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As senior representatives for Children’s Services across the London Borough of 
Bexley, Kent County Council and Medway Council, we are pleased to introduce 
Adoption Partnership South East’s 2025/26 Annual Report. At its heart, this report 
is about children and families, and the practical work taking place every day to 
support those affected by adoption.

A strong theme this year is the support APSE provides to families before and after 
an Adoption Order. The Adoption Support Pilot is an important part of this, helping 
the partnership try out new ways of offering earlier support, including therapeutic 
workshops, targeted advice and opportunities for families to connect with others 
who understand adoption.

These are exciting initiatives because they are shaped around what families say 
they need. Preparation for adopters, honest conversations about children’s needs, 
peer support and timely advice from staff all make a real difference when families 
are building confidence and facing challenges.

We are also pleased to see the continued work to bring lived experience more 
directly into the way services are shaped. Hearing from children, adopted people, 
adopters, birth relatives and families gives a clearer picture of what support feels 
like in real life, and where we need to keep improving.

We would like to thank APSE staff, social work colleagues, foster carers, adopters, 
adopted people, birth family members and partner agencies for their commitment, 
support and care. We look forward to continuing this work together across Bexley, 
Kent and Medway.

Foreword from the Senior Local 
Authority Representatives for 

London Borough of Bexley, Kent 
and Medway Local Authorities
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Stephen Kitchman    Kevin Kasaven  Lee-Anne Farach



Message from the Head of 
Adoption Partnership South East; 

Amy Coombs
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I am proud to introduce this year’s Annual Report for Adoption Partnership 
South East. As a regional adoption agency, we remain committed to putting 
children at the heart of everything we do, while continuing to strengthen how 
we listen to and work alongside our families. Over the past year, we have 
continued to develop our approach to adoption support in a way that 
genuinely reflects the voices of those we support. Listening carefully to our 
children, adoptive families and those with lived experience has helped us 
shape support that is responsive, meaningful and rooted in real need. 

Being child-focused remains central to our work, but we know that by working 
closely with families and understanding their experiences, we are better able 
to support children to thrive. 

Our adoption community continues to grow and evolve, and it is particularly 
inspiring to see the increasing role adoptive parents are playing in shaping 
and strengthening peer support. Many of our families are now working 
alongside us, sharing their experience, supporting one another and helping to 
build a strong, connected community across the region. This shared 
commitment is a real strength of our service and something we are incredibly 
proud of.

I would also like to recognise the dedication and passion of our staff across 
Adoption Partnership South East. Their commitment to making a difference in 
the lives of children and families is evident every day. They bring 
professionalism, compassion and creativity to their roles, ensuring that the 
support we provide is thoughtful, inclusive and focused on achieving the best 
possible outcomes.

Finally, our strong collaboration with colleagues across children’s services in 
Bexley, Kent and Medway continues to be key. By working closely together, 
sharing expertise and maintaining a clear focus on children’s needs, we are 
able to deliver a joined-up and effective service across the region. 

This report reflects a year of continued progress, learning and partnership. I 
am proud of what we have achieved together and confident in our continued 
commitment to supporting children and families through adoption.



Key Highlights across
2025/26
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A year of timely permanence, stronger support and a growing 
community across Bexley, Kent and Medway.

Children’s journeys

Timely matching
for Children
Matched faster than the 
national average: Kent 141 days, 
Medway 170 and Bexley 54. See 
page 22.

Adopter recruitment

Diverse adopter
profile
Approvals included LGBTQ+, co-
habiting and solo adopters, with 
focus on ethnic diversity. See 
page 26.

Adoption community

Adopter-led
groups
Adopter-led groups offer peer 
support, shared understanding 
and practical advice. See pages 
15–16.

Supporting families

Adoption support 
strengthened 
Pilot funding enabled needs-led 
therapeutic support and early 
help for families. See pages 28–
31.

Family feedback

Families feel
listened to
Families report feeling heard, 
understood and clearer about 
next steps. See pages 33–34.

Birth Family Connections

100 in-person
arrangements
In-person staying-in-touch 
arrangements helped sustain 
safe family connections. See 
pages 38.



Our Service

Adoption Partnership South East is managed by the Head of Service and 
two Service Managers: one responsible for the pre-Adoption Order teams 
and one responsible for the Adoption Support teams. Details of the nine 
teams within the service and the structure charts are included in the 
appendix.

The Head of Service reports quarterly to a Partnership Board. The 
Partnership Board comprises key representatives from each partner 
organisation. The London Borough of Bexley (LBB) is represented by the 
Director of Children’s Services, supported by the Deputy Director as 
substitute.  Kent County Council (KCC) is represented by the Director of 
Children’s Countywide Services, with the Assistant Director of Corporate 
Parenting serving as substitute. Medway Council (MC) is represented by 
the Director of People, with the Assistant Director for Children’s Social 
Care designated as substitute. Medway’s Head of Provider Services – 
Children’s Services also attends. The Head of APSE, APSE Service 
Managers, an adoptive parent and a voluntary adoption agency 
representative are also members of the Board, with Finance and Data 
Leads for each partner invited to attend relevant parts of the meeting.

A separate Operational Managers Group meets quarterly and includes the 
Head of APSE, APSE Service Managers, Children’s Service Managers and 
Independent Reviewing Officer leads from Bexley, Kent and Medway. 

The annual report is presented to Bexley, Kent and Medway’s Corporate 
Parenting Panels and to Medway’s Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

Partnership 
Board and DCS

Pre-AO Service 
Manager

Team Managers

Staff Group

Post-AO Service 
Manager

Team Managers

Staff Group

Head of APSE
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Adoption Partnership South East continues to place equality, diversity and 
inclusion at the heart of everything we do. We are committed to ensuring 
that everyone we work with is treated with dignity, respect and without 
discrimination, and we actively seek to reflect the diverse communities we 
serve. This is evident in our ongoing focus on recruiting adopters from a 
wide range of backgrounds to better meet the identity, heritage and needs of 
our children, as well as strengthening the diversity of our panel membership 
and workforce. 

