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With a national drive in England for the development
and restructuring of services encouraging interdisci-
plinary approaches and multi-agency working, the
question remains as to how services should be devel-
oped and why it is perceived as so important. This
study by Pearl Barnes, who is an Every Child Counts
Teacher Leader and a member of the Specialist Advi-
sory Board for nasen and the Child and Family Public
Education Board at the Royal College of Psychia-
trists, explores the perspectives of special educa-
tional needs co-ordinators (SENCos) and parents
regarding the rationale for multi-agency working
and explores what an effective service might look
like. The interviews revealed overwhelming support
for multi-agency activity. Although no single ratio-
nale was identified, the general consensus was that a
multi-agency approach can provide a child-centred
pedagogical response, tailored to the individual
needs of the child. Multi-agency working was per-
ceived as enabling and enhancing inclusive educa-
tion by providing an early and holistic assessment of
individual needs through identification of all indi-
vidual barriers to achievement. No specific set of
protocols was identified as offering the most suit-
able way forward within the project region. However,
there was general agreement that a multi-agency
teamwork approach, accessed directly by schools
and intervening proactively within the community,
was an effective way forward.
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Introduction

Over the last few years, there has been a wealth of UK
governmental documentation and policy reforms upholding
the notion of agencies working in partnership to support
vulnerable children. The documents confront the history of
fragmentation between agencies and the subsequent failure
to share information; the perceived importance of early
identification and intervention; and the need for ‘more
co-located, multi-disciplinary services in providing person-
alised support’ (DoH/DfES, 2004). The Children’s Act
(2004) was the culmination of the Every Child Matters:
Change for Children Agenda (DfES, 2003), and legislates

that every locality has power to administer pooled budgets
and implement a Children’s Trust, in order to integrate and
unite services around the needs of the child.

Although partnership working is upheld as beneficial for all
children, children with special educational needs and/or dis-
abilities have formed the focus of much of the educational
inter-agency activity (Wilson & Pirrie, 2000). The aims of
co-ordinating services through ‘joint posts’ and ‘joint
working practices’ across health and education, and provid-
ing a ‘seamless service’ and a ‘one-stop shop’ for all service
provision, with more inter-agency collaboration, are empha-
sised throughout governmental literature (DfES, 2003,
2004). Joint working is therefore unequivocally viewed as
the means of providing a more cohesive and integrated
approach to addressing the needs of the child and family,
overcoming many additional stresses that are imposed upon
families through fragmented services and giving children
the best possible start in life (DoH, 2006).

Although no one argues against the benefits of integrated
services (Stiff, 2007), and there is clear strategic backing and
direction for local restructuring and reorganisation to config-
ure services to meet the needs of the most vulnerable children
more effectively, the detail surrounding the configuration and
delivery of local services has not been prescribed (Rutter,
2006). There is still little research-based evidence regarding
the efficacy of multi-agency practice or suggesting which
activity is most useful, with no comprehensive model of the
factors influencing its success (Salmon, 2004). However, the
Government has demonstrated substantial commitment to
localities developing multi-agency partnerships, providing
considerable flexibility for local authorities and communities
to develop their own multi-agency activities, tailored to meet
their own localities’ needs.

In order to gain the perspectives of other colleagues in the
teaching profession, the researcher conducted a small-scale
study to explore and examine the concept and context of
multi-agency working within schools across a single county.
The study was specifically intended to find out whether
practitioners and parents viewed multi-agency working as
important, and if so, why. In so doing, the study aimed to
provide a context for the impetus towards fundamental
change. A further aim was to discover any barriers and
facilitating factors to the implementation of multi-agency
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practices, in order to discover practical implications for its
implementation. The ‘terminological quagmire’ (Lloyd,
Stead & Kendrick, 2001, cited in Scottish Government,
2006) itself provides a number of barriers to discussion.
Terms such as ‘liaison’, ‘co-operation’, ‘co-ordination’,
‘collaboration’ and teamworking are encountered time and
again and could be regarded as being situated along a con-
tinuum, with ‘liaison’ indicating the least degree of commu-
nication between agencies and ‘collaboration’ indicating the
greatest degree of teamworking (Percy-Smith, 2005, cited in
Scottish Government, 2006).

What reasons are identified in the literature for adopting
multi-agency working practices?

