NDCS response to school funding reform proposals
NDCS believes that any reform to school funding reform must provide parents and teachers with confidence that all deaf children and young people - regardless of the extent of their needs - will receive the help they need - from those with specialist expertise in deafness - to achieve good outcomes. The funding system must also ensure there is a spectrum of provision available to meet the varying needs of deaf children. 
NDCS welcomes the confirmation provided by the Department for Education that specialist educational support services for deaf children will be funded centrally via the proposed High Needs block and not delegated to individual schools. NDCS is now calling on the Department to provide urgent reassurance on a number of outstanding issues and concerns on how these new funding arrangements will work in practice. 
Until any new school funding reform system is in place, NDCS calls on the Department for Education to confirm that local authorities will not lose funding for specialist support services for deaf children (through ‘LACSEG’ recoupment) as a result of the academies programme. 
Impact and practical implications 

The proposal to create a new dedicated local authority High Needs block to fund provision for deaf children and young people contains a number of potential benefits and is appealing in its simplicity. These potential benefits include:

· Where parents of deaf children have made an informed choice for this option, making it easier to secure funding for their child to be placed in specialist provision outside of their local authority. Ensuring greater consistency between the funding system for students with SEN or disabilities in pre and post 16 education. 

· Improved transparency over funding arrangements.
However, there are a number of specific implications which NDCS is seeking urgent reassurance on: 

· Need for clarity. The Department for Education have confirmed that funding for specialist educational support services for all deaf children will be funded out of the separate High Needs block. The Department must now ensure there is absolute clarity that local authorities are expected to use this funding to meet the needs of all deaf children in the local area. NDCS is concerned that the Department’s use of the term ‘high needs’ may lead some local authorities to make a distinction between deaf children with ‘high’ and ‘low’ needs and to fund this differently. NDCS would strongly oppose this (see background). NDCS is calling on the Department to make it clear that the High Needs block will also cover low incidence needs. 
· Resource provisions. Currently funding for resource provisions is determined by the number of planned places. This provides resource provisions with some security to allow them to plan for the future. NDCS is concerned that the ‘place-plus’ approach, whereby the level of funding is determined by the actual number of students, may undermine the sustainability of resource provisions. Small variations in the number of deaf children may impact disproportionately on small resource provisions which will find it harder to absorb such reductions without reducing staffing levels. NDCS is calling on the Department to revert back to the planned approach for resource provisions for deaf children and other children with low incidence needs. NDCS is also calling on the Department to cap any reductions that resource provisions may experience to ensure they do not experience significant fluctuations year on year. 

· School contribution. Currently, the paper proposes that schools will be required to pay the first £6,000 of any additional support for a pupil with high needs. Given that deafness is a low incidence disability and that there is no formula that can accurately predict which schools will need to make a contribution for additional support for deaf pupils, NDCS believes it would be a more efficient use of resources if this funding remains with the local authority in the High Needs block. NDCS is calling on the Department to set this out in guidance. 
· Further Education. It is important that moves to ensure greater consistency in Further Education funding does not come at the cost of generating upheaval or undermining the stability of specialist Further Education settings. For example:
· The proposals may involve local authorities assuming responsibility for allocating funding for which, currently, Further Education colleges are responsible. Many colleges may already have developed specialist provision, whilst many local authorities may lack specialist commissioning knowledge. 
· There remain challenges in securing reliable data on the post 16 population. Proposals to base the high needs block on 2011/12 figures will not take into account the additional deaf young people who will be remaining in education or training once the school leaving age is raised. There is a lack of reliable data on the specific needs of high needs young people, including how many are deaf. 

Funding 
In a context where one in five local authorities are known to be making cuts to specialist educational support services for deaf children, NDCS is particularly concerned that the High Needs block will not be ring-fenced. NDCS is concerned that this budget may be squeezed to accommodate other budget pressures that may arise from within school funding. Government figures show that deaf children are already underachieving at school, even though deafness is not a learning disability. 
NDCS also believes it is vital that the High Needs be appropriately resourced with suitable flexibility built into the system, not least because of emerging budget and demographic pressures. These include: 

· More extreme premature babies are surviving and are more likely to have additional complex needs, including deafness. Some specialist educational support services for deaf children are reporting that they are now working with more deaf children with more complex needs.  
· The raising of the school leaving age will create an additional burden on specialist education support services for deaf children, or leave some deaf young people without the support they need. Many of these deaf young people, who otherwise may have been disengaged and not in education, employment or training, may be in particular need of support. However, NDCS understands that most services do not currently provide support to deaf young in Further Education and is concerned about capacity to support deaf young people in maintained sixth forms. 

Background

Deafness is a low incidence disability. Most education settings will only encounter a deaf pupil from time to time. This has important implications for any reform of school funding. Specifically:

· There are no proxy measures or formula that ensures funding can follow the deaf pupil, whose needs are likely to vary. 

· Staff in mainstream provision are unlikely to have experience of the specialist needs of deaf children. This means commissioning decisions for deaf children may be made by people who know least about deafness. 

Currently, Teachers of the Deaf are mostly employed by specialist support services and funded at a local authority level. This allows them to offer support to deaf children at no charge to the school, and to be deployed flexibly as needed. The range of support varies from occasional monitoring visits to intensive weekly support. Many services use a standardised eligibility criteria to assess levels of support needed and are able to directly intervene where deaf children pupils are failing to make good progress. 

Government quality standards set out national expectations that services are expected to meet to demonstrate they offer high quality provision. 

NDCS agrees with the Government that specialist education support services for deaf children should be funded centrally by the local authority out of the High Needs block. The alternative would result in funding for some deaf children with ‘low needs’ being delegated to individual schools and schools buying back support that deaf children may rely on. This would come with serious risks, which have been recognised by Ofsted.

For example, it relies on schools knowing what support to buy back for a deaf child. We agree with the Government that decisions on funding for children should be made by those who know the child best. But in the case of deaf children, where mainstream teachers, may know relatively little about deafness, logic dictates that Teachers of the Deaf also have a key say in determining what help a deaf child needs. Importantly, we also believe it would be an inefficient use of limited funding and reduce the economies of scale that ensure a service is also to meet the diverse and wide-ranging specialist needs of deaf children. 

After one local authority, Warwickshire, moved to ‘traded services’ whereby schools are required to purchase support that deaf children with ‘low needs’ require, a number of parents reported that their child was no longer receiving specialist support. A local group of parents have now lodged a formal complaint against the council. 

Funding support for deaf children centrally will also allow local authorities to continue to fund services to meet the needs of pre-school deaf children. Services play a vital role in supporting families to develop their deaf child’s communication and language skills following diagnosis. 
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