Developing Connexions – Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities


Chapter 2 - The Evidence

Easier to Read Summary
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This chapter explains all the evidence gathered throughout the two years of the project.
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The evidence is split into four sections:
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1.  What young people said.
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2.  What parents and carers said.
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3.  The Connexions Service and Personal Advisers.
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4.  Partner agencies.

The chapter includes many individual learning points that are then explored in further detail in the following chapter, ‘The Learning’.  
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Young People, Parents and Carers

The focus of the project was the views of young people using the Connexions service, their parents and carers.  Their involvement in interviews, consultation and discussions at various points in the life of the project produced an immensely rich and informative body of evidence about the development of Connexions in the five sites.
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This chapter presents that evidence under sub-headings that represent key themes emerging from the testimony of the young people, their parents and carers:

· The experience of growing up and leaving school

· What people know about Connexions and Personal Advisers

· What makes good help and support 

· How Connexions could do a better job for young people.

What young people said

The experience of growing up and leaving school
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Thinking about the future: aspirations and dreams

As with any group of young people asked about what they want to do when they grow up and leave school, those in the project expressed a range of individual aspirations for the future.  These included working on a building site, being a hairdresser or beauty therapist, racing motorcycles, joining the army, being a body-piercer or tattoo artist, learning about agricultural engineering, working on ‘my dad’s farm’, working at a leisure centre and being a cartoonist.  This selection goes some way to demonstrating the extent of their expectations of adult life, especially their hopes for finding work that interests them. Distinction can be drawn between work employment and occupation as highlighted by Grove (2002):


Work - something you do for other people


Employment – work you get paid for

Occupation – anything you do to pass the day, including things you do for yourself.
In this case young people were speaking about earning money; this was their prime reason for looking for work/employment.

Aspirations and dreams were not just focused on work and employment; often the young people’s comments included where they wanted to be living, what they could do in leisure time and their social circle. Young people spoke of where they wanted to live, who they wanted to live with, some of the things they liked doing in the holidays or at the weekend. This was often important information in relation to the work of a Personal Adviser as it gave insight into favoured activities or pastimes, friendship groups and things that would need discussing with other professionals or family members supporting the young person. 
For some, thinking about the future was difficult or stressful due to the nature of their impairment or disability, e.g. autism. Where this was the case, the focus of the interview was shifted to less threatening subjects: what the young person did during the day, their favourite subjects or lessons and what they did away from school or college.  This approach meant that these young people could talk about their interest in cooking, involvement in tasks such as mowing the lawn, and activities like watching trains or shopping.

Despite their difficulties engaging with the project, it was clear that these young people had many aspirations for their future, whether linked to education and work or in other parts of their life.  The main lesson here related not so much to raising these aspirations or expectations, but more to the ways in which young people can be consulted, and how their views and comments should be respected and acted upon by the people supporting them. 
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Learning point:

Young disabled people are excited about the future.  They want to find a job, make money and have a full and exciting adult life.
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Thinking about the future: concerns and fears

A significant number of young people felt there was little chance of them getting even an interview, let alone holding down a job in the future.  Many believed employers did not want to employ disabled people, either because they felt this would be more troublesome than employing a non-disabled person, or the disabled person would not be able to do the job. In one young woman’s experience:   

‘Employers don’t want deaf people, it makes it too difficult for them, it’s going to be hard to get a job…especially if you’re deaf.’

In addition to this, some young people were clear that, although they were enjoying their college course, the absence of appropriate training and skills work (for example, in the areas of travel, interviews and presentation) from the curriculum meant they did not feel adequately prepared for the world of work.
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Learning point:

Many young disabled people do not think they have much chance of getting work, because of their disability or impairment.
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Work experience

Work experience was an important issue for the young people in the project and was discussed at length.  Those undertaking work experience at school or college felt that it had really helped, although it had been a bit scary at first.  For pupils at special school this was a particular issue as many had not been able to take part - either through lack of opportunities, or because the school had been unable to release the young person’s Learning Assistant. This latter reason is of particular concern since the funding attributed to a young person because of their statement of special educational needs should include support from a Learning Support Assistant for the individual to attend a work experience opportunity. If support is dedicated to an individual pupil, the question must be asked why schools cannot release the member of staff to provide the support outside the school. An example of this was where a sign language interpreter was required to enable a young woman to take up a week long work experience opportunity.  Similar issues were experienced by young people if they needed any sort of personal care support during the day.

Besides work experience, practical learning experiences of the world of work and link courses run by colleges were regarded as most useful by young people, as illustrated by this young man’s comments during a discussion about thinking of going to college: ‘Thinking about going to college makes me worry … visiting the college helped’.   Visits and presentations by college tutors were also valued. 
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Learning points:

Young disabled people want the same access to work experience as their peers.  

This is especially important for young people at school.

Link courses help young people not to worry about going to a big local college.
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Transport

Amongst issues that young people felt would restrict their ability to choose a college and when thinking about work possibilities was ‘transport’.  This included both transport to and from college and using public transport.  

Example:

One young man was two-thirds through his college course when, upon reaching his nineteenth birthday, his local education authority-funded transport was withdrawn.  He faced an uncertain summer whilst his Personal Adviser and others appealed against this decision, highlighting the fact that the young man would be unable to complete his course and gain a qualification that would enable him to look for employment. Eventually the Local Education Authority (LEA) relented and he was able to undertake his final year at college, which needless to say he was very happy about.  This issue of LEAs setting age boundaries for funding transport was often quoted by those participating in the project as being a real issue for students who might be attending a local college for three or more years.  The young man in this example lived in a very rural area, but this was a common complaint in many urban areas as well.

Some young people, echoing comments made by their parents and carers, talked about their personal safety whilst using public transport.  They had experienced bullying, abuse, extortion and theft from both their peer group and members of the general public.
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Learning point:

Transport arrangements frequently impact both upon the young person’s ability to complete their college course and on their ability to get around their home community/town.
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Opportunities and choice

Young people were clear that one of the most restrictive barriers to exploring their dreams for work and the future was a paucity of opportunities available to them locally. They identified three components to this barrier: access to vocational courses, disclosure of problems experienced by the young person, and information about career options.
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Learning point:

The same variety and range of opportunities open to non-disabled young people is not available to young disabled people.
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· Access to vocational courses:

The academic entry requirements for some courses often disqualified young people with disabilities from pursuing a chosen career. 

‘I want to learn about electrics and being an electrician but I’m not clever enough … you have to have a lot of GCSEs’

This was considered to be unfair because some of the young people believed they could succeed in a given career if their special needs were recognized – for example, being given more time to complete such courses.

Others complained about offers of places on courses being based upon impairment or disability rather than the young person’s aspirations. 

Example:
Out of a class of five young people at one special school, three expressed an interest in photography as a career option. Yet none had been offered a course incorporating this preference and instead had been offered college placements based upon their physical impairments and support needs.  The importance here is the fact that the students’ preferences for areas of study were not seen as the primary factor when identifying appropriate further education opportunities.