A plethora of reasons are proposed within the literature for
developing multi-agency practice across communities.
When discussing children with social, emotional and be-
havioural difficulties (SEBD), for instance, Roaf (2002)
advocates the essential nature of multi-agency working for
enabling inclusion through adequate support and meeting
individual needs. She endorses raising attainment and
enabling children to achieve their full potential as the essen-
tial features of multi-agency working:

"Despite the complexity of their difficulties, in school,
teachers often find that when professionals work closely
together, young people reach their educational potential
... It is argued here, on the basis of such evidence, that
inclusion depends more than is fully appreciated on the
ability of agencies not only to co-operate, but to go
further and co-ordinate their services.’

(Roaf, 2002, p. 2)

A review of joint working between schools and Child and
Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) (Pettitt, 2003)
recognised the importance of joint working for strengthening
the support that CAMHS provide for schools. The Mental
Health Foundation (2001) identified the importance of multi-
agency teamwork as ‘absolutely essential’, expressing the
view that ‘teachers must not be left to cope alone’. Other
studies evaluating the provision of multi-agency support
teams — for example, in the form of BESTs (Behaviour and
Education Support Teams) working within schools — identify
the importance of ‘resolving some of the deep-rooted issues’
such as ‘poverty, underachievement and disruptive behav-
iour’ (Mortimore, 1997, cited in Hamill & Boyd, 2001).
Effective multi-agency working is particularly welcomed by
teachers (Stewart-Brown & Edmunds, 2003) and is seen as a
means of enabling increased access to specialist support and
resources, facilitating inclusion and resulting in raised attain-
ment. Forbes (2007) endorses the notion of a support network
for teachers, describing how ‘no one school can possess all
the skills, understanding and knowledge . . . to ensure all
students achieve their maximum potential’.

In outlining services for ‘looked after children’, Evans
(2007) identifies these children as being at greater risk of
mental health problems and exclusion, in addition to having
a disproportionate number of Statements of Special Educa-
tional Needs for emotional and behavioural difficulty. She

explains that looked-after children are ‘let down by poor
communication within and between caring authorities’,
identifying improvements in collaboration as the key to
improving outcomes (Evans, 2007).

For children with complex and multiple needs, Roaf (2002)
identifies how accessing the services of more than one
agency can often lead to lengthy delays. She describes how
children sometimes get ‘lost’ in the system and are ‘difficult
to place’, as they are defined by individual agency bound-
aries rather than by an analysis of their needs, and are there-
fore sometimes seen as being on the margin or outside of any
one particular service provision. This demarcation of agency
boundaries is described as leading to ‘through-the-netness’,
whereby individuals do not fit ‘neatly into the health, edu-
cation or social services categories’ and are passed between
agencies like ‘pass the parcel’, with no single agency taking
ultimate responsibility (Lacey, 2001). This is further rein-
forced by Tett (2005), who advocates multi-agency team-
working as a means of taking joint responsibility and
accountability. A study by Glenny (2005) resolved that inter-
agency working was adopted as a direct result of ‘system
failure’, with the ‘system’ being described as a powerful
agent or ‘dragon’ that could be neither controlled nor
ignored but merely ‘fed’. Glenny went on to describe how
systemic failures were not a function of a particular field
worker, nor even a local response to the legislative frame-
work, but ‘a frequently seen by-product of well intentioned
national policies’. The question is, zow can agencies begin
to pre-empt systemic failure and avoid ‘crisis point’ from
being reached by adopting inter-agency activity?

Early identification of and intervention to deal with ‘need’
has been identified as being closely associated with inter-
agency working. Carpenter (2000) discusses the concept of
multi-agency working in the context of the development of
early childhood intervention, particularly through the Early
Support Programme for children aged up to three years. He
provides a context within the national development of chil-
dren’s services for early identification and intervention, out-
lining the stream of legislative documents emerging from
the UK central Government over the last five years.

