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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, 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 (the Office) attends some of the reviews 

as part of its statutory 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 2015-16 the Office audited 152 reviews at 12 Families SA offices, or six per cent1 of the reviews 

that 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 to respond to problems. Annual reviews 

provide the Office with the opportunity to witness excellent care and service but also to identify 

where there are recurring issues.  

                                                           
1
As of June 2015 there were 2,297 children and young people under long-term guardianship orders, (data 

provided by Families SA). 
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For example, it is reassuring to record and report that, over the past five years seven out of every 

ten children and young people whose annual reviews were audited by the Office were in stable, 

long-term placements. It is equally important though to identify why the three out of ten were in 

unstable circumstances. The audit function has been applied consistently for eight 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 annually 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 child’s annual review is not intended to be just an administrative process. A high standard annual 

review is one where the focus is on the quality of the child or young person’s care arrangements. 

Consideration will be given to:  

 the child’s stability  

 their 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.  

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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The role of the Guardian’s Office in Annual Reviews 
The purpose of the Office of the Guardian for Children and Young People’s (the Office) 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. 

2015-2016 Audit 
The Office’s goal for 2015-2016 was to attend 200 annual reviews in the reporting period. Due to a 

significant increase in demand for intervention in individual matters and the recruitment, induction 

and training of three new staff members during this time the Office attended 152 annual reviews.   

Each Families SA office developed its own schedule for reviews and the Office sought to 

accommodate this.  Some offices provided an annual schedule, others sent invitations on an ad-hoc 

basis as reviews were arranged.  Throughout the reporting period the Office had regular 

opportunities to attend annual reviews for auditing purposes. On five occasions, the Office declined 

invitations to attend scheduled annual reviews due to prior commitments with other offices or 

competing demands. In addition, there were three occasions when annual reviews to which the 

Office was committed were cancelled or rescheduled at short notice.  On two occasions, the Office 

cancelled attendance to annual reviews at short notice, due to illness and urgent competing 

priorities.  

The Office attended 18 occasions of annual reviews for the purpose of auditing. Feedback 

subsequently was provided to the Manager of the Families SA office and the relevant Regional 

Director. There were occasions when feedback was delayed beyond the usual one-week timeframe 

due to significant increased demands associated with complex individual advocacy matters raised 

with the Guardian’s Office. The Families SA offices visited in 2015-16 are listed in Appendix A.  
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Limitations of the audit process 
The limitations of the Office’s audit process include that it 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 audit focuses on the 

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

young person. 

It is acknowledged that the task of scheduling annual reviews may be difficult, 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.  

In one office the implementation of the Solution Based Casework approach to annual reviews 

resulted in a comprehensive panel constitution, high-level participation of the children and carers, as 

well as a strong chair and suitable time allocation.   

Within metropolitan guardianship hubs, it was typically the team supervisor responsible for the case 

who convened and chaired the panel. In country offices, it was the supervisor of the Guardianship 

team.3 A Families SA Manager at one of the 12 offices attended and participated in discussions. 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 the Office attended for the purpose of auditing. 

On nine of the 18 audit 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 discussion. 

                                                           
3
 Guardianship team is the name of the social work teams that have responsibility for children and young 

people under long-term care and protection orders or ongoing family care meeting agreements. 
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All offices included a cultural representative on the panel for reviews of the circumstances of 

Aboriginal children, primarily through the participation of a regional Principal Aboriginal Consultant, 

either face to face or via teleconference. On one occasion the Principal Aboriginal Consultant had to 

excuse themselves from the final two reviews and asked to be ‘workflowed’ into the outcomes on 

the Connected Client Case Management System (C3MS).  

(Refer to pages 27 and 28 for comments on the quality of the review process.)
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Findings 

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

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

overall proportion of children and young people in care for that cohort.4 

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

 

                                                           
4
 As at 30 June 2015. 
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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-eight per cent of these children resided in family-based care, with either relatives or 

foster carers.5  The Office had no control over the cases reviewed and only attended those that 

Families SA offices scheduled for review.  

Graph 2. Type of placement6 

 

The ‘type of placement’ was 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 self-placed with 

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

‘placements’. 

 

                                                           
5
 In 2014-15, 86 per cent of children in care whose annual reviews were audited resided in family-based care.  

6
 As at 30 June 2015, there were 2,837 children and young people in out of home care. 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 out of home care 

placements are overlapping but not identical populations. 



