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Overview –

1. In some circumstances, Children and Young People are considered to be unsafe in the care of their parents or unable to reside with them for a period of time and may become Looked After Children. This may mean that they reside in foster care, residential care or with other family members assessed as appropriate carers.
2. When Children and Young People who are Looked After under an Interim Care Order (Section 31, CA 1989) or Voluntary Accommodation (Section 20, CA 1989), Lancashire Children's Social Care and other professionals working with the family, are committed to supporting parents to make appropriate changes so their children can return to their care. Children and Young People should be supported to be in the care of parents when it is safe to do so.
3. In circumstances where appropriate changes have been made, and it is considered that the child/ren and/or young person can return home, the bridging process is essential. This will ensure that the bridging process takes place in line with the child/young persons needs and understanding and reduces the likelihood of the return home being unsuccessful. 
4. Children, Young People, Parents and their wider family should be heavily involved within the bridging planning process and the plan should be created collaboratively with them as well as key professionals also supporting the family.
Objectives –
5. The aim of this guidance document is to assist social workers and professionals working with children, young people and families to support care plans of rehab home.

6. The guidance document will provide key considerations when creating and developing a bridging plan, as well as top tips and good practice examples.

7. There will also be a range of tools for social workers and professionals to utilise which may assist the process to ensure the best outcome for children, young people and their families. 

Where to start? –
8. When a Care Plan of rehab home to parents has been agreed, it would be expected that the child, young person and parents have already been aware of this proposed plan. Therefore, conversations around bridging and what this looks like should have already been a part of meetings and visits that have taken place. Once the care plan has been agreed, there are various actions that should be prioritised and considered, as long as this is appropriate. These include –

· Speaking to the child/young person – They should be informed that the care plan has been agreed and provided with age-appropriate information of how this will take place and when. This information should be given to the child by their social worker; however, they may wish to also be accompanied by someone else who they have an established relationship with. This could be their foster carer, support worker and so on.
· Speaking to the parents – They should be informed that the care plan had been agreed and provided with appropriate information of how this will take plan and when.

· Speaking to the child/young person's current carers – Whom the child/young person currently resides with will be actively involved within the bridging process, therefore need to be aware of when this will take place and how.

· Speaking to other professionals – There will likely be key professionals working with the family that also need to be consulted and involved. This may include education, nursery, health, the Independent Reviewing Officer, supervising social worker, the Children's Guardian (if bridging is taking place within care proceedings).

· Seeking additional advice – In some circumstances, the child, young person and family may require specialist support within the bridging process. This may be due to the child/young person having additional needs or a disability, therefore there are professionals available to offer additional assistance in respect of bridging. This could include SCAYT or the Family Finding Team, both of these teams are well equipped and knowledgeable in respect of bridging and may be able to offer further guidance and support.

· Arrange a bridging planning meeting – This is a key element of the process and should include, where possible, all of the people detailed above.
Bridging planning meeting –

9. A bridging planning meeting is a key element of the bridging process. This ensures that the child, young person, parents, wider family and key professionals are consulted and included within the agreed plan. The plan should be created collaboratively with all of these key people. The bridging plan isn't just detailing the time/days of visits and when the move should take place, but other elements also have to be considered. This may include, a Family Group Conference/Family meeting, direct work with the child/young person and parents, life story work, possible barriers to bridging and so on. It would be expected that the social worker chairs this meeting and creates the plan.
10. Who should be included – If the child/young person is of an age to attend the meeting then they should be invited. If they aren't, their views should still be sought prior to the meeting and included within the plan. Other key people actively supporting the family should also be invited. This may include education, nursery, health, foster carers, the Independent Reviewing Officer, supervising social worker, the Children's Guardian (if bridging is taking place within care proceedings or as an outcome of care proceedings). If you are unsure, ask yourself "who is playing an active role with the child, young person, family?", all of these people should be included.

