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The Green Paper acknowledges that families ‘value support from charities and local support groups’ and wants to explore if they could play a role in ‘providing information on the assessment process’, acting as an advocate’ and ‘supporting families through the process’. (1.48)
There is already a statutory duty for Local Authorities to provide a Parent Partnership Service (PPS) to give information, advice and support to families in matters relating to education.  PPS signposts families to community, voluntary and statutory services which can offer them support.  Indeed, in chapter 2 ‘Giving parents control’ the DfE recognises PPS good practice, and its role in challenging local SEN polity and practice.
Parent Partnership Services could be expanded and funded to become an umbrella organisation to give families a single point of contact for all issues regarding education, health and social care when they have a child with a special educational need or a disability.  There would then be the recognised expertise to support families through the Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP).
1.  Early Identification & Assessment

It is encouraging that the Green Paper has recognised that many parents of children with SEN and disabilities have to struggle to get the right support for their children (1.2) and wants to make a less bureaucratic and less adversarial approach to assessment and planning processes.
Any single need should trigger the EHCP assessment, education, social care or health, not only when there is a combination of more than one need.  The threshold should be set relatively low in order to lead to early intervention.  It should be triggered by any agency or by the parents themselves.  There should be one assessment process, not a two-tier ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ assessment.  This will produce the clearest evidence of need, and how that need should be supported.  Accessible early intervention should lead to less expensive provisions later on.
All agencies, education, health and social care should be committed, responsible and legally accountable for providing the support set out in the plan.  There should be a single pooled budget, or clearly defined joined-up funding agreements to put an end to services defending their own budgets. 
With a stronger move to early assessment, it will be important for all families to know about the existence of the EHCP assessment process, and to know where they can go to find more information and support.   Many families will require the support of PPS in order to engage with the EHCP assessment process.
– PPS already work with parents to support them to participate in their child’s education, helping them to understand who is responsible for which services.  

– There is a role for PPS to have a regular presence in Sure Start Children’s Centres, which have made a difference to families who have young children, to support those families in need of information, advice and support, and to provide information, training to Family Support Workers.
– Families are already signposted to PPS by Paediatricians (1.15), Health Visitors (1.12) and CAMHS workers for support with education related issues, and the PPS already works closely with the FIS to provide information on EY services (1.28).
A faster and less burdensome process for statutory assessment, reducing time limits from 26 to 20 weeks is welcomed.  It will be important that health and social care professionals are fully aware of these new timescales, and comply with the Local Authority.  It will be important that, should they require it, parents can ask for an extension of their time limit to submit their report.  Sometimes, when parents require support to express their views in writing, they have to wait for the support to become available.
Schools need to be reminded of their obligations to adhere to the timescales for submitting reports to parents prior to an annual review, holding the annual review meeting, and submitting the report to the Local Authority.  All too often parents are handed reports to read at the annual review meeting, which puts them at a disadvantage as they are often not able to digest the information and ask relevant questions.  
2.  Giving Parents Control

‘Supporting families through the system’ is the current role of the PPS.  Where parents have been supported by the Early Support programme, they are more easily able to access services such as PPS.  These parents are used to a single point of contact for support and information, and value the role of the PPS.

PPS staff often unofficially take on the role of keyworker when working with families.   They help parents navigate the education system, ensure that information is forthcoming from professionals, and empower families to make informed decisions about their child’s education.  This should be extended to cover the social care and health areas. 

– PPS already support parents to articulate their views & offer informal mediation where differences of opinion between parents and professionals have become entrenched, often avoiding the need for formal mediation.  Currently, PPS regularly carry out this function in the area of education, and often in the areas of health and social care.

It is important that legislation and guidance details the expectation for ‘clear information for parents’.  It is not enough to merely ‘encourage schools and Local Authorities to set out what provision is normally available’ and ‘streamline information.’  Those schools and Local Authorities that do not already have good practice will view this as optional.
All families of children with Special educational needs and/or disabilities should be told about the support on offer from their local PPS.  The PPS should be a single point of contact for information, advice and support – signposting to other voluntary, community and statutory agencies – across education, health and social care.