 A further source of dissatisfaction for some was the lack of appropriate courses at local colleges. Having to go away from home to study was not viewed with enthusiasm by many young people. One young woman lamented the fact that:

‘I have to go away to college so that I can learn about looking after horses… I’d like to stay at home but there is nowhere near enough…’.  

Indeed, when offered a choice, most young people preferred to either stay at home or attend a weekly residential school in their home community. 
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Learning point:

Qualification barriers stop young disabled people pursuing their chosen field of work.

The availability of local opportunities means that some young people have to go away to college whether they would choose to or not.

[image: image23.png]



· Disclosure:

Disclosing a disability or mental health problem could have a negative consequence for young people pursuing a college course or job.  This was particularly the case for the young people with mental health problems who felt that if they told a future employer that they had had difficulties in the past they were much less likely to be offered an interview or get a job. Several told stories of being approached in the street by teachers from their school not directly involved in their education, who nevertheless asked if they were ‘feeling better’.  They were most unhappy to think that they and their problems were being talked about in the staff room.

[image: image24.wmf]
Learning point:

Young disabled people expect personal information to be treated as confidential and with respect.
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· Information

Information about vocational and other opportunities was often requested by young people in the project, but was not always available to them. In particular, they wanted information that was easy to understand and which could be taken home and shared with family members and carers.   They spoke of wanting to be able to take information home, and finding a lot of the information given to them difficult to understand; one young woman spoke of how angry all this information made her feel.  She felt it showed how little people understood how difficult this was for her.
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Learning point:

Information is often complicated, multi-coloured and not presented in a way that enables young disabled people to make good use of it.

The young people taking part in the project had clear dreams and aspirations for their future, in relation to education, work and other aspects of their lives. But at times they were also distressingly pessimistic about their chances of achieving them. They were vocal about some of the barriers they faced in attempting to access a college course or follow a career path of their choosing.  Their suggested remedies were simple - they wanted: to be treated in the same way as their non-disabled peers; to access opportunities that would enable them to move towards their aspirations for work; to have a place to live; and to have their views and opinions treated with the same respect as comments made by the people who supported them.
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What young people know about Connexions and Personal Advisers

At various points during the project, young people were asked what they knew about Connexions and Personal Advisers.  To begin with the general level of knowledge was low as none of the services in the five areas had been established for more than a year: young people were rarely able to name their Personal Adviser and if they knew anything at all about Connexions it was as ‘the new name for the careers service’.

Knowledge about Connexions and the identity of their Personal Adviser grew between the first and second periods of consultation, by which time most young people were able to name their Personal Adviser and recall a meeting they had had with him or her.  When questioned about what Connexions do, however, the overwhelming response continued to centre on its role as a careers advisory service, with a general lack of appreciation about the extended role of Connexions.

This was especially true of students attending special schools and of those undertaking discrete
 courses at a further education college, while those attending a mainstream school were likely to have a better understanding of what Connexions offered in terms of a holistic service. But there were exceptions, most notably where ‘targeted’ Personal Advisers were deployed.  

Example:

At one school there was a noticeable difference in young people’s knowledge about the extended role of the Personal Adviser.  At this school there was both a ‘careers’ focused Personal Adviser and a ‘targeted’ Personal Adviser.  The young people knew they both worked for Connexions and the different roles that they held.  Four of the students talked about spending time with the ‘targeted’ Personal Adviser at a time of crisis in their life.  This example is referred back to later in the report as an example of good practice.

Only a small number of young people had visited their local Connexions office; where they had done so, it was usually at the request or with the encouragement of the Personal Adviser.  Yet using the local office could be a significant factor in young people’s perception of the service. 

Example:

One Personal Adviser set up all the annual Connexions reviews for a Year 11 class at the town centre office and the young people felt very ‘valued’ and important walking into town and visiting the office.  This also helped demonstrate the fact that the Personal Adviser was independent from the school and thus encouraged students to visit the office more frequently, especially during the school holidays.

Over the two years of the project knowledge of Connexions and the service they provided improved noticeably. However, there continues to be a lack of knowledge about the extended service that Connexions offers and the support available through the work of what were historically called ‘targeted’ or ‘intensive’ Personal Advisers.
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Learning points:

Young disabled people were learning about the new Connexions Service and the help they can get.  

Small-scale ideas can have a great impact on how young disabled people feel about themselves and their experience of mainstream services.

They did not know much about the ‘extended’ support available to them from Connexions.
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   ?
What makes good help and support

The purpose of asking young people about the support they receive was to explore how Connexions might use consultation to inform their service development. Placing the answers alongside the input from Personal Advisers would also help managers understand both how the present role of the Personal Adviser is working and how it might be developed further.

This proved a particularly challenging question for some of the young people in the project, possibly because (although they were being encouraged to talk about the future) they were rarely asked to comment on the support they received.  Nor was it easy to find ways to include as many young people as possible in the discussions it provoked.  Several approaches were used, including  ‘social stories’ or analogies, sometimes suggested by the young people themselves, to illustrate the concept of support.   

Example:

In one school the analogy of restoring a motorbike was suggested as a way of helping the young people there to think about all the different assistance they might need to accomplish the task.  In another school we drew a picture incorporating the essential qualities required of the ‘perfect PA’ (pictured on the next page) – apparently he or she would be characterised by unfeasibly large ears for listening, a welcoming smile and a big heart for caring for all the young people! 
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The exercise produced feedback filling many pages, from which the key qualities a young person might look for in a good Personal Adviser have been distilled:

· An approachable person, who smiles and has a good sense of humour;

· Someone who looks at me when they are talking to me and speaks clearly and slowly;

· Someone who is not patronising and treats me like a grown-up;

· Someone who is an expert and knows what they are talking about – understands the disability or difficulty I have;

· Someone I have known for some time, who knows about what kind of support I need, who knows what I want to do when I grow up and whom I can trust;

· Someone from outside school, whom I can meet at different times;

· Someone I can call at the weekend or in the holidays if things are getting difficult.
Some of the young people were able to extend the discussion to think about the Connexions Service more generally and the support they received from it. Again, the key to receiving good support was grounded in their relationship with a Personal Adviser:

‘[PA’s name] is not from the school, it doesn’t feel like talking to someone from school. [PA’s name] is just there for me, that’s really good.’ (Young man in Year 11.)

‘Being able to just drop in has been really good, it helped get used to this school.’ (Young man, Year 10, who had just transferred to mainstream school from a special school.)

‘I can visit [PA’s name] in the holidays.’ (Young man about to leave sixth form.)

‘Thinking about the future is scary’ – ‘Being able to talk to [PA’s name] has helped.  It has helped me not worry about the future and college.’ (Young woman at college.)

However, the experience of working with Personal Advisers was not always so positive. During these discussions a number of concerns were expressed about the support young people had received:

· Young people with autistic spectrum disorders and those with mental health problems often felt that the Personal Adviser had little or no knowledge of their specific difficulties.