Office of the Guardian for Children and Young People  9 

Report on the 2015-2016 Audit of Annual Reviews 
 

Graph 3. Placement of children and young people whose annual reviews were audited in the last 

five years 

 

Stability of placement 

The stability of placement was considered in relation to longevity, tenuousness and appropriateness.  

This was delineated to five separate subsections identified as: 

 Long-term stable placement 

 Long-term, tenuous placement 

 Temporary or short-term placement 

 Inappropriate placement 

 History of placement instability. 

Long-term, stable placement 

In 110 annual reviews (72 per cent) audited, the children and young people were considered to be in 

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

placements varied (see Graph 4), with a low of 71 percent in 2014-15 and a high of 86 per cent in 

2011-12.   

In thirteen cases children lived with siblings in long-term stable placements with relative carers.   
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For children in long-term stable placements the consideration of whether Other Person 

Guardianship (OPG) would be appropriate was not routinely discussed at annual reviews audited by 

the Office. In the few cases OPG was discussed the following issues were reported or identified: 

 There were significant delays in assessing referrals  

 Some carers - foster and relative - expressed concerns about the loss of support from 

Families SA if OPG was granted 

 The voice of children was not heard in OPG discussions. 

Three of the 110 children whose cases were reviewed and considered to be in long-term stable 

arrangements had been reunified with their birth family and another child was being considered for 

reunification.   

Two long-term placements were identified by Families SA as requiring more support to ensure 

longevity of the carers’ capacity to respond to the high needs of the children.    

One placement was significantly impacted by the carer’s extended family members who had 

returned to live at the home, resulting in an elevation of risk in that environment.  As a result of the 

recent change of placement conditions a review of the placement was recommended by the panel. 

Long-term, tenuous placement 

Twelve (eight per cent)7  long-term placements experienced significant strain or raised concerns 

regarding the quality of care provided. 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 

  Issues relating to carers’ reluctance to support family contact, reunifications and cultural 

connections. 

                                                           
7
 In 2014-15, 11 per cent of children and young people were considered to be in a long-term, tenuous 

placement. 
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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 

Nineteen (13 per cent)8 children and young people whose cases were reviewed were in relatively 

new placements or arrangements that were considered temporary.  These included, but were not 

limited to: 

 One child’s  recent reunification with birth family and another child being considered for 

reunification  

 Ten children and young people recently moved into placements with relative carers 

 One child living in respite care due to the hospitalisation of the child’s long-term carer. 

Inappropriate placement 

Eleven (seven per cent) were in ‘placements’ that were considered inappropriate. Two children were 

accommodated in rented premises with rotating agency carers, one who had reportedly been in this 

arrangement for five years.   One child was living with respite carers who had been refused long-

term carer status by the foster care support agency.  The young person requested advocacy for a 

new placement at the time of the review.  One young person was self-placed whilst another was 

considered homeless at the time of their review. Two children were currently in residential care 

arrangements that were considered unsuitable to meet their needs. 

 

 

 

                                                           
8
 In 2014-15, 11 per cent of children whose annual reviews were audited were in temporary or short-term 

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

in the last five years 

 

History of placement instability 

Sixty-six children and young people (43 per cent) experienced a significant number of placement 

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

appropriate long-term placement options were sourced.  

Examples included: 

 One 15-year-old girl with significant instability throughout her childhood and adolescence 

due to multiple placement breakdowns, attributed to an inability to maintain connections 

and carers’ appropriate responses to trauma-related behaviours.  At the time of the annual 

review she was disconnected from her community and living in a commercial care 

environment.   

 A 12-year-old boy who reportedly had experienced multiple family care arrangements 

during his early years and then further placement breakdowns after coming into care has 

now spent five years living in a commercial care arrangement with rotational carers.  The 

placement was considered unsuitable to his long-term needs, however it was sadly noted, 

that it was the most stable environment he had experienced.  The placement direction for 

the young person focussed on moving him out of commercial care. The only option 
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reportedly available was a residential care placement, which was also identified as not an 

ideal care environment to meet his needs.  

