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A survey of summer holiday childcare for disabled children

One change…

Parents were asked what would be the one change that would make the biggest different for you in terms of summer holiday care?

29% say something that really met the needs of their child

21% choose childcare to cover more summer working hours

12% ask for existing childcare provision to be extended to give them more choice

8% want better information

13% say they want more practical help with access to childcare
10% cite cost as their biggest worry

6% want something nearer to where they live

2% ask for better organisation and coordination between providers

Our study
We wanted to ask parents of disabled children about the summer childcare they had in place for this summer. Using the Waving not drowning network we got in touch with parents to ask them about summer care arrangements and the impact they have on their ability to work. We undertook this study because it is an issue for all parents of children in school. At the same time the additional and varied needs of disabled children mean there are fewer options available. Parents on the Waving not drowning network had flagged this up as a problem area. 
Why is summer childcare so important?

This is a real concern when finding the right quality and quantity of childcare is essential for parents to be able to work. Parents of disabled children face more costs in bringing up their children and their families face a 30% risk of poverty compared to 27% for the general population.
 Enabling parents to find appropriate childcare and to work is essential for tackling the poverty of families with disabled children.
 At present only 16% of mothers of disabled children work compared to 60% of mothers nationally.
 For many parents employment also provides fulfilment and a break from their responsibilities as carers. Where suitable childcare exists it is also stimulating for children, giving them new opportunities to learn, socialise and develop. 

Who did we talk to?

We spoke to 75 parents of disabled children. Out of this group, 59 were in paid work and 16 were not work. They were all contacted from the Waving not drowning network. Of those in paid work, 83% were women, 17% were men. These respondents were mostly part of couples (72%) with a large minority of lone parents (28%). They came from across the UK, telling us about their experiences from Northern Ireland, Wales and Scotland and from all over England. We used both phone and email to obtain responses. The ages of the children ranged from three to eighteen.
What did we ask?

We asked questions that addressed four issues: satisfaction with summer childcare, continuity of use from year to year, access to information about summer childcare and impact on parents’ working hours. We also asked them what would be the one change that they would most like to see in terms of summer holiday care.
A copy of the survey can be found in Appendix A of this report.

What did we find out?

Summer Childcare

69% of parents were not satisfied with the summer care that was available for their child.

Respondents indicated they often struggled to obtain suitable childcare. Where they knew of provision it often failed to meet the needs of their children. This was the most frequent problem that we came across in our survey. 

“There is just nothing out there”

Where parents knew of provision it often did not fit with the hours they needed to enable them to work. Specialised provision was very popular with respondents but they reported it was often oversubscribed and did not cover the whole holiday period. Many parents also said that good provision got scarcer for older children.

Parents with summer care arrangements often had difficulties bearing the cost, especially where their child needed 1:1 support or lifting equipment. For one parent this year her earnings for the summer fell short of paying for summer childcare by £200. 
Mainstream playschemes seem to be under prepared for the needs of disabled children. Parents and children may arrange to use facilities that then breakdown. This is disruptive and upsetting. 
Parents of disabled children face many more obstacles than parents of non-disabled children such as extra cost, long distance to travel, lack of flexibility. Improving support to give access to mainstream playschemes or transport to disabled children can access specialised childcare further from their homes would go some way towards addressing the postcode lottery of holiday childcare.

“It is just brick wall after brick wall”
Of those who were satisfied with available childcare (29%), many described well run schemes, especially by disability charities such as Mencap, Crossroads and Barnados. 
“There is a lot of energy in the voluntary sector”

“Aiming Higher means there is more money in the system this year”

However, even within the group of parents who were satisfied with playschemes described previous years as extremely difficult or faced uncertainty that they would be able to secure the same next year.

From year to year
The results of questions about the continuity of care arrangements were revealing. We asked respondents whether they had used their care arrangements before and whether they would use them again next year. 

75% had used their arrangements before

18% had not used the arrangements before

6% had used part of the arrangements before

This indicates that a large majority of parents are sticking with arrangements they have used before. 

However, when we asked about next year:

39% will use the arrangements again next year

13% hoped to, depending on getting a place on a scheme or it securing funding

whilst

29% would not use the arrangement again next year

and

6% were not sure.

These figures indicate that whilst only a small number of parents change their arrangements each year (18%), a much larger number want to or consider changing next year (35%). Parents are dissatisfied with the childcare available during the summer but lack of options and a need to use childcare means they have few choices. 
Information about summer holiday care
28% of parents have no information about summer childcare

The majority (69%) have had information about what is available. Of those that had information we asked them how helpful the information was and got the following responses:

Helpful – 32%

Not helpful – 51%

Partly helpful – 12%

And 12% of respondents felt that information was difficult to track down.
Lack of informed providers of information for summer childcare is a real concern. The majority of people who got information found it unhelpful and many felt that it was not easy to get hold of. 
“The Children’s Information Service gave out information for children with learning disabilities but it wasn’t, in fact, appropriate.”

“The Children’s Information Service was useless”

“The social worker seemed too busy to help, there is little information, the county has nothing”

As well as improvements in the quality and quantity of childcare for disabled children, the Waving not drowning Network wants to see holiday childcare better publicised so parents can make informed choices for their children and their work. Parents described parents’ networks and websites run by disability charities as helpful. They also make use of information from social workers and their children’s schools who send out leaflets.
Working hours

Coping with the additional childcare demands during the summer holidays was a real problem for many of the parents we spoke to. Across the group of respondents we saw a significant impact upon people’s ability to work.