A complicating factor in the identification of children
considered as experiencing less severe, but more complex,
needs is that research suggests that the ‘co-occurrence’ and
the overlapping nature of a number of difficulties is high
(Maras, Cooper & Norwich, 2002). The overlap of difficul-
ties indicates that children who experience specific learning
and/or behavioural difficulties are more likely to experience
multiple strands and a complex range of difficulties (Kirby,
Davies & Bryant, 2005). The net combination of a child’s
complex needs coupled with environmental factors can lead
to a poor outlook, if a holistic appraisal of all of the child’s
individual strengths and weaknesses is not conducted. Maras
et al. (2002) view multidisciplinary working as a means of
providing this appraised holistic assessment, implying also
that it is essential for enabling the identification and subse-
quent removal of barriers to learning and participation,
which are often considerable.
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The emphasis upon multi-agency partnerships and team-
work essentially supports the premise that people are more
powerful, more accountable and more able to achieve
as a team than as autonomous individuals and agencies.
However, Pirrie, Wilson, Elsegood, Hall, Hamilton, Harden,
Lee and Stead (1998) question whether it is indeed possible
to enable more collaborative practice simply by putting
people from different backgrounds together. They raise the
concern that it could actually further reinforce the bound-
aries that demarcate professional groupings, rather than
fully integrating services. Effective teamworking is only
possible if team members are able to collaborate and share
knowledge effectively, and to give up some of their
autonomy for the ‘greater good of the whole’ (Tett, 2005).
Difficulty in using meetings effectively, petty power
struggles, interprofessional rivalries (Huxham, 1996, cited
in Tett, 2005), ‘professional distancing’ (Carpenter, 2000)
and ‘professional imperialism’ (Jones, 2000) are all factors
that prevent effective collaborative practice, and thus coun-
teract the benefits of working together. In order to facilitate
the integration of professionals and agencies, it has been
suggested that shared aims, values and beliefs, and the
sharing of a common goal from the outset, are necessary to
counterbalance the separateness of the individual agencies
(Atkinson, Wilkin, Stott, Doherty & Kinder, 2002).

It is generally agreed that the purposes of the many guises
of multi-agency practice — ranging from simple meetings
between professionals from different agencies, to profes-
sionals from different agencies working closely together in
teams across local communities — is essentially to improve
the quality of service to children and families and therefore
improve the outcomes of ‘vulnerable’ children through an
improved system of support for them, their educators and
their families.

Method

The researcher (a primary school teacher with an interest in
identifying ways of improving outcomes for children with
special educational needs and/or disabilities) conducted a
small-scale study in order to gain insights into the perspec-
tives of SENCos and parents of children with special edu-
cational needs and/or disabilities. The aim of this was to
obtain their opinions regarding the development of multi-
agency working, and the research consisted of interviewing
respondents across a large semi-rural county. Prior to the
interviews, the researcher conducted a number of prelimi-
nary visits to investigate a variety of models of multi-agency
activity from five contrasting areas across the UK, in order
to gain insight into the different approaches available. The
models reviewed included both multi-agency assessment
and diagnostic clinics, in addition to educational partner-
ships and inter-agency joint training models. The informa-
tion gained from these visits provided practical examples of
different multi-agency approaches, and these were used to
form the basis of the questions used in interviews with
parents and SENCos. Models of effective multi-agency
practice may be transferred to different situations (Roaf,
2002), and the provision of practical examples of working

models was viewed as a means of widening the perspectives
of respondents to what was feasible and already available in
other regions.

During the time when this study was being conducted, the
region being examined was undergoing a period of rapid
change in line with national developments, including the
integration of education and social care within the local
authority and the appointment of a Director of Children’s
Services and Joint Commissioning Arrangements. At the
national level, a Children’s Commissioner was appointed,
and a new Government department integrating children’s
social care and education was formed. On the ground, the
development of children’s centres in line with the Govern-
ment’s Sure Start Local Programme was underway, and ser-
vices for children within the early years (aged up to five
years) were experiencing significant change. Although the
models that were initially visited were models for children of
all ages, the SENCos interviewed all worked within the
primary phase (four to 11 years) and all parental respondents
had school-aged children between the ages of five and 14
years.

After conducting an initial pilot study, a range of potential
respondents were contacted by telephone. As many schools
as possible were contacted across a range of geographical
locations in the county and representing as wide a range of
number of children on roll as possible. Hence the final
selection was made primarily on the basis of location, size of
school and consent being given. Follow-up calls were made,
resulting in consent being obtained from 30 primary school
SENCos. Ideally, the geographical location of each respon-
dent was intended to ensure a representative view of expe-
riences across the whole county. However, as obtaining
consent from SENCos proved to be a formidable challenge,
the geographical location was subsequently considered to be
less important than obtaining individual insights and per-
sonal perspectives. Finding parental interviewees was com-
plicated further by ethical considerations, as SENCos were
not able to pass on any potential parental interviewee’s
details directly. The difficulty in accessing parental contri-
butions was overcome by requesting that SENCos pass on
the invitation to participate to potential parental inter-
viewees. The researcher was subsequently contacted by tele-
phone and obtained the consent of nine parents of children
with a range of special and additional educational needs
across both mainstream and special educational settings.
The resulting parental sample is not, therefore, considered to
be representative of parental perspectives generally, as the
parents who responded to the invitation may be, for
example, those whose experiences had been less favourable,
and who felt more inclined to voice their opinions about it.
All interviewees were promised complete anonymity and
were provided with an ethics protocol, outlining their rights
to withdraw from the study at any time.