We are equally focused on creating a culture where staff, families and 
partners feel they belong and are valued, supported through regular 
opportunities to listen, learn and shape the service together. This includes 
our most recent service away day, which was dedicated to hearing the 
voices of those with lived experience, where young people, adopters and 
birth family members were invited to speak directly to staff and share their 
perspectives. 

Through our engagement with reference groups, feedback forums and 
collaborative working across the region, we continue to ensure that lived 
experience informs both our practice and our future development.

Equality and Diversity



Our Adoption 
Community 
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The VSK (Virtual Schools Kent) Participation Team supports Adoption 
Partnership South East (APSE) by ensuring that adopted children and young 
people in Bexley, Kent, and Medway have a voice and participate in 
meaningful activities. The team works under the principles of Corporate 
Parenting and the Lundy Model (participation framework) to create safe, 
inclusive environments, ensuring children’s voices are genuinely heard in 
decisions. Children from the region are invited to join the Adoptables 
Council and participate in related events and activities.  The VSK 
participation team comprises six apprentices with care and adoption 
experience, who are working towards their qualifications under the 
guidance of Participation Officers. One apprentice, who is an adopted 
young person, leads the APSE apprenticeship.

The Participation team, in partnership with APSE, organised biannual 
family events, including a summer picnic and a Christmas party.

In July, 71 young people and their families enjoyed a fairy-themed picnic 
featuring activities such as wand making, fairy gardens, and tie-dye t-
shirts, providing a safe space for adoptive families to connect. 

The popular Christmas party in December welcomed 84 children and 
young people with their families, offering Christmas crafts, games, and a 
visit to Santa’s grotto, fostering community and shared experiences.
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Over the past year, the Participation Team’s apprentice Karmel has supported 
adoption preparation groups. These sessions provide opportunities to share lived 
experiences of adoption with prospective adopters, helping to deepen their 
understanding of the realities faced by adopted children and young people. 
Contributions to the programme have included reflections on personal 
experiences of adoption, insights into education, perspectives on relationships 
with birth families, and the impact adoption can have on identity and emotional 
wellbeing. 

These discussions have supported prospective adopters to gain a greater 
understanding around adoptees’ behaviour, possible trauma and emotional 
needs. The Participation Team has also shared practical guidance on the types of 
support that can make a meaningful difference, including the importance of 
young people feeling safe and listened to, having strong advocacy from parents, 
being able to openly discuss their past, and accessing appropriate support 
whether this is relating to their education or well-being. 

Adoption UK Youth Forum 

In addition, our apprentice Karmel has begun supporting the Adoption UK Youth 
Forum, a national platform for older adopted young people. The forum aims to 
empower participants by providing opportunities to share their voice and 
influence discussions at a wider level. Being involved in the forum has allowed 
Karmel and other young people to share personal experiences and perspectives, 
listen to and learn from the experiences of others, participate in discussions on 
key issues which may affect them, and help to represent their views on a broader 
level. 

The forum ensures that the voices of young people are central to conversations 
about adoption, highlighting their needs and experiences directly rather than 
relying on adult perspectives only. Engagement in both the preparation groups 
and the youth forum has enabled lived experience to be used positively, 
contributing to improved understanding, stronger relationships, and better 
outcomes for adopted children and young people. 
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The Adoptables Council is a group exclusively for adopted children and young 
people living in Bexley, Kent, or Medway.  The group meets every school 
holiday to discuss topics that may affect all adopted young people and to 
share feedback on services provided by APSE to young people and their 
families.  It also serves as a safe space where young people can express their 
thoughts and feelings, socialise, and build and maintain relationships with 
peers who share similar lived experiences within the adoptive community.

Currently, 11 young people regularly attend the group, with some having been 
members for several years.  Throughout the year, members have been 
collaboratively developing an inclusive Independence Programme, selecting 
and exploring topics they believe will assist themselves and others in 
transitioning into adulthood. Topics have included healthy eating and 
planning and preparing nutritious meals, alongside participation in 
accredited First Aid training. One young person remarked, "I think it's so 
important we learn these skills as you never know when you might need to 
use them.”

Most recently, members took part in bespoke young people’s recruitment and 
selection training, where they learned about the recruitment process, sitting 
on interview panels and identifying positive characteristics of candidates. The 
Head of APSE attended the meeting and gave an insight as to how important it 
is to ensure the voice of the young person is represented in the recruitment 
process.  

Young people from the Adoptables Council group were invited for an evening 
at the pantomime at the Marlowe Theatre in Canterbury. The trip provided the 
opportunity for some of our young people to see a live theatre performance 
for the first time, something they might not otherwise have had the chance to 
experience. 
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OCYPC MAGIC is a group for young people aged 11–18 with special 
educational needs and disabilities (SEND) in care, supported by social 
workers, or adopted in Bexley, Kent, or Medway. It offers a safe space to 
share views and improve local services. Recently, the group has focused 
on building independence through activities like cooking, First Aid training, 
and career discussions, helping members gain confidence. The group 
welcomes new members year-round to expand its support.

Enrichment Activity Days  

116 children in 25/26 attended 12 activity days.  Of these 115 were adopted (3 
Bexley, 101 Kent, 11 Medway) and 1 was a child in care fostered by an adoptive 
family. The ages of the children and young people attending were 4 to 17 years old. 
These fun days have included activities such as horse-riding, outdoor pursuits, 
water sports, wildlife parks, arts and crafts. The days receive positive feedback 
and are a chance for young people to try new activities and learn new skills, as 
well as an opportunity to mix with young people with similar backgrounds to 
themselves and create a sense of belonging for them. 
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Feedback from families:



Our Peer Connection Scheme has now supported nearly 300 families through 
their adoption process. A Peer Connector is someone who has already walked 
through their own adoption journey and is willing to walk alongside and support 
someone else going through the process.  Our scheme currently has 32 Peer 
Connectors who are volunteer adoptive parents.  

