REPORT TO EDUCATION AND RECREATION COMMITTEE – 5 JUNE 2003

Planning to improve access to education for pupils with disabilities

1 Purpose of Report

1.1 At its meeting on 5 December 2002 the Education and Recreation Committee considered the paper entitled “The Inclusive School in the Community: A Strategic Framework for Aberdeenshire Schools”.  Paragraph 4.4 of that report summarised the requirement for all education authorities to prepare and publish plans that will improve access to education for pupils with disabilities in terms of the physical environment, the curriculum and communication with them.

1.2 This report aims to advise members of the Education and Recreation Committee of the ways in which the Education and Recreation Service intends to take forward plans to improve access to education for pupils with disabilities.

2 Background

2.1 The Education (Disability Strategies and Pupils Educational Records)(Scotland) Act 2002 makes it unlawful for education authorities, schools, colleges and other education providers to discriminate against disabled people.  The Act came into effect on 1 September 2002.

2.2 The Act uses the same definition of disability as the Disability Discrimination Act 1995.  This states that  a person is disabled if “ he or she has a mental or physical impairment which has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on his or her ability to carry out normal day to day activities”

2.3 Under the Act, education authorities are required to prepare and implement strategies or plans which will improve access to the school curriculum, the physical environment and communication with pupils who have disabilities.  Plans must be in place by 1 April 2003 and be prepared in consultation with education authority staff, pupils, parents and other relevant groups.  The Scottish Executive has provided guidance to education authorities on preparing accessibility strategies.  The Education and Recreation Service Plan is in line with this guidance.

3 Progress to date

3.1 A steering group has been established to oversee the arrangements for drawing up and implementing plans for improved access.  In addition, three separate groups have been set up to draw up plans for:

· Improved access to the curriculum

· Improved access to the physical environment

· Improved communication with pupils

3.2 Parents, School Boards  and all education authority staff have been advised of the requirement for the education authority to prepare and implement plans for improved access to education.

3.3 A draft strategy has been prepared and sent to the Scottish Executive in April 2003, subject to consultation as described in paragraph 2.3 above.  Copies of the draft strategy are appended to this report.  

3.4 The life of the initial strategy has been set at two years covering the period 1 April to 31 March 2005 to articulate with other timescales such as National Priorities.  Thereafter the strategy will be reviewed and evaluated on a three year cycle.  Interim evaluations will be produced on an annual basis.

4 Proposals

4.1 It is proposed that the Education and Recreation Committee approve the draft accessibility strategy together with the consultation arrangements as described above in paragraph 2.3 above which is in line with Scottish Executive guidance.

4.2 It is also proposed that the Education and Recreation Committee is provided with an annual report on the implementation of the accessibility strategy.

5 Area Implications

5.1 There are no direct area implications as the proposed accessibility strategy deals with issues that impact on all Aberdeenshire schools.

6 Staffing Implications

6.1 There are no staffing implications.

7 Policy Implications

7.1 There are no implications for current policies.  However, the draft accessibility strategy requires advice and guidelines to be provided for school staff who arrange transport for school trips.

8 Financial Implications

8.1 There will be a requirement to meet the cost of auditing all schools as described in the “Improving Access to the Physical Environment” section of the draft accessibility strategy.  This will be met in full from additional Scottish Executive funding for improvements to school buildings.  

8.2 Funding to meet costs associated with the “Improving Curriculum Accessibility” section of the accessibility strategy will be met from the SEN ring fenced training budget as these costs are associated with staff development.

9 Sustainability Implications

9.1 The strategy will, over time, ensure improved access to education for all members of local communities.

10 Consultation

10.1  The draft accessibility strategy will be subject to extensive consultation as described in 2.3 above.

11 Recommendations

The Committee is recommended to:

11.1 Approve the draft accessibility strategy together with the consultation arrangements.

11.2 Instruct the Director of Education and Recreation to submit an annual report on the implementation of the accessibility strategy to the Education and Recreation Committee.
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