Developing Connexions – Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities


Chapter 3 - The Learning
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What did we learn?

There were 4 important things we learned about.

1. We learned that Personal Advisers can do a very important job. But there were not enough Personal Advisers with the necessary skills to support all the young people in this project.

2. We learned about how Connexions tried to involve young disabled people in their service.  Many young people in the project used different ways of communicating their thoughts.  We found that there was very little communication training or training about autism or mental health problems.

3. We found that the new Connexions Service and other people including Social Services were collecting a lot of information.  This information was not always shared. This led to more assessments, plans and work being done than was necessary.  All these assessments and plans were confusing for many young people.

4. We found some good examples of people working together to support young people.  We also found that there is a lot of work to be done by Connexions and other services if they are to give ‘every young person the best start in life’.  These include important things like work experience, leadership in local services and making sure there are good opportunities available for all young people.

Here we explain why we are saying these are important things for Connexions and others to do if they are to support individual young people in getting the future they want.

In brief, the learning from the project shows the value of a local Connexions Service and the work undertaken by Personal Advisers, including examples of good person centred practice.  The learning discussed here relates to four key issues: 

· The role of the Personal Adviser

· Involving young people

· Information

· Working with partners.

As these have relevance not only for the future direction of Connexions Services but also national developments around children’s trusts, the learning is presented along with the implications for integrated children’s services.

There is one theme that runs through all four issues: the delivery of a fully differentiated service.

The Delivery of a Differentiated Service

As outlined in the introduction and Appendices 1 to 5, the Connexions Service had been moving to both a ‘fully differentiated’ model of service delivery and a ‘fully differentiated’ role for their Personal Advisers.  Drawing all the learning together from ‘The Evidence’ and ‘The Learning’ makes it clear that this was not available to most young disabled people.  Some of the distinction came from whether the young person attended a mainstream school or a special school.  Connexions Services often countered this criticism by saying that special schools only wanted part of the service Connexions could offer and made it clear that they (the school) wanted to take responsibility for other parts of the service on offer from Connexions.  This meant that the young person missed out on the support of an independent person at times of crisis in their lives and was reliant on school personnel for support, even if the issue or problem was an ‘out-of-school problem’ or indeed a problem with the school.

The second contributing problem was the lack of training delivered to Personal Advisers to enable them to build relationships and interact with young people who often find communication difficult.

This issue for Connexions Services of delivering a ‘fully differentiated’ service’ is clear in the first three of the issues listed above and is also important in clarifying their role further in terms of ‘working with others’.
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Learning points:

Connexions Personal Advisers did not offer a fully differentiated service to all young people.

To do this would require training, time and resources.

Being able to offer this support would clarify their role within a multi-agency environment.

The learning in this project is based upon the evidence gathered and the individual learning points identified in the previous chapter.  It runs alongside and often relates to issues previously raised by transition-focused work, much of which has examined the transition process for young people with learning difficulties.  For example, a study that informed the project from an early stage was  ‘Bridging the Divide’ (Heslop et al., 2002).  This large scale project, based predominantly on following and interviewing young people and their parents/carers through the transition process, identified 10 key points, which mirrored some of the findings of this project:

· A fifth of youngsters had left school without a transition plan.

· Almost half the young people had little or no involvement in the planning for their future.

· Lack of planning led to uncertainty and stress for some families.

· The quality of transition planning varied widely; in some cases it was ad hoc, confused and uncoordinated.

· The topics covered in transition planning were often quite different from those families considered to be important.

· For many young people, key issues (e.g. transfer to adult health or social services) had still not been addressed by the time they left school.

· Whether or not youngsters had received transition planning made little difference to what happened to them after they left school.

· There were few post-school options available to young people, particularly in relation to housing and employment.

· There was a lack of easily accessible information for parents and young people about what the future possibilities might be.

· Concerns raised by young people and their families (about personal safety and risk, money matters including benefits and transport) inhibited greater independence. (Heslop et al., 2002).

Much transition-focused research and development directed at young people with learning difficulties includes young people with autistic spectrum disorders.  Two statistics convey a clear message around both the difficulties faced by young people with ASD and the lack of necessary support available to them, particularly in mainstream education:  

· Children and young people with autistic spectrum disorders are 20 times more likely to be excluded from school than any other identifiable group of young people. (Barnard et al., 2000).

· A National Autistic Society report found that only 28% of learning support assistants had received any training in autism. 22% of schools had no assistants who had received any training in autism at all (National Autistic Society website helpsheet, undated).
These difficulties not only affect the work of Personal Advisers, but give further weight to the findings of this project about PAs’ needs for relevant skills and training - both generically and for those with a caseload that includes young people with ASD in the special school system.
Increasing prevalence, developments in diagnostic techniques and improved identification have led to clearer statistical evidence about young people who experience mental health problems.  Data compiled by Young Minds suggests that as many as one in four young people experience mental health problems, whilst one in ten access specialist mental health services (whether residential or in the community).  Against this background and the development of a national programme for CAMHS, backed up with £140 million of Government investment, local services have grown rapidly.  

The Connexions Personal Adviser, as a frontline worker and often the one independent and approachable person in a young person’s life, offers a valuable resource for developing these services.   One of the first evaluations of the Connexions Services (Grove and Giraud-Saunders, 2002) suggested that the Personal Adviser was often the first person to support a young person in making a disclosure about life outside school; the reason given by young people was that a PA was the first person who they felt was there for them.

This is just some of the work, research and evidence that has been drawn upon during the project.  Additional evidence, in particular recent evaluations of the Connexions Service by the National Audit Office (2004) and a DfES evaluation carried out by MORI (DfES, 2004b), provides further validation of the key learning points identified in this report.

