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During this essay the student will discuss multi-agency work and explore its practices and interactions within both education and the wider world of social care. She will discuss the reasons they are needed and the contributions these agencies bring. She will present high profile examples of multi-agency working and the effect these have had on current legislation, as well as the continued challenges they experience.
The rationale for multi-agency partnerships, according to Payne 1998, was that
	‘… the case for treating social problems in a holistic fashion is overwhelming. People know, 	in a simple everyday fashion, that crime, poverty, low achievement at school, bad housing 	and so on are connected’ 
In order to achieve this holistic, or more commonly known, inclusive education, it is important to understand the needs of each pupil and current legislation. Multi Agency Work allows for the input of different specialists to provide the correct level of care. 
The Equality Act (2010) makes it an offence to discriminate against any individuals based on nine “protected characteristics”. These are Age, Disability, Gender, Gender reassignment, Marriage or Civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion, sexual orientation. Providing all pupils with the same work, in the same environment and in the same manner, could be classed as Indirect discrimination of these characteristics if they were to put any pupils at a disadvantage. For example, a pupil with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) would need a completely different curriculum to main stream pupils to ensure they have the best opportunities to fulfil their potential. To develop this inclusive education system, it has become increasingly important to have an input from external, specialist agencies. Providing a safe, suitable environment to learn, as well as providing the most appropriate education for each child, forms part of the UK’s commitment to the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC 1989). 
Multi Agencies are categorised as either Statutory and Voluntary. Statutory agencies are often Government or Local Authority led organisations, for example schools and associated staff such as Speech and Language therapists, the NHS including physiotherapists and GP’s, Police and Social Workers. Voluntary agencies are often charitable or community led, and would include play-groups, including Special Needs Assessment Playgroups (SNAP), childminders, charitable organisations and possibly community groups such as sports clubs or churches. Concerns raised in Voluntary Agencies will be passed on to relevant statutory bodies for investigation. 
Multi Agency work is present in all areas of education, and often discussed or presented in informal ways. Simple phrases, such as collaboration, working in partnership or working together can highlight a form of multi-agency work is present. The complexity and size of the working partnership can also change. A simple partnership would be used if, for example, a child’s Individual Education Plan (IEP) has been discussed and developed between a teacher and Speech and Language Therapist (SALT). In cases where the Police, Social Services, Hospitals and other bodies are involved obviously things become much more complex and difficult to manage. This is most evident in the high-profile area of child safeguarding. 

There have long been concerns over the challenges experienced through Multi Agency working. Unfortunately, incidents caused by poor inter-agency communication regularly hits the headlines.   
In 1974, Maria Colwell became the first high profile victim of child abuse. At the age of 9 she passed away due to internal injuries, however, she was known to the local authorities. After repeated reports from neighbours about her welfare, she had received visits from an NSPCC Inspector, Doctor, Social Worker, an Education Welfare officer and a Housing officer. In 2000, the background to the death of Victoria Climbie followed a striking similarity to that of Maria Colwell. Concerns about Victoria’s welfare had been raised by family and her childminder to the Authorities. She had been seen by the Police, a number of Social Services departments, the NHS and NSPCC. All had acknowledged that there were signs of abuse, however no action was taken. The Laming inquiry (2003), commissioned to investigate Victoria’s death, identified 12 separate occasions the Statutory agencies should have stepped in and protected her. Indeed Neil Garnham, interrogation barrister for the enquiry, “exposed a picture of incompetence and error at every level.” (Laming, 2003)  Lord Laming himself (2003, pg 360) stated that he had “heard too much evidence of organisational confusion and ‘buck passing.’”
As a result of this inquiry changes were made to the Children’s Act (2004) to create a more “child centred approach.” The appointment of a Children’s Commissioner to the UK government in 2005, meant that for the first time children started having a say in their education and welfare. Allowances were made for Local Authorities to provide “grouped budgets” in order to pull together agencies to meet the needs of a specific child. The Every Child Matters (2003) legislation, developed from the Climbie report, promoted the use of a new Common Assessment Framework (CAF) which was designed to standardise the approach agencies took in assessing and providing for a child’s needs. Family Information services of the Local Authority, for example, would hold records of appropriate CAF’s and if any individual wanted to raise a concern they could check if any records were on file.   The role of a “Lead Professional” was also identified so in complex cases with numerous agencies involved, as seen with Victoria Climbie, there would be 1 specific individual responsible for the guidance of the case. This was seen as vital to overcome the challenges highlighted in the Laming Report in relation to staff experience, training, funding and individual / departmental elitism. I will discuss these areas in more detail.
