PCC Summer 2011 Newsletter, 14 June 2011

Report on Southwark’s consultations with parents over its plans to revise its School Travel Assistance Policy.
Southwark’s local authority (LA) currently provides a home to school transport service for pupils (up to age 19) if they have special educational or medical needs, and meet residency, age and choice of school criteria (see http://www.southwark.gov.uk/downloads/download/2204/free_school_transport).

In March 2011 the LA launched a consultation process with parents and users over its plans to revamp its SEN school transport policy, formally known as the School Travel Assistance Policy. 
Why is it being revised?

According to Glenn Garcia, Head of Pupil Access, who led the consultation process, the LA wants to turn the home to school transport policy into a more flexible service that meets the needs of all young people in Southwark. 

The current policy, says the LA, is limited, and in most cases boils down to the provision of a bus or cab.  However, under the new changes the policy could extend to, say, a Freedom Pass or Travel Pass (with accompanying adults provided as necessary), independent travel training, some form of parental reimbursement for using their own vehicles as transport or direct payments for parents to want to make their own travel arrangements. 

The present system is also currently based on an assessment of applications made on paper and is hardly ever reviewed. Here, the LA says it’s keen for parents to help develop a new process and has signed up interested parents at the consultation meetings.

Inevitably, the changes being sought have been met by some parental scepticism that they’re essentially about cost-savings. The proposed revisions do form part of a more wide-ranging review by the LA to make all its services more cost-effective, Garcia acknowledges, but she insists this is not the determining motive and, in some cases, could actually result in more expensive short-term options, should a young person require it.

The revised policy, says Garcia, will aim to:

· be clearer about who is eligible for assistance;

· enable all young people to be assessed for the kind of assistance they need;

· provide a more comprehensive annual assessment of need, taking into account any change in need of the young person. 

According to LA figures supplied, a total of 42 parents attended six consultation meetings arranged between March 14 and May 17 (15 attended twice). These meetings were also attended by a combination of Glenn Garcia, Head of Pupil Access; Helen Croad, Business Coordinator and Projects Officer; Dawn Goremykina, Home to School Transport Services Manager; plus Parent Partnership advisers Sandra Gee and Denise Allen. 

Cambridge House’s young persons advocate Linda Cleverly mediated another consultation directly with young people (available as a separate report).

Originally expected to close in April, the consultation period was extended to May 20 to give more parents the chance to voice their opinions. It had become apparent that despite a wide range of methods of communication, invitations to the March meetings had failed to reach as many parents as intended. 

Parental contributions to the consultation process

The consultation process with parents threw up some recurring themes, notably whether the changes to its existing policy would affect the following:

1. After school transport provision. The lack of provision limits a young person’s access to after school activities. Here the LA has agreed to discuss with schools and other areas of the authority whether and what form of provision could be possible.
2. A child’s school placement. A number of parents view the LA’s preference for a local school as linked to the high out-of-borough transport costs, and believe that this rather than the appropriateness of the school determines school placement outcomes. Glenn Garcia acknowledged this point and informed parents that this would be discussed with the SEN team prior to any final policy being drawn up.

3. Pick-up points and risk assessment. Parents have expressed concern that a move towards more collective pick-up points may end up being far from their homes and that they would have to stand outside and wait for transport to arrive. Parents were also concerned that there should be a risk assessment of each pick-up point for each child. 

4. Independent travel training. Some parents were alarmed that this could replace existing travel arrangements and felt it should be provided as a core life-skill, but not as a substitute option in a school transport policy, not least for safety reasons. Several parents at the meetings said their children were desperate to receive some support to become independent travellers.
5. Transport assistance to those on higher rate mobility allowance. Some parents were concerned that the LA would deny transport assistance to parents who were in receipt of higher rate mobility allowance for their child. Glenn Garcia has revised and reworded the draft policy to the effect that the LA would take into account if the child was in receipt of higher rate mobility. According to Garcia, this could mean that the LA would ask parents if they would like to transport their own child to school and would be paid a mileage allowance for doing so. The LA also confirmed that this would only be an option in agreement with parents and carers and that no one currently would be denied assistance because they were in receipt of any other benefit.

A number of parents also felt the LA had a tendency to seek their opinions but never really listened to them, and have requested the following add-ons in relation to the present consultation:

· that the LA pledges to work in partnership with parents;

· the formation of a parents user group to ensure transparency, and to be involved in design and decision-making of the policy and assessment process;

· a booklet in plain English that clearly outlines the SEN services that the local authority is required to provide by law;

· a follow-up meeting with parents to review the changes to the policy following their implementation;

· Independent travel training. Many parents expressed an interest in this, both in the form of parental training, in order to deliver it directly to their own child or to other young people, and in the form of direct training to youngsters themselves.


The LA’s revised new School Travel Assistance Policy should be made public on Southwark’s website in July, so watch out for these changes and whether they meet your needs, and don’t hesitate to speak up if you are concerned about how they will affect your child’s existing arrangements.
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