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NAS Consultation Response to: “The Best Education for All”.

A National Policy Forum Consultation (From the Labour Party)
Introduction

The National Autistic Society (NAS) is the leading charity for people with autism spectrum disorders in the UK. It has a membership of over 12,000, a network of 60 branches, and 60 affiliated organisations in the autism field. The NAS exists to champion the rights and interests of all people with autism and to ensure that they and their families receive quality services, appropriate to their needs. There are approximately 500,000 people with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) in the UK

The NAS welcomes ‘The Best Education for All’ Consultation Document from the National Policy Forum. It looks at how Government can respond to the different needs of all children and young adults within education by shaping reform throughout the early years to adulthood. 

The recently published Manifesto of the All Party Parliamentary Group on Autism (APPGA) sets out general principles and specific objectives that need to be put into place to ensure individuals with autism and their families:

Are respected, supported and receive the same rights and entitlements as others. We (the APPGA) affirm that children and adults with autistic spectrum disorders and their carers have a right to quality services appropriate to their needs.

When looking at education specifically, the Manifesto states that each child should have:

Prompt and appropriate early intervention followed by, according to need a type (or a combination) of appropriate education, taking into account their social needs and parent/carer choice.

When examining further and higher education issues, the APPGA manifesto states that adults who wish to access this, should be supported to do so; 

Financially and through the provision of educational and pastoral support services. These should reflect the specific needs of students with autism through person-centred assessment.
The proposals set out in this paper “ Best Education for All” therefore, will have a direct influence on the education aims for autism, as set out in the APPGA Manifesto.

1. Achieving the best for every child

Early Years and Childcare: Summary and response

The document states that improvements are being made in the quality of early education (Ofsted) and there is now a Foundation Curriculum giving an indication of the knowledge children should have after their first year at school. This of course provides a benchmark, by which standards can be measured. 

This part of the consultation also looks at the ‘Sure Start’ scheme, with particular emphasis on how services and opportunities can be improved for pre-school children and their parents, in more socially and economically disadvantaged areas. 

 The key to provision of accessible, affordable, and high quality childcare is to work across a range of providers including nursery education childcare providers, local Sure Start programmes, local authorities, health services and Job Centres.

Government is then giving support via the Children’s Fund through mentoring, counselling and advice services for vulnerable children and young people. The NAS questions whether this definition of ‘vulnerable’ includes children with ASD formally within its strategy to address access in more socially and economically deprived areas. If not, then how will these services be co-ordinated with other disability specific services the family may be receiving?

Early Years and Childcare: Questions

Q 1: How can the lessons we are learning from Sure Start be applied across services for children and families?

The experiences of parents of children with ASD are that services are often disjointed and inconsistent (and dependant on where you live) so a more co-ordinated approach to parent support and education within the local community would be welcomed within these areas. 

Further on in this consultation, there is a recommendation to use the physical location of schools and their already established role within a local community to bring together different community services. 

Bringing a range of services such as health and welfare advice together can radically improve the way the public are able to access such services. Many schools are ideally suited to support this work.

Using a school as a community base in this way, not just for Sure Start but for services and support delivered by other statutory services would offer children (and young adults) and their families innovative community base support structures.

This would need to be done within, or working together with, an autism-specific multi-agency diagnostic and assessment team  so that support and training services will be available for all carers, siblings and families immediately following diagnosis. (Quotations taken from the APPGA Manifesto).

Standards: Summary and response

This section looks at giving parents more information about what standards (attainment levels) should be expected at different ages. It outlines this as giving parents and pupils more indications of a schools’ performances. However for a parent with a child with an ASD, in order to make an informed choice surely more relevant information within the league tables would be required, looking at a schools performance in meeting the needs of children with Special Educational Needs, including the development of their social and communication. 

When considering the approaches required in putting a truly inclusive philosophy into practice, there is no mechanism to document schools efforts towards inclusion of children with ASD within a mainstream setting available for potential parents within the information currently being disseminated and published. Bearing this is mind, when looking at the notion of specialist schools for mainstream children with ASD, a lack of incentive and reflection of good practice surely hinders the promotion and maintenance of such a school. The league tables, with their lack of information about how well a school truly adopts the philosophies of inclusion for its children with ASD may in fact present a real disincentive for positive action towards social inclusion. 

