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	SECTION 1: SUMMARY



The aim of the investigation was to explore areas such as parent’s awareness of SEN activities and newsletters, how parents can communicate with each other on this subject and whether Council supplied services is the correct avenue for the dissemination of information. 

The Committee undertook this investigation in a single committee question and answer “Select Committee” style session to question witnesses. This Scrutiny Committee meeting took place on 27 February 2007 at County Hall. 

Recommendations for the Cabinet were formulated by the Committee (listed below).

	RECOMMENDATIONS

The Committee AGREED to RECOMMEND the Cabinet that :

a) Communication with parents is currently too complex and there is a need for simpler more effective communication, for example:

1. All standard information distributed to parents/carers should contain a plain English summary of the key points and avoid acronyms.

2. A separate summary sheet with legal information should be provided to all parents and carers.

3. From existing staff resources a single point of contact for all parents and carers of children with Special Educational Needs should be appointed. I.e. to provide background information and to direct them to relevant organisations.  

b) The Oxfordshire Parent Partnership should remove the Oxfordshire County Council logo from all publicity and information in order to remain impartial and avoid being ‘badged’ alongside the County Council.

c)i)
A target date should be set to ensure that all of the appropriate lead professionals to support children with Special Educational Needs are in post countywide; 

c)ii)
The Cabinet to authorise the Director for Children, Young People & Families to implement a monitoring structure  to ensure the effectiveness of the lead professional role is reviewed on a regular basis.  

d)
Building upon recommendations already implemented from the ‘Who Cares? Support for Adult Carers’ review (July 2006), The Cabinet should examine ways in which respite care is provided to parents and carers of children with Special Educational Needs across the County and assess whether their knowledge and access to these services is of an acceptable level. 

e)
The information contained within “Your Child and You” should be distributed to schools in a manner that allows for the SENCO tailor it towards individual student’s Special Educational Needs and to avoid information overload for the parent or carer. 




	SECTION 2: THE INVESTIGATION PROCESS


AIMS OF THE INVESTIGATION

The aim of the Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee was to explore areas such as parents’ awareness of Special Educational Needs activities and newsletters, how parents can communicate with each other on this subject and whether County Council supplied services is the correct avenue for the dissemination of information. 

The Committee also hoped to make practical recommendations to the Cabinet using the evidence they gathered during the investigation.

The Committee was supported by Deborah Miller, Principal Committee Officer, Julian Hehir, Scrutiny Review Officer and Michael Chard, Scrutiny Research and Support Assistant.

BACKGROUND

National Context

The national backdrop to this scrutiny investigation included:

The Every Child Matters Green Paper (published September 2003) stated: - ‘Our aim is to ensure that every child has the chance to fulfil their potential by reducing levels of educational failure, ill health, substance misuse, teenage pregnancy, abuse and neglect, crime and anti-social behaviour among children and young people.’

Proposals within the paper that relate to Special Educational Needs include:-

Early Intervention and Effective Protection- ‘Improving Information Sharing between agencies to ensure all local authorities have a list of children in their area, the services each child has contact with, and the contact details of all relevant professional that works with them…’

Developing a Common Assessment Framework – ‘We will expect every local authority to identify a lead official responsible for ensuring information is collected and shared across services for children, covering special educational needs, Connexions, Youth Offending Teams, health, and social services…’

Introducing a Lead Professional- ‘Children known to more than one specialist agency should have a single named professional to take the lead on their case and be responsible for ensuring a coherent package of services to meet the individual child’s needs…’ 

These proposals have been taken on by Oxfordshire County Council and adapted to the local situation. 

Oxfordshire Context

Students with SEN account for approximately 18-20% of Oxfordshire’s student population. The County currently has 18,000 students who have a range of Special Educational Needs, such as dyslexia, visual and hearing impairments, emotional behavioural difficulties and Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Of these students approximately 2,500 have had a statement of SEN,  and are in a special school and 4,000 students with statements are in mainstream schools.  approximately 1,000 are in special schools or special provisions  and 1,500 are in mainstream. 

There are currently a number of processes being developed across the County in order to support integrated working, these include:

The Common Assessment Framework (CAF): - 

This assesses the additional needs of children and young people, providing a holistic view that considers strength as well as needs. This includes considering the development of the child, health, learning needs, parents, carers and families and environmental factors. The Common Assessment Framework (CAF) aims to reduce duplication of assessment and encourage effective information exchange across agencies.