11.  What should be discussed? –

· Introductions - ensure everyone is aware of each other's name and role.
· Explain the purpose of the meeting – to agree the preparation for bridging and the bridging plan in terms of the move.
· Preparation for bridging – Does the child know? Does direct work/life story work need to be completed beforehand? Are there any significant events happening which need to be considered? (eg. starting school), is the family home ready? (beds, clothes, toys etc), does a Family Group Conference or Family Planning Meeting need to take place? (To agree a settling in period for the child/young person, ensure parents have family support). Are there siblings who may need direct work/support?
· Family Time – What is the current family time plan? Could this be used as a starter for bridging? Increasing family time, parents going to the foster carers house/residential home, in the community, in the family home. Does this need to be semi-supervised? Will the social worker observe? What support will the children, young person, family need?
· Information sharing – What do the current carers need to share with the parents? For example, routines, appointments, health needs. Ensure this is incorporated into the bridging plan, parents being involved with bedtime routines, mealtimes, taking/collecting from school.
· When – Agree a timescale for the bridging. When will this begin? Will it be taken place over a one- or two-week period, or does this need to be longer? Each child/young person is different, and this has to be suited to their wishes and needs. 
· Support – How will the child/young person and parents be supported during bridging? When will visits take place and by whom? Are there going to be daily calls to check in, if so by whom? What can wider family offer? What can other professionals offer? Pre-arrange a review meeting for halfway through bridging for everyone to come together and ensure the bridging is progressing well.
Bridging Plan –

12.  This should be completed in a table format, clearly detailing dates, times and activity. The plan should be created so it is suitable for the child/young person, parent and professionals working with the family.

13. This may mean creating more than one plan, with the same core information, but suited to the individual. It will be really important for the child/young person to know what is happening and when, they need to be as prepared as possible.

14. Please see below examples/templates that can be used –

· Example bridging plan –
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· Blank calendar page for bridging plan –
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· Child friendly bridging plan –
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15.  Please remember all bridging plans will be different, as each child and young person is an individual, with individual needs. Some children and young people may already be having a high level of family time, therefore the bridging home process would then likely be shorter. However, some children and young people may wish for a longer transition period. Sleepovers should also be carefully considered, it is recommended that the first sleepover should take place on a weekday, this is when more professional support is available in comparison to a weekend. However, this may not apply to all families and should be discussed and agreed as part of the planning meeting.

16. Sometimes, bridging plans can change due to circumstances, and this is why it is important to have regular review meetings throughout the bridging process. 

Support for Children and Families –
17. The support needed by the family should be highlighted within the child or young person's care plan. Identified support should be agreed within Child Looked After Review Meetings/Multi-agency meetings or as part of discussions within court. Clear timescales should be highlighted, and the support should be implemented in a timely manner.

18. What/Who can provide support –

· Child and Family Practitioner (for Children/Young People being supported by the Family Safeguarding Team) – There may already be a CFP allocated to the family, or a referral for a CFP may be appropriate. They could assist the social worker with preparation direct work with the child or parents. They could assist in completing additional visits following the move home. A referral is made via the Consultant Social Worker supervising the CFP.
· Family Group Conference – An FGC or a family meeting co-ordinated by the social worker may be useful prior to the transition home and following the transition home. This will help to identify what is working well and also if the family need additional support/assistance which isn't available within the wider family unit. The referral form can be found here – FGC Referral/Consent Form.
· Adult Workers (for Children/Young People being supported by the Family Safeguarding Team) – Other adult workers within Family Safeguarding may be felt appropriate to offer additional support for example – substance misuse/domestic abuse/mental health, referrals to these can be made through the adult worker referral form on LCS and the correct process should be followed.
· Meetings and visits - It is recommended that multi-agency meetings continue at a regular frequency (minimum 4 weekly). Visits by the social worker and other professionals also need to continue at a frequent basis. Following the move home, weekly visits should take place for a minimum of the first 4 weeks and then there should be a gradual reduction if felt appropriate and in line with the progress.