As with previous years’ findings no particular gender or age group, was more likely than others to 

encounter placement instability. Some of the identified factors contributing to instability included: 

 Reported early childhood trauma 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 with the capacity to address 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 build resilience 

and provide the necessary consistent emotional support. In 134 cases (88 per cent), the annual 

review identified at least one significant adult in the child’s life.9 The significant adult was their carer, 

birth mother and/or father or a relative who provided emotional support to the child or young 

person. This is a five per cent decline from last year after consistent figures for the previous five 

years. 

For the remaining 18 children and young people (12 per cent) the panel could not identify significant 

connections for them beside their siblings and/or Families SA.  

For the most part, good efforts were made to ensure family contact was maintained.  For 37 children 

and young people (24 per cent) there were difficulties in maintaining family contact. The difficulties 

identified were: 

 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 

 Safety concerns if family contact did occur 

                                                           
9
 In 2014-15, 93 per cent of children and young people reviewed had at least one significant adult in their lives. 
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 Frequent moving of child with carers 

 Relative carers making decisions about which family members children should have contact 

with  

 Carers reportedly blocking family contact and in some cases carers being relied upon to 

facilitate contact 

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

extended family members. 

Connection between siblings in separate placements continued to be problematic and in some 

circumstances is a stubbornly persistent issue. A variety of contributing factors were identified in 

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

contact and relationships.10 The cases in which regular, meaningful contact with family occurs were 

often those where both carers and Families SA are committed to and support access. 

Examples from the audit included: 

 Impending change to regular contact between two siblings living in separate foster care 

placements due to the relocation of one family  

 For another two siblings who had recently moved into separate placements, both carers and 

Families SA, to ensure ongoing connections, supported contact 

 Two siblings who lived in separate placements enjoyed a monthly weekend staying with 

their father. This was a good example of positive well-supported contact facilitating good 

connections. 

 Two children’s requests about contact with birth parents (for more in one case and less in 

the other) were being considered.   

One-hundred and twenty-one children and young people (80 per cent) were supported to 

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

 Sporting and recreational activities  

 Artistic development 

                                                           
10

 The Office’s (2011) Report on its 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. 

http://www.gcyp.sa.gov.au/2011/12/sibling-contact-inquiry-report/
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 Student Representative Councils 

 Church and youth groups. 

Cultural identity and connections 
The Guardian’s Office audited the annual reviews of 94 Aboriginal children and young people, or 62 

per cent of the total number of reviews audited. The Office had no control over the cases reviewed 

and only attended those that Families SA offices scheduled for review.  

Forty-seven Aboriginal children and young people (50 per cent of the sub-group) were placed within 

their extended families, including 43 living with Aboriginal family members. Another ten (11 per cent 

of the sub-group) were placed with Aboriginal carers at the time of their annual reviews.11 Of the 

remaining 37 Aboriginal children and young people, 30 resided in non-Aboriginal placements – 

either foster care or residential care. For the other seven, one had been reunited with family; one 

was at boarding school; one was in a commercial care arrangement; two were considered to be 

without placement and two were in cultural specific residential care.   The placement of Aboriginal 

children and young people whose annual reviews were audited is illustrated in Chart 1. 

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

by the Guardian’s Office 

 

As mentioned in the Constitution of panels sub-section (above), all offices included a cultural 

representative on the panel for reviews of the circumstances of Aboriginal children.  On one 

                                                           
11

 In 2014-15, 72 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. 
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occasion, the Principal Aboriginal Consultant had to excuse themselves before the conclusion of the 

reviews and asked that the two remaining Aboriginal children’s reviews go ahead and panel 

recommendations then be work listed to them.  The engagement of a cultural consultant was 

achieved primarily via the participation of a regional Principal Aboriginal Consultant.  An Aboriginal 

community officer and practitioners from an Aboriginal Families Team were involved in at least 

three cases.   

In 81 of the 94 cases (86 per cent) there was evidence that the children and young people were 

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

groups, and 69 of the 94 children and young people had opportunity to engage in activities to 

promote their cultural identity, again mostly generic 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 and a new tool was in development during the auditing period.   

Consistent feedback from the Principal Aboriginal Consultants throughout reviews was that ensuring 

up-to-date and detailed genograms for all Aboriginal children and young people is a significant step 

in supporting the development of cultural identity and connections.  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 clan group for two children could not be identified. The lack of information was 

attributed to the mother’s reluctance to engage with Families SA to explore family 

connections.  Little contextual information was provided to the panel to explain the 

mother’s reluctance. 

