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ELECTIVE HOME EDUCATION TASK GROUP REPORT

CABINET RESPONSE TO THE REPORT OF THE EDUCATION, LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT SELECT COMMITTEE

The Elective Home Education (EHE) task group was set up after a petition was presented to the Education, Learning and Development Select Committee calling for an official Surrey County Council EHE policy. The task group consisted of Councillors, home educators and officers from the EHE team. After meeting with a number of relevant stakeholders, the task group have produced a new EHE policy that is attached as Appendix A, to their submitted report. The policy includes 17 recommendations that aim to improve support to home educators in Surrey. The Education, Learning and Development Select Committee considered this report on 25 March 2011 and agreed to put forward the recommendations to the Cabinet. 

Background 

In law parents have a duty to educate their child in a manner ‘suitable’ to the child’s age, ability and aptitude and to any special educational needs that the child may have, either through regular attendance at school or otherwise. Home educating parents are not required to teach the National Curriculum, nor do they need to set specific hours for education. They are not obliged to formally assess their child’s progress or set objectives for them. Following the Badman review of Home Education, in November 2009, the Government proposed the introduction of a Children, Schools and Families Bill which would amend the Education Act 1996 so as to require home educated children to be registered with the local authority. The proposed changes were dropped due to a lack of cross party support prior to the May 2010 General Election. The Government are still reviewing their policy on home education, including whether any new policy guidelines are needed. They have indicated that local authorities should focus on developing a positive relationship with their home educating community.

As of February 2011, there were 570 children registered for EHE in Surrey (112 in North West, 180 in South East, 112 in North East and 142 in South West) of whom 25% are from a Traveller background. There is no way of knowing how many ‘un-registered’ children and young people are being home educated. National research suggests this could be as many as double the number of registered children. The task group contacted a number of other local authorities that confirmed that they believed this to be true, particularly in rural areas. Anecdotal evidence from home educators in Surrey supports this view. Therefore, the total number of home educated children in Surrey could be as many as 1,000.

Summary of policy and recommendations 

The proposals are based on helping parents to educate their children at home, whilst recognising the need to ensure that any safeguarding concerns are addressed. The proposals suggest that the local authority will work with home educating parents to provide them with a menu of services, advice and support on a range of areas of interest, and facilitating the development of support groups across the home educating community.  

The local authority generally provides education through schools, where standards of education and safeguarding can be supervised and assured.  While the County Council is happy offer some assistance to parents to provide the best home education possible, it remains our position that in the great majority of cases it would be better for these children to be sent to school.  Nor would it be right to divert resources from schools to home education services where these generally offer a less satisfactory form of education. 

The County Council will continue to explore with the Department for Education any options that would enable the costs of supporting EHE services to be recharged nationally in line with the costs of educating children in maintained schools.  This said, the County Council should not and will not take responsibility for education it neither commissions nor oversees.

Implementation 

The Elective Home Education Service consists of one full time officer supported by home tutors who are available to undertake visits to families, and provide some limited administrative support. The service has been restructured to achieve efficiency savings and reports directly to the Head of Inclusion. There is limited capacity for the development work envisaged by the Elective Home Education task group to be undertaken by the lead officer. It is proposed that the recommendations should be taken forward in consultation with home educators in Surrey and that where possible, home educators take on responsibility for implementation of the recommendations. Where this is not possible it will be necessary to plan the work at a pace that allows the provision of the core service to be sustained.

The next stage is for consultation to take place on the proposed policy document and it is proposed to carry this out during the Summer Term reporting back on the outcome of the consultation and with recommendations for the adoption of a new policy to Members in September 2011.  

Comments on the individual recommendations follow.  
Recommendation A: That a three month consultation takes place on the draft Elective Home Education policy attached to this task group report as appendix A.

Comment: Officers support the proposed changes to policy. They reflect the current legislation accurately and are designed to lead to a more positive working relationship with home educators. The proposed policies have been agreed in respect of their safeguarding and SEN content with the relevant Heads of Service. It is suggested that the policy be further considered in the light of consultation responses and reported back to the Cabinet in the Autumn Term 

Recommendation B: That greater analysis takes place regarding the reasons why children leave school for home education.

Comment: The service does not have the capacity to undertake statistical research in this area. Each case is considered individually and an Annual report providing abroad overview is produced each year. 