The majority of SENCo interviews were semi-structured,
based around a lengthy interview schedule, which had
initially been designed to be completed as a postal ques-
tionnaire. Having considered the difficulties in obtaining
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responses to detailed questionnaires, it was decided to
deliver the questionnaire face-to-face in an interview, which
could be tailored to the situation of the interviewee and
varied in structure and length. The interviews with parents
were conducted within their homes, enabling parents to feel
at ease, and were invariably far less formal. Individuals were
questioned regarding their experiences of current local prac-
tices relating to multi-agency working, in addition to elicit-
ing their views regarding the importance and rationale for
multi-agency working, and finally, after detailing models on
offer in other regions, their views regarding what they would
consider as the best way forward for them. The data were
analysed by recording and collating all the individual
responses. Common themes were identified by trawling and
searching for keywords and comments, and subsequently the
themes were apportioned into categories and sub-categories.

Results

SENCo perspectives and experiences of

the current ‘system’

In order to investigate whether personal experiences of inter-
agency working, and hence responses, could be influenced
by a number of variables — such as the location of the school,
its size, the percentage of children with special educational
needs and the school SENCo’s level of experience (the
number of years they had worked as a school SENCo and
their level of training at postgraduate level, and specifically
whether they had any additional qualifications, such as
PGCert, PGDip, MA) — details of these variables were
obtained at the outset of the study. Although the results
revealed huge variations in school sizes, percentages of chil-
dren with special educational needs and the SENCo’s level
of experience, there were no substantial differences in their
responses and perceptions. Geographical location was,
however, identified as the single most overriding factor
influencing access to multi-agency provision, and hence the
perspectives and responses of respondents were influenced
accordingly. The location of the school appeared not only to
affect the ability to communicate with other agencies effec-
tively, but to increase the complexity of referral and
co-ordination between agencies. This is illustrated by one
SENCo who, when asked to relate her perspective of the
current system, described her difficulties in communicating
across different agencies:

‘Here is left out of it and out on a limb as we fall
between two big geographical areas/boundaries and

Table 1: Processes used by SENCos for identifying children

don’t get invited to different partnership meetings. We
have to access so many different services: from so
many different towns . . . there is a lack of
communication and we don’t always have copies of
reports.’

(SENCo 23)

A series of questions was asked relating to the referral
framework in the county, and in particular, SENCo respon-
dents were asked to describe how children in need of more
support were identified, assessed and referred to outside
agencies in order to determine how children currently
accessed the support of other agencies. An additional aim
was to clarify how children entered and passed through the
‘system’ from one agency to another. Was there a uniform
and consistent approach to identification, assessment and
diagnosis, for instance, or was this process reliant upon
individual expertise and insight? Answers to such ques-
tions may provide clues for the identification of a rationale
for multi-agency working. The results of the questioning
regarding the current identification and referral route are
outlined within Table 1. The results were analysed and
apportioned into six categories of sources of initial identi-
fication and two categories of methods of identification.
The most frequent source of identification was class teach-
ers’ concerns, and the attempt to investigate methods of
identification revealed that in the majority of cases there
were no formal structures in place for identification,
instead relying upon individuals to identify children who
were causing concern.

Parental perspectives and experiences of

the current services

All parental respondents had experienced multi-agency
involvement across health and education, with a number of
parents accessing the provision of over ten different health
professionals across a range of health authorities. Three
parental interviewees also had social care involvement.

In addition to asking a series of questions relating to how
children were identified, assessed and diagnosed, parents
were asked more specifically to relate any difficulties that
they personally encountered in gaining support for their
child. There are a number of multi-agency models that
directly relate to supporting children and families, and the
study was intended to clarify whether the experiences of
parents could be influenced through multi-agency working.

Six sources of initial identification
1. Class teacher concerns (nine responses)
2. Parental concerns (five responses)

3. Pre-school alerting to possibility of special educational needs
(six responses)

4. Previous school (four responses)
5. Routine screening (five responses)
6. Foundation stage profile (two responses)

How children are identified, including specific processes of screening used to identify children of concern:

Two methods of identification
1. Structured framework for identification (12 responses):
» Systematic screening of children (four responses)
* Regular meetings for all school staff (five responses)
* Provision of a ‘log of concern’ (three responses)

2. No structured identification framework (16 responses)
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All respondents stated that they found the initial identifica-
tion and assessment process particularly stressful, and there
was an overwhelming concern regarding the lack of
communication, with particular reference to information
sharing. A number of additional tensions were discussed;
these were categorised as:

* Lack of communication over the help available and
where to go for help:

‘The specialists work in the system and yet become
complacent, and forget to tell you things. No one tells
you what to do and where to go for help. It’s taken
about four years to learn the system through a lot

of heartache and a lot of trial and error, but I

know now where to go and who to go to for what’
(parent 5).