This body of evidence puts the development of the Connexions Service into the context of long-standing problems associated with young disabled people’s transition to adulthood.   It also clarifies many of the issues that face Personal Advisers in their day-to-day work.  The ‘Developing Connexions’ project has thus charted the development of a new service whose ‘brief’ includes many of the problems and issues affecting young people in transition: the skills, ability and support they require to find somewhere of their own to live, to take part in the life of their local community (as headlined in the five outcomes in ‘Every Child Matters’), and to make a positive contribution to society.

The Role of the Personal Adviser
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The project illustrated the value of the PA role from the perspective of young people, their parents/carers and professionals from partner agencies. Young people and their parents/carers identified three key qualities in the Personal Advisers they had dealt with:

· Expertise and information-giving.  Many young people and parents complimented specialist Personal Advisers about their knowledge and the fact that even where the PA had not been able to answer a particular query, they had been able to refer the questioner on to someone who could help.

· Support in speaking up.  Advocacy was central to Personal Advisers’ understanding of their role, and young people and their parents/carers frequently highlighted the skills of advocacy in a PA.

· Independence.  As one young man, answering the question ‘what is good about Connexions?’ put it: ‘It’s really good to be able to talk to someone not from school…you know they are there for you.’ 

Partner agencies identified some similar qualities and some less obvious ones. Like young people and their parents/carers, partner agencies appreciated PAs as an information resource for both the young person and the agency, and as  ‘signposters’ to other services. They also valued the PA as the one person who was likely to be in regular touch with a young person and hence able to update others about their situation. In this way, the Personal Adviser had begun to fill a gap in support identified by parents, young people, carers and other professionals.  But their ability to continue to develop their role will hinge on continuing support from their own service and from their partners.  There were insufficient resources directed at the work of Personal Advisers who were supporting young people with learning difficulties and/or disabilities.  If Personal Advisers are to continue to support young people into adulthood, there is a clear need for investment in their role and acknowledgement by Connexions that they need to be able to offer a service in an individually appropriate way to all the young people in their area.   

Example of practice:

With caseloads of 250+, it is unlikely that PAs will have the time they need to build relationships with the small number of young people who have autistic spectrum disorders in their area. To address this problem, one of the participating areas set a maximum caseload for specialist SEN/LDD Personal Advisers of 180.  They then negotiated individual partnership agreements identifying the particular support and time allocation from the Personal Adviser to the young person.  At one school for young people with autism and learning difficulties the focus was moved to supporting those young people in the last two years of schooling (16-19 years).  Time released from working individually with younger pupils enabled the Personal Adviser to focus on establishing  relationships with  individuals and their families, including time spent with the family outside the school day and during the summer holidays.

The notion of ‘available time’ links in to the more ‘intensive personal support’ offered by those Personal Advisers who deliver a ‘targeted’ service over a shorter time period to young people experiencing problems.  The project found this was not generally offered within special schools, despite the fact that young people attending special schools were just as likely to experience crises at home, mental health problems, stress and bullying as their peers in mainstream education.  Indeed, according to a recent review of services for young people with learning difficulties who experience mental health problems (Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities, 2003), this group experiences a higher incidence of mental health problems than its peers.

During consultations with young disabled people from minority ethnic groups, further skills and knowledge required by a Personal Adviser were made clear.  There were obvious differences both between young people’s aspirations for the future and those of their family, and between the family’s expectations and Government guidance about continuing into learning provision post-16.  There is no criticism here of the Personal Adviser, but a recognition of both the skills and knowledge required to be able to negotiate between family and young person.  The recently completed Aasha project (Maudslay, 2004) illustrated these issues very clearly.

An extract from ‘From Welfare to Well-being’ explains the key development of the role of the Personal Adviser as a new tier of the workforce supporting young people:

‘A major realignment of professional boundaries will be required in future and ultimately the creation of new professions. For example, a new professions combining youth and community work, social work, adolescent mental health services and careers services could emerge to provide holistic services for young people’ (Kendall and Harker, 2003).

This new tier is replicated across Government policy, so that police forces now deploy uniformed ‘community safety wardens’ and new highways department staff have taken over some police responsibilities at the scenes of road traffic accidents. In schools teaching assistants are supporting qualified teachers, while in the health service nurses now do many tasks once the remit of the doctor, including some limited forms of prescribing.   Children’s services must now grapple with the problem of the fit between existing social work roles and the new tier of ‘frontline’ workers.    The response to consultation on the Green Paper ‘Every Child Matters’ (DfES, 2004a) indicated an expectation that Connexions’ budgets would be pooled with those of local agencies such as the education department, health trust or social care. If this direction is followed through, it will directly impact upon the structure of the new service and the responsibilities held by each professional grouping.   The value attached to the work of the Personal Adviser identified in this project and confirmed by the National Audit Office report (National Audit Office, 2004) and the MORI evaluation (DfES, 2004b) should not be lost in the process of integration and the redistribution of responsibilities.
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Learning points:

The Personal Adviser fills a gap in a way valued by all those working with them.

The role will be central to future services delivered to young people.
Involving young people
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The project drew out a number of lessons about involving young people in the work of the Connexions Service. These included the time allocated to meet young people, the ways that young people were involved in the development and consultation around the new Connexions Service, the provision of accessible and meaningful information and ways of including a wider group of young people in future development and consultation work. The lessons should be used to inform the development of local integrated children’s services as outlined in the Children Bill (DfES, 2004c).

