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  Dear Sirs,

NUT Response to Discussion Paper

Services to Children, Young People and Families in Suffolk

1)
The Union received this paper on 26th November, discussed its contents at a County Division meeting on 29th November and is responding on 30th November, the deadline for receipt of comments.  Our comments are therefore very much preliminary reactions and we would wish to be consulted more deeply on future developments on this matter.  In view of the impossible timescale, we may well have misunderstood some of the documentation.  We trust that this would not be taken amiss: we would have preferred to have been able to check the facts, and to have consulted with our members more widely, before responding.

2)
We note the key role of school staff, particularly in the identification of need, but believe that school staffs have not had an opportunity to comment or consider the practicalities of the policy outlined in the present paper.

3)
We support the principle of a “joined-up” and properly coordinated approach to the delivery and monitoring of the core objectives for all pupils and that a wide remit of the Education Service will be “delivered” by a multi-agency team.  We believe that much thought must be given to the structural implications for the management of multi-agency teams at County level.  Some of these structural changes will be necessary because of the demise of the once all-embracing Education Committee.  Some replacement for that over-arching democratic and strategic oversight of the Service is, in our view, a necessary concomitant to structural change “in the localities”.  We doubt therefore that three coordinators in whatever “localities” may be, will be sufficient to ensure a cohesive service delivery.

4)
(i) We foresee practical difficulties where different agencies operate in existing teams serving areas of the county which do not coincide (e.g. “areas” are managed differently for Social Services, Education and the Health Service.  Some “areas” even go over county boundaries, where school pyramids do not.  Coordinating budget allocations and team responsibilities for actual Suffolk pyramids could meet with organisational hindrance, however good the “ethos” might be.  Someone has to agree to pay the bills, and in advance.


(ii) There is already some tension between local identification of needs (say at Area Office level) and budgetary or operational control at County Level for EOTAS and SEN delivery.  The proposal appears to us to be predicated on more local decision-making.  This will only be effective if the localities also have access to a known, and adequate, budget.

5)
Resources: (i) From whatever source they may come, the resource base for such a development must be sufficient to meet the expectations.  If not, the policy will result simply in a re-arrangement of management functions and make no difference at the level of actual delivery.  The next stage in this development must include costings and staffing levels, to indicate to schools the extent of what they might expect in the way of a response to identified need.


(2)
Since LMS, resources to schools have been on a predominantly per capita basis, enhanced more by bidding for extras (e.g., Technology College status) than by direct funding of need.  We welcome the advent of the audit approach to SEN funding and suggest that at a similar funding split may be required for a multi-agency approach.  This would include a per capita entitlement for preventative work in all schools for all pupils, and a needs-based form of funding for more acute needs.   We note that Dr Brian Keeble’s Annual Report (Director of Public Health) shows a clear relationship between social deprivation and poorer educational standards, from KS1 to University entrance.  This identifies  the Normanston and Chantry areas as those in greatest need.    It is clear that the poorest 10 wards in the County could easily consume all the current budget, if realistic improvements were the target.  If the current policy is directed not only at the poorest zones, but also at improving strategies for all pupils in all schools, considerable new resources must be found.

6)
Para. 4.5 and Section 6 (Practical Examples) point to the key role of school staff in both initiating and sustaining the action which will arise from the current proposal.  As with the SEN Audit to be introduced next term and schools responsibilities through the LEA’s policy on EOTAS and the new national SEN Code of Practice already have tremendous workload issues to face.  Any new initiative which adds to the daily responsibility of school staff has to be costed and this must take account of moves at national level to reduce teachers’ real working time, and to provide adequate non-teaching release time for the multitude of tasks currently added to many teaching staff’s responsibilities.  Some of these tasks may well be delegated to non-teaching staff, but not the responsibility and the exercise of professional assessments and judgement. 

7) 
Schools need an indication of the scale of support they might expect from the other “core team” members.  We can envisage that the objectives set out in Section 1 can realistically only be achieved by a significant increase in the availability of key personnel listed in the “core team”.   If this policy is to develop a multi-agency approach “to address the core objectives for all children”, then schools must have access to such key staff as Educational Psychologists and Learning Support Advisory Teachers for every-day advice and support.  The role of these agencies is destined to change (see SEN Audit Policy) towards being more pro-active in promoting strategies and training to prevent crisis intervention.  We wholeheartedly support such preventative action, but the present levels of staffing are already inadequate for their current caseload of more acute problems.  If their expertise is to be used to good effect for the benefit of all children, then there must be some expansion in sheer numbers on the ground.

8)
We warn against a tendency shown by the LEA previously to assume that a proposed policy will work immediately, so that existing provision can be closed down, even before a new policy is in place.  We therefore urge the LEA to move cautiously and not to slow down plans for the introduction of the new referral units and school-based initiatives for children with emotional and behavioural difficulties, in the hope that any need for such provision may one day be reduced by the policy of early intervention and prevention by a multi-agency approach at school and family level.

9)
We wonder whether the “key partners” or “other colleagues” (4.6) should include outreach workers from the new-style PRUs and hospital teachers.  There is some ambivalence in the inclusion of PRUs in 4.8 as the centres for multi-agency excellence and the exclusion of PRU staff in the “core team”.  The Union would again point out that the PRUs should recruit the very best expertise and experience and that this must be recognised in terms of SEN allowances added to salary, to recruit and retain effective practitioners in whom schools can have confidence.  The LEA already has expertise in the PRUs which it is consistently undervaluing, and often losing to other employers.

10)
There are both conditions of service and contractual implications to expecting teachers to be involved in areas which more traditionally would be considered to be the work of EWOs or Social Workers.   Teacher involvement in working with parents must be limited to the current responsibilities schools have to liaise with the varying agencies in the interests of the child.  There are serious workload issues in expecting anything beyond such a contribution.  There are also risks of teachers becoming involved in situations for which they have no training, expertise or, indeed, insurance against professional liability, if they cross the boarders into social work.

11)
A major part of the implementation of this policy would be training of existing school staff.  Given the overload already in place (NOF, literacy / numeracy, SEN Audit, curriculum developments, performance management, Schoolsafe, etc.) it is unlikely that the average school will have any time available for training for the new “ethos” outlined in this paper.  Indeed, it would be sensible to ensure that, before Schoolsafe goes county-wide, its contribution to the current policy outcomes is evaluated and included in the programme.

12)
The NUT therefore welcomes the discussion on this policy and supports the general thrust of the proposals.  Much more work needs to be done, however, and we would advise against any over-hasty decisions based on the assumption that a preliminary discussion paper is already a firm and detailed policy decision.

Yours sincerely,
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Division Secretary
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