Local authorities are currently required to provide parents with information, advice and support on special educational needs. They do this through PPS. To provide equivalent support in the new environment, the role should be extended to include information, advice and support across agencies.
The local offer should include PPS as a service that all LA's provide for parents of children/young people who have or may have SEN and/or a disability.  It should include information that PPS would work with parents in using the local offer to secure support for their child, and that PPS would support parents when this support is not in place/offered.

PPS have a role to support parents in working with the LA to develop the local offer, and to ensure that the local offer is accessible for all parents and is readily and easily available.

There should be a route of redress for parents if a Local Authority does not make the local offer accessible.

The local offer should set out the statutory responsibilities of schools.  It should state that all schools, community, foundation, academy & free schools should have a responsibility to include and make provision for pupils with a special educational need and/or a disability, and that they should be held accountable.  
There should be a single route of redress for parents to challenge any school that does not comply with their responsibility.

The local offer should also set out what parents should expect from, and eligibility criteria for, social care, short breaks, health service provision, and what benefits are available 
The local offer should detail the Local Authority commitment to plan, monitor and review provision both for individual children and generally.  This is especially important where money for meeting the SEN needs of pupils is heavily devolved to schools.

It should clearly state the role of the Local Authority with regard to assessments, statements, plans, and the provision of on-going training for its own and school staff.

The local offer should set out the commitment to an equal responsibility between health and other agencies for outcomes for disabled children and children with SEN.
Schools should be required to provide information to parents about their statutory responsibilities and their inclusion policy.  They should set out how and when they measure pupil progress, and how they convey this information to parents; their SEN Policy, SEN Provision, how they link with other schools and statutory and voluntary organisations, their arrangements for on-going training for staff on SEN and disability, how they work in partnership with parents, and how to access the PPS.  They should set out their admission arrangements and their accessibility plan.
Parental control over support and funding should be optional for those parents who feel they can manage the budget either themselves or with support from a trained keyworker.  It should not be a burden on those families who are already struggling to cope.  Families should be able to opt in and out of managing their own budget, and should be able to manage individual elements of it.
Many families would be interested in control over the employment of the Teaching Assistant support for their child, if not the budget.  There may be complications with employment law, and possible conflict with schools. 
All parents would welcome ‘transparent information about the funding committed across different public services to support their child’, whether or not they take up the entitlement to a personal budget. 

Although many Local Authorities do include parental representatives onto strategic and decision-making bodies, there should be a requirement for this to happen, and for PPS to be included in this.
Choice of school. The DfE states that it is ‘committed to removing any bias towards inclusion that obstructs parent choice and preventing the unnecessary closure of special schools’.  

Many parents would prefer their child to attend a good quality, local mainstream school.  However, until there is a change in the ethos and attitudes of many mainstream schools towards children with SEN, with adequate support from outside agencies and training for staff, in order to offer high quality appropriate support to their pupils, many parents will still feel that specialist provision for their child is a ‘safer’ option.
Adequate specialist provision and joined-up working between specialist and mainstream schools will allow dual placements, and will enable pupils to move seamlessly in and out of specialist provision as their needs require.

PPS already provides impartial, good quality information for parents to enable them to make informed choices regarding school provisions.  The School Choice Advice service, based within the PPS, has provided additional invaluable impartial information for the parents of children without statements regarding secondary transfer and in-year admissions, and has contributed a wealth of knowledge regarding the changing requirements upon academies and free schools.

With the increasing autonomy of schools, it is even more important for the informed, impartial knowledge of PPS and School Choice Advice to be available to parents, to help them navigate through an ever-increasingly complex process.

Academies should be given the same statutory duties towards children with SEN as maintained schools.

Local Authorities should work with PPS and Parent Carer Forums to provide clearly accessible information, written in plain English, about the assessment process, who is responsible to provide the provision in a statement or plan, what can be provided in mainstream and special schools, and the process of monitoring and review.  There should continue to be a requirement for an Individual Education Plan, as many parents feel this is the only way in which they can judge if their child is making progress.

Information about the support that should be available in schools for pupils with any level of SEN should be included in the local offer.