Communication
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The diversity of communication skills across the broad group of young people involved in the project meant that different communication approaches and skills were needed to engage them: from working alongside a British Sign Language interpreter to building a relationship with young people with ASD in the course of a swimming trip.  The project was continually challenged to involve more diverse representatives of young people with LDD, culminating in a series of final ‘sharing events’ (completed in May 2004) that brought together a diverse group of attendees including young people and senior management representatives. 
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Learning point:

Communication skills are central to the ability of Personal Advisers to build relationships with the young people they support. The training and support available did not encourage the development of these skills and hence the service received by any young person with more complex communication difficulties was less likely to be based upon what the young person defined as ‘good support’.

Accessible information

[image: image11.png]



Local Connexions Services need to ensure that their communication strategies address the communication skills of the whole local population of young people. In so doing they need to ensure that information produced and distributed by the local service reaches the widest possible audience, using a variety of approaches from Braille to symbols, pictures and photographs that would support reading and discussion.

Example of practice:

A participating area arranged for a training day for both specialist Personal Advisers and their publicity/information department in the use of a total communication approach to both one-to-one work and as a more general approach to information being published by the local service.

Example of practice:

Two local services were participating in a trial of the ‘Transactive’ pack developed by Mencap and the University of East London.  The main focus of this pack was the construction of computer-based photographic and pictoral records of a young person’s favourite things, their hopes for the future and important people in their life.  They were supported in doing this themselves by another young person from a mainstream school.  The young people who had used the pack expressed pride in what they had produced and demonstrated a clear understanding of how to use it to tell people about themselves.
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Learning point:

‘I want a plan I can understand.’ (Young man)

Consultation
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From the outset the delivery of the Connexions strategy to a local area was to be built around a partnership between young people and the local service.  This had happened to some degree in all areas; however, the sorts of young people represented in this project had been almost non-existent within the ‘youth board’ or consultation group.
This project provided an opportunity for young people to demonstrate how they might play an active role at these forums.  The contribution of young people at the ‘sharing events’ towards the end of the project, including several as keynote presenters, was so impressive that it prompted the recruitment of at least 8 young people to local Connexions Youth Boards.

Example:

At one of the five local sharing events the local steering group wanted to focus on post-16 provision and was particularly keen on involving both young people and senior representatives from Connexions and their partner agencies. Accordingly, each of the six tables laid out for the event seated young people alongside senior managers and a skilled facilitator.  The questions to be addressed by the groups were written in much the same way as they were for the project (described in Chapter 1), starting with one that everyone could answer and then offering follow-on questions for those wishing to develop their answers more fully.  Each table recorded answers on flip chart paper by drawing pictures and using simple text, while some young people chose to cut and paste pictures from a box of leaflets, prospectuses and booklets collected by Personal Advisers.   Each person was able to participate in a way that was equal to his or her skills and ability. The end result was not only colourful, but also represented more accurately the views of the group than might have been the case has they relied on words alone.
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 Part of the finished piece of work

The second issue facing Connexions Services exploring ways to involve a more diverse range of young people was how to move away from traditional group meetings, with set agendas and a focus upon speech, as the main way of participating. Valuing People Partnership Boards have faced a similar dilemma in bringing together a diverse membership of disabled people, professionals and members of the public.  

The key to reaching out to this non-professional group is for Connexions to be flexible about meeting young people on their terms; to recognize, for example, that many young people  ‘don’t like going to meetings with lots of people’.  Indeed, for many people in this project the thought of meeting in a group caused stress and tension, whereas one-to-one meetings for which there had been a chance to prepare were more likely to be welcomed and prove less stressful.

Example:

In the process of identifying young people with ASD to participate in the project, a young woman was contacted who agreed to take part because the letters of invitation and the briefing sheet had been prepared using WIDGIT and Rebus symbols, along with a photo of the project worker.  The young person was happy to meet with the project worker and it became clear that this was solely due to the information sent, which had not only been accessible but had given the young woman a chance to prepare for the meeting. She frequently refused to meet new people, even those who had supported her for some time, if they had not given her prior written notice of their visit and what they wanted to talk about.

Example:
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I would like to talk about going to college, or school.
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I would like to talk about the things you are good at and what you enjoy doing.
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I would like to ask you about what you would like to do when you move on from college.  You may have spoken to people at [XXXXXXX] about this.
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It can be exciting or worrying to think about these things.  If you don’t want to talk about the future please tell me, or a member of staff.  We can talk about what you are doing at [XXXXXXX].
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I would like to ask you about the support you would like from people to help you at college or school and when you think about the future.

Thank you for your time.

[photo and name]
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Learning point:

Local strategies for communication and consultation must acknowledge that young people choose to communicate in diverse and varied ways.  These strategies must also acknowledge the need for Connexions to be flexible in the way they consult with the range of young people using services.
Information
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This section explores how information is collected by Connexions Services, how it is shared both within the service and with outside agencies, and how it is used.

Collecting information
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The Connexions Service and the LEAs

The LEA must send the Connexions Service a list of all pupils in their area who will require a Year 9 review no later than two weeks before the start of the school year.  The list must include all pupils whether or not they are educated in a school and indicate any schools that the children specified attend.  This information will help Connexions Services to plan attendance at Year 9 reviews. (DfES, 2002a).
Although not relating directly to the work of this project, the DfES guidance on Year 9 reviews does affect the time a Personal Adviser has to spend with pupils in older age groups and the ability of Connexions Services to identify the specific needs of individual young people. In turn this affects identification of the training needs of Personal Advisers supporting those young people.