*  Waiting for and delivery of the diagnosis: ‘The
delivery of possibility of diagnosis was not good’
(parent 3).

* Lack of information about their child’s diagnosis:
‘Search for information, constant search’ (parent 4).

* Lack of cohesion and integration in approach:

... there was still confusion as to who to contact,
lack of response regarding “overall picture”, each
professional very isolated in their approach’
(parent 9).

Perspectives of respondents regarding the importance of
multi-agency working

Unanimous support for multi-agency working was
expressed by all respondents. The reasons behind its per-
ceived importance and the perceived advantages it might
afford were then investigated more thoroughly.

The responses outlined within Table 2 illustrate the
perceived impact of multi-agency activity, and have been
collated and broadly allocated to two categories:

*  The direct impact upon the child and family:
responses in this category referred to improvements in
child and family support, with a more accurate,
timely, holistic and balanced appraisal of individual
needs.

*  The impact upon services being provided: responses
in this category identified the perceived advantages
of services working together, providing improved
information sharing, more specialism within
school and pooling resources and expertise in
order to provide the right support as early as
possible.

Other reasons for greater integration were proposed; these
were saving time and money, monitoring service provision,
delivering a co-ordinated service and joint awareness
of the child’s problems. Two interviewees specified the
impact that multi-agency working has upon the community
as a whole, implying that as schools are embedded within
local communities, endeavouring to improve outcomes for

vulnerable children by working in partnership has the addi-
tional effect of benefiting the whole community.

Perspectives of respondents regarding the drawbacks and
barriers to multi-agency working

In order to determine the implications for multi-agency
practices, interviewees were asked about any perceived dis-
advantages or barriers to multi-agency working. Only two
respondents considered there to be any disadvantages to
multi-agency working. Although supportive, they consid-
ered the act of multi-agency assessment to be potentially
stressful for the child and family. Table 3 summarises the
responses about the perceived barriers to multi-agency
working, and highlights many possible problems for
consideration in the establishment and implementation of
multi-agency practices.

Perspectives of respondents regarding the key factors

for success

The perceived key factors for effective and successful multi-
agency working were identified through the responses
obtained, which were broadly categorised into two groups:

*  Personal qualities: personal qualities that were
mentioned as being important for effective and
successful multi-agency practice included
commitment, clear direction, good social skills,
ability to work with parents, good listening, good
communication skills, being able to see all points
of view, flexibility, co-operation, open-minded,
respectfulness towards others’ viewpoints, enthusiasm
and determination to overcome obstacles and break
down barriers, persistence, approachability,
professional knowledge, knowledge of all associated
agencies and of the local area.

*  Logistical factors: this category can be subdivided
further into three logistical factors that respondents
suggested would need to be addressed for successful
management of multi-agency activity:

1. parental involvement;

2. communication and co-ordination, including
speaking a common language;

3. joint commitment and sustainability.

All of these perceived factors for successful inter-agency
practice are mentioned in the literature (DfES, 2003;
Atkinson et al., 2002; Atkinson, Wilkin, Stott & Kinder,
2001; Carpenter, 2000; Pettitt, 2003) as essential compo-
nents, and merely reinforce the universal nature of the dif-
ficulties and barriers encountered when endeavouring to
integrate services for children.

Parental respondents offered many ideas about how services
could be developed further, which were broadly apportioned
to two categories:

* more information and support, including better and
more personal communication;
* apersonal keyworker.
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Table 2: Perceived impact of multi-agency activity

Impact upon child and family (27 responses)
Child and family-centred support was cited as important in order to provide a holistic view of the child and improve outcomes.
 Provides a holistic view of the child Eight responses  ‘The child is at the centre and there can be all sorts of

different behaviours presented. We should be talking
together about the child holistically” (SENCo 4)

» Gathering a wider picture of the child Four responses ‘From my point of view it widens my knowledge of the child. 1
feel more informed.” (SENCo 7)
» Provides more support for the child and family Three responses ‘I think it enables children and families to feel more

supported so there is not the passing from one agency to
another, each saying it is the other’s responsibility.
Sometimes you feel like piggy in the middle.” (parent 3)