Lead Professional: - 

Where a young child/person has additional needs and requires a multi-agency response, a relevant practitioner e.g. educational psychologist, social and/or health worker, headteacher, from amongst those supporting the child will be identified to carry out the functions of the lead professional. They then become the first point of contact for the parent or carer.

Information Sharing: - 

Contact Point (was previously the information sharing index) allows the relevant professionals to share information about children and young people who need services. 

Service Directory: - 

The directory was created as a result of a recommendation from the ‘Every Child Matters’ government green paper. The directory is designed to help children and families access services that are available to them in their area. Oxfordshire County Council’s response to this recommendation was to set up Oxfordshire Information Service (ISIS), which is an online local service directory run by an independent charity and funded through Sure Start, Oxfordshire County Council, the National Health trust and the 5 District Council’s.

It should be noted that Oxfordshire County Council are still in the very early stages of implementing the changes to the SEN Service that the Every Child Matters agenda requires them to take forward.

HOW THE INVESTIGATION WAS CONDUCTED

The Committee decided that it was important to hear from those people who had first hand knowledge of the effectiveness or otherwise, of the current ways of communicating with parents of children with Special Educational Needs (SEN). These included individuals from within Oxfordshire County Council (OCC) who were responsible for Special Educational Needs provision i.e. Cllr Michael Waine the Cabinet Member for Schools Improvement, Cllr Louise Chapman the Cabinet Member for Children, Young People & Families and Janet Johnson, Senior Manager, SEN lead.

In formulating the recommendations from this investigation, all of the information and views that Members heard was considered and evaluated. We are very grateful to all stakeholders who answered questions from the Members of the Scrutiny Committee in relation to their experiences of Effective Communication to Parents of Children with Special Educational Needs. We are also grateful to the officers of the County Council who were co-operative and candid in their answers to many probing questions. 

	SECTION 3: FINDINGS OF THE INVESTIGATION


General Findings

The main focus of the Committee’s investigation was to identify the extent to which information was currently available to parents from all organisations and how effectively parents were signposted to additional support. 

It is recognised both locally and nationally that the Special Educational Needs caseload is increasing. The reasons for this include better diagnosis of conditions such as Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and the improvement in health technology. Improved health technology has meant that people with certain forms of Special Educational Needs are living longer than previously, for example the number of people diagnosed with cerebral palsy is roughly the same, but they are now surviving longer.  Therefore there is an increased dependency on support from the local authority and other stakeholders is required, this is for a longer period than in the past and this in turn has resource implications. 

	The Committee AGREED to RECOMMEND the Cabinet that:

a)   Communication with parents is currently too complex and there is a need for simpler more effective communication, for example:

1. All standard information distributed to parents/carers should contain a plain English summary of the key points and avoid acronyms.

2. A separate summary sheet with legal information should be provided to all parents and carers.

3. From existing staff resources a single point of contact for all parents and carers of children with Special Educational Needs should be appointed. I.e. to provide background information and to direct them to relevant organisations.  




Oxfordshire County Council has statutory responsibilities from central government to inform parents of any changes to policy and practice in relation to Special Educational Needs. The main way in which the Council undertakes this responsibility is through letters sent directly to parents. 

Witnesses identified that education regulations from central government stipulate that certain wording must be used when contacting parents and carers in relation to Special Educational Needs. Some of this wording was viewed as being too complex and therefore sometimes difficult to understand and interpret for parents and carers. 

To combat this the Special Educational Needs team at the County Council have, where possible, tried to deliver the text in plain English without breaking the stipulated wording that is required by central government. They did this with the assistance of the Oxfordshire Parent Partnership service in order to make the letters more accessible and user friendly for the reader.

Schools countywide are the key to communication as they have the most direct contact with children, parents and carers. This is the way in which parents and carers can be addressed and they can ask questions related to Special Educational Needs and their child. However a single point of contact that is approachable and accessible is vital to the distribution and sharing of important information. All schools must now have a Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO’s) who would act as the first point of contact for Special Educational Needs matters. They may be employed directly by the school or the service can be bought in. 

