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Common Assessment Framework: briefing
What is the CAF?
The Common Assessment Framework is a shared assessment tool that is beginning to be used across all children’s services, specifically targeting children and young people who may have additional support needs. It aims to promote early identification of needs and to help to improve the coordination of services. The CAF format considers the needs of the child in relation to his development, the support available from his parents or carers and other family or environmental factors. The introduction of the CAF arises from the Every Child Matters agenda and the Children Act of 2004, which introduced a duty on statutory bodies to cooperate in providing services to children (see Circulation 399.12 or the briefing paper “Putting workforce development on the agenda”). It is expected that all areas will have implemented the CAF for statutory services by the end of 2008.
What are the benefits of the CAF?

· The CAF encourages a holistic and consistent assessment of the child’s needs and helps to ensure that none are overlooked

· It helps to reduce the burden of assessment and information gathering, both for the child and his carers, and for practitioners in children’s services

· The CAF provides a common structure for recording and sharing information between practitioners, which can help to improve integrated working 

· It can also help to provide evidence for referrals, so that additional support can be most effectively targeted towards the children that most need it.

Who is involved in the CAF?

The CAF process will usually be led by a worker from one of the services delivered to all children in the early years of their lives. These are referred to as the ‘universal services’ and usually include early years childcare, school and healthcare. Any one of the practitioners in these services could initiate a CAF at any time if they feel a child may need additional support. In some cases, the child may have a designated ‘lead professional’ who would initiate the CAF. 
However, everyone involved in delivering services to children and young people needs to know about the CAF, because they may need to initiate it, arrange for someone else to carry it out, or take into account the findings of the assessment in the delivery of their particular service.
An important point to note about the CAF is that while it should improve the support provided to children and their families, it is not specifically focused on child protection. Practitioners who are concerned about the safety of a child should still use the ‘at risk’ procedures set out by their Local Safeguarding Children Board.

Stages of the CAF
Preparation
A practitioner identifies the need to assess a child and discusses this with the child and his carers, where possible. The practitioner may also talk to other people who provide services to the child, and will check whether anyone else has already carried out a CAF.

Discussion

Having established the need for a CAF, the practitioner gathers together existing information about the child and uses the CAF format to add to this in discussion with the child and his carers. A vital component of the CAF is the need to get the consent of the child (or his carers, if the child is very young) to the process.

Delivery

Once the assessment is complete, the practitioner should agree any resulting actions with the child or his carers. This may include actions that the child and his family need to carry out. It may also include referrals or recommendations for actions by other agencies, including third sector organisations. However, it is important that everyone involved understands that the practitioner carrying out the CAF cannot require other organisations to deliver a particular service, simply because they are recommended as a result of the CAF.
Implications for the third sector

The requirements and guidance related to the CAF thus far appear to focus on public sector bodies such as schools, hospitals and social services departments. Nonetheless, workers in the local third sector who are involved in delivering services to children and young people should also be aware of the introduction of the CAF, for three reasons:

· a voluntary organisation may have unique access to a child (for example through a sports club) and may be the first to identify the need for additional support 

· organisations in the third sector may be amongst those referred to as the result of a CAF
· a worker from a third sector organisation could be designated as a child’s ‘lead professional’ and so have the power to carry out a CAF.

Third sector organisations tendering for contracts to provide services to children and young people will certainly be expected to be aware of the CAF, amongst other initiatives arising from Every Child Matters and the Children Act.

Finding out more

Guidance and documents on the CAF

http://www.cwdcouncil.org.uk/projects/commonassessmentframework.htm
Lead professional initiative http://www.everychildmatters.org.uk/deliveringservices/leadprofessional/ 
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