* Provides a balanced view of the child’s needs Four responses ‘In order to have a balanced view of the child’s needs to
produce the best possible support.” (SENCo 6)
» Provides earlier identification and earlier support  Five responses ‘Enables earlier identification, things happening earlier and
for the child in place earlier’ (SENCo 30)
 Supports social inclusion and provides equal Three responses  ‘It’s the next step for equal opportunities. Everyone having
opportunities the right for the best in society and for social inclusion.
(SENCo 14)
* To improve outcomes One response ‘1'd like to think that it is to improve outcomes.” (SENCo 3)
» Impact upon the community Two responses ‘Good opportunity to impact upon families and community.
Common understandings and moving in the same direction.
(SENCo 12)

Impact upon the agencies providing the services (36 responses)

Multi-agency working was perceived as being of benefit to individual professionals and to the services provided. These benefits include
pooling resources, sharing expertise, earlier identification, joint accountability and agreement, and saving time, money and resources in
the long run by reducing the need for multiple appointments.

 Services pulling together and pooling expertise 11 responses ‘Everybody should be working together towards achieving the
maximum aims for the child and you can only do that if
you are all communicating.’ (SENCo 8)

‘Other professionals are aware of other information, which
we don’t know about and may be of help. It’s two ways as
there are things that we observe that would help them to
diagnose. (SENCo 15)

‘Everyone talking to each other means everyone can jointly
decide on the best course of action, and everyone knows
what is going on. It improves the communication between
professionals and parents.” (parent 2)

* Reducing overlaps and fragmentation Five responses ‘Otherwise you get a fragmented view of a child or pupil. If
communication isn't there you get lots of repetition.’
(SENCo 1)

‘[ believe it provides a better service. Everyone is aware of
what is going on with the child. Future provision can be
planned for. Information can be centrally held and
everyone has access.” (parent 4)

» Saves time and money Five responses ‘[ think the principles are sound. I think money comes into it
somewhere and there is a lot of wasted money in the system
and the aim is to reduce the overlaps.” (SENCo 4)

» Provides a standardised procedure and framework One response ‘It’s trying to make a uniform framework so that we are all
doing the same thing.” (SENCo 18)
» Drawing upon others’ expertise/specialist services 10 responses ‘We feel like we are just scratching the surface. Having more
supporting mainstream services specialist expertise on the ground where it really makes a

difference would be useful” (SENCo 25)

‘There are limitations to my expertise and experience. We
need specialist information on the ground, someone with a
wider knowledge who is up to date with modern practice.
We are just enablers to enable children to be seen by other
specialists.” (SENCo 2)

» Shared accountability/joint agreement Four responses ‘Shared accountability and possibly cost-effectiveness as there
would be more efficiency in the information being shared.
(SENCo 27)

* Job satisfaction One response ‘... the most powerful thing within my teaching career has

been working with a speech and language therapist, it has
really impacted my practice.” (SENCo 21)
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Table 3: Barriers to multi-agency working

Logistical barriers
* Time, money and resources

¢ Information sharing

13 responses

Two responses

Many interviewees commented that there would be difficulty in attending
meetings due to time constraints. The time taken to travel across a large rural
region to lots of small schools was a concern for some.

‘Time, resources and number of people involved.” (SENCo 17)

“Too many things to discuss at one meeting. How can it be co-ordinated? Time
and money, where are the professionals going to come from, especially speech
therapists?’ (parent 3)

‘Not being able to talk openly, medics and confidentiality and how much we do
share information. Communication is also a barrier’ (SENCo 3)

‘Confidentiality. I don’t think everything needs to go everywhere.’ (parent 5)

‘Some parents may not want agencies to talk together. Regarded as big brother

« Different cultures/systems
boundaries

» Co-ordination and efficiency

Three responses

Three responses

Personnel barriers

« Individual personalities Three responses

 Professional challenges Two responses

if ' went too far with everyone having access to everything.” (parent 4)
‘Cultural boundaries.” (SENCo 25)

‘Bureaucracy of it. If not done well it could become too complicated. Sometimes
there can be too many meetings and some big meetings can be off-putting.
(SENCo 9)

‘It’s always going to be personalities, or departments who don’t gel with a
school.” (SENCo 18)

‘Professional boundaries and personal egos. Individual professionals who lack
communication skills.” (parent 2)

‘No disadvantages but can see funding as a barrier. Personality clashes between
professionals forced to work together.’ (parent 9)