• Exploration of kinship connections had just commenced for two children who were recently 

identified as Aboriginal, after a change of detail for a relative was noted on the C3MS file 

• One child’s carer refused to inform the child of his parents’ identities.  Families SA was 

experiencing difficulties working with the carer to address this and the panel provided advice 

and recommendations.  

• One young person was living with a non-Aboriginal grandparent.  Support was provided to 

the young person to learn about their non-Aboriginal family and culture but not their 

Aboriginal identity and connections.  It was evident that the carer was reluctant and the 

Principal Aboriginal Consultant provided advice to the carer during the annual review.   
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• A carer of three siblings was able to provide the panel with more detailed information about 

the children’s clan group and cultural connections than was recorded and reported by 

Families SA 

• Two children were described during the annual reviews as not wanting to learn about their 

cultural identity.  However, it was noted that they enjoyed speaking language when they had 

contact with their mother.  

• One child’s relative carer  denied that the father is Aboriginal therefore disputes the child’s 

cultural identity 

• Two children who were identified as Aboriginal were reported to have no knowledge or 

understanding of their cultural identity or connections.   

In 32 of the 94 (34 per cent) annual reviews it was reported that the development of an Aboriginal 

Life Story Book had commenced. In an additional 21 cases, it was reported that due to the child’s age 

and/or their living in community, a cultural Life Story Book was not provided and/or commenced. Of 

those children and young people in non-Aboriginal placements, 15 of the 30 children and young 

people had an Aboriginal Life Story Book.  

Participation 
Forty-one of the 152 (27 per cent) children and young people presented their views directly to the 

panel: 

 Ten were supported to attend their annual reviews and another two participated via 

telephone 

 Fourteen participated by completing the survey form 

 Seventeen participated by completing the Viewpoint survey. 

Graph 6 shows an improvement in the direct participation of children and young people from 2011-

12 to 2013-14. However, the direct participation of children and young people in 2014-15 and 2015-

16 was less than those 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 2015-16, there was a decline in the attendance of 

children and young people at annual reviews and an increase 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). 
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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 31 completed and returned surveys across all offices, it was reported that surveys 

were distributed to other children and their carers but were not returned at the time of the annual 

reviews. Families SA offices reported different processes in relation to the distribution of surveys. 

Some had case work assistants or administrative staff  distribute 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 that 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 were distributed. 

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

children and young people in care. Viewpoint was subsequently implemented across all Families SA 

offices.  However, its use was reportedly sporadic with some offices embracing the tool whilst others 

identified some concerns.  Some of the issues raised regarding Viewpoint included but was not 

limited to the following: 

 The conflict that may be encountered having the allocated case worker facilitate completion 

of the tool 

 The suitability of the tool for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people 

 The capacity of Families SA to ensure all children and young people had an opportunity to 

complete the tool 
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 The timeframe of completion in relation to scheduling of annual reviews. 

There were multiple occasions where it was acknowledged that the child or young person and carers 

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

The 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).  Country 

offices were responsible for all of the attendance of children and young people and more than two 

thirds of the participation via surveys in annual reviews in 2015-16. 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 effort to facilitate active participation was reflected in the levels of 

participation, with the highest rates of attendance and return of surveys. 

In the absence of the child’s active voice, the Office considers the role of others, primarily case 

workers and carers, to represent the child’s views in the annual review. Of the 111 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 about the child or young person’s involvement in case decisions 

and demonstrated knowledge of the child’s views in 68 cases (45 per cent of the total reviews 

audited). In another 26 cases (17 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. In 12 instances, the carer, but not the 

child or young person, participated 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 

59 annual reviews, via attendance and/or completion of a carer specific survey and provided their 

views regarding a child’s circumstances. In the 26 of these cases, the carers also represented the 

views of the child in their care. The Office was requested at two reviews, by two children to meet 

independently and represent their views to the panel.   There were an additional three cases where 

the Office acted as an advocate and provided direct representation of the children’s views at the 

annual reviews.   Eight cases were identified by the Office for follow-up after the annual review.   

