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Risk Assessment and Guidance
For
 Looked After Children sharing bedrooms in foster homes
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Risk assessments

The Health and Safety Executive describes a risk assessment as follows:

A risk assessment is simply a careful examination of what, in your work, could cause harm to people, so that you can weigh up whether or not you have taken enough precautions or should do more to prevent harm. Workers and others have a right to be protected from harm caused by a failure to take reasonable control measures.

Here perhaps the key expression is “reasonable control measures”

In general there are five elements to a simple risk assessment, as follows:

· Identify the hazards

· Decide who might be harmed and how

· Evaluate the risks and decide on precautions

· Record your findings and implement them

· Review your assessment and update if necessary.

Please refer to Appendix 1 for guidance from the DfE and relevant NMS in relation to bedroom sharing

Safer Caring Policy
Every foster home approved by Walsall Council will have a Safer Caring Policy or household statement. The policy is reviewed annually as a matter of course and at the time of any children being placed in the foster home. Carers are encouraged to reflect upon the policy and to make sufficient amendments when there are any significant changes, this includes to the carers personal circumstances, and importantly, any changes in the behaviour of the children in the home. The emergence of any behaviour giving cause for new concerns should be discussed with the child’s Social Worker and the foster carers Supervising Social Worker (SSW). In addition to reviewing the Safer Caring Statement it may be necessary also to consider amendments to the child’s Placement Plan.

In general terms however, the Safer Caring Statement should be a positive and enabling document, as opposed to an oppressive and overbearing statement of ‘the house rules’, it follows therefore that children and young people should be consulted and encouraged to contribute to the Safer Caring Policy whenever possible. The framework of ‘Delegated Authority’ should also provide a guiding principle in recognising that Looked After Children have every right to opportunities and childhood experiences in common with children who are not Looked After. Bedroom sharing between children in family homes can be a positive choice for some children and one that should not be denied without a careful consideration of the risks. 
Bedroom Sharing and Risk Assessment 

Any bedroom sharing arrangements for Looked After Children can only be agreed following the completion of a written risk assessment; the corporate risk assessment tool is a guide to the assessment of risk and should form the basis of the written analysis and final conclusion.

In completing the risk assessment, the Social Worker will draw upon any relevant available information about a child’s needs and their presenting behaviour. The Social Worker will need to consider potential risks from/to all household members. Where appropriate children will be consulted and their wishes and views taken into account. Equal emphasis should be given to the needs of all children in the home, Looked After and non Looked After. Any final plan to agree a room share must be realistic and the imposition of any measures to reduce risk have to be realistic and achievable for the adult carers to implement, monitor and supervise.
The final decision regarding a proposed bedroom sharing arrangement for Looked After Children rests with the responsible Team Manager, Fostering Services.

Children who abuse other children
Every child has a right to be protected from abuse and harm. This includes protection from emotional, physical, sexual abuse, neglect, bullying, intimidation, coercion and exploitation. This includes abuse and harm from other children. Foster carers and the Fostering Service, in common with the whole agency, have a duty and a responsibility to ensure that all children are kept safe from harm and abuse. Where it is known that a child or young person has harmed or abused another child, young person or adult, they will not be considered to bedroom share with another child or young person. This includes children who may present with behaviour which may be potentially harmful for other children to witness, for example, self harming behaviour, excessive masturbation, irregular and restless sleeping patterns, night time enuresis and so on.
It is important to recognise that not all children who have experienced a particular form of abuse will go on to repeat the abuse; this depends upon many complex factors. Children and young people need opportunities to manage their behaviour, and as foster carers and workers it is important to remain positive in this respect and not to penalise or disadvantage children in the face of evidence that they can successfully control and manage their behaviour.

Temporary Placements

When children are initially referred for a family placement in unplanned and emergency circumstances, it is unlikely that sufficient robust information will be available to inform a reliable risk assessment and in these circumstances bedroom sharing will not be considered. If, on the other hand, sufficient information is available to inform a reliable risk assessment, then this should be carefully assessed. This will only apply to children who are being placed together and who have a significant relationship, for example, related children who have lived together and perhaps also shared a bedroom in  pre-care arrangements. It should not be assumed that siblings can automatically share a bedroom and, as stated, all bedroom sharing for Looked After Children, is only agreed following a written risk assessment. The wishes and views of children, as always, are important considerations in agreeing sleeping arrangements in the foster home. 
Children already living in a foster home should not be asked to share a bedroom with another child who is unknown to them at the time of placement. It follows therefore that all foster carers will have a separate bedroom available for the placement of children in their home at the point of referral, excepting only those carers who are approved on the basis that they are able to offer a cot in the main carers bedroom ( see below).