· For most young people, being able to develop a relationship based on trust was very important, but they did not always have long enough with their Personal Advisor to do this.

· Young people with mental health problems in particular talked about having access to a phone number or contact with whom they could talk outside normal working hours.

On the whole young people were clear about what made good support and many were able to develop this discussion to include the support offered to them by the Connexions Personal Adviser.  Their comments about the qualities required of a ‘good support worker’ are relevant to the wider debate about the role of key workers, lead professionals and the development of integrated children’s services. The project has also highlighted a need for these questions to form the basis of ongoing consultation with young people about the support they want, and from whom they want it.
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Learning points:

Involving young disabled people means being innovative and flexible in the way that young people are asked questions and supported in contributing.

Young people have a clear understanding about what makes for good support.

The input from young disabled people will be central to future developments in the Connexions Service and local integrated children’s services.
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How Connexions could do a better job for young people

Wherever possible, the young people in the project were asked to say how the Connexions Service could do a better job for them. This was perhaps the hardest question for them to answer, given that the Connexions Service was so new and its users were only beginning to find out about its work, the support on offer and how to access it. Nevertheless, the comments that were forthcoming served to reinforce the themes that had emerged in response to other questions about the young people’s aspirations and what constituted good and bad support. Moreover, the views of the young people responding to this question were generally grounded in positive dealings with the Connexions Service.

First, they suggested Connexions should prioritise the provision of clear and accessible information and paperwork for meetings and planning. One young woman said, ‘I would like to have some information about meetings with people beforehand, otherwise I can find it difficult’, while another asked for ‘information that I can take home’. A young man of 15 simply wanted ‘a plan that I can understand’, because ‘I can remember my meeting, but I can’t remember my plan’.
Second, young people stressed the importance of listening to and acting on behalf of them, especially when other services were not doing so. A young woman recalled that ‘Connexions listened to me, not other people, they helped me do what I want to do, not what other people want me to do, I don’t have any criticisms to make.’
Third, they felt it was important for Connexions to appreciate what a young person was going through – in particular when someone was experiencing mental illness. A young man aged 21, who had received support from a voluntary organisation, ‘felt pressured to fill in forms and apply for jobs that I didn’t want – I think Connexions should work at my pace, I was really ill.’
Conclusions

Young people attached certain values to the support they received and wanted to receive from the Connexions Service.  They generally had a clear idea about the future and, if asked, were able to identify the type of support they were likely to require to achieve their dreams and aspirations.  This set an agenda not just for the project in its evaluation of the Connexions Service, but also for Connexions Services in their development of their role.  

Finally, young people showed their willingness and ability to participate in a dialogue about Connexions when their communication needs were taken into account. For example, the project has demonstrated that a formal and fairly complex discussion may be possible using symbols and photos for people to choose from. As Connexions Services continue to develop, they will need to ensure that the young people they consult are fully representative of local populations and not limited to those with advanced skills in talking about complex and abstract themes.
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What parents and carers said

Information was gathered from parents and carers in a variety of settings:  at home, at a group meeting arranged by a local parents’ support group, and through telephone interviews.   The evidence gathered through working with parents and carers is laid out under the headings used in the previous section. It is worth noting, however, that many, if not all, parents of disabled sons or daughters live with a high level of concern, worry and pessimism about the future.   Accordingly, whilst the evidence presented here is framed around the headings, the consultation exercise also provoked a great deal of discussion around linked themes, ranging from information about direct payments and individual service design to individual problems with a teacher or other professionals.
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Feelings about children growing up and leaving school

While many parents could talk of an ideal future for their son or daughter, they were constantly aware of the need to be ‘realistic’ and understood that their preferred future was unlikely to happen. In the absence of any specific ambitions for their sons and daughters, parents would always articulate a desire for them to be safe and happy. For parents of younger people within the cohort (i.e. those in Year 11), concerns about what the future might hold stemmed from a lack of knowledge and information about possibilities for the future.

There was an identifiable link between those parents who had few if any real ambitions for their child for the future and those parents who had had bad experiences of services and agencies that were meant to be supporting them.  

Example:

One parent had not received any support since they had moved home to a new area (because her son was so badly bullied).  Her son refused to leave the house for most of the day as he continued to suffer bullying, and would often spend hours in his room.  Despite repeated referrals from the parents, no health professional had visited or made contact with their son.

The parents and carers involved in this consultation wanted to think of their children’s future with excitement and expectation and yet few, if any, could do this. Instead they saw a future of problems, battles and worry.
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Learning point:

Many parents had little faith in services supporting their son or daughter as they moved into the adult world.  This caused them a great deal of stress and worry.
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Transport

As was the case for young people, transport featured as a major concern for parents and carers. ‘Transport is the biggest problem for us’ said one mother, who spoke for many of those who contributed.

Personal safety when using transport was cited by one parent group as the biggest factor when thinking about sending their child to a residential learning provider at 16.  For some parents the only transport ‘option’ involved them spending four hours a day driving their son or daughter to a special school because the LEA did not provide appropriate transport. In some cases the young person’s autism meant they found it difficult to cope with constant changes in their taxi driver, and in the same way the changing of escorts could cause distress and worry.

For other parents the concerns around transport arose from their rural location where their children were dependent either on what little public transport existed, if any, or LEA-funded transport that would be withdrawn when they reached the age of 19.  In one case, already cited earlier, the Connexions Personal Adviser supported the family in appealing against the LEA’s decision and the young person was able to complete their course at college, but another case had a less fortunate resolution.  

Example:

Following a severe seizure, the young man/woman was unable to attend college for two or three months.  By the time he/she had recovered sufficiently to resume college on a part-time basis, his/her transport had been withdrawn. As the young person was only able to attend on a part-time basis, there was no reinstatement of transport funding and, although the situation was eventually rectified, it left the young person and his/her family unwilling to return to college to complete the course. 
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Learning point:

As highlighted by young people, transport can have a disproportionate impact on young people’s ability to take part in post-16 learning.  Parents and carers were particularly concerned about safety and bullying when their sons or daughters used public transport.

[image: image42.png]



Work Experience

There was one specific example that clarified many of the issues faced by young disabled people who were looking for work experience.  This example in particular related to young people in Years 10 and 11 whilst still at school, although the learning is transferable when put alongside other people’s comments.

Example:

A father wanted to help their daughter to find a work experience placement close to the family home, rather than one in the locality of the residential school she attended.  He identified an opportunity and informed the school.  The young woman was profoundly deaf and relied on the support of a sign language interpreter.  The father organised and booked an interpreter for the week – the school was not prepared to do this and would not have done so even if they had been able to organise a placement for her near the school, saying that they usually just introduced a young person and let them get on with the week’s work.  As a consequence a dispute arose about payment for the interpreter.  