The voice of the child or young person was unclear, weak or absent in 55 annual reviews (36 per 

cent) for a number of reasons. 12 Of significant concern were cases where the social worker could not 

                                                           
12

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

child or young person, examples being: 

 A young person allocated to their current social worker for approximately 18 months, 

however there was no knowledge if the young person had any siblings 

 Two siblings who were in a placement located approximately an eight-hour drive away did 

not have a face-to-face visit in more than four years 

 In four cases, the carer was reported to have prevented independent contact between 

Families SA and the child 

 At least eight children were unallocated or described as receiving a differential response, 

therefore there was little to no contact occurring 

 The views expressed by one young person in their Viewpoint survey directly contradicted 

what were presented by their allocated social worker.  

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

Care, the Office advocated for regular independent contact between the children and Families SA.  

Examples were provided to show how the Charter could be discussed with carers to reinforce the 

need for contact between children and social workers and thereby support child-centred practice.  
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Graph 7. Total participation of children and young people (direct or indirect) whose annual 

reviews were audited in the last five years 

 

Safety 
Significant concerns were identified for 18 children and young people. Examples of these concerns 

included: 

 A 9-year-old child reportedly running away from placement to return to her mother (in 

community).  This was not considered a safe place for her and therefore was not supported. 

 A 17-year-old was self-placing with what was considered unsafe and unsuitable family and 

would refuse to return to alternative arrangements made by Families SA 

 Parenting capacity and issues with carers’ behaviours were identified in six cases 

 One child was reported to be in conflict with the carer and although issues were identified, 

there was no plan to increase support to the placement 

 One young person was self-placing with an adult male.  There were different understandings 

regarding the nature of the relationship and therefore significant assessment was required. 
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 One child was placed with long-term carers.  Although this usually is considered a safe and 

secure option, a recent move of the carer’s adult daughter and grandchildren back into the 

home created significant risks for all involved.   

 Other risk environments were identified.  For one child, moving into residential care after 

five years in commercial care with the same carers was raised as a concern; for two children,  

tenuous residential care arrangements did not allow for their needs to be adequately met 

and for another child, who was in custody, only a commercial care placement was available 

upon release which did not create stability for him.  

Interagency collaboration 
One-hundred and twenty-one (80 per cent) cases were identified as requiring interagency 

collaboration. Strong interagency collaboration in 72 cases (59 per cent of those requiring 

collaboration) was considered to enhance service delivery and ultimately improve outcomes for the 

children and young people.13 However, there were only 15 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, school staff, Flexible Learning Options 

case manager) and a private psychologist.    

The benefits of attendance of external service providers or support agencies were particularly 

evident in the case reviewed for a 14-year-old boy.  His Flexible Learning Options case manager 

attended the review and was able to provide detailed insights into his needs and strengths and what 

engagement strategies were most effective.  This was particularly important as the young person 

was engaging in high risk behaviours and there were concerns about the impact this was having on 

the placement. 

Twenty-four cases (20 per cent of those requiring it) were assessed as having weak or very weak 

interagency collaboration and the success of interagency collaboration was unclear in another 25 

cases (21 per cent of those requiring it).   

In 31 cases (20 per cent of all annual reviews audited), Families SA reported that no other agency 

was involved in the child or young person’s life and that interagency collaboration was not needed. 

                                                           
13

 In 2014-2015, there was evidence of strong interagency collaboration in 40 per cent of all cases and 59 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-curricular activities. One hundred- 

and-twenty-three (81 per cent) children and young people were of school age and attended a pre-, 

primary or secondary school. Fifteen of those children and young people attended independent 

schools. Seventy-eight per cent of all school-aged children and young people had current Individual 

(or Negotiated) Education Plans (IEPs) for the school year. 14 

Graph 8 illustrates the number of Individual Education Plans completed in the current school year 

during the last five years. The numbers vary between 74 and 83 per cent completion and average 78 

per cent over the last five years.  

Some of the issues identified in relation to those children or young people who did not have current 

IEPs or NEPs included the following: 

 Three children had recently changed schools and a plan was not yet developed 

 Four planning meetings were scheduled but not held at the time of the review 

 One school was identified by the Families SA office as problematic in terms of completing 

IEPs and this impacted on two children whose cases were reviewed 

 There were two young people who were currently disengaged from school, one refusing to 

attend due to be placed outside of their community 

 In four annual reviews Families SA were unable to confirm if IEPs or NEPs were completed 

 One young person was attending an alternative education program  

 One young person was being home-schooled whilst they travelled around Australia with 

their carer. 