Whether the guidance was followed or not, and the quality of information transferred to the Connexions Services where it was followed, varied from area to area.  Some services had built strong relationships with one or more LEA, while in others the guidance was ignored, leaving Personal Advisers waiting to be told the dates of meetings by individual head teachers.  The lack of coordination between schools often meant that the condition of grant placed upon Connexions Services was broken because Personal Advisers were unable to attend transition reviews that clashed.   The quality of information was sometimes poor, giving no more than a name, necessitating meetings with head teachers or special educational needs co-ordinators (SENCOs) to clarify specific needs or impairments.  At an individual level this could be accommodated within an introductory process, but might place time pressures on Personal Advisers.  The question of the most efficient way to collate and share information in the absence of a central database  (with the local Learning and Skills Council, for example) still remained in these areas.  

[image: image25.wmf]
Learning point:

LEAs must make information available to local Connexions Services in line with DfES guidance. They should provide as much information as possible about each young person in terms of the category of ‘need’ (both primary and secondary) identified on their statement.  This must happen at least two weeks before the start of the school year.

Connexions Services and the local Learning and Skills Council

‘Due to the statutory nature of the Section 140 assessment and the duty placed on the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) to have regard to this, it is vital that Connexions Partnerships and local LSCs work together to agree an appropriate format for the Section 140 written report that meets all needs.’ (CSNU/DfES, 2004).

‘To ensure a young person’s needs can be met, Partnerships will, through the local Learning and Skills Councils, need to have a mechanism in place for influencing future service provision if services are not there.’  (CSNU/DfES, 2004).  
These extracts from the recently published guidance emphasise the importance of a partnership approach to the completion of Section 140 assessments by local Connexions Services and the Learning and Skills Council and subsequent planning of appropriate services to meet the identified needs of young people.  During the life of the project these arrangements were still being put into place nationally. Unsurprisingly therefore, the participating areas were at different stages of development in this process, with three of the five lacking any formal link between the Connexions Service and the local Learning and Skills Council.   In the areas where formal links had been established, information gathered during assessments was only just beginning to be used as a tool to highlight the need/demand for service provision amongst learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities.
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Learning point:

The Section 140 process provides a means for establishing levels of future demand upon post-16 provision and possible impacts on the out-of-area placement funding administered by local Learning and Skills Councils.  The potential of this process, but especially the potential for greater information sharing at an earlier stage (as highlighted by the 2004 Eastern Region SEN Partnership Guidance for Good Practice) is yet to bear rewards.

Storing information
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As highlighted at an early stage in the work of the project, there were great difficulties in three areas in identifying young people with mental health problems.  In the fourth (Nottingham was not participating in this part of the project at the outset) the local Connexions Service was not able to put the project directly in touch with any young person with mental health problems.  

However, by referring the project on to a local early intervention service, the participation of young people with mental health problems was made possible.  The main reason for this difficulty came down to the management information system that in most areas did not store any coded information about mental health problems in the same way that it stored information about a statement for SEN. The statement documentation prompted for an abbreviation to indicate the ‘primary need’ of the young person, such as ‘AUT’ for autism or ‘ASP’ for Asperger’s syndrome.  This meant that the only place for information about mental health to be stored was on the ‘notes’ pages of a young person’s electronic record.  As a consequence, Nottingham appeared to have very few young people with a mental health problem.  Similarly, the system in another area would log a learning difficulty, but would not allow further coding for additional sensory impairments.  

Further difficulties were observed in the sharing of information internally, especially where one or more sub-contractors provided the Connexions Service locally.

Example:

In one area a sub-contractor delivered the universal careers/guidance service, while another delivered the ‘targeted’ service.  The latter knew about the young people in the area with mental health problems, but the universal service provider did not because there was no single central information sharing point accessible to all Connexions personnel.

Concerns were raised by both Connexions Personal Advisers and partners about data protection.  

Example:

A Connexions Personal Adviser completed a Section 140 assessment and identified a local college, which the young person wanted to attend. (The sharing of any information gathered through the process rests on the consent of the young person.)  In this case the young person refused to sign the consent form and important information relating to the young person was not passed on to the college.  Soon after starting at the college the young person was excluded for reasons identified in the completed Section 140 process. The misunderstanding came from lack of knowledge of one key part of data protection practice: information will be shared unless if the professional has concerns that the person is at risk of hurting themselves or being hurt by others.

Data sharing protocols signed by Connexions and their partners as part of the work of their Partnership Board should deal with the issue of data protection, but the evidence would suggest that this guidance was still not clearly understood by practitioners.
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Learning point:
Management information systems must be accessible to the relevant agencies and staff that support young people locally, consistent with data protection principles. A key objective for collecting information should be the accurate assessment of the totality of need for support. 

Strategic use of information by Connexions Services and their partner organisations
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As the previous section implies, the use of information for the purposes of strategic decision-making was patchy. This derived in part from duplication in the collection of information and the planning process. For example, more than one professional may undertake similar tasks for a transition plan detailing the role of adult social care services once the young person turns 18.  Information collated through such work can provide a picture of future demand for adult social care and education.  

Moreover, teams such as CAMHS and youth offending teams routinely collect data about young people supported by both services.  The sharing of this information requires strategic leadership to support planning and allocation of resources. This may mean the targeting of specific resources to support Personal Advisers in particular work or to develop resources more appropriate to the rising school leaver population.

Example:

In one participating area the local Learning and Skills Council provided funding for  ‘home’ Personal Advisers to visit young people during the last year of their schooling at out-of-authority residential schools.   This ensured that at least one local representative was present at the last review, enabling them to begin planning for the young person’s return home.  This was an example of strategic information being used at a senior level to ensure individual support for a young person.

