Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities

Staying Safe consultation response
Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities promotes opportunities to empower young people and adults with any kind of disability to realise their potential in further, continuing and higher education, training and employment throughout the United Kingdom. Skill works by providing information and advice to individuals, promoting good practice and influencing policy in partnership with disabled people, service providers and policy makers.
Skill works specifically in the area of post-16 education, however we are responding to this consultation about children and young people as when considering young people it must be remembered that this includes learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities up to the age of 25 years old. In light of this, we have not used the Consultation Response Form.

Defining children and young people

Skill would like to first emphasise that when considering children and young people, the consideration must extend to those aged 25 with learning difficulties and/or disabilities that remain in education or training. Therefore issues of staying safe must include young people with a learning difficulty up to the age of 25. 

Listening to disabled young people

Disabled young people are often not adequately consulted about what they want for their future or about what service provision in general suits them best. The Disability Equality Duty places a responsibility on organisations to actively involve disabled people. If the Government, through Every Child Matters, is committed to listening to children and young people, they must also commit to actively involving them on all areas of policy and service development. Young disabled people will have very individual experiences of safety and it is vital that these are sought and reflected on in any strategy designed to help them stay safe.

Skill recommends that the views of disabled young people are sought and that they are involved in developing safety strategies.

Bullying and harassment

Recent news reports reflect the continued bullying and harassment of disabled people that takes place. This has been reflected in Mencap’s choice of focus for Learning Disabilities Awareness Week
 this year; “Don’t stick it, stop it!” Research has also found that nine out of ten people with learning disabilities report harassment as a feature of everyday life
 and disabled young people have told Mencap “I don’t like getting bullied by people. It makes me upset. I wish it would stop”
 The National Autistic Society (NAS) has also recently published research
 on bullying which found that four out of ten children with autism are bullied at school, rising to six out of ten more able children with autism or Aspergers Syndrome being bullied. This has a significant affect on their lives, especially when they may already be struggling with social communication.

My Future Choices, the magazine of the Transition Information Network (TIN, of which Skill is a member) also covers bullying in their Autumn 2007 issue. Skill is pleased that the Government has asked the Council for Disabled Children (CDC) and the Anti-Bullying Alliance (ABA) to write a guide for schools about what they should do if disabled young people are being bullied and how to stop this from happening.
School governing bodies currently record reports on racist bullying and harassment. Skill believes that this should be extended to include recording reports of disablist bullying and harassment. Point 3.26 of Staying Safe suggests that revised anti-bulling guidance for schools will include specialist guidance on tackling racist and homophobic bullying and cyber-bulling. Skill recommends that this be extended to include specialist guidance concerning disablist bullying. Issues of bullying and harassment are included in the National Curriculum for Personal Social and Health Education, however racist, homophobic or disablist bullying can be very specific issues. Skill recommends that disability equality training be included in the National Curriculum to help address this issue.
When launching the Disability Agenda in February 2007, the Disability Rights Commission (part of the Equalities and Human Rights Commission from October 2007) set out 10 priorities to resolve the social and economic exclusion of disabled people. Building Stronger, Safer Communities
 highlighted the disproportionate position of disabled people when it comes to experiencing crime, fearing crime and yet underreporting crime. One participant told them “I quite often get called a spastic in the street and spat at. I get shaken up – I don’t know what to do”
. Skill supports this agenda, including its recommendations for actions and means of measuring change.

Skill recommends that the Department undertake the recommendations for action attributed to them and encourage other departments and bodies to do the same.

It is clear that bullying and harassment of disabled young people does not take place solely in a school environment. Skill supports the recommendation to extend bullying policies and training used in schools to other settings (page 63).

