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1. Overview !
The Department for Education (DfE) and Department of Health (DH) selected 20 SEND 
pathfinders (representing 31 local authorities and their Health partners) to test the proposed 
reforms to the current system of supporting disabled children and young people with those 
with special educational needs, as set out in the Green Paper ‘Support and aspiration: A new 
approach to Special Educational Needs and Disability,’ Department for Education, March 2011. !
A key element of the pathfinder work is to develop and test new approaches working in 
partnership with parents, carers and young people.   !
2. Aims of the day  !
• To provide parent carer forums in pathfinder areas the opportunity to share and explore 

the learning, achievements and challenges that have been presented throughout the 
pathfinder programme. 

• To assess early findings of the initial interviews with parent carer forums in pathfinder 
areas. 

• To provide an opportunity for forum representatives to have a direct dialogue with the 
Department for Education, Department of Health and Mott MacDonald about their 
experiences. 

• To identify the key learning that needs to be shared and resourced with non pathfinder 
areas. 

• To consider the key messages that needs to support the SEND legislation and guidance 
process. !

The following includes a summary of the presentations, outputs and agreed actions from the 
day.  !
3. Department for Education and Department of Health Update !
Peter Gibb from the DfE provided an update on behalf of the Department for Education and 
Department of Health. This presentation covered the vision for the pathfinder work, the key 
highlights of the legislation, and changes following pre-legislation scrutiny. This update also 
covered the timetable for legislative reforms, changes in local practice, improvements in 
professional development, the wider reforms in health, social care and education and the 
shared learning from pathfinders to date.  The DfE also provided an update on progress 
towards the new Code of Practice, the first publication of which will be available in spring 
2013. The slides that were used for the day are included within the attachments to this 
document. !
4. Facilitate discussion Groups   !
Four discussion groups topic were set up to give feedback on a variety of topics. All groups 
discussed all topics. Each topic covered has been captured in this document. Attendees were 
asked to think about their experiences locally and ‘where having parents in the room has made 
a difference.’ Feedback and examples were given throughout the day and examples can be 
found below.   !
4.1.What has worked well and why?  
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Based on personal experiences, delegates were asked what has worked well in the pathfinder 
programme and what made it work well.  !
Administration and practical issues  
It was noted that: 

• Having information issued on a timely basis and in hard copy format where possible 
allows parents to be fully engaged and not limited by logistics.  

• Holding meetings within school hours, so that parents can attend, has enabled parents 
to regularly attend meetings and more comprehensively contribute. This has been 
coupled with giving appropriate notice to parents and carers to attend meetings.  !!!

• By parents being present at these meetings it has meant that they are better 
informed, more empowered. Representatives also noted that this had made 
participation feel more meaningful.  !

• Pay and reimbursement of expenses has enabled parents to become more involved 
with both the pathfinder work and has had a positive impact on parent participation, 
it was noted. By being paid for involvement in the process and having a contract 
demonstrates commitment on both sides and ensures that forums are part of the 
process and, as certain attendees noted, not just a tokenistic ‘add-on.’  !

• Additional funding has also meant that there has been more flexibility to try new ways 
of working as well as employing workers, where there was previously no staff or 
voluntary staff. This has allowed voluntary workers to be more supported and prevent 
‘burn out’ of some of the staff.  !

Communication  
It was noted that: 

• Engaging with parent carer forums rather than selecting individual parents to 
participate in consultation has ensured balanced feedback. The use of forums has also 
improved communication between parents and developed peer support networks.  !

• The use of social media, such as closed pages on Facebook has enabled parents to 
openly, as well as privately discuss issues that are important to them, and at the same 
time raise the profile of SEN and the place of parents in the reforms.  !

• Openness and inclusion from the DfE and DH has allowed parents and the local 
authorities to be kept informed of the national picture. !

• Marketing materials that have been produced by the local authorities has engaged 
parents and reached a wide range of families, spanning a range of disabilities. This 
form of communication is also experienced through websites and other supporting 
documentation which details how participation should work and what can be 
expected.  !

Relationship building: Peer support and joint working  
It was noted that: 

• The national steer from NNPCF has provided support and confidence to many parents 
to get more involved and for forums to expand.  !