Example:

In another area the local Learning and Skills Council became concerned about the number of young people attending learning provision out-of-area and the impact this was having on their budgets and the learning experience of the young person. Most young people, if offered the choice, said that they would rather stay near home. In response, the local LSC asked Connexions to provide a clearer picture of the rising school population, and then used this information to develop local small scale  post-16 learning services.

Example of practice:

In one of the participating areas a partnership of Connexions, social services, learning disability health specialists, CAMHS and the youth offending team provided short-term funding to design an initial single assessment that recorded baseline information upon which further work (if needed) could be planned.  This initial assessment was then used routinely by social care services and Connexions, while the children with disabilities team used the assessment for children of any age referred to them ().
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Learning points:

There was a great deal of information being gathered through the work of the Connexions Service, but the potential use of this information had yet to be realised.

The complexity of sharing and using information needs a strategic steer from the Connexions Partnership Board.  Thus the combining of person centred information with cruder statistical information relating to numbers and specific needs could be drawn together for the benefit of all those supporting young people.  For this to happen requires better partnership working. 

Working with Partners

[image: image32.png]



Expectation versus reality 

The publicity that surrounded the launch of the new Connexions Service highlighted the commitments made within early guidance and in the revised Code of Practice for Special Educational Needs (DfES, 2002a) to achieving a certain level of service to the young people represented in this project.  These commitments had not been fully met.   However, Connexions was a new service that had undergone an intense period of development and this project identified a number of examples of how services had striven to meet the standards laid down by central government.   Nevertheless, there are some major barriers to overcome.   The large caseloads and the amount of time available to Personal Advisers to spend with individual young people hindered their ability to  ‘establish and maintain the trust of young people’ (CSNU/DfES, 2003).

A major problem for Connexions was balancing their services across a large and diverse client group and it would appear that the commitments made at a national level were not fully thought through or adequately resourced.   The expectations placed on local services set against the reality of the service that can be provided within present resourcing from central government had affected the relationship with local partner organisations. This had also led to a number of problems within the initial development of the Connexions Service, for example the responsibilities as quoted in Appendix 1 relating to overseeing and co-ordinating the delivery of the transition plan.

Interviews and discussions with local Connexions personnel revealed a perceived lack of leadership from Connexions nationally with regard to the support being offered to young people with LDD.  For example, guidance failed to explain how the needs of young people with more complex problems were to be supported alongside those of young people in the NEET category, where this latter group were afforded a high priority.   

The resources to ensure that ‘every young person’ got the support they needed in an appropriate manner were not available.  Where Personal Advisers were supporting an average of 250 young people there was insufficient time available for building the sort of relationships, built on trust and understanding, desired by young people and their parents.  

The newly created Connexions Service was advertised as a support service for some young disabled people through to the age of 25.  However, there was a lack of national guidance on who was eligible for this continuing support after the age of 19.  The response given was that it was up to local services, but the existence of different local policies could disadvantage those who moved home at this critical stage in their lives.   

There was also an issue of capacity as Personal Advisers juggled expanding caseloads due to young people who had passed 19 and required continuing support from the Connexions Service. For example, there could be a marked difference between provision of services at a mainstream school and at a special school.  At a mainstream school both guidance and personal support would be available through the local service, whilst at special schools ‘personal support’ from the Personal Adviser was unlikely to be offered.  This was due to a number of factors, including the lack of time available to train Personal Advisers and for them to carry out this role, poor resourcing, and the fact that Personal Advisers in special schools generally had a background in careers guidance. 

These factors could affect relationships with other local partners, as their expectations of Connexions, gleaned from the literature and conferences, were not met in local practice.   An example could be found in the involvement of Connexions in the implementation of person centred planning (PCP).  Local implementation groups, encouraged by ‘Valuing People’ (Department of Health, 2001), had identified Personal Advisers as a key resource in the production of plans for young people in transition.  Yet in many areas the Connexions Service had not engaged in the implementation process at all or had committed to it partially. One area in the project agreed to jointly fund the local PCP implementation plan, but then failed to release staff for any of the subsequent training.  The local perception was that the Connexions Service had committed to PCP tokenistically.
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Learning points:

The local Connexions Services were unable to live up to some of the commitments made on their behalf nationally due to lack of resources and priority assigned to supporting young disabled people.

There was a clear priority attached, and lead given, to local services working with young people in the NEET category.  The same priority needs to be given to working with young disabled people at both a local and national level.  The profile of Connexions’ work with young disabled people must be heightened alongside more appropriate resourcing.  

Connexions Services have to be clear about what they can provide and about what work they can no longer undertake.  The project suggests that the role of the Personal Adviser has a very positive effect on individual young people’s lives and has filled an identified gap in support.  There is a danger that this support might be withdrawn in the drive to reduce young people in the NEET category.

The last point of learning applies to the apparent lack of understanding of the holistic nature of support required by many young disabled people.  Young disabled people and their families often require a great deal of support simply to enable the young person to attend learning provision. The failure to provide time and resources to address this issue will jeopardise the potential for real change and improvement in the support and longer-term outcomes for these young people. 

The Connexions Service
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The project identified some of the organisational developments required of the Connexions service if it is to meet its responsibility to provide appropriate support to disabled young people. There are three principal dimensions to this. First, promulgation of an organisational culture that acknowledges Connexions’ role in supporting this group of young people, is responsive to their needs, and values the work of its frontline staff. Second, structures designed to facilitate the delivery of the service locally. Third, mechanisms that will allow for the proper governance (see the section on the inclusion of young people and their carers) and management of local services.  

During the lifetime of the project it was apparent that national leadership had not always been commensurate with the commitments made during the launch of Connexions in 2001/02. There needs to be a reiteration from Connexions nationally about their priorities for the service to this client group, a commitment to adequate resourcing for it, and an expectation about local performance management. (In a multi-agency environment it may be more beneficial to set a target for overall outcome and then a set of responsibilities for each of the main services involved).