The issue here is that, unless the interpreter had been present, it would have been impossible for the young woman to complete the week’s placement.  Support for young people attending a work experience placement was cited frequently as a barrier to many young people in the project being able to take up these opportunities.  Even when the school had employed an individual Learning Support Assistant (LSA) who was solely there to support the young person, the school was either reluctant, or refused, to release the LSA to support the young person.  The key issue is ‘who is funding the support’? For a school away from home, the LEA pay the school to provide a service and from this particular LEA’s point of view this included support to attend a work experience opportunity.  This issue needs clarifying urgently as it is likely to lead to a continuing lack of work experience for young people who require support whilst at work.
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Learning point:

Echoing young people’s comments about work experience, there are not enough opportunities and too many problems put in the way of young people participating in work experience.
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Opportunities and choice

For most parents, the question of opportunities and choices regarding post-16 learning for their child revolved around their safety and happiness, with only a few referring to ambitions or favoured subjects.  There was a mix of views about their child going away to residential college or learning provision and the desirability of retaining links with their home area.  In one inner-city area most parents advocated for residential provision because of concerns for their son or daughter’s safety. Connexions Personal Advisers and others were working hard to show that local provision was suitable and could provide the young person with good outcomes.  This contrasted with the views of parents in a predominantly rural area, who were less likely to seek residential provision.
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Learning point:

Parents based many of their decisions about the future on concerns about safety and happiness.  Parents of young people living in inner-city or urban environments were more likely to advocate for residential learning provision post-16.
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What parents and carers know about Connexions and Personal Advisers

The general lack of knowledge about the new Connexions Service and the confusion about its role and functions that characterised the testimony of the young people taking part in the project was also reflected in the responses from their parents and carers.  Ironically, a mother desperate to identify any help for her son had not heard about Connexions. Having received the letter asking if her son would like to take part in the project, she hoped that the project might be able to help or support him. From this low baseline, parents’ and carers’ knowledge increased as the project progressed and Connexions became better established. Typical was the experience of another mother:   

Example:

She knew a little about Connexions when we first spoke to her and found it difficult to understand what the service could offer someone like her daughter, who had complex learning difficulties and physical impairments.  Like many of the young people we talked to, she thought that Connexions was simply a re-branded careers service and as such would have little of relevance to offer her daughter. However, during the first and subsequent interviews she and her husband came to realise that Connexions did have an important role for her daughter: not only were Connexions staff able to refer her daughter to the local Person Centred Planning Co-ordinator, but they provided information about direct payments and the Independent Living Fund and went through some of the different options that would be available to their daughter when she left school the following year.

Example:

The mother of another young woman described how she had approached Connexions seeking a mediator and advocate because, ‘things have got so bad between college and me ……perhaps Connexions could help sort some things out’.  She felt that Connexions could help in liaising between the college and herself after a breakdown in communication and issues that had arisen about the support being offered by the college to her daughter.  Connexions were able to assist by helping the mother and daughter identify a different college, which required out-of-area funding from the local Learning and Skills Council.

Troubleshooting and advocacy roles were particularly appreciated by parents and carers who felt overwhelmed by ‘the system’. 

Example:

One set of parents was unaware that their son had been allocated a place at college until Connexions clarified with the college that this was the case. Connexions also put them in touch with other agencies, to explore future options for him. The mother’s relief was evident when she spoke to us. Her comment that, ‘Connexions helped sort out next year, I didn’t know what was happening’, illustrated the value that may be added to the service provided by Connexions where it is built upon longer-term relationships with parents and young people.  In this instance, the Personal Adviser had known the family for sometime and knew that the parents both had difficulty with reading, a fact that had not been known by the college when it sent a letter to the family confirming the son’s place for the coming year. When the Personal Adviser eventually read the letter to the family, it relieved a lot of stress for the mother in particular.

Other parents were similarly keen to stress the value of maintaining a relationship with a professional during their child’s transition to adulthood. The mother of a young woman with physical disabilities appreciated the continuity of support offered by her daughter’s Personal Adviser: 

‘[PA’s name] is the only person we know who we can contact. We don’t know anyone from any other service, even though [Young person’s name] gets support from lots of people.  Connexions are the only people who stay in touch with us.’

As awareness of the role of, and support offered by, Connexions grew where parents had had direct contact with the service, they became increasingly positive about the support they had received.  It was clear, however, that Connexions Services needed to include parents and carers to a much greater extent than they had previously.  This was clearly displayed early on in the project where Personal Advisers had met with a young person more than once but their parents had no knowledge of this, or where the first time a Personal Adviser met with parents was at the Year 9 review, even though guidance for Connexions Services highlights as good practice a meeting with parents before the Year 9 review.
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Learning point:

As parents’ knowledge of Connexions grew, they could see real benefit in the support offered.  They would appreciate more involvement in the work of Connexions when a Personal Adviser is supporting their son or daughter.
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   ?
What makes good help and support

Parents’ and carers’ comments reflected those made by young people, with a particular focus on maintaining contact with someone they knew well over a period of time.  They identified a number of key ingredients of good help and support:  

· A service that is easy to contact.  

· Parents spoke about wanting to be sure that Personal Advisers had the best interests of the young person in mind and that this was based upon a good understanding of their disability, illness or impairment. 

· A priority for many parents and carers was to work with someone they could trust, having been let down in the past.  When questioned about this, they responded by talking about needing someone who knew them and their child, who they felt would fight for them rather than the service, and someone they could contact easily.

· Parents appreciated Personal Advisers being independent from other statutory agencies, again emphasising the importance of the Personal Adviser as an advocate for the young person.  

Some questioned the knowledge base of Personal Advisers. This may have been due to the Personal Adviser raising the aspirations of the young person beyond what the parent or carer deemed realistic – though whether this constitutes a positive or a negative quality in a Personal Adviser perhaps depends on one’s standpoint.   Yet the biggest compliment paid to Connexions staff by parents was about their skills in providing information and expertise when thinking about post-16 opportunities.
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Learning point:

The role of the Personal Adviser has a great deal of potential for supporting parents, in addressing issues causing worry and concern and being a point of contact.
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How Connexions could do a better job for young people

The conversations with parents and carers led quite naturally on to some consideration about those aspects of the Connexions service that could be improved. Two key suggestions were made: 

· More information about benefits.  Parents in the project said they found the benefits system confusing and wanted up-to-date and easy to understand information about what they could claim and how this affected their son’s or daughter’s ability to look for work or receive help with their social care.
· Flexible working hours.  Parents and carers wanted to be able to meet with their son’s or daughter’s Personal Adviser, yet often this was not possible when a Personal Adviser worked the same hours as they did.  They felt that Personal Advisers should be able to work in the evenings so that they could meet with them.
Conclusions

The more that parents learned about the role of the Personal Adviser, the more they wanted to make contact and build some sort of relationship with their son’s or daughter’s Personal Adviser.  It was clear during the life of the project that many of those parents whose sons or daughters were taking part benefited from an increased knowledge and an increase in access to the support offered through the local Connexions Service.
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The Connexions Service and Personal Advisers

Having heard from young people, parents and carers, this report moves on to look at the evidence gathered through working with the participating Connexions Services and the Personal Advisers who work for these services.