A single point of contact for parents and carers contacting the County Council was also viewed as essential by witnesses and members of the Committee. There have been instances where parents or carers have phoned Macclesfield House and been passed between several different members of staff. This is not only frustrating but also time consuming for parents and carers of children with Special Educational Needs. This should not happen however as the Oxfordshire Parent Partnership Service is available for advice and information purposes. The Committee commented that one or more people in the Children, Young People & Families Directorate who have good background knowledge of Special Educational Needs should be the first point of contact for a parent or carer when contacting the County Council. They should be responsible for directing people to the relevant member of staff, organisation and information. 
	The Committee AGREED to RECOMMEND the Cabinet that:

b) The Oxfordshire Parent Partnership should remove the Oxfordshire County Council logo from all publicity and information in order to remain impartial and avoid being ‘badged’ alongside the County Council.




The Oxfordshire Parent Partnership aims to provide impartial information, support and advice to parents to enable them to take an informed and effective part in making decisions about their child's education. Witnesses concurred that an effective, impartial  service is provided. 

However, at the moment all documentation provided to parents and carers is ‘badged’ with the Oxfordshire County Council logo. This might make a parent or carer feel uncomfortable discussing an issue which is County Council related as he/she may feel this will have a negative effect on the service they currently receive. Although the Parent Partnership is funded by the County Council it is independent ( it is not independent, the local authority has a statutory duty to provide a parent partnership service, however the information provided is impartial) of the authority and offers independent advice and assists parents with any problems they may have. Removing the Oxfordshire County Council logo from all documentation and name badges that the Parent Partnership currently have would highlight the Partnerships independence. (As the service is provided by the county council it would be misleading to disguise this fact) 
	The Committee AGREED to RECOMMEND the Cabinet that:

c)i)   A target date should be set to ensure that all the appropriate lead professionals to support children with Special Educational Needs are in post countywide; 




A target date should be set in order to ensure that all lead professionals have been appointed for each individual child who has been diagnosed with Special Educational Needs. (all 18,000?) This should ensure that their case is being comprehensively managed and all children will be receiving the full benefits of the lead professional role. Initially the children who are considered to have the most complex Special Educational Needs will have a lead professional appointed to them. One potential barrier to the successful appointment of lead professionals in a short time scale may be the heavy caseloads of the County Council’s social workers. They currently have between them 30-60 cases; it was suggested to dedicate sufficient time to the lead professional role the caseload should be between 20-30 cases per social worker.  

(The lead professional role is being mixed up here. The lead professional should be  a relevant practitioner e.g. educational psychologist, social and/or health worker, headteacher, from amongst those supporting the child. They will be the key point of contact for the parent or carer, help the family to navigate through systems and ensure that appropriate support is in place). 

	The Committee AGREED to RECOMMEND the Cabinet that:

c)ii)  The Cabinet to authorise the Director for Children, Young People & Families to implement a monitoring structure to ensure the effectiveness of the lead professional role is reviewed on a regular basis




The role of the Lead Professional in principal was viewed as a positive initiative by the majority of witnesses. This role however may however be hindered as professionals may not have the capacity in their current work day to commit the relevant time to being the lead professional for an individual child. Currently work is spread amongst several professionals for one individual child but under the new system it would be the lead professional’s role to guide the assigned individual through the complex process. Therefore a review of the effectiveness of the Lead Professional role would allow the role to be evaluated and to see whether the professionals taking on the role do have the capacity to carry it out as effectively as possible.
Evaluation of integrated children’s services (including the effectiveness of locality working, Team around the child, lead professional etc) is taking place in a number of ways. Some examples include: Evaluation by Brookes University (an initial evaluation was produced for the pilots, involving many face-to-face interviews with parents), Oxfordshire’s participation in the Local Authority Research Consortium ( National Foundation for Education Research), which will focus on three vulnerable group, one being children with Autism, and a range of measures identified by the Localities Steering Group. 
	The Committee AGREED to RECOMMEND the Cabinet that:

d)
The Cabinet should examine ways in which respite care is provided to parents, carers of children with Special Educational Needs across the County and assess whether their knowledge and access to these services is of an acceptable level. 