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 

                                                           
14

 In 2014-15, 74 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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without accompanying School Services Officers (SSO).  As reported in the previous year, some 

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. 

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 should 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-nine per cent, or 120 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 32 children and young 

people there were numerous issues (at times more than one issue) affecting whether these needs 

were met. 

In 12 annual reviews audited, the impact of the children’s disabilities was discussed in detail.  Two 

boys attended their annual reviews and were able to tell the panel about their likes and dislikes but 

were not able to talk in any more detail about their needs around placement or education.  In a 

number of cases, National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA) plans were either in place or being 

considered.  Two children had diagnosed disabilities for which NDIA support had not yet been 
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explored. Securing support from disability providers was reported by several offices to be an ongoing 

issue.   

Families SA offices reported on inconsistencies in their experiences with NDIA.  One office talked 

about receiving different packages of support for children with similar needs due to the service 

provider involved.  One country office talked about issues arising from a local school refusing entry 

to service providers identified by NDIA to provide the support required to one child.  Families SA was 

working with the school to address this matter and agreed to advise the Office should the issue 

persist.  

One office reported that five of the children’s cases reviewed needed extra support at school due to 

learning difficulties but that there were currently no extra supports in place.  Some issues influencing 

upon this included sourcing the funding required for such supports and identifying suitable staff to 

provide the support. 

Information regarding baseline medical and/or psychological assessments to inform identification of 

needs and case planning was not consistently provided through the reviews.  Comprehensive health 

assessments were not routinely reported on as part of the annual reviews audited. One country 

office reported that some local general practitioners did not refer to paediatricians as per Families 

SA guidelines for annual medical checks. 

Thirty-three children and young people received a mental health or psychological assessment.  In 

sixteen cases, a diagnosis was made.  In eleven of these 16 cases an appropriate support service was 

engaged. 

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 26 instances where the allocated caseworker 

had limited knowledge of the child or young person or was not pro-active in working with the child.  

Some offices provided case plans to the panel at the commencement of the annual review.  This 

practice provided opportunity for panel members to review current actions, seek clarification and 

obtain background detail.  Some Families SA offices implemented the use of SBC Case Plan whilst 

others were at various stages of adopting the SBC approach.  The case plans that were provided 

were not always completed or current. 
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One office conducted their reviews according to the SBC model to an exceptional degree.  This 

included having an extensive panel, two hours allocated for the review, a chairperson well versed in 

the process and the case, and participation by children and their carers.  The same office also 

provided the administrative support to ensure this task was not too arduous for the caseworkers 

and comprehensive note taking could occur.    

Fifty children (33 per cent) were allocated to a caseworker in the six-months prior to their annual 

reviews and another thirty-two (21 per cent) children were allocated to their caseworker for less 

than 12 months (but more than six months). 

Twenty-three children and young people (15 per cent) were allocated a social worker but were 

reported as having insufficient contact, certainly less than the expected monthly visits.  Three annual 

reviews described the lack of contact as being of serious concern.  In another three reviews 

insufficient evidence was provided to the panel to ascertain the level of contact occurring between 

the child and their allocated social worker.   

Thirteen (nine per cent) cases were not allocated.  Offices varied in their description of this, some 

attributed an assessment for a differential response whilst others clearly articulated a lack of 

resources to enable all children to have an allocated case worker.  Due to numerous staff vacancies 

one office allocated the majority of cases reviewed to the supervisor.   

Differential case management responses and recent allocation of cases evidently affected upon the 

level of detail that could be provided during the annual reviews. 

In some cases the case worker reported regular contact with the child’s carer and spoke of the 

collaborative relationships that developed. Notwithstanding the importance of collaboration 

between Families SA and the carer, the Office advocated that the case worker should have regular 

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

child’s views and wishes.  

In one case the social worker reported significant concerns about the carer blocking the child’s 

contact with Families SA and family.  The information reported to the panel was that the case was 

transferred from another office and, because it was identified as possible OPG, it was not allocated.  

Upon recent allocation the social worker identified these issues.  The child in this placement was six 

years old and had been living there since she was 11 months of age.  

Two brothers, who were allocated to the same case worker for more than four years, attended their 

reviews.  The good relationship between the boys and the case worker was evident.  The case 
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worker was able to encourage the boys’ participation, provide safe prompts to help share 

information and had extensive knowledge of their likes, dislikes, current circumstances, needs and 

history.  