The five Services participating in the project - the Black Country, Cornwall and Devon, Humberside, Nottinghamshire and South London - represented a mix of rural, small town and urban environments, affluent and not-so-affluent areas, and served young people from different ethnic groups.  Black Country, Cornwall and Devon, Humberside and South London were amongst the first group of Connexions Services to go ‘live’ in April 2001, while Nottinghamshire went ‘live’ in April 2002. The focus in Nottinghamshire was primarily on supporting young people with autistic spectrum disorders, although some meetings were held there towards the end of the project with young people experiencing mental health problems.

The services represented two different models of delivery, i.e. transmuted and sub-contracted (see Appendix 1). The sub-contractors included Prospects, CfTB and The Humberside Partnership.

Each area recruited (with varying degrees of success) a local steering group, which included a number of partners alongside representatives from the Connexions Service.  A local Connexions Service representative supported the work of the project in each area by organising meetings, providing addresses and contact details, and supporting the identification of young people.
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The views of Connexions Service providers

The input from each of the five services was gathered for discussion with local steering groups along with the responses to a questionnaire sent to service managers for each area in December 2002.  The questionnaire explored:

· how the Connexions Service links with other agencies and organisations

· the workforce

· the role of Connexions

· and the outcomes achieved.

Linking with other agencies

In the early stages of the life of a Connexions Service, links to other agencies were focused predominantly at a strategic level, through membership of the Connexions Partnership Board and Local Management Committees.  Some features of these strategic arrangements were:

· The Connexions Service usually provided a service across a number of local authority areas.

· The Connexions Partnership Board consisted of a number of senior or lead managers for local authorities, police, voluntary organisations and representatives of the area business forums.

· Each local authority area covered by a Connexions Service had a Local Management Committee, co-ordinated by the local Connexions service manager. This might draw its membership from the police, children’s services, youth offending teams, the Children’s Fund, local teenage pregnancy units and voluntary or community organisations.

The structures of the Connexions Services incorporated modes of working between individual Personal Advisers and social care professionals inherited from existing relationships between social care agencies and the old careers service.  There were examples of Personal Advisers being placed in social care teams, specifically around certain ‘client groups’, particularly in youth offending teams.  Links with the local CAMHS Team were less strong, an area mentioned by respondents as requiring further development.  There was a general understanding that collaborative working practices needed to become more embedded in the culture of the services, although generally it was felt that a ‘good start’ had been made.
In many cases, links with different partners, whether at an agency level or school level, were formalised through the signing of  ‘partnership agreements’ with schools, education welfare departments, youth offending teams and voluntary organisations.  A partnership agreement set out the duties of the Personal Adviser and how the partner organisation will ‘accommodate’, support and work with the Personal Adviser and their Connexions Service.  Most partnership agreements followed a standard format; however, these could be individualised to suit specific groups of young people or provision (this is explored later in the report).
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Learning point:

A good start had been made in building links with other agencies and professionals.  There was a long way to go to see these new relationships bear reward.
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Important characteristics 

Personal Advisers working with young people represented in this project came from a number of backgrounds.  This service was typical in summarising its workforce: 

‘About 60% are ex careers service.  Rest come from LA (Local Authority) youth service, education welfare, social services, Mencap, health, teachers, drug workers etc.’

The ‘backbone’ of Connexions were the Personal Advisers who came from former careers advisory services and had been complemented by professionals from other backgrounds, including social and health care, education welfare services, voluntary organisations, youth offending teams, speech and language therapy assistants and administration workers.  One Service noted that it had gained:

‘Specialist knowledge and experience gained through the following previous professions: careers advisers, specialist careers advisers (LDD), disability employment adviser, social worker, voluntary and community sector, youth service, specialist training provider, NCH, residential special schools, speech and language support assistant.’

All of the Services regarded the attendant skill mix of staff drawn from such a diversity of backgrounds as a strength, enabling them to offer a more flexible and well-informed service.  In particular, a number of areas valued the contribution made by people previously employed by specialist voluntary organisations.  

‘Our ex Mencap PA has been a great asset bringing skills previously absent.’

More details about the employment histories and skills of Personal Advisers are provided later in this report. 
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Learning point:

A good mix of both careers guidance workers and those from other specialist backgrounds offered a better service to young people in the area.
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The role of Connexions

Connexions Services were asked to explain their role both in supporting young people and in terms of being part of a multi-agency environment. Services described themselves variously as: 

· Conduits, builders of links between partners, and a ‘catalyst to facilitate partnership working’;

· The ‘lead agency for provision of information, advice and guidance for 13-19 year olds, with aim of enabling them to remain, or return to, learning’;

· Leading on transition planning; 

· Having holistic view of young people and being ‘proactive in a PCP (person centred planning) sort of way’; 

· Advocates for young people.

While there was a perception that more joined-up working was taking place as the role developed, there was also a feeling that other agencies could be doing more to support the agenda set by Connexions Partnerships.  

Example:

Early in the development of Connexions there was an expectation from central government that local services would, through their involvement in Connexions Partnerships, make both commitments and financial contributions to the delivery of the Connexions strategy locally.  In the areas covered by this project there were few if any examples of this happening, a fact that seemed to be mirrored in many parts of the country.

However, there was an example in Somerset where the Learning Disability Partnership had allocated resources to co-fund specific Transition Personal Advisers who worked for Connexions but were based with the local authority.

One respondent recommended specific developments that partner agencies could make to improve collaboration, including agreed eligibility criteria, a shared focus, criteria for joint working, and synchronization of reviews (e.g. social services with SEN/transition reviews). The predicted benefits would be ‘time saving for all, including parents.’

The central focus for Connexions Services then, was allying themselves with young people – ‘ (we) advocate for young people, particularly in relation to progression and provision’ - and translating this into the arena of strategic planning.
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Learning point:

Other local agencies need to work more  closely with the local Connexions Service and the delivery of the Connexions strategy.
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Outcomes

The overall activity and outcome of Connexions interventions was the increase in participation in learning of young people between the ages of 16-19; hence their concerted effort in decreasing the number of young people in the ‘Not Engaged in Education or Training’ (NEET) category (see below). In terms of the young people represented in this project, there was no single concrete outcome measured by the Connexions performance management system. Only where young people risked becoming ‘disengaged’ from learning would there be an impact on outcome related activity.   This meant that particular energy would be devoted to preventing young people with mental health problems or those with moderate learning difficulties from dropping out of learning.  For the majority of the young people in this project this would not happen due to the complexity of their impairment and support needs.  When asked directly, the only sort of outcomes mentioned by Connexions personnel were to do with participating in learning. The questions under this heading asked for examples of good and bad practice and any explanations of why this was the case.