Many children with ASD in mainstream schools are academically intelligent yet struggle most with the social aspects of school. When these problems are not addressed secondary symptoms of ASD such as behaviour, which may challenge and anxiety difficulties may become more pronounced and can start to affect a child’s academic performance. In some cases, children whose social, emotional and behavioural needs are not specifically addressed because of a lack of awareness and resources may then face expulsion or become school refusers. Concern lies when education welfare officers may become involved who again may have a lack of awareness of the this condition and therefore may reach incorrect conclusions as to the child’s problems with attendance.

The NAS believes that each school should meet the social, emotional and behavioural (as well as academic) needs of a child with an ASD. This may be with the support of an LEA statement or in collaboration with other services.

Standards: Questions

Q 2. How can we best ensure that all schools reach the standards of the best schools?

How can standards be examined and improved showing measured improvement if standards regarding children who are within the SEN are not included within Government targets? The paper states that “Levels of attainment are rising across the system” however how does the government measure and ensure that this increase in standards also include children with disabilities, such as ASD? Mechanisms need to be put in place to ensure that children with SEN have equal opportunity to progress. 

The paper proposes to “ensure that progress made at a primary level is not lost in the move to secondary school. Many children stand still or move backwards at this stage.” Secondary school may pose specific challenges for a child with an ASD and this is to be welcomed. However again there is little mention within the consultation of practical strategies of how this should be achieved for those with specific needs around transition. The paper looks mainly at addressing this is by better sharing of information. 

These proposals seem to only to concentrate on academic work What consideration has been given to exchange of information about learning style programmes in order to address these difficulties within a classroom of children with SEN’s such as sensory and communication difficulties?  This also has wider implications in regards social, emotional and behavioural support. Surely models of good practice, such as the provision for autism by Leicester County Council should be used to cascade the same in all schools and LEA’s.

Years 14-19: Summary and Response

To raise standards, new pathways have to be developed which provide positive and fulfilling educational opportunities for young people. This is particularly true in areas that in the past have been seen as second best, such as technical and vocational qualifications

Personal advisors who work as part of the new Connexions service are helping to fulfil this role. Disability training for these advisors needs to include autistic spectrum disorders. This would equip advisors better in order to communicate with the young person and have awareness of what jobs a person with an ASD may be more suited to. Connexions advisors to need to actively liase with any work placement or further or higher education establishment to make sure needs arising from a person’s disability are catered for within a training/workplace environment. Educational institutions also need to have specific training to increase their awareness of this condition. There needs to be stronger liaison with the Disability Employment Advisors and others in a support role such as social workers etc.

Q 3. Does the present system of school examinations reflect the full range of skills and knowledge required by a young person?

As part of our drive for high standards, schools must ensure that all students have the necessary support, whatever their needs. 

Again if standards of supporting children with SEN are not measured and/or recognised (in league tables for instance), then how can their validity be established enough to effect change for these children? The current value-added measures are not an adequate reflection of the effort invested in children with ASD by teaching and support staff.
The consultation processes looks at certain measures to put in place to ensure that children who are gifted and/or talented are recognised as much as children with special educational needs because all children should be “stretched at school”

The paper looks at how this could be achieved, for example specialist teachers, extra lessons they are looking at “ a cultural shift that accepts that encouraging excellence and supporting those who are under-achieving are two sides of the same coin.”

This approach could potentially match the needs of children with ASD who typically have a very uneven skills profile of needs so specialist teaching to address both deficits and talents could be something that is included in this area. 

The paper looks at the training and resources needed to bring about the aims of this strategy for children with special needs in mainstream schools. 
Choice:

Ensuring the needs of the individual in the educational system are catered for; every school to be a specialist school; and enriching the curriculum

Q 5. How can we encourage every school to develop its own specialism?

The NAS is concerned that by developing a specialism the baseline standard of educational provision for all children will be compromised. Children with ASD need access to a broad and balanced curriculum, and may not be able to travel within an authority to access schools with different specialisms. 
Q 6.How can we ensure the principles and strengths of the comprehensive system are reflected in a more diverse system?

