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When social services become involved with your child it can be a very difficult time for 
you as a parent. Often the situation can change very quickly and you may feel like you 
have nowhere to turn.



This guide has been developed to help you understand what may be happening and answer some 
of the questions that you might have. At the end of this guide you will also find a list of words 
and phrases that you may hear during this process and what they mean. This is to help you feel 
confident that you are in control of this situation and feel more comfortable in conversations 
during this distressing time.

Terry Jones Solicitors has been supporting parents, grandparents and caregivers for a number 
of years and the information within this guide has been written based on the questions we have 
received from our clients. 

BEFORE COURT

Social services have said they are concerned about my child. What is going to happen?

In most cases there will be a child protection enquiry. This is when children’s services work with you 
and your family to identify what the issue is and how it can be resolved. 

They will complete a ‘section 47 assessment’ which is an assessment to help social services know 
if your child is in need of help. This will be carried out by a social worker and they will speak to 
people involved in your child’s life, including teachers, doctors and your wider family. By law, this 
assessment must be completed within 45 days of the referral to social services. 

After this, there will be a meeting with all involved to create a child protection plan for your child. 
This will detail any changes social services believe should be made for the safety of your child. In 
most cases you will be invited to this meeting, but if you are not then you have the legal right to have 
your views submitted in writing during the meeting. 

Will I go to court?

If a child protection plan is in place but social services do not believe the situation is getting better 
then there will be a legal planning meeting.  At this point, it is a strong possibility that you may have 
to go to court.

During this meeting, they will decide whether you should be given more time to improve the situation 
or they may decide they wish to remove your child from your care. 

You will not be invited to this meeting but if they decide to give you more time you will receive 
a letter called a pre-proceedings letter which will tell you the steps the local authority would like 
taken. Court is a strong possibility here and it is highly advisable you speak to a solicitor at this point. 

COURT PROCEEDINGS

I have received a letter from social services saying they are taking me to court. What is going to happen?

In most cases, the local authority will get an interim care order. This means they share parental 
responsibility with you and can make decisions about your child’s care. This will be in place until the 
court makes a final decision in your child’s case. This decision must be made within 26 weeks.

This may seem like a lot of time but things move very quickly and there are a lot of people involved, 
including solicitors, barristers, social workers and a children’s guardian (this will usually be a social 
worker). Terry Jones Solicitors has a lot of experience in these situations, with a team of solicitors 
that only deal with these cases. With all the people involved, we understand it can feel overwhelming. 
Our team will make sure that you feel as comfortable as possible throughout proceedings and that 
your voice is heard.
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Where will my child live during this?

Your child may be taken into foster care during assessments, which can be very upsetting for both 
you and the child. The court will only separate a child from their family if they believe there is an 
immediate risk to the child.

At Terry Jones, we have represented many parents during this time. When foster care is unavoidable, 
we work hard to ensure your child will be placed in a suitable foster care environment. This includes 
trying to ensure the foster care has the same cultural and religious beliefs when possible, respecting 
your child’s heritage and language. 

Can I still see my child?

If your child is taken into foster care, you will still be able to see them in most cases and the social worker 
cannot unreasonably stop contact. A court order would be needed to stop your contact with your child. 

What do social services want to know about me as a parent?

There are a number of assessments that will need to take place to ensure that the court has the full 
picture. They will complete a parenting assessment to understand more about you and how you can 
care for your child. Your solicitor can help ensure that this is the right assessment for you and that 
there are no mistakes in it.

If you have a learning disability, a specialist parenting assessment will be carried out to make sure 
that is considered too. 

The local authority may also ask for evidence from a specialist children’s doctor to provide a report 
on your child’s development. If your child has been injured in anyway then other medical experts 
may be involved to give second opinions. 

Additionally, mental health professionals may need to make assessments and sometimes there may 
be drug and alcohol testing. 

Will I have to go to court?

Yes, you and your solicitor will need to go to court. The court setting looks a little different at the 
moment due to the coronavirus pandemic. This means you may need to use video conferencing to 
join, or others in the court may be appearing via video link.

How will I pay for a solicitor?

Your first meeting with a solicitor will be free of charge while we help you consider your options. In 
the majority of cases public funding will be available so you don’t have to worry about how to pay 
during an already stressful time. 
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Adoption:  Adoption is an order made by the court that allows another family to parent your  
 child. The adoptive parents become your child’s new parents and you’ll no longer  
 have parental responsibility. An adoption order is a last resort and only happens in  
 exceptional circumstances when there is no other family to care for the child.

Cafcass:  This stands for ‘Children and Family Court Advisory Support Service’. This is a  
 public body that promotes the welfare of children and families involved in the  
 family court.

Care 
proceedings:  

Care order:  This is an order of the court and enables a local authority to share parental  
 responsibility with you. An interim care order will be in place for the whole of the  
 care proceedings. 

Emergency 
protection 
order (EPO): 

Guardian:  A trained social worker who has completed extra training to work for CAFCASS  
 and be the voice of the child during care proceedings.

Parental 
responsibility:  

Police 
protection order: 

Section 20  
voluntary 
agreement: 

Secure 
accommodation: 

Special 
Guardianship 
Order (SGO):

Children’s 
services: 

An EPO is issued when it is believed that a child is in serious, immediate danger. This 
means a child can be removed from their home and put into someone else’s care with 
very short notice – usually within a day. An EPO can last for a maximum of eight days.

The legal rights and responsibilities of a parent. During care proceedings you will 
share parental responsibility with the council/local authority.

If the police believe a child is at risk of serious harm, they can remove a child from a 
parent’s care for up to 72 hours.

This is an agreement you may sign to allow your child to be taken into foster care, on 
a temporary basis.

If it is believed a child may cause injury to themselves or others, they may be placed 
in secure accommodation. This means the child would not be allowed to leave the 
accommodation they are placed in. This can last for up to three months in most 
cases, but occasionally up to six months. For this to happen a hearing would take 
place and the child is entitled to have a solicitor at this hearing to represent them. As 
a parent, you can also appeal this decision. 

This is an order appointing one or more people as a child’s Special Guardian. The 
Special Guardian will share parental responsibility with you, but will have more 
authority over decisions made involving your child.

This is often called social services, although they are slightly different. 

GLOSSARY

This is the name for what begins when the council/local authority has a child  
protection concern in relation to your child and social services become involved.  
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