (on two 

occasions), the children’s schools (on three occasions) and CAMHS (on one occasion). 

 Difficulties regarding interagency collaboration, such as a lack of service or conflict between 

professionals, were reported at annual reviews, but were acknowledged to not have been 

reported to Families SA managers who could have addressed the issues at a regional level. 

This occurred at annual reviews at metropolitan and country offices. 
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 Aboriginal children and young people were not consistently identified specific to their clan 

group(s). This prevented planning to promote specific cultural connections and culturally 

appropriate activities, such as language classes, camps and visits to community. Also, the 

inconsistent development of Cultural Identity Plans further hinders Aboriginal children and 

young people’s connections to their family, community and culture. 

 The inadequate resourcing of Families SA that prevents a social worker being allocated to all 

children and young people. In 2014-15, GCYP’s audit found the highest proportion of 

unallocated cases since auditing commenced in 2006-07. Similarly, the audit identified just 

over one in three social workers allocated at the time of the annual review had been 

allocated in the six-months prior to the annual review.  

 It seems that social workers and carers are less inclined to talk with children about why they 

are in care and their rights. GCYP’s audit found that one in three children and young people 

either did not know, or the information presented at the annual review could not confirm, 

that the child understood their circumstances to their full extent of his or her capacity. In 

many of these cases, in response to GCYP questioning, it was reported that there was an 

assumption that ‘someone’ had previously talked with the child or young person.  

 New family-based placements were increasingly difficult to secure for children and young 

people, and not necessarily just for those with a history of placement instability or complex 

needs. A lack of family-based placements has resulted in younger children being placed in 

residential care, children and young people remaining in emergency care arrangements for 

lengthy periods, and country based children and young people relocating to Adelaide, 

causing significant upheaval and disconnection. Additionally, there were no plans to change 

placements that were considered ‘far from ideal’ because of a real or perceived lack of 

alternative family-based  placement options. 

 Sibling groups separated across numerous placements have varying success with meaningful 

sibling contact arrangements. Sibling contact was impeded by a number of factors, including 

poor coordination across Families SA offices, uncooperative relationships between carers, 

inactive involvement of a social worker to facilitate, and the exclusion of children and young 

people in decisions about contact. 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of annual reviews is to determine the quality of a child or young person’s care 

arrangements and to discuss their immediate and longer term ambitions and needs. The process 

should include reviewing the previous recommendations, reflecting on progress made and the 

impact of actions undertaken. This reflection then strengthens the planning for the year ahead and is 

integral to the ongoing assessment of, and response to, the child’s needs and aspirations. Good 

annual reviews have the active participation of the child, their carers, external agencies and where 

appropriate, the birth family. The Office of the Guardian for Children and Young People’s audit found 

that: 

 Of the 203 children and young people whose cases were reviewed, 145 (71 per cent) were in 

stable, long-term placements. 

 Of the children and young people whose cases were reviewed, 188 (93 per cent) had at least 

one significant adult in their lives.  

 Fifteen children and young people (seven per cent) including six adolescents approaching 

independence did not have any significant connections beyond Families SA. 

 Eighty of the annual reviews audited were for Aboriginal children and young people. Fifty-

eight (72 per cent) were placed with their extended family or with Aboriginal carers. 

 Of the 143 children and young people who were considered capable of directly contributing 

to their annual reviews, 56 (39 per cent) participated in their annual review, either by 

attending (15 per cent) or by completing a survey (24 per cent). Three country offices were 

responsible for just over half of the direct participation of children and young people in 
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annual reviews. Sixty-one per cent of children and young people, who could have directly 

participated, did not.   

 Thirty-three children and young people (16 per cent of those capable of presenting their 

views to the panel) did not have a voice, directly or indirectly in their annual reviews. 

 Of the 203 children and young people whose cases were reviewed, 163 (80 per cent) were 

confidently considered safe and reported to feel safe.  

 Of the 168 children and young people who were of school age and attending a pre-, primary 

or secondary school, it was reported that 125 (74 per cent) had current Individual, or 

Negotiated Education Plans at the time of the annual reviews. 

 Of the 203 children and young people whose cases were reviewed, 158 (78 per cent) were 

receiving standard health services and, where necessary, specific health and disability 

services to meet their needs. 

 Fifty-eight children and young people (28 per cent) whose cases were reviewed did not have 

regular contact with the same worker.  Of this group, 29 (14 per cent of the total number of 

annual reviews audited) who were allocated a social worker received less than the 

recommended monthly face-to-face contact, including 12 children who were receiving an 

assessed and approved differential case management response. Twenty-nine children (14 

per cent) were not allocated to a social (or case) worker. 