The findings of the third interim project report, for example, questioned the priority CSNU afforded to ‘building meaningful, supportive and long-term relationships between Personal Advisers and the young people with special educational needs they work with’ (Rowland-Crosby et al., 2003). The lack of clarity around this point, as reported by Personal Advisers, illustrates the difficulties experienced by local services in translating into practice the policy of their national contracting body. 

The project demonstrated the need for local Connexions Partnerships to identify a senior representative to champion SEN/LDD issues: someone willing and able to use his or her influence to promote the needs of this group of young people within Connexions and beyond.  The roles of senior managers in the participating sites were defined by the model of local delivery (transmuted, sub-contracted or contracted – see Appendix 1). With the recent imposition of VAT on sub-contracted services, there was a clear move apparent to either the consortium or the transmuted model. This will have a consequent impact on the roles of senior managers. It was noticeable that, where there was a commitment from senior managers to attend local steering groups, developments in local service delivery were more evident compared to those areas where SEN/LDD work was not led by senior managers or afforded a high profile within the service. 

Example:

A deputy chief executive took responsibility for supporting the work of the local project steering group through its early stages, identifying potential members and taking action as and when learning points arose.  As a result, decisions made by the steering group had a direct impact on service delivery and were disseminated amongst other groups that the deputy chief executive sat on, such as the local Education and Business Partnership (see example referring to work experience on page 33).

There needs to be an acknowledgement about the services that can be offered within existing resources, and that for services to respond in more individually appropriate ways may require increased resourcing and creative thinking about the organisational structures to support Personal Advisers.  

For example:

There are differences in the ways that the SEN/LDD support is structured within the Connexions Service. In one service, over the two years of the project, this support oscillated between a central SEN/LDD team, local area teams, and then back to a central team.  This cycle of centralising and then delegating was repeated in another area and in both cases the specialist Personal Advisers struggled to work with generic local managers who had little or no knowledge of their specialist caseload. Whilst acknowledging the inevitability of such experimentation during the early life of a new service, central priorities or objectives about the expectations for service delivery might have ameliorated the worst effects of it.

CSNU had a role to play in promulgating best practice in this regard, although so far there was no clear evidence that one model produced better outcomes than another. Nevertheless, many areas seemed to be moving towards adoption of generic teams that incorporated specialist Personal Advisers. If this trend continues, it will be important for Connexions Services to ensure that these specialist advisers have access to appropriate support and supervision. Most Connexions Services are split into areas, with a generic team of Personal Advisers supporting all the young people in that area. The local area manager is answerable to both the Connexions Service and the local management committee (soon to be combined with the local safeguarding children board).

Clearly first line managers need to have a good understanding of the nature of specialist advisers’ work and the particular demands that will be made upon their time compared to that of their generic colleagues. However, the project showed that specialists working in generic teams sometimes felt isolated by the reality of their specialist practice and welcomed peer support that allowed them to reflect upon their work, learn from each other’s experience and seek practical solutions to common problems.

For example:
Nottinghamshire Connexions invested a great deal of time in the development of clear communication pathways between senior management and front line Personal Advisers with specialist caseloads. These pathways led to an increased profile for SEN/LDD issues in senior management meetings and a well informed and supported front line team of Personal Advisers. Nottinghamshire Connexions felt the investment in developing a clear structure had had a positive impact on their service delivery and Personal Advisers commented that they felt well supported by their immediate manager and by the service as a whole.
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Learning point:

Clear leadership, backed up by an achievable expectation of service delivery, is essential if Connexions Services are both to continue their development of support for young disabled people and to be able to plan for the future allocation of resources.  The project suggests that increased resourcing for this area of work will be essential if the good practice identified is to continue and to be made available to a larger group of young people across the country.

Duplication – Working together to cut individuals’ workloads
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Duplication of work, particularly around assessment and planning, continued to be a key issue affecting the development of multi-agency support for young people.   Although headlined in the Green Paper and in the Children Bill, the issue of a common assessment framework had been confused by Connexions making use of their own assessment, planning, information and review framework (APIR - see Appendix 5) compulsory ahead of agreement about a common framework (CSNU, 2002a).   This would not have helped services in the process of developing local single frameworks, especially when the new national framework was soon to be published.  (The Children Bill envisaged a multi-agency approach replacing the existing requirements for social and health care professionals and the judicial system to use assessments and information based upon the Framework for Assessment of Children in Need and their Families whilst Connexions used the APIR.)  This lack of  ‘joined up thinking’ at a national level did not support local services in building ‘joined up’ working processes.  Transition plans, formerly the responsibility of LEAs and now reliant on the lead of a head teacher or school SENCO, illustrate the point. 

Example:

Paragraphs 9.53 - 9.54 of the DfES Code of Practice for Special Educational Needs state that ‘the Connexions Service is responsible for overseeing the delivery of the transition plan and the Connexions Personal Adviser should co-ordinate its delivery.  In order to ensure coherence for the young person, there should not be a separate transition plan and Connexions action plan (DfES, 2002a). The project found there was not a single transition plan being overseen and co-ordinated by a Personal Adviser, in any of the five areas taking part.  Interviews with Personal Advisers revealed a system whereby they would forward an action plan to college and the young person and the school forwarded the transition plan.  

(NB This highlights confusion over use of the words ‘transition plan’. In this example and throughout the report this refers to a transition plan as outlined in Chapter 10 of the Special Educational Needs Code of Practice (DfES, 2002a).)