Recent regulations and guidance issued by the Government will ensure that schools have inclusive admission policies. However will this be enough in reality to balance out the disincentives for schools to truly include children with ASD? 

The policy of inclusion must ensure that appropriate learning or other positive experiences take place. It is not simply about where an individual is educated or receives services or support; it is about the quality of such a service or support. Inclusive education is a process involving the restructuring of the curriculum and classroom organisation.
 

In order to further inclusion then mainstream school need incentives to take children with ASD. The current system of league tables currently does not encourage schools to take children with SEN.

Discipline; Question

Q 7. How can we improve discipline levels in schools?

Programmes which tackle the roots of poor behaviour are key and the government can play a major role here. Studies by the NAS have shown that children with ASD are 

…on average twenty times more likely to be excluded from school than their peers…one in five(21%) are excluded at least once, compared with an estimated 1.2% of the total pupil population.
 

The paper mentions bullying. Arising from the specific challenges that having this condition presents, this can be a common experience for children with ASD. 

Social skills is often neglected in schools; greater weight is placed on academic achievement. This leads to children being excluded and often bullied at school. Positive inclusion policies need to encourage friendship and support among peers; schools should work proactively to encourage social integration, not just adopt measures such as ‘anti-bullying policies’.

Q 8. What are the rights and responsibilities of parents?

The NAS agrees that Parents also have a responsibility for getting their children to school. However, we would like this consultation to consider the particular difficulties that some parents of children with ASD face when supporting school attendance. Trained in ASD, professionals need to work together across the agencies to support parents whose children have issues around school refusal. Research has shown that this is far more common in children with ASD than with those who have other disabilities, and these children are more likely to be within the more intellectually able group, and therefore more likely to be within the mainstream school system. 

The NAS welcomes the emphasis this paper puts on positive partnerships and further highlights the training needs of teachers, SENCOs and Teaching Assistants in ASD in order to increase “a positive partnership between parents and schools”. Furthermore Schools must provide regular information and support, these partnerships needs to include working with parents and other agencies within agreed and clear referral pathways, to provide a consistent and united education support program in consultation with specialist staff.

Recommendations of the DfES Autism Working Group which include looking at awareness and training needs of those within the school also states that autism friendly schools should have a policy for working with children with ASD, this could help to address attendance difficulties and stress that this may be caused by a child’s difficulties with regards to their condition and not by the parents’ actions or lack of action.

Furthermore LEA’s need to ensure that children who are school refusers are receiving education appropriate to their needs.
2. The Education service

Q 9. How can we develop greater teamwork in each school?

The NAS welcomes the following statement. Teamwork is vital in everyday life. In a school- teachers, pupils, parents, governors, classroom assistants, technicians, administrators, caretakers, catering staff- are part of the team 

Notably there is no mention of Special Educational Needs support within this emphasis on teamwork. The SENCo plays a very important role in meeting the needs of children with ASD and should be included within this statement.

Q 10. How can we bring schools together to ensure they collaborate more?

How to build families of schools that support each other, perhaps working with other sections of the education service, and to consider what potential there is for schools to work closer together to further school improvement. The NAS believes that minimum standards need to be adhered to in every school. A stress on enhancing specialism should perhaps be a long-term prospect when at present there is no evidence to suggest that the principles of inclusion are being followed in every school. Furthermore no mechanisms are in place to reflect good practice with regards to ASD in a school. 

Q 11. Should schools be more open to the local community?

The NAS agrees that there is much potential for a whole range of relationships where school can enhance communities and communities can enhance schools. Bringing services strategically nearer to the local community may increase accessibility for many. However as with any service this needs to be within an agreed multi-agency strategy and where ASD families are involved. Many schools could be used as the site for autism specific training initiatives to further support parents such as the NAS Help! Programme, further increasing the acknowledgement of children with ASD and their needs.

Q 12. How can we help teachers and support staff develop their careers and continue to raise their professionalism?

The APPGA Manifesto outlines training of professionals as one of its general principles

At present there is no requirement for teachers working with children with autistic spectrum disorders to have training, unlike children with visual or hearing impairments, for whom teachers must be specifically qualified.

Q 13. What freedoms should be available to well performing schools?