PPS already provides informal mediation between parents and schools and parents and the Local Authority, and this is an area in which PPS have a wealth of experience which should be acknowledged and supported in any future mediation proposals. The early and effective involvement of PPS often negates the need for both formal mediation and tribunals.  When formal mediation does take place, many parents require support from PPS in order to participate on an equal footing.
Mediation across education, health and social care should be welcomed.  If there is joint accountability for provision, then all agencies should engage in mediation.
Parents should not be under an obligation to participate in mediation, although it should always be offered.  It should not impact upon the timescales that need to be adhered to for parents to have an appeal heard at Tribunal.  

The tribunal should include a new Tribunal category “LA and Parents have reached an agreement with assistance from Parent Partnership in the form of informal mediation and informed negotiations.”  This would give recognition to the work of PPS in resolving disagreements with the Local Authority.
3.  Learning and achieving

A single SEN Category may have a higher threshold and make it more difficult for parents to obtain early support for their child in school.  The removal of a graduated approach (School Action and School Action Plus) in school may also make it harder for schools to put in context for parents the level of their child’s needs, their progression and the next steps.  
Demonstrating the progress of pupils with an indicator in performance tables related to the lowest attaining 20 percent of pupils should encourage schools to include and focus on pupils with SEN.  It will provide parents with information on the progress of the lowest attaining pupils and PPS will be able to support parents in using this information appropriately.

It must be recognised that not all families have access to a computer or are computer literate.  It is important that parents can access this information from schools themselves and from the Local Authority.
In order for parents to assess how effectively schools support disabled children and children with SEN, they should have the legal right to visit a school, with support from PPS if they need it.  Some schools procrastinate or simply refuse to allow parents to visit other than during a specific open day or evening.  This stops parents from making informed decisions on whether that school could effectively support their child.
Clear and transparent information, as discussed above, should be available from all schools.

Parents should have access to a meeting with OFSTed inspectors or be given a questionnaire/comment form to enable OFSTed to have a clear picture of parental views.

4.  Preparing for Adulthood
PPS already has a responsibility to ensure that the voice of the child/young person is heard, and works closely with specialist advocates where young people’s views differ to those of their parent, to ensure that their views are accurately recorded.  The Education, Health and Care Plan extending until the pupil is 25 years old, will mean that more young people will need their own impartial information, advice and support.  
PPS could manage or work closely with specialist advisers/advocates for children and young people to ensure that all young people have their views heard and considered and that all those involved are able to work together to plan for the future
5.  Services working together for families

In addition to Local Authorities playing a strategic role and acting as champions for parents and families, they need to be given the responsibility to monitor and challenge schools, with a clear route of redress if schools do not comply.  

The requirement to provide a Parent Partnership Service means that Local Authorities already have the means to champion the views of parents and families.  This is also strengthened by the formation of the Parents Carer Forums.

PPS is able to promote and facilitate working in partnership with families, and many services already manage a Parent Participation Worker.

PPS already offer ‘clear and accessible explanations of the current statutory framework, and who within it is responsible for what.’  It is in this way that PPS already supports parents in the process of securing the right package of support for their child.

The current SEN Code of Practice provides clear and relevant guidance that is invaluable for parents and their supporters in working with (and challenging where necessary) schools and Local Authorities.  It is felt to be a useful framework for meeting the needs of children and young people with SEN with or without a statement, and it will be important not to dilute its effectiveness by removing guidance that gives clarification of duties to schools and Local Authorities.  Schools and Local Authorities need to be held more accountable when they do not comply with the existing law and guidance. 

SENCos should be well trained, and given sufficient time to carry out their roles.  Too often they spend much of their time teaching when their expertise is needed to support other staff.
Advice on using IEPs should remain in the SEN Code of Practice.  A well planned and managed IEP is of huge benefit to parents, schools and pupils. The present SEN Code of Practice is clear about the requirement for schools to involve parents in the setting of individual targets and is generally viewed as one of the most positive ways in which schools and parents can work together to support a child.  IEPs are also incredibly useful as part of schools evidence in supporting a case for statutory assessment.  Individual profiles and provision mapping are not as SMART as IEPs and parents feel that they are not able to judge if their child is making progress against set individual targets.
PPS has a role in cascading specialist information and advice from the voluntary sector Trusts, to parents, and to signpost them to specialist support when required. 