A Peer Connector is automatically assigned to prospective adopters once they 
have completed Stage 2 of the Preparation Training and are approaching 
Approval Panel. The Peer will then be alongside the family throughout the rest of 
their adoption journey up until the Adoption Order is granted. 

Leaning on their own lived experience, Peers provide much-needed support and 
wisdom, via telephone, FaceTime or Teams/online meet ups. 

Our Peer Connectors can also provide one-off phone calls when social workers 
feel lived experience would be particularly helpful for those considering 
different aspects of the adoption process.

At APSE, Peer Connection continues to provide a growing, invaluable system of 
support which we are continually looking to enhance and refine. Our Peers 
recognise the importance of being part of an adoption community and greatly 
value being able to support others on their adoption journeys, as expressed 
through these testimonies from just a few of our Peer Connectors:

13

Peer Connector Scheme
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Community support groups remain a central part of the APSE support offer, 
giving adoptive families accessible, peer-led spaces to connect with others who 
share similar lived experiences. Facilitated by experienced volunteer adopters or 
Adoption Social Workers, the groups provide a relaxed, inclusive environment 
where parents can speak openly without fear of judgement.

Group types include:

• Family groups

• Parents of teenagers

• Solo adopters

• Parents only

• Online meet ups

• Pre-school groups (social worker-led)

Families value the shared understanding, practical advice and emotional 
support the groups provide, particularly when navigating trauma, attachment 
needs and complex behaviours. The groups help parents build confidence and 
resilience, while giving children and young people opportunities to socialise 
where their needs are understood and accepted.

Regular activities and informal gatherings strengthen relationships over time, 
with many families developing trusted networks beyond the groups themselves.

Locations include parks, Amelia Scott Centre, online, coastal venues, Starbucks, 
pubs, church halls, cinemas, stately homes and zoos.

Community Connection Groups 
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A huge thank you to the volunteers who run these groups. Their commitment 
and willingness to share their own experiences are what really make this 
work. The groups simply wouldn’t be what they are without them, and the 
difference they make to families across our community is clear.

Locations of APSE community groups:
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Feedback from parents attending groups:
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Children’s Journeys 
Through Adoption

Across the year, Adoption Partnership South East (APSE) has continued to 
prioritise timely and high-quality permanency planning for children with 
adoption plans. Social workers within APSE working collaboratively with 
children’s social workers remains a strength for progressing children’s 
adoption plans. Specialist permanency planning leads, agency advisors 
and family finding social workers ensure there is an approach of working 
alongside children’s social workers to support thoughtful, well-informed 
adoption care planning. 

Early permanence remains a key part of Adoption Partnership South East’s 
approach to achieving timely permanence and minimising delay for 
children. This approach enables children to be placed with carers who are 
approved both as foster carers and prospective adopters, reducing moves 
and supporting early attachment.

During 2025/26, 20 children were placed with early permanence carers, 
including 16 Kent children and 4 Medway children. This reflects continued 
progress in embedding early permanence practice across the partnership 
and strengthening planning at an earlier stage in children’s journeys.  The 
proportion of children matched with early permanence carers has 
increased to 35% in 2025/26, marking the highest level in the last four 
years.
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Year EP Placements Total Matches EP Matches
%

EP Matches

2022/23 30 70 21 30%

2023/24 28 97 26 27%

2024/25 21 65 19 29%

2025/26 20 80 28 35%
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To support children being matched with adoptive families APSE has held 
family finding events and been involved with national profiling through Link 
Maker. Children are supported through consistent tracking arrangements 
across APSE and Bexley, Kent and Medway, ensuring clear oversight from 
decision-making through to matching. The matching process is structured 
and carefully considered. Adoption panels play a crucial role in progressing 
children’s adoption plans by providing independent scrutiny, testing the 
quality of evidence, and giving assurance that proposed matches are 
robust, child-centred and ready for Agency Decision Maker consideration. 

Following matching, introductions and transition plans are developed 
collaboratively so transitions are well-paced and centred on the child. 
Family finders also work with adopters’ social workers to ensure each child 
has a life story book in place.  

Over the year, family finding activity has continued to evolve and 
strengthen, particularly for children with more complex needs and sibling 
groups. This has included targeted recruitment, enhanced preparation for 
adopters and ongoing support to practitioners to enable timely, confident 
care planning and minimise delay.

Family finding teams have continued to strengthen their practice by 
working closely with birth parents and sometimes wider family to support 
the development of each child’s life story book. This collaborative 
approach helps ensure that children’s histories are captured with 
sensitivity and accuracy, enabling them to understand their early 
experiences and maintain a meaningful connection to their birth identity. 

APSE demonstrates a strong, collaborative and adaptive approach. With 
effective tracking, adoption panel oversight, local and national family 
finding strategies and robust governance, the partnership remains 
committed to securing timely, stable and well-matched adoptive families 
for children across the region.
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Summary Adoption Child Level Data (2025-26) 
within each area:

Bexley

54 days to 
match

173 days to 
adoption order

5 ADM decisions, 8 placement orders, 1 match, 1 
placement and 4 adoption orders.

Kent

141 days to 
match

224 days to 
adoption order

105 ADM decisions, 78 placement orders, 58 matches, 65 
placements and 46 adoption orders.

Medway

170 days to 
match

191 days to 
adoption order

31 ADM decisions, 17 placement orders, 21 matches, 20 
placements and 15 adoption orders.
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Measure Indicator Authority 2023/24 2024/25 2025/26

No. of 
children 

ADM best 
interest 
decisions

Bexley 6 11 5

Kent 65 85 105
Medway 20 28 31

No. of 
children 

Placement 
Orders Bexley 6 6 8

Kent 52 67 78
Medway 12 25 17

No. of 
children

Matches 
approved Bexley 8 7 1

Kent 72 43 58
Medway 16 14 21

No. of 
children 

Children 
placed Bexley 8 8 1

Kent 72 40 65
Medway 17 14 20

No. of 
children 

Adoption 
Orders 
granted

Bexley 10 10 4

Kent 68 63 46

Medway 18 15 15

The table below shows the number of children’s adoption care plans being 
progressed.