Parents and carers of children with Special Educational Needs tend to learn about the services in a number of different ways, these include word of mouth, through parents or friends, through professionals across a range of organisations and through printed information such as Your Child and You. What is unclear is the level of knowledge parents and carers possess of the type of care, the location and how to access respite services in Oxfordshire, there are a number of services available countywide.  

Oxfordshire currently has 2 respite centres that provide support for disabled children with complex needs which are managed by Barnardos under contract to the Council and the PCT. These are  Viking House  in Oxford and Sycamore in Banbury.  These cater for around 75 children and another 50 receive family based short break care.

There are also a number of respite nurses within the Community Nursing Team who offer respite care to children in their own homes; this is free of charge as it is provided by the National Health Service. (All respite provision is free of charge not just that provided by the NHS)

Parents and Carers can also purchase respite care from the private and voluntary sectors through Direct Payments. This is money that  the Council can provide instead of a service and this allows the parent or carer to purchase an alternative service of their choice for their child. 

	The Committee AGREED to RECOMMEND the Cabinet that:

e)
The information contained within “Your Child and You” should be distributed to schools in a manner that allows for the Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO) to tailor it towards individual student’s Special Educational Needs and to avoid information overload for the parent or carer. 




“Your Child and You” is a guide for parents and carers of disabled children and children with additional needs. The guide contains information about services provided by health, education, social and health care and voluntary organisations. 

A working group is currently being set up to focus on how the County Council can provide additional information to families and relate it to the Your Child and You directory.  

The directory was viewed as a good source of information by both witnesses and the Committee. It contains a large amount of very useful information and advice; however a parent or carer may find it very daunting to work through, especially as caring for a child with Special Educational Needs can be very time consuming and tiring. It was suggested that ideally a parent or carer would receive the directory and then would receive a visit from a professional who could guide them though the relevant information for their child. 

As a follow up to this, if the information from “Your Child and You” was disseminated in this way that the Special Educational Needs Coordinators (SENCO) may be enabled construct a pack of relevant information, catered to an individual child’s needs, as soon as they are diagnosed. This would also encourage early engagement between the SENCO and the parents and carers of the child.   ( all professional working with children with SEN need to be aware of useful information available for parents, particularly Your Child and You, and have it available in formats that make it easy to share with parents). 
	SECTION 4: CONCLUSIONS


It was acknowledged by the Committee that there is currently a lot of work being undertaken within Oxfordshire regarding communication to parents and carers of children with Special Educational Needs. It was recognised that the main difficulties arose for parents and carers were trying to initially access Special Educational Needs information and advice.

The production of additional information and advice in plain English was viewed by the Committee as a way in which to make statutory documents easier to understand for all parent’s and carers and improve their access to all services and resources available to them and their child.

The creation of a Lead Professional role as the main point of contact for each individual child in the County is seen as one way in which bureaucracy can be cut down and the process of gaining knowledge and advice can be achieved and simplified. The lead professional will be the first point of contact for parents and carers when discussing their child’s needs and their role will include directing parents to the relevant services and professionals. 

Looking after a child with Special Educational Needs can be very time consuming and tiring for the parents and carers. Because of this it was recognised by the Committee that simplifying access to information and support is one way in which the County Council and other Special Educational Needs related organisations could improve their services to parents and carers.

Respite services are vital for children with Special Educational Needs, as well as their parents and carers. The Committee were keen for the County Council to discover the level of knowledge that parents currently have of these services and to ensure that everyone that was entitled to them is accessing them and receiving the full benefits of the service. 

The Committee recognised that there is a lot of good work currently being undertaken by the County Council, its partners and other Special Educational Needs organisations countywide. 
ANNEX 1:- LIST OF WITNESSES

Evidence was gathered from the following ‘witnesses’ during questioning:

Ms Janet Johnson- Senior Manager, SEN Lead, Oxfordshire County Council
Cllr Michael Waine- Cabinet Member for Schools Improvement

Cllr Louise Chapman- Cabinet Member for Children, Young People & Families

Ms Wendy Cliffe- Oxfordshire Parent Partnership

Ms Sarah Ainsworth- Service Manager, Disabilities, Oxfordshire County Council

Ms Ann Lowe- Children’s Services Manager, Ridgeway Trust

Ms Rosemary Searle- Special Needs Co-ordinator, Connexions

Mr Kevin Griffiths- Head teacher, Frank Wise School- Special School SENCO

Ms Helen Dallas- Senior Manager, Education & Early Years Division, SCOPE

Mr Eric Nash- Principal Meldworth Manor, secondary school for children with profound multiple and complex learning difficulties, also an adult transition service for youngsters aged 19-25