‘Professional cultures and boundaries. Some professionals don't like to be
challenged.” (SENCo 16)

Perspectives of respondents regarding different
multi-agency models

After outlining and describing briefly the multi-agency
models on offer in other regions in order to widen the per-
spectives of respondents, respondents were asked which
model they would consider to be most useful and effective.
Table 4 outlines the responses to each model, with the
models of the single-point-of-contact/keyworker and the
specialist teamwork approach being overwhelmingly sup-
ported by both SENCo and parental respondents. A notable
number of SENCo and parental respondents had expressed
considerable concern over the ability to communicate with
other agencies for a number of reasons, and the idea of a
single point of contact appeared to offer a solution to many
of their issues, as outlined by one parent:

‘Having a single point of contact would have really
helped, in order to know who to go to for what and
what to expect. We were attending appointments and
had no idea why we were doing so, no one told us what
they were looking for, all we knew about was that his
speech was delayed.

(Parent 9)

The concept of the specialist teamwork approach, accessed
directly by schools, appeared to overcome the inexorable
difficulty faced by many SENCos and parents in accessing
adequate funding and services and the consequential time
delays incurred:

‘Multi-agency assessment is sequential. The child has
to fail and keep failing in order to get the referral, and
will then go from one professional to another.’

(SENCo 27)

Discussion

This section contains discussion of the implications of the
non-standard and inconsistent nature of the current referral
route upon the identification of children’s needs as a precur-
sor to multi-agency involvement, and the subsequent impli-
cations for multi-agency working. The findings of the study
will be drawn on in order to discuss how services could be
developed further through the concept of a multi-layered
support network.

The relative notion of need

Interviewing SENCos and parents in advance of any imple-
mentation of increased inter-agency activity not only pro-
vides a basis for identifying and addressing ‘gaps’ in current
services, but also enables potential pitfalls to be identified,
as far as possible, before putting a multi-agency approach
into practice, thereby facilitating its success.

The original aims of the study did not include evaluation of
inconsistencies in approaches to the identification of the
needs of children. However, in the process of questioning
SENCos and parents about their current experiences, in
order to determine whether any improvements could be
made through joint working practices, many inconsistencies
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Table 4: Perceptions regarding multi-agency models

Which services would you view of being of benefit?

Keyworker service: single point of contact/lead
professional to co-ordinate the needs of the child
and be available to provide advice to schools and
parents provided for every child and family at
point of entry. Financed through pooled budget or
single agency. Keyworker stays with the family
longitudinally.

Specialist interagency/community support service:
to provide advice, observations and assessments;
to act as an intermediary service between the
schools within a region and the health services
for that region through direct referral; and to
work in schools and provide direct access for
referral (for example, specialist health and
educational professionals working together in
teams funded through a pooled budget).

‘One-stop shop’ for all service provision in an
accessible place (may include a multi-agency
assessment centre): all agencies assess the child
at the same time and place, reducing the need for
multiple appointments.

Outreach service (home/school visiting): to observe,
assess and support the child.

Joint training and cascade training: specialist
training supporting mainstream.

17 responses

16 responses

Eight responses

Two responses

Six responses

‘Keyworker to liaise with, as long as it isn’t
expected to be the SENCo as I wouldn’t have the
time.” (SENCo 15)

‘By far the most useful aspect would be to have a
single point of contact, whether this is through
your specialist interagency support service or
through a different way, to have a co-ordinated
service would help. (SENCo 27)

‘Specialist support network would be brilliant. We
ask for hands on as it would be great. A really
good idea.’ (SENCo 24)

‘What we really need is a one-stop shop where
everybody is there for all these children with
needs, with any need.’ (parent 7)

‘The multi-agency assessment and a one-stop shop
Jor service provision is the ideal.” (SENCo 19)

‘A local clinic run by health visitors for children
with special needs. I have to travel to [name of
town] for everything. Everything is [name of
town]-centred. If youre not from the main town
you do feel as though you are on your own a bit.
(parent 5)

‘More training earlier. Joint training so we all start
at the same level” (SENCo 29)