Across the three authorities, this data shows how the number of children moving 
through the adoption journey has overall increased.  Kent continues to have a 
steady increase in children with ADM decisions and Placement Orders, and a rise 
again in children matched and placed following a dip in 2024/25. 

Medway supports a smaller number of children, with activity remaining broadly 
steady, although there are some changes year to year.  

In Bexley, the number of children is much smaller, which means the picture can 
look more changeable due to the impact sibling group numbers will have. 



22

Measure Indicator Authority 2023/24 2024/25 2025/26
National 
average 
2025/26

Average 
days

Placement 
order to 
matching 
decision
(children 
matched 
in year)

Bexley 220 106 54 237

Kent 144 144 141 237
Medway 171 147 170 237

Average 
days

Adoption 
order 
granted

Bexley 478 386 173 244

Kent 481 387 224 244
Medway 432 436 191 244

The table below shows the timescales for children’s adoption 
care plans progressing once a Placement Order has been 
granted by the court, alongside the national average.

This data shows how quickly children are moving through the adoption journey 
across the partnership and provides a positive picture when set against the 
national average.  Across all three authorities, children are consistently being 
matched more quickly than the national average. 

In 2025/26, the national average for children moving from Placement Order to 
matching is 237 days. Kent (141 days) and Medway (170 days) are both well below 
this, and Bexley shows a particularly fast timeframe at 54 days. This reflects the 
partnership’s continued focus on early family finding and timely matching for 
children.  A similar positive picture is seen in the time taken for children to achieve 
an Adoption Order. The national average is 244 days, while all three authorities are 
below this in 2025/26. Kent has reduced to 224 days, Medway to 191 days, and 
Bexley shows a significant reduction to 173 days. This indicates that, once placed, 
children are generally able to move through to permanence without unnecessary 
delay.  It is important to recognise that these strong timescales are being achieved 
in a national context where there are ongoing challenges in adopter sufficiency. 
Many areas continue to experience a shortage of adopters, particularly for children 
with more complex needs or those who are part of sibling groups. Despite this, 
Adoption Partnership South East continues to secure timely matches for children 
and supports them through to adoption at a pace that is right for the child and 
avoids unnecessary delays.  

As with the earlier data, where the number of children is smaller, particularly in 
Bexley, timescales can be more influenced by individual children and sibling 
groups. 
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Adoption Disruptions
There were two disruptions during 2025/26, both involving Kent children 
aged five: one with APSE adopters and one with external adopters. 
Disruption meetings were held and learning shared across the service and 
wider professional network. Key learning focused on the reality and 
challenge of adopting a school-age child, how APSE helps adopters 
prepare, and the value of therapeutic workshops.

Non-agency adoption – step-parent/relative adoption 

Adoption Partnership South East supports families where a relative or step-
parent wishes to adopt a child within their family through the non-agency 
route. We receive Notifications of Intent (NOI) from applicants across the 
region and work alongside families to navigate the court process and 
complete assessments.

During 2025/26, 40 adoption orders were granted through this route. As of 
31 March, 55 children were open to non-agency adoption assessments, 
supported by experienced social workers in our Recruitment and 
Assessment teams.
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Adopter 
Recruitment 

Adoption Partnership South East is committed to finding the right families 
for children who need them.  We take a thoughtful and inclusive approach 
to recruitment, ensuring that prospective adopters feel informed, supported 
and confident as they begin their journey.  Working within a national context 
where adopter sufficiency remains a challenge, Adoption Partnership South 
East is focused not just on increasing the number of adopters, but on 
ensuring we are recruiting families who can meet the more complex and 
diverse needs of children waiting for adoption.  We prioritise the recruitment 
of families who can care for:
• Sibling groups
• Older children
• Children with complex needs or disabilities
• Children from Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic backgrounds
• Early Permanence placements

Recruitment activity is delivered through a multi-channel marketing 
approach, maximising reach while focusing on quality engagement and 
conversion. APSE utilises a dedicated website and enquiry route, social 
media and national campaigns (e.g. You Can Adopt, National Adoption 
Week), and targeted local promotion. Activity is designed to prompt those 
already considering adoption to take the next step and contact the service.

Prospective adopters can access information through our website and 
advice line, followed by attendance at our online information sessions 
(launched in October 2025) and then an in-person ‘Meet and Connect’ 
session where they can meet experienced adopters and social workers.  
These sessions play a key role in supporting informed decision-making and 
increasing confidence to progress.  An open-access approach encourages 
early engagement without commitment.

Across the year: 334 info packs issued → 87 households attended an online 
information event → 67 households attended Meet & Connect.

334

Information 
packs sent 
out

87
Households

Attended 
Online 
Information 
events 

67
Households

Attended 
Meet and 
Connect 
events
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Once applicants decide to move forward, they enter a two-stage assessment 
process supported by dedicated social work input and preparation training. 
Recent improvements to the pathway have included reducing delays in Stage 2 
assessments and enabling more flexible progression through the process, 
improving both efficiency and the applicant experience.

During the year 73 assessments in total were completed.  Of these 73, 61 adopter 
households were approved, 6 assessments will be presented for approval in April 
2026 and 6 assessments did not proceed to approval.

APSE’s recruitment approach is strengthened by embedding adoption support 
from the outset, giving prospective adopters clarity and confidence about the 
support available, including therapeutic parenting, training and peer networks.