Systems such as the SEN Code of Practice (Department for Education and Skills, 2002a) place upon Connexions Services an expectation that they will monitor and ‘flag-up’ positive and negative outcomes of their interventions for both individual young people and the service itself. Criteria to support performance assessment that were generally felt to be useful included Best Value processes, locally developed performance management strategies, regular reviews of both local and service-wide partnership agreements, and inspections from the education inspectorate, Ofsted.

Most importantly, the Connexions Service had one key outcome that did include many of the young people represented in this project – but not all.  This target aimed to lower the number of young people falling into the category ‘Not Engaged in Education or Training’ (NEET).  In addressing this target, each Service had endeavoured to make contact with every young person in its catchment area, to identify what they were doing and focus energy and resources on supporting those ‘not engaged in education or training’ back into mainstream services, often with specialist support. As noted above, this target did not include all young disabled people; on the whole it excluded those with more complex needs for support, who thus missed out on the extra energy and attention devoted to young people at risk of falling into the NEET category.  

The national Connexions Service asked each service to complete an annual assessment of their position, which included information about the number of young people that they were not in touch with and the number of young people in their area falling into the NEET category.  As identified in the National Audit Office’s report on the Connexions Service (2004), there had been a noticeable drop in the number of young people that services were not in contact with and a drop in the number of young people in the NEET category.  According to the National Audit Office, the Connexions Service was on course countrywide to achieve its target of reducing the number of young people in the NEET category, with an 8% reduction up to November 2003.
One area where the Services had failed to achieve good outcomes was that of choice and opportunity available for young people.   This had a direct impact on the ability of Services to deliver on their second key principle:

‘Meeting individual need – and overcoming barriers to learning.’  (Department for Education and Employment, 2000).

Significantly, from the service providers’ perspective, the other theme highlighted was what one respondent termed the ‘unrealistic expectations both strategically and with individual clients with the existing resource’. This referred in particular to the early marketing and publicity introducing the Connexions Service, and the expectations raised amongst partner agencies regarding the duties of the local Connexions Service and the support they would be able to offer.

The second part of the questionnaire focused on collating some feedback from the services following the sharing of the first project interim report. This is included later in the report under the section headed  ‘The Learning’.
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Learning point:

There was no single outcome measure for the work of Connexions in the support they offered young disabled people.  The ‘NEET’ group did not include many of the young people represented in this project.
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Talking to Personal Advisers

Interviews were organised with 28 Personal Advisers across the five areas, but did not take place until the second year of the project to allow newly appointed Personal Advisers time to become accustomed to their role.

The interviews were designed to explore four aspects of the Personal Adviser role:

· Background information

· Working practices

· Outcomes

· Training.

The 28 participants represented the full range of Personal Advisers (including those focusing predominantly either on mainstream, intensive/personal support or with an SEN specialism) and team leaders/managers.  

Background information

Table 2: Personal Advisers’ backgrounds
How long have you worked for the Connexions Service?
What did you do before this?
Make-up of the group (main role)
Have you completed or are you doing the Diploma for Personal Advisers?

20 since the start of the local service

8 have started in the last year


21 worked as careers advisers

4 worked in education and post-16 learning

2 worked in social care services

1 was an ex-graduate


11 worked as ‘mainstream’ Personal Advisers

5 worked as ‘targeted’ Personal Advisers

8 worked as Specialist SEN Advisers

3 held the role of team leader or manager

1 worked as a Learning Gateway Personal Adviser


14 are completing or have completed the PA Diploma

8 have either completed or are completing the NVQ* in Careers Guidance, or already hold the Diploma for Careers Guidance

6 answered ‘No’ to this question and did not mention any other qualification

* NVQ – National Vocational Qualification

The size of caseloads varied across areas due to the differing focus of the Personal Advisers’ work.  In mainstream work most Personal Advisers had a ‘potential’ caseload of 1,000+ (all Year 9, 10, 11 and sixth form students) within which they carried between 40 and 180 students with special educational needs.  Those carrying a ‘targeted’ or ’intensive’ caseload had an average of 20-25 and the caseloads of those solely supporting students with special education needs varied between 150 and 320. 

Examples:

Caseloads of specialist SEN Personal Advisers involved in interviews:

· 170 approximately, all SEN or mental health problems

· 800 potential, 160 with statements (at specialist centre 8-12 others)

· All students with statements – 150 approximately

· 10-20 very closely (personal support) and another 40+

· 10 visual impairment, 10 physical disability, 30 severe learning disability, 100 moderate learning disability, 20 out-of-area attending three to four residential colleges

· 200 – actively about 30-40 all SEN

· 10 seen regularly – 16 ‘life skills’ two-monthly reviews (targeted support)

· 300 all SEN, most with statements

· 380 all SEN, most with statements

· 119 – 90% SEN

· 1,500 potential (20% SEN or School Action Plus)

· 200 – all SEN

· 320 all SEN

· 2,000 potential (+ duty), 20% at one school 33% at other with SEN

Defining ‘caseload

‘Caseload’ in this case means the ‘potential’ number of young people that a Personal Adviser could see, i.e. in mainstream schools this is a large number as it includes every student in a year group.  For a specialist SEN Personal Adviser this means the number of young people with special educational needs they are responsible for supporting.  What form that support takes is discussed throughout this report.

Of those interviewed, a majority of PAs were based in one or more schools and also contributed to the duty rota at their local Connexions Office.  Appointments were made with some young people at the local office as opposed to the school for a number of reasons, including exclusion or suspension of a pupil, or, on a more positive note, to encourage young people with learning difficulties to visit the office and identify it as a base for Connexions independent of school.

It is important to note that during the period of the project, the title ‘Personal Adviser’ was subject to much debate. First, the title denoted a number of similar, but differentiated posts within the service. The three key roles held by Personal Advisers across the five areas - ‘mainstream’ or ‘generic’, ‘targeted’ or intensive personal support’, and the ‘SEN specialist’ – attracted 25 different titles all with slightly different remits and job descriptions. 

Second, Personal Advisers expressed concern about future development of the role. There is a continuing programme of development across all Connexions Services and during the lifetime of the project this was in the direction of a ‘single’ or ‘fully differentiated’ role as described by the Connexions Service National Unit.  Both concepts imply the training of Personal Advisers in a number of skills including ‘careers guidance’, ‘personal support’ and counselling, and increasing the number who are experienced and trained in supporting young people with special educational needs.  This approach was designed to lead to the development of a multi-skilled workforce, which, though perhaps focusing on a particular group of young people using specialist skills and knowledge, would be able to intervene and identify a range of problems or issues for an individual and respond appropriately.

This trend caused a great deal of concern, particularly for those PAs qualified as Careers Guidance Advisors who felt strongly that their professional qualifications were being devalued through this process. As one put it: 


‘I didn’t do this job to be a social worker.’
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Learning points:

Personal Advisers were organised and worked in very different ways in the five areas covered by the project.  These differences were echoed across the country.