Reasons for this are numerous and often dependent on the degree of local ‘joined up’ working. However, the fact that more than one agency would contribute to a transition plan, using different methods of collating information and different planning systems, militated against the coherence advocated by the guidance.
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Learning point:

The drive towards integrated services for children needs a clear lead from the  centre that both encourages and helps services to work together.

Other services need to do their jobs too
For Connexions to meet a key principle of its service – to meet individual need and overcome barriers to learning - requires partner agencies (especially local Learning and Skills Councils and colleges or post-16 providers) to undertake work that supports both the raising of aspirations and the removal of barriers to learning.  The project identified issues for the partner agencies that need to be addressed to support both the young person with LDD and also the work of the Connexions Service.

Work experience and linking with college
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Young people interviewed for the project were clear about the value of real and practical experience when it came to thinking about the future and about work and finding a job in particular. The two items most frequently mentioned were ‘work experience’ and ‘links with the local colleges’.  One of the groups of young people presenting at the end-of-project local sharing events focused solely on the importance to them of the link scheme with a local college.

Link schemes to college varied across the five areas.  With the introduction of the new 14-19 curriculum, more students were visiting colleges and taking part in taster sessions, yet in one area the local education authority had withdrawn the funding for link schemes.  Link schemes were important because they helped young people feel less nervous about the future, helping them to stop worrying about getting lost or not being able to cope with a large number of students (many colleges had 10,000-15,000 students). 

The availability of appropriate work experience also varied and proved to be a major issue for young people with physical or sensory impairments whose opportunities were restricted by a dearth of one-to-one support and poor access to buildings and facilities such as toilets.  Education and Business Partnerships, which are responsible for arranging work experience opportunities for young people, need to acknowledge this and develop appropriate opportunities for young disabled people.

Example:

In one area (previously highlighted) where the local Connexions deputy chief executive sat on the project steering group and also chaired the Education and Business Partnership meeting, funding was made available specifically to develop flexible opportunities for young people with ASD.  This flexible provision was predicated on the fact that for many of these young people a week in a new environment could be a very challenging experience, whereas a two hour visit once a week over a term would give them an experience that they could usefully draw on when thinking about favoured activities and possible work in the future.
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Learning points:

Simply offering a range of opportunities for work experience to a wide and diverse group of young people precludes many disabled young people from participating.  Education and Business Partnerships need to work towards a more flexible selection of work experience opportunities, with support that can be accessed by a wider group of young people.

Link schemes are a valuable way for young people to think about and experience college or work-based learning from an earlier age and will help them think about the future.
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Opportunities and choice

If Personal Advisers are to raise the aspirations of young people and encourage them to pursue a career and adult life of their choosing, then it follows that those opportunities need to be available.  The young people in the project offered diverse and widely varying views of their chosen occupations: from nail technicians, tattoo artists, motorcycle mechanics and personal shoppers to hairdressers.  Although the project did not contain a control group of young non-disabled people, it is possible to speculate that such a group would express interest in a similarly diverse array of career options.  However, the difference between a disabled and non-disabled cohort is that the same array of opportunities to pursue those careers would not be available to both.  For example, the ‘Success for All’ strategy (DfES, 2002b) set a desired outcome of learning as a level 2 qualification, a target that would automatically preclude many of the young people represented in this project. 

Examples:

 A young man with a learning difficulty had worked at his parents’ stables all his life, yet despite being highly skilled he was precluded from any local courses as these required qualifications that he was unable to attain.  Instead of attending college, he left school at 16 and started work at the stable.

Another young man in this group had worked alongside his father, a builder and electrician.  He had become skilled at working on a building site, helping out in an appropriate way and earning a small wage.  He was unable to develop these skills through further education, as he was unable to acquire the qualifications needed to join a course.  He left school and continued to work for his father.

There is a considerable amount of evidence gathered through the work of the project to suggest this is a national issue.  It raises real concerns over the reality of the drive towards ‘inclusion’ in all realms of life for all young disabled people.  The ways that qualifications and hence employment are set up mean that, although many parts of the job can be done by a more diverse group of people, they require certain more complex skills to complete part of the course or a job.  

Example:

A project developing employment opportunities for people with learning difficulties in rural settings illustrates this well.  Using skills checklists for both the jobs at a small business and for the person, they were able to take parts of a number of jobs and make them in to a single job that a person with learning difficulties could hold down as permanent employment (‘job carving’).  In other words, they carried out a skills assessment across a whole company and then, by re-assessing the skills list, they created specific employment opportunities that suited both people with learning difficulties and the company.  This same flexibility needs to be built into the development of courses and employment opportunities as a matter of course (Estervig, 2003).

The project also came across isolated examples of how positive outcomes might be achieved through the further and higher education systems.  

Example:

A young woman with physical impairments was offered post-16 learning that meant that she would remain at home and attend a local special school with a view to moving on to ‘discrete’ provision once her schooling had come to an end.  The young woman did not want this and by the end of the project was in her second year at a university, doing a degree in dance and choreography.

However, this was outweighed by the numerous cases where the young person was not supported onto a course of their choice, but instead directed to ‘discrete’ post-16 provision or encouraged to go away from home to attend residential learning provision.

The project also found evidence of a lack of supported employment opportunities relating to an area of interest for the young person. For example, one young man was passionate about trains and frequently visited stations to pursue this interest, yet on leaving college he was offered a place at a day centre.  No approach was made to enquire about a possible job related to this interest; he spent one morning a week sorting out clothes in a charity shop.  He enjoyed this, but would have preferred to work closer to trains and stations.  This was not an experience shared with many of the young person’s non-disabled peers, who were able to choose courses that matched their interests and look for jobs that would give them the satisfaction and wages they wanted.
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Learning points:

Organisations need to raise their expectations for this group of young people. In general young disabled people want to be economically active and to make a positive contribution. It appeared that the ‘system’ and the agencies participating in the system did not pay attention to this and resource/support the development of appropriate opportunities in the same way that they did for other groups of young people.  