Across 2025/26, the average time taken to complete Stage One of the adopter 
assessment process was 110 days.  While this exceeds the expected two-month 
timescale for Stage One, it is notably below the national average of 133 days.  

Across 2025/26, the average time taken to complete Stage Two of the adopter 
assessment process was 121 days.  This sits within the expected four-month 
timescale for Stage Two assessments, and is also below the national average of 
149 days.  

61
Households

Households 
Approved

6
Households

Assessments 
Delayed

6
Households

Assessments 
Ended
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Ethnicity distribution
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Across 2025/26, APSE approved 61 
households to help meet children’s varied 
needs. Most approvals were among White 
British households (52, 85%); 9 households 
came from other ethnic backgrounds, showing 
an opportunity to broaden reach.

The age profile was balanced: 28 households 
in their 20s–30s, 31 in their 40s–50s and 2 
aged 60+. Sexual orientation data adds to this 
wider diversity profile.

Sexual orientation

Approved households
(n=61)

Category No. %

Gay 8 13%

Heterosexual 50 82%

Lesbian 2 3%

Not provided 1 2%

Grand total 61
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Feedback from adopters who have recently completed the process in 25/26 
shows a largely positive experience from approval onwards, with strong 
satisfaction in assessment, matching and introductions, and most respondents 
also feeling well prepared through training. However, the application to approval 
stage remains a clear pressure point.  It is important to note that these feedback 
forms are completed after adopters have reached Adoption Order, meaning 
reflections on assessment are typically based on experiences from the previous 
year; since then, APSE has introduced changes to improve timeliness, 
particularly reducing waits between stage 1 and stage 2 in response to this 
feedback.
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Supporting 
Families 

Adoption support is a central part of Adoption Partnership South East 
(APSE)’s work, recognising that adoption is not a single event but a lifelong 
journey for children and families. Dyadic Developmental Practice (DDP) 
underpins how we work with families, with oversight from two DDP 
consultants, ensuring support is grounded in empathy, connection and 
relational safety. Over the past year, APSE has continued to strengthen its 
support offer, with a particular focus on early intervention, relational 
practice, and ensuring families receive timely, tailored support that meets 
their individual needs.

APSE’s approach to adoption support is rooted in the principle that families 
benefit most when support is available early and remains responsive as 
needs evolve. The Adoption and Special Guardianship Support Fund 
(ASGSF) Pilot has supported the development of a model that prioritises 
early identification of need, reduces reliance on crisis intervention, and 
enables a more proactive relationship with families. Through this model, 
families are encouraged to access support at the earliest stage of their 
journey, particularly during the transition into becoming a family. This 
approach aims to strengthen family foundations, build trust with the 
service, and reduce the likelihood of difficulties escalating over time.

The ASGSF Pilot has enabled APSE to deliver a more flexible and 
responsive support offer. By moving away from individual funding 
applications for each intervention, the pilot allows support to be 
commissioned more quickly and adapted to families’ changing needs. This 
has reduced delays and administrative burden while improving access to 
therapeutic and specialist support.  Around fifty percent of interventions 
delivered across 2025/26 were pilot funded. 

Multi-disciplinary working and trauma-informed practice continue to be 
key strengths of APSE’s adoption support offer. The service has embedded a 
Multi-Disciplinary Team (MDT) approach, bringing together social workers, 
therapists and other professionals to support complex cases and develop 
holistic, formulation-led plans for families.

The integration of MDT working, DDP-informed practice and access to 
specialist assessments ensures that families receive coordinated, high-
quality support that addresses both emotional and practical challenges 
relating to adoption.
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APSE has continued to strengthen support for families during the first 12–18 
months of a child being placed with their adoptive family, recognising this as a 
critical period for building relationships and secure attachments. Pre-
adoption order, families are supported through a consistent and relationship-
based model, with adopters retaining their Adoption Social Worker alongside 
the child’s Social Worker until the Adoption Order is granted. This ensures 
continuity, stability and coordinated support as families adjust and begin to 
build confidence in meeting their child’s needs.

Support during this period is tailored to individual needs and delivered 
through APSE’s core offer. This includes structured preparation such as the 
Settling into Therapeutic Parenting workshop, ongoing opportunities to embed 
learning through early years stay and play groups, and facilitated access to 
adopter-led community networks that provide valuable peer support. 
Families also benefit from practical resources, including a structured 
preparation folder and access to a core therapeutic parenting course, helping 
them to develop trauma-informed, attachment-focused approaches from the 
outset.

In 2024/25, the introduction of the Becoming a Family approach has further 
strengthened this early, preventative support. The model promotes timely 
access to advice and intervention, supporting adopters to build resilience, 
develop therapeutic parenting skills, and access coordinated support from 
across services. It also brings greater consistency for families, particularly 
where children are placed across regional boundaries.

Where additional or more complex needs are identified, Social Workers can 
draw on Multi-Disciplinary Team discussions to access specialist advice, 
alongside support from an APSE Senior Therapist. This ensures that families 
can access the right level of support at the right time, without unnecessary 
delay. The availability of early advice through more accessible routes, 
alongside targeted therapeutic support, enables a more responsive and 
flexible approach. Our ambition is that by the time the Adoption Order is 
granted, all our families are better able to feel settled, connected and 
confident in their parenting, with a clear understanding of the support 
available to them as their child grows.

Early Support for Families – Pre Adoption Order
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Following the granting of an adoption order, Adoption Partnership South East 
(APSE) provides a clear, adoption support core offer to ensure that adoptive 
families receive the right support at the right time. 

A new element to the support is the Catch-up calls; these provide a regular and 
accessible point of contact for families, offering space to review progress, respond 
to emerging needs and maintain continuity of support. Delivered as shorter, 
focused conversations that parents sign up to, enabling an adoption social worker 
to check how strategies are working in day-to-day family life, offer reassurance and 
make timely adjustments where needed. Developed as a pan-regional innovation 
alongside Adopt South and Adoption South East, and supported by Department for 
Education funding, this approach reflects a shared commitment to early, 
responsive support. It helps strengthen relationships with families and ensures 
support remains accessible. Catch-up calls took place relating to 31 children 
across 2025/26.