The ongoing development of services included a move towards a ‘single role’ or ‘fully differentiated role’ for Personal Advisers.

There were very different feelings held by Personal Advisers about this development.
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Working practices

Personal Advisers were asked about specific and general working practices including their attendance at transition reviews, involving parents, knowledge of legislation such as ‘No Secrets’ (Department of Health, 2001) and their involvement in the development of local person centred planning initiatives.

· Personal Advisers with responsibility for a young person who had a statement for Special Educational Needs all knew about their responsibility for attending the Year 9 transition review.  However, attendance was often difficult due to head teachers not informing the Personal Adviser until a few days before the meeting, having to visit a number of schools whose Year 9 Reviews were held on the same day, and lack of sick cover.  

Practice regarding preparation with the young person and the parents varied across areas.  Most Personal Advisers recognised the benefit of being able to meet with the young person and their parents or carers, but often this was not possible due to workload.  PAs sent letters to parents and carers introducing themselves and explaining their role at the meeting.  One or two Personal Advisers visited a personal, social and health education class or held a careers lesson for young people at the beginning of Year 9, when they introduced themselves and discussed jobs, the future and some of the things young people wished to discuss.

Both head teachers and the Local Education Authority were seen as having a sizeable influence on how the Connexions Service was able to organise their Personal Advisers and enable one to be present at every Year 9 transition review.

· Section 140 assessments (see Appendix 2) formed a large part of any Personal Adviser’s workload, especially those with a large number of young people who had learning difficulties and/or disabilities on their caseload.  Practice in the completion of these varied both across areas and within teams, including which young people were eligible for an assessment under Section 140 of the Learning and Skills Act 2000 and then what happened with the information once the assessment had been completed.

After the interviews had taken place, Connexions published a revised guide to the whole Section 140 process, including examples of good practice in the setting of criteria and guidance on who should receive one, the links between the Connexions Service and the local Learning and Skills Council and formats for the assessment.  Each area across the country had developed their own paperwork, which varied from as little as a couple of sides of paper up to a whole 15 page detailed assessment and action plan.

There were few if any formal links established with the local Learning and Skills Council in terms of sharing the information gathered through this assessment process, which was contrary to the original intention of the assessment as outlined in the Learning and Skills Act 2000.

‘For the purposes of Section 140 of the Learning and Skills Act, an assessment of a person is an assessment resulting in a written report of:-

(a) his educational and training needs, and

(b)
     the provision required to meet them.’ (CSNU/DfES, 2004).
The key function of this process is to gather information that can then be shared with the local Learning and Skills Councils, which will enable them to plan more appropriately for the rising population of young people with learning difficulties and/or disabilities.

Of the participating services at the time of the interviews with the Personal Advisers, only two had a formal procedure for sharing information.  The other services were at different stages of development.  However, engagement with local Learning and Skills Councils remained a real issue for Connexions Services in terms of learning provision for students with learning difficulties and/or disabilities.

· As highlighted by both young people and parents, Connexions role as provider of information was central to their work.  They were confident about having information about all post-16 options and knew where to get hold of information about specialist provision and support if they needed it.  They often met with parents, at parents’ evenings at school or during reviews, and they sent information on if it might be of use. 

There was some discussion about individual schools where historically students had been encouraged to stay on to the sixth form and the offering of information about non-sixth form provision was discouraged and even ‘banned’.  Although infrequent, there were still examples of this, often in special schools because the school wanted to keep their sixth form or post-16 provision open rather than see its students leave to attend a local college.

· Time allocation was explained as being set down in the ‘Partnership Agreement’ between the local Service and the school.  Time was divided up via ‘interview’ slots – however, when pressed, most Personal Advisers felt that the overall time available to individuals was ‘needs-led’ as opposed to allocated per student at the beginning of the year. Some services were clearly trying to use rough time allocations in order to gain a picture of workload and size of caseload.  


There were few examples of young people with learning difficulties and/or disabilities (LDD) being able to access ‘targeted’ support similar to the support on offer to their non-disabled peers.  This was especially the case at special schools where the support tended to focus primarily on careers and guidance work.  This issue was raised through discussions about the offering of ‘open’ drop-in time with no need for appointments.  One Personal Adviser commented that they had started off offering such time but that students had not used it.

28 Personal Advisers took part in the interviews.

14 offered drop-in time – many during their lunch hour.

Of the eight SEN specialist Personal Advisers, one offered non-appointment ‘drop-in’ time. 

Of the four ‘targeted’ Personal Advisers, all offered non-appointment ‘drop-in’ time.

Of the 10 mainstream Personal Advisers, nine offered non-appointment ‘drop-in’ time.
· Most Personal Advisers involved in the interviews had some contact with professionals from other agencies.  For some this meant attending a monthly multi-agency meeting at the school, being part of the transition sub-group of the local Valuing People Learning Disabilities Partnership Board or working on individual cases alongside others from different agencies.  Particular difficulties were experienced in building links with the local CAMHS Teams and specialist health professionals.  

Personal Advisers’ knowledge of formal arrangements included relevant ‘partnership agreements’ between their service and the agency. However, there were few formal agreements around transition work, leading to great variance in the support offered.  Personal Advisers felt that this was a clear need as an area of development, as they were often unclear about what everyone was doing and who was responsible for specific pieces of work.

Many comments were made about the proliferation of planning, assessment and reviewing processes across the agencies and Personal Advisers felt strongly that it would be much easier if there were a single framework that everyone could use.

Personal Advisers’ knowledge of developments in other agencies varied widely.  Person centred planning was often misconstrued as a different means of assessing the support needs and aspirations of a young person. However, in two areas specific Personal Advisers had taken on a role as one of the professionals co-ordinating person centred plans for young people they were supporting.  Knowledge of the ‘No Secrets’ legislation and the local ‘Protection of Vulnerable Adults Policy’ was very low and led to immediate action on the part of the Connexions Service National Unit with an additional sheet outlining ‘No Secrets’ and essential knowledge for Personal Advisers as part of the Code of Practice for Personal Advisers published for Connexions Partnerships in October 2003.

These findings relate to how things were in the summer of 2003.  Much has changed, a theme consistent throughout the report, and joined up working has seen visible development.  In one area the MENCAP project ‘Trans-active’ was introduced by Connexions Services to develop more joined up and accessible transition planning. In another, there were Connexions-funded developments around person centred planning and in another the specialist SEN Personal Adviser attended a monthly meeting of a multi-agency children’s team, led by social care.

· There was a great deal of uncertainty about decisions taken as to whether a young person qualified for continuing support once they had reached 19.  This was backed up with real concern about what this meant for caseloads, which would continue to increase as young people progressed through to age 25, continuing to receive support from the Personal Adviser.  In one area there was a formal hand-over as the young person left school to go to college and in another the Personal Adviser continued to support the young people whilst they were at college. However, in other areas transition to college or other learning provision after school was less clear and relied on established links between individuals.
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Learning points:

The speed of development in the delivery of the Connexions Service’s support to young people is reflected in the widely varying knowledge and working practices across the country.