Recommendation C:  That the new Surrey EHE policy should be supported by a series of procedural documents to be issued in the coming year. These should make explicit the role of EHE adviser and be made publicly available via the Surrey website.
Comment: The service consists of one full time officer, supported by home tutors. It is timely to review the operational procedures and this is a mater that will be undertaken by the EHE team. 
Recommendation D: That the support, advice and information available is made more explicit to ensure that home educators are aware that there may be positive benefits to registering with the Council.
Comment This will form part of the review of operational procedures and be reflected in service documentation. 

Recommendation E: That the EHE team offers home educating families a ‘menu’ of support options, including one option where families can choose to not receive direct advice or support from the Council.
Comment: – This is now in place.
Recommendation F: That drop-in sessions are held around the County at regular intervals, where home educating parents can receive advice and support from an EHE adviser and network with other families.

Comment: As for C and D. These are being established in the Summer Term. 
Recommendation G: That a new e-mail group is set up, through which home educators could register to receive useful updates and information from the EHE team.
Comment: The service does not have the capacity to undertake this coordination at present. 

Recommendation H: That the home education web pages are moved to sit under the ‘Learning’ section of the Surrey County Council web site, rather than the ‘Schools’.
Comment: This has been completed 
Recommendation I: That the EHE team should continue to work with Schools to explore the possibility of establishing home education ‘link’ schools that would be willing to take private candidates for exams.
Comment: As in G 

Recommendation J: That the EHE adviser uses the home education e-mail group (see recommendation G) to advise parents of schools and exam centres that are willing to accept candidates for exams.
Comment: As in G 

Recommendation K: That a leaflet or advice page on the website is developed to advise home educators through the complexities of entering private candidates for exams.
Comment: As in G 

Recommendation L: That as part of the home education policy a commitment is made to the training and development of EHE advisers in home education law and practice as well as alternative learning styles.
Comment: This is in place. The EHE lead officer attends relevant events and training is being provided to tutors supporting home educating parents 

Recommendation M: That the role of the EHE adviser is clarified within the traveller community through closer working with the Traveller Education team.

Comment: This will form part of the review of operational procedures and be reflected in service documentation

Recommendation N: That training sessions are held to increase common understanding and awareness between the social care and EHE teams on an ongoing basis.
Comment: This will form part of the review of operational procedures and be reflected in service documentation
Recommendation O: That safeguarding awareness and training resources which are traditionally delivered via schools are also offered to home educate young people through alternative methods.
Comment: As in G 

Recommendation P: That a revised procedure for handling annual reviews for children with SEN statements who are educated at home, is produced as part of the new policy.
Comment: This has been agreed with the Head of SEN and is an operational matter. The new procedures will operate from September 2011 

Recommendation Q: That training is held for SEN case officers to give them a greater knowledge and understanding of home education.
Comment: This will form part of the review of operational procedures and be reflected in service documentation
Recommendation R: That a leaflet is produced to specifically advise anyone with a child with SEN who is considering home education.
Comment: This has been agreed with the Head of SEN and is an operational matter. The new procedures will operate from September 2011 

Proposed Way Forward 

 In summary the following way forward is proposed 
· That Cabinet is asked to approve the draft revised policy for the purpose of consultation over the Summer Term and to receive a report setting out a proposed new EHE policy in the light of the consultation during the Autumn Term (recommendation A).
· That Cabinet notes the proposed changes to improve operational delivery for parents of EHE pupils that are being put in place through the Inclusion service as a priority to support the proposed new policies and procedures (recommendations C, D,E,F,H,L,M,N,P,Q and R). 
· That Cabinet notes the positive engagement of representative EHE parents in the working group and notes their contribution to the development of a new working relationship and draft policy for consultation.  
· That Cabinet notes that at this stage there is insufficient capacity to implement recommendations B,G,I,J,K and O of the Select Committee’s report and asks the service and working group to continue to work together to take forward and implement further changes to procedures envisaged in these recommendations as capacity permits or through means other than direct service delivery via the Council.
Conclusion 

The work of the task group has led to an improved relationship with home educators in Surrey. The new draft policy reflects a more collaborative approach to home educators. Whilst the recommendations for service improvement are to be welcomed their implementation will rely on the engagement of the home educating community in taking forward some of the proposals and will need to be managed within the existing capacity of the home educating service. 

Peter Martin

Cabinet Member for Children and Learning

24 May 2011
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