College principals, for example, noted that the national drive for level 2 qualification, driven by central Government, was likely to have a negative effect on learning provision for those that found level 2 beyond their abilities.

The project team suggest that this approach continues to reflect a historical attitude to people with disabilities not as active participants in the local community, but as people in need of care or special treatment, unable to hold down employment.  There was reluctance amongst many learning-focused agencies to afford young disabled people the same priority as other groups of young people and to tailor their provision accordingly.  

In some respects the issue of educational attainment around the level 2 qualification threshold mirrors the earlier debate about Connexions’ prioritisation of young people ‘not engaged in education or training’.  Both initiatives affected both the support and the learning opportunities for many of the young people represented in this project.  Learning and Skills Councils and local learning providers were ‘driving’ for level 2, Connexions were focused predominantly on the NEET group, and as a result development resources and time were not being given to the issues facing the majority of the young people represented in this project. ‘The best start in life for every young person’ needs to be backed up with the resource and leadership required if this aspiration is to be applied to all groups of young people, including those represented in this project. As a consequence, there continued to be a sizeable group of young people who were not benefiting from the increase in  funding and direction given to supporting young people into work and a valued adult life.

Transport
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‘Transport is the biggest problem for us.’ (Parent)
Getting around continued to affect seriously young people’s ability to take part in learning and in the life of their local community.  Parents in one focus group felt that it was the most important reason for them in deciding to ‘push’ for a residential learning establishment for their son or daughter, citing both safety or bullying concerns and availability as the key issues.  Many parents spoke of the vulnerability of their children to bullying, theft and verbal abuse from peers when using public transport while on the way to school or college.  Where LEA funded transport was available, in many areas it was withdrawn at the age of 19 (though some areas extended the service to 21). The withdrawal of funding, sometimes in the middle of a course, not only caused stress and unhappiness for the young person, but could also hinder their ability to complete a course (especially those individuals referred to earlier in the report who, for one reason or another, were not able to attend college full time).
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Learning points:

Safety and bullying on public or college transport needs to be addressed by the community safety committee of the Local Strategic Partnership.

Responsibilities for the funding of transport and the development of flexible transport plans needs both a national lead and local action from those who hold this responsibility.
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Moving on after college

In all five participating areas the issue of what should happen after college was characterised by confusion, lack of clarity and misunderstanding.  Colleges in these areas felt totally responsible for this as no other agencies attended reviews or developed plans with the young person.   Connexions attempted to address this issue; however, as many young people were receiving support from social care, this attempt often fell down due to the lack of involvement of social care professionals.  Social workers in most areas did not attend reviews whilst the young person was at college and only became involved after the young person had left.

For young people with learning difficulties the benefits of work undertaken following ‘Valuing People’ (DH, 2001) was beginning to be seen. However, there were many young people in this project who, although designated by Connexions and the Learning and Skills Council as young people with learning difficulties and/or disabilities, were not benefiting from this work and tended not to be given such priority.

Example:

A young woman was approaching the end of school (she had chosen to attend her special school sixth form).  She wanted to develop her independent living skills alongside a possible career and was under the impression that the only way to do this was through moving on to a residential college.  No-one had spent time explaining the possibilities of local supported living to her, although she had spoken about a desire to attend the local college.  Supported living is not only about services and support for people with learning disabilities, but for a much wider population of people, including those with physical impairments. Information about these opportunities needs to be made available to the wider group of young people and local services need to view all cases with the same priority.
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Learning points:

There needs to be a formal and clearly understandable approach to supporting young people to move on from college. Each agency must be clear about their role and what work they will and are able to complete, and the central focus must be on the best outcomes for the individual young person.

This process must be backed up with an early planning process and easy to understand information about possible next steps and who is going to be involved in supporting the young person.

Conclusions

Local Connexions Services had undoubtedly made a good start, bearing in mind they had only been operational for at most three years.

The Personal Adviser and the role they held was valued by both young people and parents where they had been able to support the young person or family through a particular step or problem.  This role will be central to future integrated children’s services.

There remains a large amount of work to be done to increase the number of young people involved in local developments, especially through representation on bodies such as consultative forums or youth boards.

Communication skills, particularly for those Personal Advisers supporting young people with communication difficulties, need to be given a priority in future training plans.

The potential use and application of all the information being gathered by the local Connexions Service, the Learning and Skills Council and their partner organisations had not been realised.  There is a good possibility that some of the issues raised both about information sharing and provision of appropriate opportunities will be raised within the strategic area reviews being completed by local Learning and Skills Councils, but this will only happen if provision for young disabled people is given the same priority as provision for other groups of young people.

The common assessment framework headlined in the Green Paper and the Children Bill may help local services work more closely together and stop duplication of work.  However, this requires clear leadership and the establishment of priorities not solely focused on the gathering and sharing of information.  Local Connexions Services in particular had been adversely affected by a lack of coherent and clear leadership on issues related to Connexions and young disabled people.

The work of the Personal Adviser and the support they are able to offer to young disabled people relies heavily on the engagement and action of Connexions’ partner agencies.  This project has highlighted the fact that, for Connexions to continue to be able to ‘raise aspirations’ and ‘remove barriers to learning’, a concerted effort and commitment is needed from all partners involved in supporting young disabled people to move into the adult world.
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