Mr Nick Dunster- Barnardos’

Mrs Sandi Arnold- The Friends of Bardwell School

Mrs Samantha Jackson- POSCH

Ms Getta Lobo-  Project Co-ordinator, Autism Families Support
ANNEX 2: Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee Members who attended the meeting
Councillors:

Mrs Anda Fitzgerald-O’Connor- in the chair

Jean Fooks

Deborah Glass Woodin

Colin Lamont (in place of Councillor Sue Haffenden)

Charles Matthew (in place of Councillor Keith Stone)

Bill Service

Val Smith

Lawrie Stratford

Melinda Tilley

David Turner

David Wilmshurst (in place of Councillor Carol Viney)

Co-opted Members:

Mr Chris Bevan

Mr Ben Jackson

Mrs Sue Matthew

By invitation:

Ms B. Williams, COTO

Mrs C.Thomson, Oxfordshire Governor’s Association

ANNEX 3: Glossary of Terms

Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD):  

Autistic spectrum disorder is a relatively new term which recognises that there are a number of sub-groups within the spectrum of autism.  Pupils with autistic spectrum disorder find it difficult to:

Think and behave flexibly – which may be shown in restricted, obsessional or repetitive activities. 

Pupils with ASD cover the full range of ability and the severity of their impairment varies widely.  Some pupils also have learning disabilities or other difficulties, making diagnosis difficult.  

Pupils with autistic spectrum disorders may have a difficulty in understanding the communication of others and in developing effective communication themselves.  Many are delayed in learning to speak and some never develop meaningful speech.

Pupils find it difficult to understand the social behaviour of others. They are literal thinkers and fail to understand the social context. They can experience high levels of stress and anxiety in settings that don't meet their needs or when routines are changed.  This can lead to inappropriate behaviour.

Some pupils with autistic spectrum disorders have a different perception of sounds, sights, smell, touch and taste and this affects their response to these sensations.  They may have unusual sleep and behaviour patterns. 

Carer:     

A carer is a person named by a local authority to care for a child for whom the social services department has parental responsibility; the carer may qualify as a parent for the purposes of the Education Acts because he or she has care of the child (see the definition of Parent below). If so, he or she will have a role to play in the consideration of a child's special educational needs.

Dyslexia: 

Pupils with dyslexia have a marked and persistent difficulty in learning to read, write and spell, despite progress in other areas.  Pupils may have poor reading comprehension, handwriting and punctuation.  They may also have difficulties in concentration and organisation and in remembering sequences of words.  They may mispronounce common words or reverse letters and sounds in words.

Hearing Impairment (HI): 

Pupils with a hearing impairment range from those with a mild hearing loss to those who are profoundly deaf.  They cover the whole ability range.  For educational purposes, pupils are regarded as having a hearing impairment if they require hearing aids, adaptations to their environment and/or particular teaching strategies in order to access the concepts and language of the curriculum.  A number of pupils with a hearing impairment also have an additional disability or learning difficulty. Four categories are generally used: mild, moderate, severe and profound.  Some pupils with a significant loss, communicate through sign instead of, or as well as, speech.  

Physical Disability (PD): 

There is a wide range of physical disabilities and pupils cover the whole ability range.  Some pupils are able to access the curriculum and learn effectively without additional educational provision.  They have a disability but do not have a special educational need. For others, the impact on their education may be severe.     

In the same way, a medical diagnosis does not necessarily mean that a pupil has SEN.  It depends on the impact the condition has on their educational needs. 

There are a number of medical conditions associated with physical disability which can impact on mobility, including cerebral palsy, heart disease, spina bifida and hydrocephalus, muscular dystrophy.  Pupils with physical disabilities may also have sensory impairments, neurological problems or learning difficulties.    

Some pupils are mobile but have significant fine motor difficulties which require support.  Others may need augmentative or alternative communication aids.

Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO): 

Member of staff of a school who has responsibility for coordinating SEN provision within that school. In a small school the head teacher or deputy may take on this role. In larger schools there may be an SEN coordinating team.
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