• Parental engagement in a range of areas such as personal budgets, local offer and 
assessment and plan has meant that parents are better informed and more confident 
in discussing these issues with both professionals and the local authorities.  !

• By raising the profile of the reforms, new parent joiners have been able to engage 
existing parent carer forums and peer support has proved very valuable. This has 
increased the profile of parental participation across the sector.  !

• By parents working with professionals throughout the pathfinder process, benefits 
have been seen for all parties. Parents have reported having a better understanding of 
the pressures that professionals are under and also the improved relationships with 
professionals developed through working in new ways. Some parents have reported 
that ‘working with professionals has led to a familiarity and a feeling that they are not 
on opposite sides to professionals.’ 
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• A key part of relationship building has been through training and workforce 

development. This has meant training with other parents as well as voluntary 
organizations and professionals.  !

Cultural change 
It was noted that: !

• There have been notable changes in the way that the local authorities and 
professional engage with parents. As a result, parents now feel that they are able to 
meaningfully contribute to both the pathfinder programme and discussions relating to 
their child’s needs.  !

• Cultural change has become visible at many different levels such as a greater 
involvement of senior members of the local authority, a change in relationships with 
professionals in all disciplines, and a greater inclusion of all parents at all stages of 
support. All cultural change, including working with professionals and top down 
changes has taken time to implement, but parents have given positive feedback to 
these moves. !

Pathfinder Process 
It was noted that: !

• One of the overall themes that was evident in relation to parent participation in the 
pathfinder programme, was the equality of parents who were present. This has meant 
meaningful participation and partnership with the local authorities and other 
stakeholders as well as peer support within the existing forums.  !

• Parental involvement in the wider pathfinder programme, such as sitting on regional 
steering groups and joint working in areas such as the local offer has developed 
relationships and formed a better way of working.  !

• Having commissioners and senior members of the local authority championing the 
parent participation has made a real difference to the effectiveness of the programme 
and the impact. Getting the most appropriate senior person at meetings means that 
parents are taken seriously and they can affect change.  !

• Many pathfinder work-streams have had strong parent and carer representation and 
this has had a real impact on the relationships and output of work from the 
programme. The local offer has been referenced as an example of productive parent 
involvement. Commissioners were involved with meeting from the outset and parental 
involvement provided an independent level of challenge. This also ensured that focus 
on the child and family’s desired outcomes remained central. Forums were not 
constrained by local authority policies and procedures and therefore the ideas 
proposed by the forum were varied and creative. Forum sub-groups for some areas 
were also allowed to provide additional challenge and ensure that the local offer was 
not just a directory of services, but added real value.  !

• Knowledge and involvement from forum members has meant that strategic discussions 
have remained child focused; which is an improvement to previous methods of 
working.  !

• Time to pause overall testing processes, review the progress made, and reflect on the 
best ways forward would be ideal; however time commitments does not allow this to 
happen.  

  !
Summary 
In addition to the above, the following items were identified as making the biggest differences 
to engaging parents:  !

• Administrative support  
• Guidance on pay and governance for forums  
• Social media and portals, to allow information sharing and networking  !
• Communication in the form of webinars, factsheets, signposting on websites 
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• Training for parents and professionals  
• Visible commitment from Department for Education !

