CASE STUDY 

BRIGHTON LEA

PREVENTING EXCLUSION AND THE ROLE OF THE ALTERNATIVE EDUCATION CENTRE
Context

Brighton and Hove LEA serves an area which, while geographically compact, is marked by significant social and economic differences.  Artistic and academic communities exist alongside pockets of significant deprivation, including six of the most deprived local authority wards in the south-east region.  Unemployment is above the national average and is as high as 52% in some wards, with average earnings significantly lower than the national and regional averages.  Alongside a thriving tourism-based economy there are significant rates of crime and homelessness, with related health problems. 


It is anticipated that there will be no significant change in the total number of Primary school children in roll over the next five years.  It is anticipated that there will be an increase in the total numbers of Secondary school children on roll over the next five years. 

Source: LEA Profile April 2002

Background

Since the creation of Brighton and Hove LEA, and particularly following the creation of a Children, Family and Schools Directorate, there has been a focus on inclusion being a key element in raising standards. The LEA has had a history of low exclusion in most of its schools, and the figures are continuing to fall. Multi agency support is being developed, and schools and families are appreciating the joined up nature of working, not least for families since it reduces the number of agencies, and the associated bureaucracy, with which they have contact.

The Practice

The Alternative Centre for Education (ACE) is located in a number of buildings throughout Brighton and Hove, and is described by its Principal as ‘a hybrid special school and PRU’. The main purpose of ACE is to work with schools to identify pupils needing support, arrange for appropriate support in school, or with the pupil spending some time in ACE, or full-time in ACE. At present (February 2003) it is providing for 350 pupils (124 full-time equivalent), including 14 who are full-time in the PRU. As a measure of the objective to reduce the number of pupils without contact with a mainstream school the Centre is on track to reach a target of 80% of pupils who are attending mainstream schools as well as ACE. The Centre has moved from 40% to 69% in one year. ACE has found over the past 12 months that where schools have identified pupils as being at risk of exclusion and support has been put in place then exclusions are rare. Of 30 permanent exclusions last year only 2 pupils were already known to ACE.

The starting point for the work of ACE is a good knowledge of those pupils identified as being at risk, or who are joint registered with a mainstream school. A simple, but up to date, spreadsheet keeps track of every pupil, their mainstream school, or the mainstream school which has agreed to take them, and the target date for reintegration. This tracking means that pupils do not drop through the system, and work with Connexions, using pilot funds, has allowed tracking to continue into College and post 16. The service tracks pupils who come into contact with ACE and the 33 who had been reintegrated in Year 9 and 10 and took examinations in 2002 gained between them 27 A*-G GCSE examinations. Eight of the 12 who were in ACE in Y11 went on to City College, and were supported in transfer by the Connexions Personal Adviser.

ACE offers schools regular case conferences, involving a range of agencies, including Educational Psychologists, Social Workers, Family Workers as well as EBD-experienced staff from ACE.  The expectation is that schools, through their SENCO and pastoral systems, will have identified the pupils most in need of support, and for whom the mainstream support is becoming stretched. The cases are brought to the meeting and discussed. In those schools where identification is good, and support is well planned the meeting will offer advice for a revised IEP, might offer some form of joint provision with ACE, or one of the other services will become involved. 

Before a pupil is offered a respite place in ACE they have to have had two IEPs with support from the multi-agency team. The IEP is adapted to include some ACE-based targets, and a target date for review and return to full-time mainstream. The ACE targets and return dates are agreed with parents and signed for by both the pupil and the school. If the school moves to a permanent exclusion during this period it viewed as a breaking of the agreement. For all pupils an initial 10 weeks of support is agreed. For registration purposes the school records attendance at ACE as an approved activity off-site. There is a review after 6 weeks of all staff involved with the pupil. It is expected that the school will be represented, and the vast majority do attend. Following a review if progress is being made, but the pupil is thought to be not yet capable of maintaining a full-time mainstream place a second 10 week placement can be agreed. While the pupil is working with ACE a ‘Pupil Achievement File’ containing short-term targets, reviews and samples of work is maintained, and returns to the school with the pupil.

A key feature of the project is that pupils do not lose contact with their mainstream school. They do not move outside of the system, they move within it. Schools feel supported in managing pupils with challenging behaviour, and parents are involved in, and bear some responsibility for, their child’s success. 

Where there is a permanent exclusion and contact is lost with the school, the LEA has a system for reintegration. A high proportion of those currently in this position are undergoing statutory assessment. The Authority and schools have agreed that no school is full to an excluded pupil. This is included in the Admissions Policies of the LEA and each school. With the participation of the Admissions team the ACE/PRU works with parents to identify a preferred school for the pupil to transfer into. The admissions team takes this into account when making a placement. The new school is identified on the PRU record and there is a target of reintegration within 12 weeks. Before the end of the period there will have been interviews at the school, and a package of support which might include some off-site sessions, will be agreed. 

Staff development is seen as an integral part of the work of ACE. The medical ‘supervision’ model is used in some areas where a clinical psychologist works with teachers to show how to build therapeutic intervention into classroom settings. 

The Principal of ACE believes that the process is effective because it has:

· Robust systems

· A basis of clear understanding with schools, pupils and their parents which is established at the point of referral.

· Shared responsibility and involvement

Overall Impact

This system is evolving and is the process of gaining the full sign up and whole-hearted participation of all schools. Where it has, evidence of significant improvements in behaviour, and improved standards are showing. Development of the role of SENCO or Inclusion co-ordinator is key to getting schools to make good identifications. Investing time in effective multiagency approaches results in significant reductions in inappropriate referrals.
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