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Impartiality Policy

 1.        Legislation and Practice
1.1. The Special Educational Needs Code of Practice (2001) states that the Parent Partnership Service must make sure that local parents are provided with “accurate, neutral information on their rights, roles and responsibilities within    the SEN process, and on the wide range of options available, to enable them to make informed decisions.”  SEN CoP (2001:26)
2.         Aims

2.1. Cumbria Parent Partnership Service (PPS) is funded by but independent of the Local Authority.  The Service, including staff and volunteers, Independent Parental Supporters (IPS), will be impartial in all its dealings, not favouring any person or organisation more than another, but aiming to be fair and unbiased, while giving factual information and guidance to resolve the issues with which it is presented. 

3.         The Steering Group

3.1. The PPS Steering Group has terms of reference and representation from a number of agencies and professionals involved with parents and young people with additional needs. The group includes a majority of parents/carers who have used the Service and who can give a parent’s view of the effectiveness of its service.

3.2. Meetings are currently chaired by the Senior Officer of the Service but the aim is that, by November 2009, the role of Chair should be performed by another member of the Steering Group to ensure independence. Training in chairing meetings will be made available to all members of the group.
              3.3. The PPS Steering Group meets twice a year in November and April.   At each meeting, the Senior Officer delivers a report followed by discussion.  Minutes are taken at each meeting and are given to all members; minutes are approved at the next meeting.  Action points, noted in the minutes, are acted upon by the relevant people within agreed timescales.

                3.4. The Steering Group has three roles. First, the group offers views and advice to inform the practices of the PPS secondly, the group monitors the effectiveness and impartiality of the service and provides accountability and finally the views of the group are used to evaluate the impartiality and accessibility of any information produced by the PPS. 

 3.5. Issues that are raised by group members are reported through the Senior Officer to their line manager, for discussion by the Children’s Services, Prevention and Partnership Manager.  Any member of the Steering Group can have Agenda items listed for discussion.

       The Group is currently represented by the following:

· Parents/carers of disabled children

· Colleagues from Cumbria Children’s Service 

· Senior Parent Partnership Officer
· Local Authority – schools
· Voluntary Sector

· Health

4.         Demonstrating Impartiality

4.1. The Parent Partnership Service Practice Guide (Stone, 2004:20) states that an impartial stance is demonstrated by:

· Reflecting the perspectives and wishes of parents 

· Being seen not to have a vested interest in the outcome of any discussions

· Ensuring that staff and volunteers who attend decision-making meetings are clear whether their role is

              - to support an individual    

              - to contribute to discussion on strategic issues.

5.       Supporting Parents

5.1.     For Cumbria Parent Partnership Service, the practical implications for service delivery are:

1. Staff and Independent Parental Supporters (IPS) who may hold positions associated with a school (such as School Governor or Clerk to the Governors) will not work with parents at the same school; on such occasions another member of staff or Independent Parental Supporter will assist the family.  Independent Parental Supporters will not work with parents/carers who have children at the same school that their own children attend.  

2. Where possible, IPS will work in areas just outside but close to their own residential area to make sure that their personal lives and volunteer role do not conflict. 

3. Where possible, staff and IPS will not help parents that they already know; case work will be passed to another member of staff or Independent Parental Supporter.  

4. PPS staff and IPS will guide parents to other people or organisations that support the impartiality of the information and advice provided.  

5. Where possible, Parent Partnership Service staff or IPS will state their role at the beginning of meetings they attend. 

6.         Responding to Parental Views

6.1  All views expressed by parents are given full and appropriate attention and, when these views reflect on the service, they are tested to see if practices can be improved. Parents may occasionally take the view that the Service is biased towards the school or local authority when staff explain that actions which have been taken are legitimate. This does not demonstrate bias but does confirm when correct procedures have been followed. The views of parents are always given equal weighting and consideration.

7.         Liaising with other Professionals

 7.1.   The role of the Service is to empower parents through giving them impartial information, advice and guidance including legislation and its application through local policies, as well as helping them to understand the pros and cons of any decisions they take.  

8.         Training and Supervision

                          8.1. Training of staff is the responsibility of the Senior Officer who makes sure that staff know the importance of impartiality at all times in all their dealings with parents and organisations.  The training of volunteer Independent Parental Supporters is conducted by the Senior Officer, supervised and helped by the PPS Coordinators.  IPS are advised of the need to be impartial at all times in their work with parents, giving information and support in a way that does not ‘take sides’ and encourages an acceptable solution.

                          8.2. Each Independent Parental Supporter receives training. They are encouraged to share concerns and to seek advice and support.   Impartiality is essential in the work of the Parent Partnership Service and volunteer IPS are fully aware of that. Where issues of impartiality are made known, PPS staff discuss it fully with the IPS and provide further coaching in the handling of casework and to avoid the recurrence of such issues in the future.

8.3. Training with other groups around SEN and Disability issues will always include the importance of impartial, accurate information and the rights of parents/carers to complete confidentiality in their dealings with the Parent Partnership Service.

9.         Consultation

9.1. Parental views will be obtained in several ways.  Parent representatives on the Steering Group have the opportunity of having their concerns relayed to the Children’s Services Management Team.  The Parent Partnership Service keeps a register of parents who are willing to be consulted on a range of issues through postal questionnaire.

9.2. The Parent Partnership Service is working to set up a Parents’ Forum for parents of children with Special Educational Needs and disabilities - where parents’ views will be put forward. Collaboration with colleagues in other parts of Children’s Services, using Aiming high agenda may permit wider consultation by targeting parents of all children with additional needs.  

9.3. The Service is also promoted through visits to schools and pre-school settings, including attendance at Parent Support Groups. That provides informal opportunities for parents to feed back their concerns on any matters of policy. Those visits help to reach parents that otherwise might not use or know of the service and allow a wider range of parents to inform service delivery.

10.       Representation, Advocacy and Information Exchange
10.1. One of the aims of the PPS is to help parents gain the confidence, some of them may need, to give their views at formal meetings.  This will be achieved through PPS staff or IPS giving impartial information, guidance and support and, where appropriate, accompanying parents to provide support and to make sure parents are able to ask relevant questions that arise from discussions.  

10.2  Another role of the Service is to exchange information with all relevant parties, which is accurate and impartial.   Occasionally this may not be what the school, the organisation or the parents want to hear; PPS staff and volunteer IPS will act professionally at all times, acting diplomatically and effectively while discussing the situation and exploring any options available, with a complete lack of bias.

11.       Evaluation of Impartiality

11.1.  Parents who have received information, support or guidance from the service are sent an Evaluation Form upon cessation of PPS involvement or at an appropriate mid-way point during more protracted casework.  Evaluations of service delivery form part of Quality Assurance and include aspects such as the demeanour of staff or IPS, SEN knowledge, quality of information given and preparation for meetings.  A specific question relates to the impartiality of the service provided and lets parents comment in detail.

11.2.  When there has been direct contact between the Service, other colleagues in Children’s Services and school professionals, their views are also sought on an Evaluation form, which covers the same aspects as for parents. This is usually made available electronically to promote completion. 

11.3.   The effectiveness of the service is subsequently reported through monthly Performance Monitoring as well as Parent Partnership Service internal audits, from which improvements to service development plans originate.

Senior Parent Partnership Officer, March 2009
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