There were specific areas of concern around ability to attend every Year 9 review, adult protection, person centred planning, moving on from college at 19 and the ‘knock-on’ effect on caseloads of supporting some or all young disabled people through until their 25th birthday.
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Outcomes

There was universal agreement amongst Personal Advisers that the young person’s ‘happiness’ was the best indicator of a successful move on from school or college. There was no formal measure for this; it was generally acknowledged that this meant that there were no complaints from the young person or their family/carers.  Respondents said they happily challenged other agencies if young people were unhappy with either their placements or the plans being made for them. 

Formal outcome measures that impinged upon the work of PAs related to the young person being placed and then attending a place of learning and not falling into the ‘NEET’ category.
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Learning point:

Personal Advisers saw it as their role to ensure that the young person was happy with the plans outlining future directions and saw it as their responsibility to advocate on the behalf of any young person who was not happy or satisfied with these plans.
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Training

Most Personal Advisers had had basic awareness training around special educational needs, one area had provided training about dyslexia (albeit some time ago), while another had accessed a three-day training programme about mental health problems provided by a local early intervention service. (Personal Advisers praised this training highly and commented on how it helped them at work).

There was little evidence (as yet) of training around communication with young people who had communication difficulties, although individual workers often brought with them some skills in using ‘Makaton’ or sign language.

Training opportunities in mental health and autistic spectrum disorders were consistently listed as the priority areas that Personal Advisers wanted.  Others listed were information about specific disabilities, communication, legislation and ‘what everyone else does’.
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Learning point:

There was both a clear demand and a lack of training opportunities for Personal Advisers to develop their skills in supporting specific groups of young people.  These include young people with autistic spectrum disorders, those with communication difficulties and those experiencing mental health problems.

Conclusion

The contributions of both the managers of the five Connexions Services and the Personal Advisers reflected the ongoing development of a new service, much of which had already changed since this project started (particularly in light of the Green Paper ‘Every Child Matters’ and the subsequent Children Bill published in February 2004). The key issues emerging from it for Connexions and their partners at local and national levels will be explored in more detail in the section entitled ‘The Learning’.
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What Partners Said About the New Connexions Service and the Work of Personal Advisers

Much of the feedback from partner services illustrated how new the Connexions service was and how the message about the work of the Connexions Service was only just beginning to get out to the wider world.

One hundred and eight questionnaires were sent out to partner agencies in November 2002, of which 41 were returned.  The addresses and contact names were supplied by the participating Connexions Services, following a request by the project for names of agencies the Connexions Service were either already engaging with or hoping to engage in the near future.

Respondents were asked to comment upon the profile, purpose and working links of their local service, its modes of working, and outcomes achieved.

A majority of partners continued to see the new Connexions Service as a re-branded careers service and were not aware of the ‘value-added’ service that Connexions were providing. Some themes coalesced around the different partner types.
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Colleges

All the responses that were returned by representatives from colleges highlighted a number of problems with the working relationship between Connexions and themselves.  

· The information provided to the college by the Connexions Personal Adviser about each individual student before they joined the college course or provision.

· There were concerns about an ‘over-expectation’ of students, particularly those with ‘challenging behaviour’, starting courses beyond their ability at that point in their lives.  The concern from colleges was neatly summed up by one representative as ‘setting students up to fail’.

· Access to support from Connexions whilst students were at college was sporadic – a fact borne out in consultations where whole groups of students had never met a Personal Adviser from Connexions.

· Arrangements for moving on from college were raised by a number of respondents.  Often this had been left to college staff to initiate and lead; this included organising final year reviews.

Some factors temper these comments.  First, use of the Section 140 process was still in its infancy and was only just beginning to be used as a means for passing information about individual students on to the college of their choice.  

Second, ’moving on’ from college should involve not only the Personal Adviser, but also JobCentre Plus staff and, where appropriate, social care and health professionals.  

Third, while the Personal Adviser could continue to support some young people until they were 25, this practice varied widely. It might include only those young people still engaged in learning, and the role could be taken on more appropriately by a social care professional, an employment adviser or someone other than the PA.
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Learning point:

Colleges were particularly concerned about the move on from college and who would take responsibility for organising this.

CAMHS/mental health professionals

Although there continued to be problems with the numbers of young people with mental health problems taking part in the project, some of the most informed answers came from professionals working with this group.  There was a clear understanding about how Connexions Services could complement the work of mental health professionals.  This was borne out through feedback obtained from  internet forums for CAMHS professionals asking for examples of practice between Connexions Services and CAMHS.  One practitioner related how ‘support [from Connexions] in finding courses etc. raises self-esteem and morale of clients and so greatly helps their mental health’. There were several replies highlighting the development of joint working practices, including Connexions Personal Advisers as advocates alongside other professionals supporting young people and close informal links with an assertive outreach team.  It was surprising therefore to discover that this same assertive outreach team was based in the area taking part in the project where there had been the greatest difficulties linking to CAMHS teams and finding young people to take part.  
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Learning point:

Mental health professionals saw real potential in the support that could be offered by the Connexions Personal Adviser to the young people they worked with. 

Overview of feedback from other partners

Overall, agencies could see the benefit of working together and, while this remained in its infancy, there was a high level of optimism running through the replies about improving joint working practices.  This was demonstrated by some of the actions undertaken by members of the local steering groups. For example, one Connexions Service received monies from the social care CAMHS development fund to employ two specialist mental health workers as Personal Advisers.  These professionals supported other Personal Advisers by acting as ‘points of reference’ and by giving training across the whole workforce about mental health and the support available from specialist services.
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Learning point:

Partner agencies viewed Connexions as still very new, as having some potential, but with much to do to reach that potential.

‘The Evidence’: Conclusion

The process of consultation, and the evidence generated from it, was flavoured by the newness of the Connexions Service.  This meant the project had to take a step back and start from an ‘earlier’ point of reference, i.e. by focusing on what young people, parents and partner agencies knew about Connexions and their potential rather than focusing on how the service could be improved based on longer term experience of receiving support and working alongside the Service.  Where discussion was had about improvements to service delivery, these focused more on past experience of support from professionals such as teachers, careers advisers and social care workers.  This proved useful to the Connexions Service in terms of providing early indications about how young people expected the service to work with them. However, this affected the ability of the project to evaluate the Connexions Service against their eight key principles.  Indeed, when asked about them, few if any representatives of partner agencies were able to pass judgement or comment.

The evidence gathered does, however, provide a good base from which to extract key learning points and developments that need to borne in mind as the Connexions Service prepares for another phase of development with children’s trusts, local safeguarding children boards and single assessment frameworks being developed across the country.

� Discrete – term used by college and further education to describe separate provision for students within mainstream colleges or learning provision.
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