[bookmark: _Hlk512787844]Following the further deaths of Baby P in 2007 and 4 year old Daniel Pelka in 2012, the Government published a report on Multi-Agency Working and Information Sharing (2014). This concluded that the Multi-Agency approach used in child welfare does work, however it was essential that the process did not “supersede a single agencies duty to identify, protect and support a child or vulnerable person” (Home Office, 2014) as was identified by Lord Laming. The Crime Prevention Minister, Norman Baker, made it clear that “if it’s a choice between data protection and child protection, child protection must come first.” (Home Office, 2014) The proposed development of Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASHs) would help these agencies “join the dots” in order to prevent children being un-noticed. A Centre of Excellence for Information sharing was commissioned to support MASHs, aiming to provide better support around information sharing practices.
Despite attempts to create a consistent approach to multi-agency provision, as with the CAF, there will always be difficulties due to funding and education gaps, experience, culture and training. Laming’s report identified a number of holes in the system caused by the above. Pressure on Local Authority budgets often meant that, due to limited resources, many child “assessments are focused on identifying immediate risk to the child, rather than his or her needs.” (2003 Pg354) There was also evidence that other departments would place priority on specific details to ensure the case was removed off their workloads to another agency, even though this may cause back logs elsewhere. 
The Student’s workplace setting is a Learning Resource Centre (LRC), catering for foundation phase pupils providing specific education for pupils on the Autistic spectrum. On a weekly basis the school works with statutory agencies, such as Speech and Language therapists, Physiotherapists, Additional Learning Needs Co-ordinators (ALNCo’s) and social workers or Social Services. She has seen the benefit that multi agency work can bring to an individual child’s education, especially when looking at the Individual Education Plans (IEP’s) many of her pupils follow. The involvement of voluntary agencies, such as PAT Ponies and Skybound, in the setting reinforce how these organisations support the work of the statutory bodies  
[bookmark: _Hlk512785438]The Welsh Governments Tackling Poverty Action Plan forms part of their ongoing commitment to protect the children most at risk of poverty and exclusion. It has three simple aims: “Preventing Poverty, Helping people into work, Improving the lives of people living in poverty.” (Welsh assembly, Jan 2016) Flying Start Wales is a key programme aimed to work with this action plan. It offers families, who live in disadvantaged areas and have children under 4 years of age, the chance to give their children a “flying start” in education.
The Flying Start programme is co-ordinated by Children in Wales, who work with each local authority’s Flying Start co-ordinators and Welsh Government officials. They meet at least four times per year to discuss best practices, research based evidence and live case feedback. To ensure the full benefits of the program are delivered consistently across Wales, these meetings focus on 
“Discussing all relevant issues and progress with Welsh Government, Discussing and collaborating on relevant guidance for the Programme, Working in partnership to seek improvements in policy and practice, Enabling up-to-date knowledge of innovative practice, research and policy to be shared.”  (Children in Wales, 2014)
      
The Flying Start programme has four key aims: The provision of free, quality part time childcare, Enhanced Health Visitor service, Access to Parenting Programmes and Speech, language and communication.
The provision of free, part-time, quality childcare for children aged 2 to 3 is aimed at providing a seamless entry into schools at foundation phase. To ensure that children receive the most appropriate support the childcare is offered through Flying Start Quality Assured Settings, who all consult with Child Advisory teams in the Local Authority. The location of these settings are advertised through the local authorities’ Family Information Services. (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2018). 
Improved, and increased access to a Flying Start Health Visitor means parents are given additional support and further opportunities for home visits, as well as their supporting medical team of Flying Start Nursery Nurses and Midwifes. Health visitors assess the child and family in terms of low, medium or high risk, and are responsible for their continued assessment and appropriate referrals for children classed as a medium or high risk. Nursery Nurses can provide help and support with concerns, such as behaviour issues or sleep patterns. They also offer group sessions like baby massage. The midwives offer support both during pregnancy and post-natal for women who may need additional support, for example if they are vulnerable due to health concerns or age. 
The first three years of a child’s life have been identified as the “most intensive period for acquiring speech and language skills” (NIDCD, June 2017 ) The support of this language and communication development is a fundamental aim of the Flying Start program. The role of the Speech and Language Therapists within the program varies based on the needs of the children. They may need to provide support to the children and their parents / carers. Or develop learning strategies to improve a child’s communication skills and implement this in Flying Start settings. Often unseen, they will be required to provide training to other members of the Flying Start staff to help identify and support a child’s communication difficulties.
