GOVERNORS ITEM – SPRING TERM 2005

	SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS:

JOINT CRITERIA FOR STATUTORY ASSESSMENT


For governors of all schools - Information / action

Background

Schools and local authorities provide services for young people with special educational needs under The Education Act 1996 and the two SEN Codes of Practice (1994, revised 2001). Within this framework ‘statutory assessment’ is the formal process where professionals involved with a particular pupil provide independent advice about that child’s special educational needs. Statutory assessment must be undertaken prior to a decision being taken as to whether to issue that pupil with a ‘statement of special educational needs’.  The statement specifies what additional provision will be put in place to meet those needs.

Until now individual LEAs, Hackney included, have developed local criteria for deciding who should be assessed. However, many Hackney residents are educated out of the borough and, conversely, a significant proportion of pupils at Hackney schools travel into the borough from elsewhere. The same applies across London. This has led to anomalies and inconsistencies because statutory assessments are the responsibility of the borough in which the pupil lives rather than where he/she goes to school. Consequently, a Hackney resident educated in a neighbouring borough may well have met that borough’s criteria for initiating an assessment but not Hackney’s.  Recognising the need for consistency and transparency, a number of London boroughs - Barking & Dagenham, Bexley, Hackney, Haringey and Greenwich - have jointly drawn up and agreed a single set of criteria for statutory assessment which all will apply from now on. It is anticipated that other boroughs will sign up to the agreement in the near future.

During autumn 2004 The Trust held a number of seminars to inform schools about the revised Joint Criteria for Statutory Assessment which are effective from January 2005.

How the criteria will operate

The revised criteria reflect the philosophy of the revised SEN Code of Practice in requiring schools to describe not only what a pupil is unable to do but also what action they have taken to try to meet the pupil’s needs. 

The joint criteria are organised into five different sections of to match the major categories of need:

· communication and interaction

· cognition and learning

· behaviour; emotional and social development

· sensory and/or physical needs

· medical conditions

Each section follows a three-part SCAN, AUDIT and PLAN approach: 

· the Significance of the Child’s Achievements Now (SCAN) - What is the child able to do in his/her setting at the current time and what is the severity, duration and extent of any difficulties ?

· Assessments Undertaken and Direct Intervention over Time (AUDIT) - a description of the extent and quality of what has been done to support the pupil so far

· Provision Likely to be needed Additional to that Normally available (PLAN) - a description of what the setting thinks would be appropriate provision, how they would use it and why they cannot put it in place themselves now.

Each of the components provides a description of what would be expected in order to meet the thresholds for Schools Action, School Action Plus and statutory assessment. Schools putting forward a request for a statutory assessment must provide clear evidence that the child’s skill level matches the criteria and that they have put appropriate provision in place. They also need to show how they will use additional support.

A panel of representatives from the Educational Psychology Service, the SEN Assessment and Monitoring Team, the Learning Support Service, a Headteacher and a SENCO will then consider this evidence and decide whether a statutory assessment is to be undertaken.

Changes in funding for SEN

The statutory assessment process is lengthy and bureaucratic. Consequently, The Learning Trust, in common with many other authorities, is developing the notion of ‘low incidence’ needs (ie occurring in relatively small numbers) and ‘high incidence’ needs (more commonly occurring). This system will allow the budget for high incidence needs (eg literacy, most behavioural needs) to be delegated directly to schools, which means that schools will no longer have to go through the process of applying for a statutory assessment before they can fund additional support. It will give schools greater flexibility in planning their resources. They will, however, have to account for the use of these funds to ensure they are appropriately targeted.

The budget for low incidence needs (ie significant medical needs) will be retained by the Trust. The usual statutory assessment process will remain in place for this group of pupils due to the severity and complexity of their needs. 

These changes, which are due to come into effect in April, were the subject of consultation at the end of last year as part of the broader consultation on the school funding formula.

In addition, as of March this year schools will be required to provide the Trust with annual monitoring information on their SEN expenditure. Information about these requirements was circulated to schools in January under the title ‘SEN Audit’.

Considerations for governors

Governors may wish to 

· check that their school is conversant with the new criteria and geared up to applying them

· ask how using the new criteria is likely to affect the school

· consider what the impact of the high incidence / low incidence approach to statutory assessment and funding of SEN is likely to be on the school’s finances and on its ability to meet pupils’ special needs.
Further information is available from Andrew Lee, Principal Educational Psychologist at The Learning Trust (tel 020 8820 7520; e-mail: andrew.lee@learningtrust.co.uk)
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