Support is designed to be accessible from the outset, with families able to seek 
timely advice through a dedicated Support and Advice Line, offering consultation 
with therapeutically trained social workers. Where further support is required, this 
may progress to a short period of targeted intervention or a more comprehensive 
Assessment of Need is completed by a social worker, ensuring that responses are 
proportionate and tailored to each family.

Across the year, parents of 271 children accessed the Support and Advice Line. Of 
these:

· 103 children (38%) were supported through a Short Intervention.
· 53 children (20%) required no further action following advice and guidance.
· 115 children (42%) progressed to a full assessment.

These figures demonstrate that almost 60% of contacts were effectively supported 
without requiring a full assessment, indicating that early intervention and advice 
pathways are successfully meeting the needs of many families at an earlier stage.

The service completed 151 initial assessments and 431 children had review 
assessments during the year. The volume of review assessments highlights the 
ongoing commitment required to support families already receiving services and 
reflects the importance of sustained intervention and monitoring to achieve 
positive outcomes.

Support for Families – Post Adoption Order
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Kent accounted for the highest proportion of service activity across all measures, 
reflecting the larger population served. However, activity across Bexley and 
Medway demonstrates a consistent level of demand and reinforces the 
importance of maintaining equitable access to specialist adoption support 
services across all three local authority areas.

Number of Support 
& Advice 

Total = 271

Bexley 

14

Kent 

229

Medway 

29

Of which resulted 
in Short 
Intervention 

Total = 103 
children 

Bexley 

4

Kent 

89

Medway 

10

Of which resulted 
in No further 
action 

Total = 53 children

Bexley 

2

Kent 

46

Medway 

5

Of which resulted 
in Full Assessment 

Total = 115 
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Bexley 

8

Kent 

94

Medway

13 

Number of Initial 
assessments 
completed  

Total = 151 children 

Bexley 

9

Kent 

120

Medway 

22

Number of Review 
Assessments 

Total = 431 children 

Bexley 

30

Kent 

360

Medway 

41

The Assessment of Need provides a holistic understanding of the family’s 
circumstances and leads to planned interventions of support, which may include 
therapeutic support delivered by specialist practitioners alongside ongoing social 
work involvement, ensuring that families receive coordinated, needs-led support 
that can adapt over time.  These therapeutic interventions include family therapy, 
therapeutic parenting, sensory integration and individual child therapy. 
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The data highlights continued progress in strengthening the Therapeutic Service, 
with more support now being delivered by APSE staff. Internal family therapy has 
grown steadily over the past three years, with a particularly noticeable increase in 
therapeutic parenting work during 2025/26, reflecting the positive impact of pilot 
funding and the increased ability to make best use of the internal team. Group-
based support remains a key part of the offer, with good engagement across both 
internally and externally delivered groups.

Alongside formal support pathways, the core offer places strong emphasis on 
connection and community. Families are supported to build networks through 
regular catch-up calls, peer support opportunities, and adoptive parent-led 
community groups. A range of therapeutic workshops further strengthens 
parenting confidence, covering key areas such as therapeutic parenting, life story 
work and managing behaviour.

Children and young people are supported through participation groups and 
events, providing opportunities to build relationships, develop confidence and 
share their experiences of adoption in a safe and supportive environment.

The core offer is further enhanced through access to specialist services provided 
by CAFIS Barnardo’s, including support with staying in touch arrangements, and 
guidance for adopted adults and young people in understanding their records. 
Families are also supported to access wider health, education and mental health 
services, ensuring a whole-system approach to wellbeing.

Overall, APSE’s Adoption Support Core Offer provides a responsive and inclusive 
pathway of support, underpinned by therapeutic practice, strong partnerships and 
a commitment to walking alongside families throughout their adoption journey.

Service 2023/24 2024/25 2025/26

External Internal External Internal External
Internal/
Pilot 
funded

Family Therapy 64 34 153 37 138 56

Individual Therapy 47 8 81 19 93 13

Sensory Integration 18 27 52 13 31 31

Therapeutic/Specialist 
Assessments 36 0 25 0 0 32

Therapeutic Group 3 70 35 31 11 89

Therapeutic Parent Work 112 64 127 23 93 81

Children Accessing Interventions:
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Across 2025/26, Support and Advice Line calls took place relating to 271 
children.  Feedback from families highlights the positive impact of APSE’s 
adoption support offer.  Families consistently report feeling listened to, 
supported and understood, particularly valuing the accessibility of the 
Support and Advice Service and the relational approach of practitioners.  
Support and Advice calls received an average rating of 4.96.  Families 
reported high confidence in understanding next steps.  
When asked:



34

Feedback from families highlights the positive impact of APSE’s adoption 
support offer.  Families consistently report feeling listened to, supported 
and understood.  The quality of support received an average rating of 4.69. 
Qualitative feedback highlighted practitioner empathy, responsiveness and 
expertise.  Families also value the consistency of support and the ability to 
access help without delay, particularly during challenging periods.

Families say:



Partnership working with Virtual Schools in the Region

Each local authority within the partnership continues to maintain its own 
Virtual School, with Virtual School Heads working in close collaboration 
with the Regional Adoption Agency. Virtual School Heads meet quarterly 
with the Head of Service and senior managers, providing ongoing support 
to service development through training, advice, resources and 
contributions to communications, including newsletters.

Adoptive parents are routinely informed about the role of Virtual Schools 
and are signposted to relevant services and online resources where 
appropriate. While Virtual Schools are not able to offer individualised 
support to every adopted child, they continue to provide advice directly to 
adoptive parents and work closely with adoption social workers to support 
educational outcomes.

