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HELPING ARMED FORCES PERSONNEL OBTAIN SCHOOL PLACES FOR THEIR CHILDREN

We recognise that access to schools can be more difficult for Service families because they are posted frequently, often at short notice.  This means that deadlines for school place allocation have already passed and places in schools have already been filled. 

The School Admissions Code

The School Admissions Code came into force in 2007 and requires schools and local authorities to set fair and transparent admission arrangements to ensure that all parents, whatever their background, feel they have the same opportunities to apply for the schools they want for their child.  The Code includes measures to help Service families find school places when they move.  It places a duty on local authorities to ensure that the needs of the children of Service families are taken into account and to invite a Service representative to join the Admission Forum where there are significant concentrations of such personnel in an area.  Schools’ admission authorities must allocate school places in advance if the applicant would meet the school’s criteria when they are relocated, and they must accept a Unit postal address for applications from service personnel in the absence of a new home postal address. 
We are consulting on improvements to the admissions system, and have included specific questions for Service families about their experiences of the school admissions system.  We want Service families to respond and tell us their ideas on how the system might be further improved for them.  The consultation can be accessed at www.dcsf.gov.uk/consultations and closes on 2 October.   MOD will be making a formal response and recommending to Service Families Federations that they do the same.
The Schools Adjudicator is currently reviewing admission arrangements for 2009 and is due to report his findings to the Secretary of State in late October.  The role of the Schools Adjudicator is explained at www.schoolsadjudicator.gov.uk/about.cfm  As part of his review, the Adjudicator will be identifying whether there is any disadvantage in school admission arrangements for Service families so that it can be removed.  
EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 

The Commitment
The Command Paper stated that we will review the educational performance of Service children in England and identify where there is underachievement. Any disadvantage identified will be addressed, if appropriate including through the review of the Dedicated Schools Grant for 2011. 
It also stated that Service parents express concern that their children’s educational attainment is adversely affected by Service life.  They suffer from mobility, long periods with one parent absent and additional stress when children and the remaining parent are concerned for the safety of those deployed on operations. To gather definitive evidence the Schools Census will be used in England to evaluate overall attainment levels (not those of individual pupils) from schools with a high proportion of Service children. 
Where we are now
In January 2008, the DCSF collected data on Service children for the first time via the Schools Census, and this will be updated each January.  It has not been possible to analyse the data successfully because, in this initial year of collection, the response rate was not sufficient.   However, it is anticipated that analyses will be available in future years to show whether Service children’s outcomes are affected by their high mobility. 
We are in the early stages of commissioning research, as part of the Review of the Dedicated Schools Grant for 2011.  The research will aim to look into groups potentially or actually suffering from educational disadvantage. We have included service children and those pupils with a high level of mobility as areas to investigate.  However, it will be early in 2009, at the earliest, before we expect to get information back from this.

 SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS  (SEN)
Schools and local authorities in England have duties to identify, assess and make suitable provision for children with SEN.   Local authority (state) schools are under a duty to do their best to make the special educational provision a child's learning difficulties call for.  Local authorities have a duty, where necessary, to assess children's SEN and to draw up SEN 'statements' - these are documents which set out a child's SEN, the special educational provision the local authority must arrange for him or her and, usually, the name of the school where the child must be educated.  Schools and local authorities also have duties to pass information on a child's SEN to the new school and local authority when a child moves between schools and local authorities.   They also have a duty to take account of the guidance in the SEN Code of Practice when they are making provision for children with SEN.  The Code recommends a stepped approach to meeting children's needs through provision by the school on its own (School Action), by the school with some outside help (School Action Plus) and, beyond that, through a statement.  The Department publishes a parents' and carers' guide to SEN which is available on our website at:  http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/wholeschool/sen/parentcarers/  

  

All these duties apply to the children of service families with SEN in the same way as they do to all other children.  However, the high mobility of service families, moving between local authorities and in and out of the country, means that the SEN system sometimes does not work as well for them as it should do.  The Department will be sending guidance within the coming months to schools and local authorities to make clear the importance of meeting their duties for the children of service families efficiently and speedily so that there is a continuity of support for the child.  In addition, Ofsted, the body which inspects education provision  and the care of children and young people, will be reviewing SEN provision in school year 2009/10.  
The Department is committed to considering what Ofsted has to say and to make changes to the SEN framework if that is necessary.  Any changes to the framework would require a revised SEN Code of Practice and the Department is also committed, when it next changes the Code, to include guidance in it again stating the importance of ensuring a continuity of provision for the children of service families with SEN.
STATE BOARDING SCHOOLS IN ENGLAND – PRIORITY ACCESS AND INCREASED PROVISION

Boarding school education can reduce the impact of Service mobility on children’s education. Boarding schools are expensive but MOD supports parents through the Continuity of Education Allowance (worth up to £15,333 tax free per child per year). We will prioritise Service children’s access to state boarding schools, second only to children in care. We will also increase the number of places at state boarding schools by well over 100 over the next 3 years. Additionally, through the academies programme, 3 new state boarding schools are planned. Two of these (Wellington and Lincoln Priory) are well situated for the Services and will provide an additional 160 places by 2011. 

