SUBMISSION TO WORK AND PENSIONS COMMITTEE INQUIRY FROM SCOPE, TREEHOUSE AND WORKING FAMILIES
The best start in life?
Alleviating deprivation, improving social mobility and eradicating child poverty.

Summary

· Scope, Treehouse and Working Families are making this joint submission on the particular need for more support for parents of disabled children.
· The current barriers to getting and keeping paid work can appear insurmountable for parents of disabled children, which impacts on child poverty of an already disadvantaged group.

· The Government needs to take a broad approach with more flexible support and services, more inclusive education that meets the specific needs of disabled children, and workplace reform as well as improving tax credits and benefits.

1. The Government’s response to the Harker review “Working for Children” recognises that getting more parents into work is “central to reducing child poverty over the longer term”.  However, for many parents of disabled children work is currently not an option.  A lack of suitable and affordable childcare, inadequate support services, non-inclusive after school activities, inflexible working conditions, schools that do not understand their child’s needs and the demands of hospital and other appointments all combine to make work financially and practically impossible.  This is borne out by the figures that show 84% of mothers of disabled children do not work (compared to 39% of mothers with a non-disabled child).


2. The support for this group of parents is vital to tackling child poverty.  More than half of all families with a disabled child live in or on the margins of poverty, and over a quarter are also lone parents.


3. Scope, Treehouse and Working Families produced a policy paper “Making Work Work : Achieving a Work/Life Balance with a Disabled Child” which sets out the key barriers to employment for this group of parents.  A detailed analysis of the barriers to work, and a series of recommendations are included in the paper (attached).   We welcome the Government’s stated intention “to develop a family focus in our work with parents” (Working for Children) but suggest that a holistic approach to the needs of parents with disabled children requires more than evaluation of childcare needs.

4. Childcare issues do present a major barrier to work for parents of disabled children.  The vast majority of Children’s Centres do not cater for disabled children, particularly those with complex and multiple needs. While such services exclude disabled children, their parents will continue to be excluded from the support and advice that Children’s Centres have been able to offer other groups.  The lack of, and cost of, appropriate childcare for disabled children - particularly highly specialist care or care in school holidays- has been well documented.  It has a clear impact on parents’ ability to work. The Government must recognise the additional costs of childcare for a disabled child by increasing the childcare element of Working Tax Credit for parents with a disabled child.  Local authorities should also do much more to ensure that they commission inclusive holiday and after-school childcare for disabled children.

5. If parents are to be encouraged to work, they need to be confident that the support services are in place to address the particular needs of their child. Some families use direct payments to buy-in flexible support at home, for after school and holiday care but promotion of direct payments by local authorities is still limited which results in low take-up.  Inadequate service provision also means that some families cannot take advantage of the flexibility of direct payments because the only service available to them is via the local authority. The Government and local authorities should do more to promote uptake of direct payments and individualised budgets so that families can choose flexible solutions which meet their needs, and make finding work possible for the parents.

6. Education services are also failing disabled children in a number of ways. Insufficient specialist training for teachers in SEN and disability leaves teachers lacking the necessary skills to meet the needs of disabled children
.  This undoubtedly contributes to the disproportionately high rates of exclusion of disabled pupils. Disabled children are 16 times more likely to be excluded from schools than non-disabled children.  Lack of specialist training for staff also results in extensive “informal” exclusions where parents are called into school to help their child with basic tasks, or to remove their child when they find a particular activity or lesson difficult. However, time out of school for the child means time away from work for the parent.  The Government and local authorities need to invest in specialist training for all teachers and support staff to meet the needs of disabled children in school.  The disproportionately high rates of exclusion of disabled children, and the unlawful use of informal exclusions must be tackled. Only when parents are confident that a school will meet their child’s individual needs can they consider a return to work.  To achieve this incentives are needed to encourage schools to be more inclusive of disabled children.

7. Improved transition between children’s and adults’ services must be a key consideration in designing family focused support.  Just at the time when other parents may feel more able to increase their hours at work as their child becomes more independent, parents of disabled children are at risk of withdrawing from the workforce to care for their child and manage the bureaucracy of transition.  


8. Promoting employment of parents with disabled children must recognise that many parents will only ever be available for part-time work.  This should not exclude them from the workforce, or from jobs which fully use their skills and experience.  Parents of disabled children may need more time off work to take their child to hospital and other appointments, or to deal with unforeseen ill health.   There is an urgent need to tackle both the quality of the work on offer, and the availability of part-time and flexible jobs. The current lack of flexible work limits the choices of parents with disabled children.  Many work in low-paid and low skilled part-time jobs which contributes to family poverty.  A reduction in the 16 hours per week limit for Working Tax Credits for parents of disabled children would help to ensure that these families benefit from these crucial income top-ups.

9. While parents of disabled children do have a right to request flexible working, they need to have flexibility right from the outset of their employment.  At present they can only exercise the right to request once they have been with an employer for 26 weeks.  For those who need flexibility from day one or can only work part time, this rule makes it difficult to enter work.  The Government should introduce the opportunity for parents seeking employment to discuss flexible working at the outset, by ending the 26 week rule.  There should be a presumption that all jobs should be advertised on a flexible basis, unless there are sound business reasons why they cannot.  This will open up the range of jobs and improve the chance of parents finding sustainable employment.







10. Conclusion
Until these wider barriers that socially and financially exclude families with disabled children are addressed, disabled children will not get the best possible start in life. Parents of disabled children should have the same choices and opportunities as other parents to decide the balance between working and caring for their own children.  Many parents of disabled children do wish to work, and could do so with the right support in place.  However, at present their limited employment options, the high costs of care, and inadequate support services often create insurmountable barriers to work as a solution to poverty.


11. Scope, Treehouse and Working Families would welcome the opportunity to expand on this submission by giving oral evidence to the Committee on the issues outlined above.
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� This problem concerns teachers themselves.  A recent NUT survey found that an overwhelming number of teachers in mainstream schools feel that they lack support and professional development in teaching children with special educational needs.
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