25% took unpaid leave

10% reduced their hours

8% relied on the help of extended family to continue working
17% felt it held them back in their career or limited choice of job

39% used flexible working arrangements or worked term time only

3% had had to leave their job

Significant proportions of parents have to reduce their income within their jobs or severely limit their ability to progress in their careers. This is worrying and frustrating for parents who want to work. 

During the summer the shortcomings of available childcare can put a real strain on families- 76% describes it as very difficult to manage their job at the same time as increased care in the summer. An increase in the variety of childcare and extending provision to cover working hours all through the summer would give parents choices. It would allow them to balance work and care during the summer in the best interest of their family and themselves. Extending care to cover the holiday period would also mean that more parents would be able to have a break themselves, from work and caring responsibilities. 
Flexible working arrangements and term time only hours were vital for many parents to maintain that balance (39%).

“Flexible working has been brilliant and I wouldn’t have got it without the new legislation”

“I am self employed and take all my time off in holidays. I have to work very long hours in term time. I couldn't have a 'normal' job and income” 

I am very lucky, you see…
Despite the struggle of many respondents to balance work and care responsibilities in the summer, this phrase kept reappearing. Parents that explained they had term time only jobs or flexible working and often indicated they felt very lucky.
This was perplexing when they would go on to explain the long days they had to work or having to take alternate weeks off between them and their partner who they then never saw.

“Luckily I can work from home during the summer but because I have to care for my son during usual working hours I am often working until 1”

“My wife had to rearrange hours so she works more during term time. Luckily she had an understanding boss”

“The childminder was on holiday for two and a half weeks so I had nothing. Luckily I was able to take holiday but if I couldn’t I don’t know what I would have done”

“It’s a nightmare. Luckily the company is very flexible so I can adjust my hours to fit with playscheme start and end times”

The arrangements these parents have worked out to provide care for their children during the summer holidays and continue in their jobs are not easy. Many parents find it a real strain. 

“My husband and I both work term time only. It would be impossible otherwise. I live in fear of something happening to either of us.”

Despite parents’ amazing efforts and determination to make it work their language indicates that some feel beholden to their employers for flexibility or understanding. Whilst the number of parents who have made use of the right to request flexibility and have benefited from it is encouraging, responses suggested that many parents feel ‘lucky’ rather than entitled or empowered.
Summer childcare and barriers to employment

Two of the parents we spoke told us that their partner had had to leave their job because of lack of suitable or affordable summer holiday care. Another was facing giving up her job next year because of changes to the care that was available for her child.
As part of our research we also spoke to 16 parents of disabled children who were out of work. Ten said that lack of suitable summer childcare was a reason why they were not in work and only six said it was not a factor. 

Many of the parents who were in paid employment made it clear that they were stretched to breaking point. The poor quality or limited nature of childcare for disabled children means that many parents will find employment extremely difficult or even unsustainable. 

Conclusions and Recommendations
The majority of parents of disabled children are not satisfied with the summer care that is available for their child. This is leaving parents worried about the wellbeing of their children when they are placed in unsuitable schemes. Parents have learned to be cautious about taking up new options. This trust must be rebuilt by providing well thought out, fun and reliable summer childcare.  
Meanwhile many parents of disabled children feel limited in their choices of jobs and struggle to maintain their regular hours during the holidays. Unpaid leave and reduced hours in the summer are common. Some parents are even forced to leave their jobs. This is very bad news when we hope to address the disproportionate rates of poverty in families with disabled children.
Parents from the Waving not drowning network want to see the following changes:

· Summer care should cover the hours necessary so parents can be available for the full working day. It should also be available for the whole of the summer holiday. This would give parents the ability to make choices about the best balance of work and holiday for their families.

· Care should be available that meets the needs of all disabled children and should be available no matter where you live in the UK.

· Many children and parents want to access mainstream provision in their local area but to do so would be left to pay for 1:1 support or expensive equipment such as for lifting. Parents need help with these extra costs. For some this means they end up paying to work in the summer.

· Parents of disabled children are missing out on opportunities because they are unable to get information or the sources are, themselves, uninformed. Children’s Information Services and Social Services, in particular, need to improve the usefulness of the information they provide to parents.

· Where parents make use of their rights to flexible working they should not be make to feel beholden to employers. This goes against a culture of flexibility and equality in the work place.
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Working Families would like to thank Chloe Alexander for her work in compiling this report.  Further information on the report or on our Waving not drowning network from Janet.Mearns@workingfamilies.org.uk
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Appendix 
Survey

1. Are you fully satisfied with the summer care arrangement you have in place or do you consider it a compromise?

a. Have you used this care arrangement before? 

b. Can you count on using it again?

c. Have you been able to find information about summer holiday care such as from your local Children’s Information Service? 

d. Was it helpful?

2. Have care arrangements during the summer had any impact on your working hours?

3. What is the one change that would help you the most with summer holiday care?

4. Is there anything else you would like us to note down about summer holiday care?

5. Finally, could you answer three questions that will help us make sure we hear from a mix of people:

a. Are you a lone parent or part of a couple?

b. Are you male or female?

c. What county do you live in?
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