Anyone interested in a boarding education for their children should seek advice from the Children's Education Advisory Service.  www.mod.uk/defenceinternet/defencefor/servicecommunity/education/childrenseducationadvisoryservice.htm
Alternatively, the Boarding Schools Association can be contacted at www.boarding.org.uk/ and the State Boarding Schools Association at www.sbsa.org.uk/ 
MEETING THE CHILDCARE NEEDS OF ARMED FORCES PERSONNEL, THEIR FAMILIES AND VETERANS IN ENGLAND
Local authorities’ duties in relation to childcare
The Childcare Act 2006 required every local authority to publish by 31 March 2008 a childcare sufficiency assessment, showing supply of, and demand for, childcare in the area and any gaps between the two.

The Act also placed a duty on every local authority from 1 April 2008 to secure, so far as is reasonably practicable, sufficient childcare for all working parents and parents preparing for work. In doing so, the Act requires local authorities to pay particular attention to the needs of lower income parents and those who have disabled children.

‘Sufficiency’ is not just a question of the number of available childcare places but is concerned with flexibility, accessibility, affordability and quality of places as well.
This ‘sufficiency duty’ is key to the Government’s policy of ensuring that parents are able to work and that children can enjoy the clear benefits of early years and childcare provision. 

The ‘free entitlement’ for 3 and 4 year olds
All 3 and 4 year olds are guaranteed a free, part-time (12½ hours per week) early education place. The Government is in the process of extending the entitlement and by 2010 all 3 and 4 year olds will be entitled to 15 hours of free provision, delivered more flexibly.
In addition, the Government is piloting free early years provision for up to 20,000  two year olds living in local authorities with the highest levels of deprivation. 

Sure Start Children’s Centres
Sure Start Children’s Centres were originally an initiative benefiting only a minority of disadvantaged children but are now a permanent, universal programme for all children under five and their families.

The target of 2,500 Children’s Centres was reached in March 2008 and there are currently [September 2008] over 2,900 designated Centres offering services to nearly 2.3 million young children and their families.

By 2010 there will be 3,500 Sure Start Children’s Centres – one for every community.

Service families and childcare
Access to childcare can be difficult for many service families.  They are likely to move around a good deal, which can reduce their choice of childcare places; and they may also be looking for childcare at atypical hours, which can be hard to find. They may also be unaware of the provision that is available; of the extent to which tax credits can make childcare more affordable; and of the role of Sure Start Children’s Centres in relation to children of pre-school age.
What the Government is doing
The Ministry of Defence (MOD) and the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) have together identified 11 areas in England where service personnel are particularly based. The relevant local authorities and Government Office regions are:
Local authority


Region
Portsmouth



South East

Hampshire



South East

Oxford



South East

Surrey




South East

Plymouth



South West

Wiltshire



South West

Somerset



South West

Cornwall



South West

Essex




East

Norfolk



East

North Yorkshire


Yorkshire and the Humber

The Government Offices are working with these local authorities to identify whether their childcare sufficiency assessments properly reflect the needs of service families and what the main issues are in relation to those needs being met. In addition, DCSF is looking (with its delivery partner, Together for Children) at the role that Sure Start Children’s Centres in those areas are playing in relation to service families.
MOD, DCSF, the Government Offices and local authorities involved, together with local service leaders in the 11 areas, will meet and work together in the remaining months of 2008 to identify common childcare problems and solutions, and to explore the possible role of Children’s Centres in relation to service families. Particular subjects of interest are expected to include:
· Access to, and take-up of, the free entitlement for 3 and 4 year olds;

· Ease of access to childcare generally;

· The affordability of childcare, including take-up of tax credits; and

· Ways to optimise take-up of Children’s Centre services.

The intention is that, as a result of this joint working, appropriate guidance materials will be made available by DCSF, via the Government Offices, to appropriate local authorities early in 2009. 
SUPPORT TO EMPLOYMENT OF SERVICE FAMILIES
The Command Paper stated that when a Service person moves location, their family often moves too. This causes unemployment for partners and children beyond full-time education who are still at home. We will help Service families to change their public sector jobs when Service life obliges them to move. 
The Command paper goes on to say that minimising the unemployment of trained public sector workers is in the interests of the both the Government and individuals. This commitment seeks to minimise the disruption to the public sector employment of Service families, but does not imply any guarantee of unbroken employment, or of transfer of Terms and Conditions of Service. It will only have effect where a vacancy exists in the new location and does not override Civil Service Commissioners’ and other Public Sector rules, such as the principle of fair and open competition where applicable. Finally, some Government departments manage a geographically diverse workforce (e.g. the DWP through the JobCentre Plus agency), whereas others do not (e.g. teachers in England are, in general, employees of local authorities or schools, not the DCSF) - although even in the latter case there is more that can be done to ‘signpost’ the Service family to vacancy information.
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