Skill supports the recommendation of additional support for listening services for children via Childline (page 70). However if the Department wants to ensure that children and young people have somewhere to turn to, new technologies need to be considered. Skill’s own research with Entry Level learners found that they used and were confident with both mobile phones and MSN. This had been expected from those working at Levels 1 and 2, but many learners working at early Entry level were regularly using these forms of communication. In addition, the Samaritans launched an email service in 2002
 recognising callers desires to contact them without needing to speak on the phone.

Skill recommends that listening services consider expanding to include contact by new technologies, including email, MSN and text messages.

Understanding and Managing risk

Skill is pleased that the consultation document acknowledges that children and young people should not be wrapped up “in cotton wool”. This echoes a key message from “I don’t want to sue anyone…I just want a life” 
 that full participation of disabled people is affected when there is an element of risk, perceived or otherwise.

As a young disabled person put it: “The saddest words are ‘you can’t’, when you know that you can – I’m like a glass vase shut up in a cupboard where nobody sees me, because everybody thinks I might break if they got me out. I don’t want to sue anyone if I have an accident – I just want to get a life.”
 The guidance in this publication provides resources and support for those carrying out risk assessment with people with disability and/or learning difficulties in education and/or in the care sector.

Skill recommends that this guidance forms part of the Departments guidance on risk assessment of all activities, so that they are inclusive for disabled young people.
Skill supports the proposal on Understanding and Managing Risk to carry out research into Personal Social and Health Education (PSHE) materials and creating a Continuing Professional Development module for teachers (page 40). 

Skill recommends that when identifying existing resources and developing further materials for staff, the Department must be aware that disabled young people may have particular safety needs.

Skill is aware of some good practice to develop personal safety and citizenship skills with disabled young people and suggests that it be included in the research study. The Junior Citizen Scheme has been used for a number of years in local authorities across the country to teach children about everyday dangers in a safe, but imaginative way. It involves the collaboration of the local police and fire services, as well as other local agencies and the school. Young people attend a series of played out scenarios set up at a local venue. The results of the scenario are discussed between the young people and officers at the time and then reinforced by activities once back at the school. In Wandsworth in 2006 the scheme was adapted as part of a pilot project, the Safer Citizen Scheme, to meet the needs of disabled young people studying at two local schools (one was a school for deaf learners and the other a school for visually impaired and multi-disabled visually impaired learners). The scheme allowed disabled young people to learner about fire safety, safety in the kitchen, how to deal with a stranger at the door and a stranger in the street. The work to adapt the scheme was vital so that they met the sensory needs of the participants, but also their needs as disabled people who may be vulnerable when at home or in the street.

For more information about the Safer Citizen Scheme in Wandsworth, please contact PC Ian Featherstone 020 8247 8910.

One issue that came out of the work of the Safer Citizen Scheme was how to contact the emergency services if you are deaf or have no speech. Wandsworth and other boroughs have looked in to setting up a text messaging service locally, but Skill is pleased that this is also finally being discussed at a national level
. Groups are already aware that texting often provides a very important tool for deaf learners, but Skill’s own research with learners working at Entry Level found that it was seen as equally important for all learners at Entry Level.

Skill recommends that the Department should support the 999 Liaison Committee in introducing an SMS emergency number, as this will benefit children and young people.

Transport

There are a number of connected issues regarding transport and disabled young people, besides the general need for public transport to be made accessible for all disabled people. 

Many young disabled people require transport to be provided for them to travel between their home and their school or college. The responsibility for providing this lies with the Local Authority, although actual provision can be a post-code lottery. Skill has repeatedly raised the issue of transport with the Minister and Department. Safety is a key reason why many young people require this transport provision. Young disabled people have said that their worst experiences of bullying and harassment can take place on public transport. Many of these disabled young people though will want to become independent travellers, but for this they will need support and travel training. There is a need for travel training to be funded for young disabled people. Skill believes that investing in supporting these young people to become independent will help them as individuals, but will also reduce the resources needed to provide them with dedicated transport. 

Skill recommends that the DfT’s Road Safety Strategy include disabled children and young people.
Skill Policy Team, October 2007
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