Q 14. How might we further improve the leadership within the education service?
Head teachers need more freedom and to be rewarded for their work. Regarding children with ASD, a process needs to be put into place which measures the truly inclusive nature of the school. For instance a good measure to compare schools practice with, may be to consider the autism working group guidance (DfeS 2002)

3. Developing skills and lifelong learning

Q 16. How can universities and schools increase the number from poor backgrounds applying and getting into universities?

A nation that fails to ensure that all of its citizens have the tools to get the most out of life and make a contribution is an unjust society
People with disabilities, as well as those from poor backgrounds are often marginalized and often these factors occur hand in hand. Positive strategies need to be put in place to increase the numbers of people with ASD accessing and successfully completing a course at University. 

Unfortunately, many adults with ASD experience difficulties accessing tertiary education, for a number of reasons. Many students become isolated, lonely and find their social difficulties increase, without necessary support. Students also often struggle because the academic approach demanded by colleges/universities is not differentiated to their learning style.

Our aim is to ensure that adult learners have greater access to excellent provision for basic skills, training for work and learning for personal development at whatever age.  This aim directly relates to the aim of the APPGA Manifesto concerning further and higher education. The access points to these educational opportunities above are typically the Disability Employment Advisor and Connexions Advisors. Both these roles have no requirement for training in ASD. Therefore their ability to support someone with an ASD onto these courses may well be hampered.

4. Other
Q 18. What major challenges, other then those identified here will we face in meeting the ambition, of a world-class education for all? How should we respond?

Autism training needs:

72% of schools are dissatisfied with the extent of their teacher’s training in autism.
 Teacher training, educational psychologists, classroom assistants, education welfare, behaviour specialists, speak and language therapists, SENCo’s (based on the recommendations in the DfES Good Practice Guidelines on ASD)

Training should focus on two key areas, namely curriculum differentiation and behaviour management.

Tracking and planning of services

Compatible databases to record cases of ASD’s should be set up for all agencies at a local and national level in order to monitor prevalence and plan effectively for future services

Q 19. What instances of local best practice in these policy areas can be shared nationally?

An example of good practice is Leicester Local Education Authority, which has a Learning and Autism Support Team, which provides links to both special schools, and mainstream schools who have children with autism to provide autism- specialist input and advice to schools, pupils and parents. Support is delivered creatively in a number of ways such as over the telephone or by running parent workshops.

Q 20. What major challenges, not already identified, do you feel will be facing these policy areas in the future and how should we respond to them?
Conclusion

The NAS welcomes the opportunity to comment on The Best Education for All consultation documents and stresses that it is vital to a truly inclusive education system that the interests of children with disabilities and special educational needs are considered in all education policy proposals, guidance and regulations.

The necessary components for ‘The Best Education’ may not, for a person with an ASD, be part of what is measured by the current league tables. Some children with an ASD may indeed have good academic results that may not accurately reflect whether their social, emotional and behavioural needs have been addressed. Similarly a child not on the borderline of a measurable score which is used for a league table may not be encouraged academically because their scores may make no difference to the school’s ranking.

Inclusion is referred to in this paper, as it is part of Governments strategy for all children. We need to focus our efforts on how social inclusion can be acknowledged and how can this be measured, for example in the teaching of social skills. Difficulties experienced for people with ASD in employment and education  (who are academically capable of the work) are that they are prevented from progressing by their difficulties in social understanding and the lack of understanding of others. The NAS believes that this should be addressed as an educational need.

As mentioned in this document, the All Party Parliamentary Group on Autism has published a ten-year plan looking at aims for ASD specific inclusion and service provision. Objectives relevant to the consultation are:

· National and regional strategies for autism (which would include education) co-ordinated a by a named senior manager. 

· Training as a statutory requirement for all professionals or auxiliary staff who work with children or adults with ASD. This includes co-ordinated autism-specific advice and support in accessing and completing further and higher education appropriate to their academic skill level. 

· Children and autism should have access to meaning activity and leisure (which could utilise the school) to promote inclusion and involve the wider family.

Steve Broach

Head of Policy and Campaigns

National Autistic Society, 393 City Road, London, EC1V 1NG
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