4.2.What has not worked so well? !
Pathfinder Progress  
There is a significant change happening in all sectors; local authority, health, education and 
social care which makes embedding change difficult and has added additional challenges. 
Restructuring, budget cuts, loss of staff and changes to services within the local authorities has 
resulted in a lack of consistent management. Buy-in at a senior management level has also 
been challenging in many areas, however senior management buy-in once achieved has have a 
positive impact to the programme.  !
Not having a legal duty on health as well as on education has meant that the EHC Plans are 
viewed by some as a new statement and with no real changes to the current system in terms of 
entitlement. The lack of legal duty can potentially lead to less efficient multi-agency working 
and communication.  Please note on the 5th March 2013, Edward Timpson, the Minister 
responsible for SEN and Disability within the Department for Education, gave evidence to the 
Children and Families Bill Committee. He announced that the Government will bring forward 
an amendment to the Bill to place a legal duty on Clinical Commissioning Groups to secure 
health services that are specified in Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs). Further detail 
of this new duty can be found on the DfE website here and transcripts of the Children and 
Families Bill Committee meetings can be found on the Hansard Society website here. !
Many noted that there has been an unbalanced engagement between health and education 
professionals, and parents. The programme has been more led by education, than health and 
social care. Appropriate levels of engagement has not always happened in some areas i.e. 
junior representatives are sent to the meeting who do not hold authority to commit to 
decisions. Adult services are not engaged in some areas and this has led to anxiety and myths 
developing around transition and the end of statements.  !
Practical Issues 
The work load associated with the pathfinder programme has required additional resources 
from parents and this has been challenging. The sustainability of long term parent carer 
involvement needs to be addressed as the current levels of involvement cannot continue in 
some areas. This in echoed in the practicalities of traveling to meetings and child care etc.  !
Pathfinder work has also impacted on other work that is normally undertaken by the parent 
carer forums, which has had a negative impact on the development of some forums. Where 
forums did not exist prior to the pathfinder programme, those areas have struggled to set up 
forums as successfully or rapidly.  !
The timescales imposed on the programme has made progress difficult in terms of recruiting 
families as well as informing families of the forum and the programme if they have not 
previously been involved. Building forums within the allotted time frames have been 
challenging.  !
Holding events for both parents and professionals has been challenging in terms of finding 
mutually convenient times for those involved. !
Communication 
Some areas reported good communication, while other areas reported a distinct lack of 
appropriate and accurate communication. This has resulted in some parents not knowing the 
full progress of the pathfinder or how to get involved.  !
Different forms of communication are required to ensure that all families, professionals, 
voluntary sector organizations are reached as they will all require different levels of detail and 
information. !!
Relationship building: joint working 
Some of the pathfinder areas reported the lack of involvement from the health colleagues has 
been noticed and have a negative impact on the pathfinders. This is perceived to be due to the 
lack of legal obligation on the Department of Health and lack of incentive to work together.  !
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More training required for all people involved; professionals and parents. This would clarify 
methods and reasons of working as well as improving relationships and understanding between 
parties.  !
4.3.Code of Practice !
The following bullet points are the collective ideas / concerns of the forums regarding what 
they feel should be included within the code of practice.  !

• The code should cover ALL children and young people who have SEN and not just those 
who qualify for a statutory EHC Plan.  

• The code of practice (CoP) should be accessible and relevant to all users and not just 
professionals.  

• Good practice should be included. 
• Guidance should be given around timescales and procedures including who should be 

invited to what meetings and when.  
• The CoP should continue with the same legal basis.  
• Fundamental principles that under pin outcomes should be included.  
• Definitions of commonly used language i.e. SEN.  
• Clarity surrounding accountabilities, authorities, responsibilities and roles for all areas 

including joint commissioning, all service involvement and 0-5 years.  
• Guidance relating to grievances and how they will be dealt with and who will be 

responsible.  
• The language used should be accessible to all users.  
• The role and importance of parent carer forums should be included. !

5. Updates from the Pathfinder support team and Contact a Family !
Presentations were provided by the Kerry Hancock (pathfinder support team) and Sue North 
(Contact a Family). The slides that were used for the day are included within the attachments 
to this document. !
6. Feedback 

!

!

Which elements of the day did you find most useful?

• Talking through experiences and gain insight into other forum areas

• Discussion and feedback from other forums & hearing what other forums are doing 
and gauge own progress 

• Looking at the code of practice 
• The DfE presentation and the opportunity to ask questions 
• Discussions around the local offer 
• Networking & making contacts

How could we improve future events?
• Better location for the event; easier to get to 
• Looking in detail at case studies and various scenarios 
• Receiving the information for the event earlier 
• Share information about specific work streams to share and compare progress and 

outcomes 
• ‘Top Tips’ to support parents in pathfinder practical strategies & share with non-

pathfinder areas. 

• Best practice sharing across forums  
• Practical ideas on how to communicate out to the broader group about the forth 

coming changes 
• A more spacious 
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Do you have any ideas for future events?
• Going into schools to promote forums 
• Practicalities on how to scale up 
• More notice  
• Key messages: Communication / strategy / capacity and sustainability  
• Guest speakers  
• More group activities 
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