· Home-Start – This is a local community network of trained volunteers and expert support helping families with young children. You can find out more information about what they offer here. Or you can contact them for more information following the contact details below, based on the area where the family resides –

East Lancashire - info@homestarteastlancs.org or 01282 690536

Central Lancashire - enquiries@homestartcentrallancs.org.uk or 01257 241636

Lancaster/Morecambe - office@homestartmorecambe.co.uk or 01524 414871

Fylde and Wyre - enquiries@homestartbfw.org.uk or 01253 728615

· Barnardo's – They offer a wide range of support that the child or family may benefit from. This includes counselling, support groups and friendly people to talk to. You can find out more information around their service offer here.
· Relate - Relate has nearly 370 locations across England and Wales offering a range of services, including relationship counselling, individual counselling, sex therapy, family mediation, family counselling and children and young people's counselling. They also support families with young babies, teenagers, step-families and so on. To find out more information, or find a Relate service closest to the family, click here.
· Family Information Service - They provide information on parenting, from learning how to feed your baby, help with child behaviour issues, coping without sleep right up to dealing with teenage problems or finding activities to keep the kids entertained during the holidays. For further information and guidance you can contact them on –
lancsfis@lancashire.gov.uk or 0300 123 6712.
· Young people – Young people returning home may also need additional support, there is the offer of the Lancashire Youth Zone. To find out more of what they offer, and what is available in the young persons area, you can find out more here.
· SCAYT+ – They are a service within Lancashire who offer emotional health services for adopted and looked after children. SCAYT+ is a team of emotional health workers, social workers and clinical psychologists. They support carers, parents and professionals by providing advice about parenting, child behaviour and development, serious emotional, behavioural and relationship problems, past abuse, trauma and neglect. You may wish to arrange a consultation if you feel their expertise is required to support the bridging home process. You can find our more information about their offer, or their contact details for an informal discussion here.
· Outreach Services – The Lancashire Outreach Team can provide a wide range of support and they have a wealth of experience when working with Children and Young people in care and on the edge of care. For more information, you can contact them on their generic email address - outreach@lancashire.gov.uk. 
· Universal services – Support services who are already supporting the family may also be able to further assist. Including, education, nursery, health visitors, school nurses and so on. The support they can offer should be discussed within the CLA Reviews/Multiagency meetings.
Top Tips –

19. Preparation is key – Ensuring the child, parents and wider family are prepared. Although the child may not have been out of their care for an extensive period, it is likely this will still be a big change for everyone.
20. Belongings – During the bridging process, it is recommended that the child/young person starts taking items home each time. This will reduce any potential worries on "move home day". Ideally, all of the child or young persons belongings would be at home (except essentials) prior to the day they return home.

21. Everyone being responsible – Ensuring that all professionals working with the family are aware of the plan and that everyone is aware of key actions. Whether this is visits, direct work, telephone calls or meetings.

22. Regular check in's and reviews – Ensuring the bridging process is closely monitored and that any barriers or issues are addressed. We need to ensure the process is as effective as possible.

23. Ongoing support – The support needs to be ongoing. Following the child/young person returning home there needs to be continued support and assistance. This should be incorporated into the child's plan and Home Placement Agreement. It is recommended that multi-agency meetings continue at a regular frequency (minimum 4 weekly). Visits by the social worker and other professionals also need to continue at a frequent basis. Following the move home, weekly visits should take place for a minimum of the first 4 weeks and then there should be a gradual reduction if felt appropriate and in line with the progress. 

24. "Goodbyes" – Following the move home, the children/young person will continue to need a transition from where they previously lived. Whether this was foster care or residential care. It is essential that these relationships continue, led by the child/young person. This could be letters, phone calls or meeting up. This should be considered as part of the bridging process and in line with the child/young person's wishes and needs. 
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