All families in the flying start scheme must be offered formal parenting support. This could be in groups or on a one to one basis.  The support will be offered in a variety of locations, but may be either formal or informal dependent on the child’s needs. The support, however, must follow the following themes. “Perinatal and support in the early years, Early intervention approaches to supporting vulnerable parents, Programmes to support parents in positive parenting”. (Welsh Government, 2017). Example’s of current programmes run in Pembrokeshire are; Families First, Communities First and the Family Information Service.
Language and Play (LAP) is an example of the type of informal support that can be provided to parents to help their child. Encouraging the use of activities and play to learn, the LAP pathway offers Baby LAP, LAP Parent and Toddler groups and LAP Programme sessions to help parents understand their importance in a child’s development. Baby LAP is an extension of baby massage and focuses on achieving developmental landmarks through the use of music, books and craft. LAP Parent and Toddler Groups offer play environments for children whilst parents can develop a support network with other parents and carers, whilst the LAP Programme is designed to help parents improve their interactions through work sessions and sharing ideas.  
[bookmark: _Hlk512781539]The effects of poverty on a child’s development are well documented. In 2013 D Hirsch (An estimate of the cost of child poverty) identified that child poverty costs the UK at least £29 billion per year.  “Of this £20.5 billion is a direct cost to government resulting from additional demand on services and benefit.” 
Reviewing Flying Start, and its key aim of improving the lives of people living in poverty, a National Assembly research note in 2014 (pg3) noted “Parents in Flying Start areas had on average 5.7 more contacts with health visiting services, compared with the comparison sample, including an average of 4.6 more in-home visits;” This increase in communication and opportunity for support   indicates that the children and families on the Flying Start scheme will benefit from the improved support. And this support is not only gained by the increased visits. “17.9 per cent more families in the Flying Start group were aware of parenting programmes compared with those in the comparison sample” (Welsh Assembly, 2014). Whilst these figures do not demonstrate the amount of programmes families have attended, an improved awareness would indicate more opportunity for families. 
The Flying Start seems to be working towards the goals set out in the Tackling Poverty Action Plan. National Assembly Wales noted that, by the age of 2, 
	“82 per cent of children in the Flying Start programme reached, exceeded or were within 	one age band of their developmental norms at age 2 years while 55 per cent met or 	exceeded their milestones at this age;” (National Assembly Wales 2014)
It is important to note, however, that its research also identified that “Children in Flying Start areas are no more likely to have been referred to or received help from professionals.” Given the increased levels of interactions with Health Visitors, and awareness of support, it would raise concerns that communication concerns, raised earlier in the essay, have not been suitably approached. 
Multi-agency work still suffers from challenges. The Flying Start’s aim of reducing the impact of child poverty is affected by changes and reforms to National Budgets, for example. Despite the empirical proof that its work is improving the performance levels and opportunities for children, The Welsh Government noted that current financial reforms will mean “relative child poverty in Wales will increase substantially – by 50,000 children (or 8 percentage points) by 2021 / 22” (Irranca-Davies, 2018). It was also noted that the  
	“child poverty rate for those in lone parent households in Great Britain is forecast to 	increase from 37% to over 62%, with lone parents losing an average of £5250 a year, almost 	one-fifth of their annual income” (Irranca-Davies, 2018). 
With local authority budgets dropping, and levels of poverty, as above, expected to increase, there will be a point where maintaining the current provision of services will become unattainable. 
Today, all environments, from education to work, need to be inclusive. Improved legislation has ensured that everyone is given the same opportunities to succeed. This can not be achieved with a “1 rule fits all” approach, so the influence provided by Multi-agency work is vital. Despite numerous failings, most notably in the cases of child welfare, many things have not changed since 1974. Evidence from Flying Start shows that improved, and more regular communication and awareness does not mean better lines of communication. Pembrokeshire County Council are currently advertising for 2 members of staff in the Family Intervention Team and 1 Children in Need social worker. (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2018) Providing a dis-jointed social care provision can lead to mistakes, and if roles are not filled by suitably trained or qualified staff then errors occur. In order for Multi Agency work to fulfil its potential and positively affect all children I believe it needs to become centred around the child, not based on money, culture, education or any other matter. This was summarised by Dr Nnenna Cook, a participant of the Laming Report (2003). She commented on the failings by statutory agencies to provide adequate steps to protect Victoria saying “a child is a child regardless of colour” and that “I do not do political correctness when it comes to children. I really do think that these children may be further disadvantaged if we go down that track.”     
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