The DfE should ensure that PPS are adequately funded to continue their work supporting the families of children and young people with SEN and disabilities relating to education, and should consider expanding the role of the PPS to cover health and social care issues, enabling parents to have a ‘one stop shop’ for information and support.   This should be funded from within or in addition the grants awarded to voluntary and community sector organisations.  The majority of PPS are ‘in-house’ Local Authority based services, managed at ‘arms length’ to retain their impartiality, and are not eligible to bid for grants.
Milton Keynes Parent and Carer views

Milton Keynes Parent Partnership participated in the Green Paper consultation meeting arranged by PACA MK (Parent Forum) in order to gain the views of families with children with special needs and disabilities.
Q.2  Parents felt that, in principle, they agreed with the single statutory assessment and ‘Education, Health & Care Plan’ (EHCP).  Bringing agencies together to assess and draw up the plan is a positive step.  However, there were concerns about the use of the term ‘plan’ and how accountable agencies would be for the provisions within the plan.  They voiced concerns on how current services (many now reduced in size) would be able to accommodate the increased workload involved in setting up an maintaining the new EHCP.  They were concerned that there is no detail on the review process for the EHCP.
Q.6  Many parents felt that this is a role that PPS is already undertaking well.  They respected and appreciated the impartiality of the PPS, and valued the support they had received.  They felt that voluntary and community services could help give parents a voice, and could offer advice and training, and could advocate for parents and give them support.  They did not feel it would be appropriate for voluntary agencies to be responsible for undertaking assessment, as that would compromise their independence.
Q.9   Parents felt that they should have a voice on decision-making panels regarding the statutory assessment, as ‘paperwork’ often doesn’t adequately reflect their child’s needs.


Q.10  Parents were concerned that the ‘Local Offer’ could vary widely across the country, and they felt that a move from one LA to another shouldn’t vary the provision available for their child.  Parents felt that there should be core common themes, and accessibility criteria, in the local offer from all Local Authorities, including what support is available in mainstream schools and in special schools, what social care is able to offer (Children with Disabilities Team), and what Short Breaks are available.
Parents also felt that the Local Offer should include details of how parents can self-refer for an EHCP.
Q.12  Parents generally felt that it was a good idea for parents to be entitled to a Personal Budget, but that this should not be a requirement.  They felt that they should be able to opt in and out of it, and should be allowed to decide which parts of it they control at any one time.  It was strongly felt that the personal budget should not become an obligation or burden on parents who are already struggling.

There was a concern that children and young people may miss out if their parents make poor choices, and they felt that there should be a trained keyworker available to support them to control their personal budget, and that parents would also need training to be available to them.
There was a concern that if, for example, 50% of families take up the Personal Budget, that there would be ‘less in the pot’ for the families that didn’t.

There was also concern that the most experienced and skilled practitioners would be ‘bought’ by those parents who did control their Personal Budget, which would leave the less knowledgeable and skilled practitioners to work with the children and young people of those who chose not to control their own budget.

Q.14  Parents did not feel that there is any real ‘choice’ in school provision.  They are able to state their preference, but feel that they have always had to ‘battle’ with the Local Authority in order to obtain their preferred school.  The terms ‘preference’ and ‘choice’ do not mean the same thing.
Q.15  Parents felt strongly that mediation should not be obligatory, or interfere with Tribunal timescales.
Q.32  Parents felt that they should be involved in designing an assessment tool for OFSTed to use.  In this way, OFSTed could ensure that the areas that give parents concerns are inspected.

Q.42  Parents felt that it will be important for GPs to undertake training to improve their knowledge of SEN and disability.  Some of this training could be provided by parents themselves.

Q.45  Parents felt that the Local Authority and Health are not currently able to provide a cohesive service to families.  They feel that it is too fragmented, and that there needs to be a focus on joined-up working.  They felt that free training should be provided to parents and professionals alike to improve understanding and ways of working.
Jacqueline Hashemi

Parent Partnership Officer

Milton Keynes Parent Partnership Service

29th June 2011
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