 Six of the 29 young people aged 15 years and over did not have transition plans as required 

by Families SA policy. 

 Of the 151 children and young people who had the capacity to understand, 86 (57 per cent) 

had been provided with the Charter of Rights for Children and Young People in Care.  

 Seventy-nine children and young people (39 per cent) whose cases were reviewed had a Life 

Story Book. This included 33 Aboriginal children and young people who have been supported 

to develop a culturally appropriate Life Story Book. 

Based on the comparison with the 2013-14 Audit of Annual Reviews it appears that: 

 Improvements have been achieved in the following areas 

o the number of Aboriginal children placed within their extended family or in 

Aboriginal foster placements; and  
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o the consistent growth of the creation and maintenance of Life Story Books, although 

there continues to be a lack of understanding and appreciation amongst social 

workers and carers of the purpose of a Life Story Book and the value to children and 

young people in care. 

 Similar results to last year have been achieved in the following areas 

o the direct participation of children and young people in their annual reviews, 

predominantly achieved by consistent efforts across three offices;  

o children’s connections to significant others; 

o the number of children and young people who have regular contact with the same 

case worker; 

o implementation of Individual Education Plans; and 

o children receiving standard health services and, where necessary, specific health and 

disability services to meet their needs. 

 GCYP is concerned about results in the following areas 

o the decline of stable, long-term placements and increase in long-term placements 

considered tenuous; 

o information to children and young people about being in care and their rights in 

care; 

o increase in the number of children and young people who were not allocated a case 

worker, the proportion of children with newly allocated social workers and the 

corresponding decline in the proportion of children allocated to the same social 

worker for more than a year; and 

o the apparent decline in interagency collaboration and the persistent lack of 

engagement in annual reviews of service providers known to the child or young 

person to inform decision-making and goal setting. 

The audits of annual reviews for the last five years indicate the following trends23: 

 With the exception of 2010-11, placement stability has been achieved for seven or eight out 

of every ten children and young people. 

                                                           
23

 The audits over this time have been slightly above or below 10 per cent of all the reviews which were to 

have been conducted, so the trends should be taken as an indication only. 



Office of the Guardian for Children and Young People  33 

Report on the 2014-2015 Audit of Annual Reviews 
 

 With the exception of 2011-12, one of every ten children and young people were in short-

term or temporary placement arrangements at the time of their annual reviews. 

 The participation of children and young people in their annual reviews, with the exception  

of 2013-14, remains at similar levels of only two out of every five children who could have 

directly contributed did so. 

 The proportion of unallocated cases has risen again from its lowest at three per cent  in 

2010-11 to its current high of 14 per cent. 

 The implementation of Individual Education Plans has remained fairly steady, ranging from 

76 to 83 per cent, and averaged 78 per cent over the last five years. 

GCYP has provided written feedback to every Families SA office visited in this audit of annual 

reviews, with a copy provided to the Regional Director. This enables GCYP to monitor the specific 

issues that arose for each of these offices. In 2015-16 GCYP will advocate strongly for significant 

improvements to the quality of annual reviews, promoting consistency across the Families SA 

offices, as well as advocating for improvements to the inclusion of others in decision-making.  
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Appendix A 

Number of annual reviews attended per Families SA office 

 

Office Number of reviews attended in 2014-1524 

Ceduna 025 

Central Guardianship hub 20 

Coober Pedy 026 

Gawler 15 

Limestone Coast 6 

Mt Barker 7 

Murraylands 6 

Northern Guardianship hub 19 

Port Augusta 55 

Port Lincoln 7 

Port Pirie 23 

Riverland 6 

Southern Guardianship hub 627 

Whyalla 33 
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 On two occasions GCYP declined invitations to attend scheduled annual reviews due to prior commitments 

with other offices and withdrew on another two occasions due to competing demands in GCYP advocacy work. 

In addition, there were nine occasions when annual reviews to which GCYP was committed were cancelled or 

rescheduled at short notice.  

25
 GCYP was advised at short notice of annual reviews in August 2014 and could not attend due to existing 

commitments. No other dates were provided during 2014-15 despite additional contacts initiated by GCYP. 

26
 GCYP was not advised of any dates of annual reviews throughout 2014-15 despite initiating contacts seeking 

dates. 

27
 GCYP actively and frequently sought dates of annual reviews. GCYP declined to attend annual reviews in 

August 2014 due to the short notice and attended once in October 2014. No other dates were provided to 

GCYP.  