All three Virtual Schools continue to support adopter engagement through 
regular coffee sessions, including evening opportunities to improve 
accessibility for working families. These sessions remain well attended and 
positively received, offering a valuable space for information sharing and 
peer connection.

The wider South East regional Virtual School subgroup remains well 
established and continues to meet regularly. This forum enables 
professionals across the region to share practice, strengthen collaboration, 
and respond collectively to emerging priorities.
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Learning from Complaints

The Partnership agreed Kent County Council will be the lead partner on all 
complaints which relate either wholly or in part to Adoption Partnership 
South East. Most of the concerns or issues raised in relation to the service 
provided by the Regional Adoption Agency are resolved through a problem-
solving approach as the service aims to respond quickly and with 
sensitivity. 

APSE received four formal complaints during 2025–26. Three of these 
related to prospective adopters during the assessment process, and one 
related to a foster carer’s experience during matching. Two of the 
complaints progressed to Stage 2.  

Learning from these complaints has led to a renewed focus on 
strengthening communication and practice throughout the adoption 
journey. This has included ensuring that in-person meetings happen where 
difficult decisions need to be discussed, maintaining regular and 
transparent communication with applicants during assessment, and 
reviewing preparation training to ensure greater clarity about the process.

There has also been a continued emphasis on supporting staff to 
demonstrate empathy and clarity in their work, recognising the emotional 
impact of these processes on those involved.
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Supporting Families – 
Birth Families/Adopters/

Adoptees 
CAFIS

Adoption Partnership South East commissions independent services from 
Barnardo’s to support those with lived experience of adoption. CAFIS 
provides a range of support to birth families, adopted adults and adoptive 
families, including counselling, access to records, intermediary work and 
support with staying-in-touch arrangements. During the year, the service 
delivered timely support, with appointments offered within target 
timescales, and continued to play a key role in helping individuals 
understand their history and maintain safe, meaningful staying-in-touch 
arrangements. Demand remained strong, particularly within access to 
records and staying-in-touch services, with high levels of ongoing activity 
across both indirect and direct arrangements. The service operates within 
a complex environment, with challenges such as delays in referrals, court 
responses and variable engagement from families, but continues to adapt 
its approach, strengthen processes and work closely with partners to 
improve access, reduce delays and provide consistent, supportive 
services.

Feedback received:
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During 2025/26, CAFIS supported 156 adoptees and 41 birth parents, 
alongside facilitating 8 first meetings between birth parents and adopters. 
The service continued to prioritise relationship-based support, delivering 
11 birth family support groups attended by 48 individuals. Staying in Touch 
activity remained a core area of work, with 1,742 indirect arrangements 
supported, primarily maintaining connections with birth mothers, and 100 
direct arrangements, most commonly between siblings. This reflects a 
strong focus on sustaining meaningful family connections in ways that are 
appropriate and safe for children.



39

The experiences of birth family members have continued to play an important 
role in shaping the development of Adoption Partnership South East. Through 
our partnership with CAFIS and the birth relatives support group, we have 
created opportunities to listen directly to birth parents and relatives about 
their experiences of adoption, loss, identity and ongoing family relationships. 
These conversations have provided valuable insight into the lifelong impact 
adoption can have on birth families and the importance of ensuring their 
voices are heard alongside those of adopters and adopted people.

A consistent theme raised by birth family members has been the significance 
of maintaining meaningful connections for children, where safe and 
appropriate to do so. Birth relatives spoke about the importance of staying in 
touch arrangements, the role these play in helping children understand their 
identity and heritage, and the emotional impact when family connections are 
lost or difficult to maintain. They also highlighted the value of dedicated 
support services for birth relatives, particularly at a time of profound grief and 
change.

The birth relatives support group continues to provide an invaluable source of 
support, connection and advocacy for birth family members. It offers a safe 
space where individuals can share experiences with others who have faced 
similar journeys, whilst also providing APSE with an important mechanism for 
listening, learning and improving. The relationship between APSE and the 
group has strengthened over the past year, ensuring that birth family voices 
are not only heard but are helping to shape services and improve outcomes 
for children and families across the region.

Listening to these experiences has directly influenced our service. Following 
engagement with the birth relatives support group, two birth parents and a 
birth grandparent attended an APSE Partnership Board meeting to share their 
perspectives with senior leaders from Kent, Medway and Bexley. Their 
reflections helped strengthen understanding of the challenges experienced by 
birth families and informed discussions about how APSE can continue to 
improve support, develop more meaningful staying in touch arrangements 
and ensure children's identity needs remain central to practice. In response, 
APSE committed to maintaining ongoing engagement with the support group 
and ensuring birth family voices continue to contribute to strategic 
discussions.
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APSE Staff Experience 
And 

Collaboration with Children’s 
Services

In March 2026, 53 APSE staff members completed a Staff Experience and 
Feedback Survey, which provided a clear picture of how they experience 
working within the service.

Overall, the survey reflected a highly motivated and values-driven workforce, 
with many staff describing their roles as rewarding and closely aligned with 
APSE’s purpose.  Staff consistently expressed pride in working for the 
organisation and a strong sense of connection to its relational and 
therapeutic approach. 

A key strength is the supportive and collaborative culture. Staff reported 
feeling valued, trusted and well supported by their managers, with positive 
relationships across teams and confidence in the wider leadership of the 
service.  Many colleagues also highlighted a strong sense of belonging and 
teamwork within APSE. 

The survey also points to positive experiences of learning and development, 
with staff recognising the opportunities available to build their skills and 
practice. At the same time, it identified career progression as an area for 
further development, particularly within a relatively small service. 

While confidence in leadership is strong, there is more to do to strengthen 
communication, particularly in creating consistent opportunities for open, 
two-way dialogue across the organisation. 

Staff also valued the flexibility and work-life balance available within their 
roles, which contributes to wellbeing and sustainability in the workforce. 