When bedroom sharing has been agreed for children placed in temporary arrangements, the initial written risk assessment must be reviewed within 6 weeks of the children being placed. If any remedial action is identified to reduce emergent risks, then this needs to be realistic and with the agreement of the foster carer. If it is not possible to achieve this then alternative placement arrangements will need to be considered.
Short Term Respite and Short Breaks 
All respite and short break placements are planned, and the specific sleeping arrangements will be agreed in advance of a child being placed in a foster home. Short break placements follow from a detailed consideration of care needs, usually at  Placement planning meetings, these meetings are the venue for discussing the precise caring and sleeping arrangements offered by the proposed foster carers.
For those children with additional complex needs and needs related to invasive care and treatments, bedroom sharing will only be agreed in exceptional circumstances, and when a detailed risk assessment has been completed in consultation with the child and their parent/carer. 
Permanent Placements and non looked after children
Generally speaking, children placed permanently should not be asked to share their bedroom with other children, other than siblings, and this is dependent upon the wishes and views of the children and the outcome of a risk assessment.
The sharing of a bedroom between a children placed permanently and children placed on a temporary basis will be discouraged by the fostering service. Children placed permanently need the opportunity to develop a sense of belonging and ownership of their home and family. Having said this, for some children placed permanently, they are able to develop a sense of identity with their permanent carers, and it is not unusual for permanently placed children to regard their permanent carers and their family in the same light as if they were their birth parents and siblings ( and visa versa). Permanently placed children may often refer to their carers as’ Mom and Dad’ and regard the children of the foster carers as their brothers or sisters. These relationships should not be discouraged, and a request for a  permanently placed child to share a bedroom with a non looked after child should be considered on its own merits. Needless to say that the arrange can only proceed following the agreement of everyone in the home, the involved workers and a risk assessment. Once again delegated authority is key in these circumstances, and should guide the actions of workers in a way that is not overbearing and bureaucratic. It is not unusual for children to share a bedroom in a family home, this is a normal family experience, and for children placed permanently it should generally be viewed as a positive aspect of their integration into family life.
Family and Friend Placements
Many, but not all family and friends and connected people who foster are providing children with a permanent home, and the bedroom sharing guidance should be applied equally in these circumstances. The only exception is those children placed in an emergency under Regulation 24 of the Care Planning, Placement and Case Review ( England) Regulations 2010. It is not uncommon for bedroom sharing arrangements in such circumstances to have been made. In these circumstances the viability assessment should include a detailed risk assessment of any bedroom sharing arrangements and this will contribute to the overall foster carer assessment.
Bedroom sharing by Children of Different Genders

In deciding if children of different genders can share a bedroom, it is not simply the age of the children which is significant, but the children’s developmental age and life experiences need to be taken into account.
Generally speaking, girls and boys should not share a bedroom beyond the oldest child being 5 years of age. At this life stage children are beginning to develop a sense of ‘difference’ and a feeling of being uncomfortable with others seeing their bodies and knowing about their bodily functions, they may begin to feel embarrassed if they feel that they have done something that others will find unacceptable or funny.

The sharing of siblings aged 5 and younger will only be agreed following a detailed risk assessment, this applies to same and different gender arrangements.
For those children placed in Family and Friends arrangements where male and female children above the age of 5 are sharing a bedroom, the Fostering Service can exercise some discretion in relation to agreeing a bedroom sharing arrangement  on the basis that the children have an existent and significant relationship, agreement to this arrangement must always follow from a detailed risk assessment.
Bedroom Space
In considering bedroom shares, the space available in the room needs to be given very careful consideration.

Whilst the Fostering Service have not set specific amounts of space required for each child, the immediate and predicted usage of the bedroom by the children to share needs to be taken into account. Each child needs to have their own bed. Each child needs space to store clothes and personal possessions. There needs to be space for children to store toys or items connected with hobbies or interests. Each child needs to have wall space to be able to display pictures of importance to them. Each child needs to be able to store securely items they regard as valuable.
Children should have space for quiet, reflective time within the bedroom. Each child needs space to be able to do home work and to store school books and work safely. If this is not in their bedroom another space in the home should be identified and respected by all household members as a place to study.

Foster Carer's Bedroom Sharing With Looked After Children 

The Fostering Service recognises that on occasion the care needs of looked after babies can be better met by the baby sleeping in a cot in the foster carer's room. Some babies who have additional health care needs, or who have sensory impairments or who are severely traumatised, will often require very high levels of physical contact and constant monitoring. 

Only babies aged between 0 and 18 months at the time of placement should be accommodated in a cot in the carer's bedroom. By a maximum of 24 months the baby should be transferred to their own bedroom. By this age children are more able to identify what is happening around them; therefore the carer's ability to ensure that their own privacy is maintained becomes increasingly compromised. Children of this age need to be learning that they are and can be safe without their main carer being within their immediate sight or hearing. They need to be learning that they can be safe within themselves and their main care giver will come back and will respond if they need them.

Appendix 1
National Minimum Standards and DfE guidance in the context of looked after children sharing bedrooms

NMS 10.6 states; 

In the foster home, each child over the age of three should have their own bedroom. If this is not possible, the sharing of a bedroom is agreed by each child's responsible authority and each child has their own area within the bedroom. Before seeking agreement for the sharing of a bedroom, the fostering service provider takes into account any potential for bullying, any history of abusive behaviour, the wishes of the children concerned and all other pertinent facts. The decision making process and outcome of the assessment are recorded in writing where bedroom sharing is agreed. 
The DfE guidance issued in June 2011 clarifies what in practice this standard means. The guidance states:

It is preferable for children to have their own room but it is recognised that this is not always possible. In these circumstances an assessment prior to sharing should be undertaken to advice on the suitability of the arrangements. This assessment must include consultation with the children involved, and their wishes and feelings must be established. Any assessment should also include reference to any behaviours such as evidence of bullying or sexualised behaviour which may indicate bedroom sharing may not be appropriate. 

Conversely, an assessment may conclude that sharing is the best way to promote the welfare of the child. The child has indicated that they want this and will find it comforting to share with a sibling, or in an existing settled placement where they have shared a room.

Furthermore, where a Foster Carer is identified as being the most appropriate carer to meet the needs of the child albeit they may have less space than an alternative carer, then the match may well be assessed as appropriate.

The critical consideration is that the Fostering Service can demonstrate they have properly considered any risks and have concluded that sharing is in the best way to safeguard and promote the child's welfare and to meet the outcome published in Standard 10 of the National Minimum Standards 2011 in conjunction with the placing Social Worker. 

In addition NMS 4.1 states;

Children's safety and welfare is promoted in all fostering placements. Children are protected from abuse and other forms of significant harm (e.g. sexual or labour exploitation)
NMS 4.6 refers to foster carers being trained in appropriate safe care practice, including skills to care for children who have been abused. 
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