In three cases of recent allocation, it was evident that every effort was made by the new case worker 

to meet with the children and their carers, and become familiar with their needs and their history in 

a short timeframe.  In all three of these reviews a clear picture of the children’s circumstances was 

provided.     

The length of time the social (or case) worker (at the time of the annual review) had been allocated 

is illustrated in Chart 2. 

Chart 2. Length of time the social worker had been allocated to child or young person whose 

annual review was audited by the Guardian’s Office 

 

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 impacted upon the quality of the annual reviews. The Office 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 the Office to attend annual reviews during the 

2015-16 year. A second guardianship hub confirmed annual reviews in the first quarter of the year 

and the Office attended on one occasion. At the third guardianship hub, the Office did not attend in 
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2015-16; invitations were received in June 2016 for later dates. Efforts to attend regularly during the 

year were unsuccessful, as a schedule of annual reviews was not developed by that office.    There 

was no attendance during 2015-16 at three Families SA offices.  

Based on the Office’s observations, a child’s circumstances were discussed and considered in greater 

detail where there was some level of participation from external service providers and/or 

independent panel members, and when more than thirty minutes was allocated to the review.  The 

quality and depth of the discussion was 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 time for thorough discussion of the children’s circumstances, care 

environments, children’s wishes and goals for the future. 

On very few occasions, the Office 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.  

The quality of reviews was significantly impaired by the allocated worker’s degree of knowledge of 

the child’s circumstances in at least 16 cases (11 per cent).  For four children the allocated Kinship 

Care worker was able to provide good detail to the panel about their circumstances.  In two cases 

the social worker read from the case plan, which was later revealed to have been written by a social 

work student.  Two children were allocated to the same social worker for two years but were not 

visited in this time.    

There was one occasion where the quality of the annual reviews was of such concern that the 

Principal Social Worker terminated them before the scheduled reviews were completed.  The 

Principal Social Worker and the Office’s Senior Advocate met with the Manager at the time to 

provide an overview of the issues encountered.  These issues were later followed up via feedback 

letter and a meeting with the Executive Director and Acting Director, Country.  

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

recommendations were not implemented. This continues to be of particular concern.  

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

young people about their rights. Families SA, through its endorsement of the Charter is also 
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committed to ensuring that these rights are met. Of the 90 children and young people who were old 

enough to, and considered capable of understanding the Charter, 39 (43 per cent of the sub-group 

or 26 per cent of the total) were provided with the Charter.15 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 2011 the Office 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. 

Previously, the Office 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 were not counted 

among the 90 who should have received the Charter16. 

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. 

Sixty-five children and young people (43 per cent) whose cases were reviewed reportedly had Life 

Story Books. Graph 9 illustrates the consistent growth of the creation and maintenance of Life Story 

Books between 2011-12 and 2014-15.  However, there has been a decline in 2015-16. 

In 45 cases, a Life Story Book was considered not appropriate due to the child’s incapacity to 

understand and contribute or because of their circumstances.  Examples of the latter were 

Aboriginal children and young people living in community and being grown up within their culture, 

history and language, or other children and young people who have been placed within their 

extended family.  

                                                           
15

 In 2014-15, 57 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. 

16
 Following the review of the Charter in consultation with children and young people in care, new look Charter 

booklets were published in the last quarter of the financial year. Additionally, consultation with Aboriginal 

children and young people in 2016 has informed the design and production of posters specific for Aboriginal 

children.  
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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 un-

allocation of nine 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 in metropolitan locations that the Office attended for 

auditing. In comparison, a Principal Social Worker participated in the annual reviews at ten 

of the eleven country offices, although at one office the PSW was only available for one of 

the two days the Office attended. Country offices also facilitated the participation of Kinship 

Care Support workers (on three 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 had not been reported to Families SA 

managers who could have addressed the issues at a regional level. This occurred at annual 

reviews at both metropolitan and country offices. 



Office of the Guardian for Children and Young People  31 

Report on the 2015-2016 Audit of Annual Reviews 
 

 Aboriginal children and young people were not consistently identified specific to their clan 

groups. This prevented planning to promote specific cultural connections and culturally 

appropriate activities, such as language classes, camps and visits to community. In addition, 

the inconsistent development of Cultural Identity Plans and genograms further hindered 

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

 It seems that social workers and carers were not always inclined to talk with children about 

why they are in care and their rights. The audit found that 40 per cent children and young 

people either did not know, or the information presented at the annual reviews could not 

confirm, that the child understood their circumstances (to their full extent of his or her 

capacity).  