Alongside these strengths, colleagues shared constructive feedback on 
areas such as career pathways, communication, and specific organisational 
policies. This insight is helping to shape APSE’s ongoing workforce priorities 
and ensure the service continues to develop in response to staff experience.
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Staff Feedback:
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APSE has continued to deliver a broad and responsive programme of training for 
colleagues across children’s services, aimed at strengthening confidence and 
understanding in adoption practice. 

Over the year, we offered a mix of core sessions, including Introduction to APSE, 
Introduction to Adoption Support and Children’s Adoption Plans (CPR), alongside 
more specialist training such as Early Permanence, sibling relationships and 
learning from adoption disruptions.  These sessions were delivered multiple times 
across the year to make them accessible to teams and reflect ongoing demand. 

The range and frequency of training demonstrates APSE’s commitment to 
supporting colleagues in their adoption work, while ensuring children and families 
benefit from informed, confident and consistent practice across Bexley, Kent and 
Medway.

Professional Training 

Ofsted Findings

Kent County Council’s 2025 Ofsted Inspection of Local Authority Children’s 
Services (ILACS) provided positive feedback about Kent’s adoption arrangements 
and the role of Adoption Partnership South East (APSE). Inspectors recognised the 
strong partnership working between Kent and the regional adoption agency, noting 
that: “The local authority works closely with the regional adoption agency, 
Adoption Partnership South East, and ensures that there is good-quality 
recruitment, assessment and support to adopters. Adopters are well informed and 
supported throughout their adoption journey. Post-adoption support is timely and 
responsive to individual need.” The inspection also recognised the strength of 
permanence planning for children, reflecting the shared commitment of APSE and 
its partner local authorities to achieving stable, loving and lasting family 
relationships for children.
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Supporting Families

The first year of the ASGSF Pilot has given the service a strong platform to 
build from. It has shown that when we respond earlier, work flexibly and 
stay closely connected to families, we can reach more children and 
provide support that feels timely and right for them.

As APSE moves into Year Two, the focus is on building on what is working, 
while continuing to grow the offer so it reaches more families across the 
region. We expect to support a larger number of children through the pilot, 
reflecting both the demand for adoption support and the confidence in this 
approach.   Alongside this growth, there will be continued strengthening of 
the key elements that have underpinned Year One; early help, strong 
relationships, and shared decision-making through our multidisciplinary 
approach.

Placing Children for Adoption

A continued priority for the year ahead is increasing the number of 
adopters. We know there are still too many children waiting, particularly 
those with more complex needs, sibling groups and older children. While 
we have strengthened our recruitment activity and engagement with 
prospective adopters, there is more to do to ensure we have a diverse and 
resilient pool of families able to meet the needs of our children.   This will 
remain a central focus for the service.

Looking Ahead: Our Priorities 
for the Year to Come
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Growing our Adoption Community

APSE remains passionate about growing and strengthening our adoption 
community. Over the coming year, we will increase opportunities for 
adopter-led groups, recognising the value of shared experience, peer 
support and informal networks in helping families feel understood and less 
alone. 

We will also begin to explore the development of more structured 
one-to-one peer support that can be accessed following the making of an 
Adoption Order, ensuring that families continue to have access to 
connection and support beyond the early stages of becoming a family. 

We will also continue to develop our approach through partnership working. 
Building on the progress made this year, APSE will continue to work with 
Adopt South and Adoption South East to explore shared, pan-regional ways 
of supporting families. This includes developing the use of catch-up calls as 
a simple and accessible way for people to stay connected and seek advice 
when they need it.  We want to begin testing how this approach could 
support adopted young adults. This is an area where we know support can 
fall away, despite ongoing need. Exploring catch-up calls as a flexible way 
of staying in touch offers a new opportunity to provide connection, 
reassurance and guidance beyond childhood and into early adulthood. 

Details of how these developments will be taken forward are set out within 
the APSE Service Plan, included in the appendices to this report.



Appendices
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• Service Plan

• Recruitment Strategy

• Panel Chair Report October 2025

• Governance and Service Structure

• Statement of Purpose

https://trixcms.trixonline.co.uk/api/assets/adoptionpartnershipsoutheast/3b6b7d81-d3ea-491e-9fc9-6236f858bbcc/apse-service-plan-26-27.pdf
https://trixcms.trixonline.co.uk/api/assets/adoptionpartnershipsoutheast/3b6b7d81-d3ea-491e-9fc9-6236f858bbcc/apse-service-plan-26-27.pdf
https://trixcms.trixonline.co.uk/api/assets/adoptionpartnershipsoutheast/b0d54f3a-e23e-49a0-aecb-832c52bf987b/recruitment-strategy-2026-27.pdf
https://trixcms.trixonline.co.uk/api/assets/adoptionpartnershipsoutheast/b0d54f3a-e23e-49a0-aecb-832c52bf987b/recruitment-strategy-2026-27.pdf
https://trixcms.trixonline.co.uk/api/assets/adoptionpartnershipsoutheast/1cdd0c45-ee77-413b-a519-62290cc6345d/ap-panel-chairs-report-april-september-2025.pdf
https://trixcms.trixonline.co.uk/api/assets/adoptionpartnershipsoutheast/1cdd0c45-ee77-413b-a519-62290cc6345d/ap-panel-chairs-report-april-september-2025.pdf
https://www.adoptionpartnershipsoutheast.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/216601/Governance-and-Service-Structure.pdf
https://www.adoptionpartnershipsoutheast.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/216601/Governance-and-Service-Structure.pdf
https://trixcms.trixonline.co.uk/api/assets/adoptionpartnershipsoutheast/eb1e640a-f27f-4a3d-8e88-3971d15d138b/apse-sop-2026-27.pdf
https://trixcms.trixonline.co.uk/api/assets/adoptionpartnershipsoutheast/eb1e640a-f27f-4a3d-8e88-3971d15d138b/apse-sop-2026-27.pdf
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