 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 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 placements had 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, and external agencies and 

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

audit found that: 

 Of the 152 children and young people whose cases were reviewed, 110 (72 per cent) were in 

stable, long-term placements. 

 Of the children and young people whose cases were reviewed, 134 (88 per cent) had at least 

one significant adult in their lives.  

 Eighteen children and young people (12 per cent) did not have any significant connections 

beyond Families SA. 

 Ninety-four of the annual reviews audited were for Aboriginal children and young people. 

Fifty-seven (61 per cent) were placed with their extended family or with Aboriginal carers. 

 Of the 133 children and young people who were considered capable of directly contributing 

to their annual reviews, forty-one children and young people (31 per cent) participated in 
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their annual review, either by attending (seven per cent) or by completing a survey (24 per 

cent).  

 Country offices were responsible for all of the attendance of children and young people and 

82 per cent of the participation via surveys. Sixty-nine per cent of children and young 

people, who could have directly participated, did not.   

 Fifty-five children and young people (41 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 152 children and young people whose cases were reviewed, 134 (88 per cent) were 

confidently considered safe and reported to feel safe.  

 Of the 123 children and young people who were of school age and attending a pre-, primary 

or secondary school, it was reported that 96 (78 per cent) had current Individual, or 

Negotiated Education Plans at the time of the annual reviews. 

 Of the 152 children and young people whose cases were reviewed, 121 (80 per cent) were 

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

services to meet their needs. 

 Thirty-six children and young people (24 per cent) whose cases were reviewed did not have 

regular contact with the same worker.  Of this group, 23 (15 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 13 children who were unallocated. 

 Of the 90 children and young people who had the capacity to understand, 39 (43 per cent) 

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

 Sixty-five children and young people (43 per cent) whose cases were reviewed had a Life 

Story Book. This included 36 Aboriginal children and young people who have been supported 

to develop a culturally appropriate Life Story Book. 

A comparison with the 2014-15 Audit of Annual Reviews suggests that: 

 Improvements have been achieved in the following areas 

o Solution Based Casework is being implemented across Families SA offices.  One 

office applied the SBC approach to the annual review process.  This resulted in a 

comprehensive review with high levels of participation and collaboration.  The 

commitment to provide administrative support to this process also benefitted the 

process.  
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o an increase in the implementation of Individual Education Plans 

 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 four offices;  

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

disability services to meet their needs. 

 The Office is particularly concerned about results in the following areas 

o the number of Aboriginal children able to be placed within their extended family or 

in Aboriginal foster placements; 

o children’s connections to significant others; 

o the decline in the creation and maintenance of Life Story Books and a continued  

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; 

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 an 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 Guardian’s Offices provided written feedback to every Families SA office visited in this audit of 

annual reviews, with a copy provided to the relevant Regional Director. This enables the Offices to 

monitor the specific issues that arose for each of these offices. In 2016-17 the Office 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 Reviews attended in 2015-1617 

Ceduna 11 

Central Guardianship hub 25 

Coober Pedy 27 

Gawler 518 

Limestone Coast 9 

Mt Barker 019 

Murraylands 11 

Northern Guardianship hub 9 

Port Augusta 20 

Port Lincoln 020 

Port Pirie 17 

Riverland 5 

Southern Guardianship hub 021 

Whyalla 13 

 

                                                           
17

 On five occasions the Office declined invitations to attend scheduled annual reviews due to prior 

commitments with other offices and being otherwise unavailable.  In addition, the Office withdrew on another 

three occasions when annual reviews to which the Office was committed were cancelled or rescheduled at 

short notice.  On two occasions, the Office cancelled attendance to annual reviews at short notice, due to 

illness and urgent competing priorities.  

18
 The Office requested dates for additional annual reviews in February 2016 however no dates were provided 

19
 The Office requested dates for annual reviews in February, March and May 2016 however no dates were 

provided. 

20 The Office requested dates for annual reviews in February 2016 however no dates were provided.  

21 The Office requested dates for annual reviews on multiple occasions in emails and conversations.  

 