‘Skills groups for the cascade and joint training for
understanding what everybody else is doing.’
(SENCo 23)

were revealed in approaches to identification, referral and
assessment across the region studied. The existence of these
inconsistencies highlights the complexity of trying to cat-
egorise and partition children’s individual needs. The initial
identification and screening process within many schools
was based upon the individual SENCo’s perception of need.
The effectiveness of this process appears to be highly depen-
dent upon many events taking place, often relying upon
personal expertise and knowledge. Screening which relies
upon intuition or ‘concerns’ is subjective and therefore unre-
liable, as a ‘concern’ for one teacher may not be a ‘concern’
for another. Florian (2002) identifies the ‘looseness’ of the
definition of special educational need as a by-product of a
non-categorical approach to meeting special educational
needs, coupled with systemic variables. She explains how
this non-standard approach is responsible for creating the
five-fold variation between local education authorities in the
proportion of pupils with Statements of Special Educational
Needs. Without a standard procedure, it is difficult to ensure
a consistent approach to identification and referral, as the
difficulties identified may not be of equal severity as those of
children within other settings. Starr and Lacey (1996) assert
that the ‘severity of the child’s difficulties will determine the
appropriate professionals’. Given the inconsistent nature of
the initial identification of the severity of need, is it possible
for any improvements to be made through increased

inter-agency working, where a team of specialists are on
hand to assess the needs of children holistically at the ear-
liest opportunity?

Overriding concerns of SENCo and parental respondents
In addition to difficulties in identifying children who are
causing concern, some respondents experienced difficulties
in communicating with some agencies and professionals.
The need for improved communication between profession-
als exemplifies the rationale for multi-agency activity, as
multi-agency working is often designed to remove some of
the barriers to communication and improve collaboration
across the interfaces (Roaf, 2002). One respondent,
however, commented, on the basis of her personal experi-
ence of intra-agency practice, that communication within
agencies needed to be tackled and improved before agencies
could begin to communicate and collaborate across agency
boundaries. The need for effective intra-agency collabora-
tion is endorsed by Roaf (2002), promoting the importance
of each agency operating effectively as a separate agency
before embarking upon working with other agencies.

The overriding concerns for parents related to poor commu-
nication and information sharing. Carpenter (2000) affirms
the finding that parents often feel unsupported and devalued:
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‘Families do not seek sympathy, and do not wish to be
patronised, but want to be valued and treated as equals.
They are not interested in being converted to particular
educational ideologies or medical or therapeutic
doctrines, but desire recognition of the individuality of
their children and the uniqueness of their families. If
these needs are to be met in families, a co-ordinated
and coherent approach is necessary.’

(p. 140)

The notion of a keyworker/single-point-of-contact model
was perceived as overcoming the difficulties experienced in
information sharing and communication, and the perceived
lack of support experienced by some parents.

The overriding concerns of SENCos, however, related to the
difficulties in access to specialised services and provision,
which may or may not be due to the rurality of the region
studied. The multi-agency model of a collaborative team of
specialists, in the form of a specialist support network
working jointly out of and within schools, was perceived as
overcoming many of the difficulties experienced in access-
ing services, funding, resources and provision to meet the
individual needs of children. It was perceived as providing
support for the child, family and school at the point of a need
arising, ensuring that tailored provision could be imple-
mented at the earliest opportunity.

Indications for the further development of services

Taking into account the fact that recent studies suggest that
those most likely to be in need are least likely to access
services (White & Verduyn, 2006), Ward and Rose (2002)
propose three levels of support as necessary to ensure that
children do not ‘slip through the net’. The primary level is a
universal preventative level that involves ‘community devel-
opment’. The secondary level is a more specialised layer that
provides help at the onset of ‘problems’ arising, in order to
avoid the development of more severe complications, and
the tertiary level provides highly specialised interventions.
Ward and Rose (2002) describe the necessity of developing
a ‘continuum of services between all levels’ in order to
ensure the availability of a safety net to ‘catch’ and support
children in the event of a need arising; this is analogous with
a ‘seamless service’ (DfES, 2003). However, since different
agencies are responsible for different aspects of ‘need’ and
service provision, and since ‘children with complex prob-
lems do not fall neatly into the health, education or social
service categories’ (Salmon, 2004), the ‘continuum of ser-
vices” would need to be a multi-faceted (Berelowitz, 2005)
and multi-dimensional configuration or web, reflecting
the multiple appearances of ‘need’. Would the rational
approach, therefore, be for a multi-layered system of inter-
vention, with multi-agency collaborative teamwork across
all layers and tiers? In order to design a model which
provides more support through the concept of a specialist
multi-agency team working within the community and out
of schools and centres, we can look to Rutter’s (20006) rig-
orous yet inconclusive evaluation of the UK’s most recent
and prolific multi-agency preventative strategy: the Sure
Start Local Programme, which was predominantly designed

as a universal preventive service to target general improve-
ments in outcomes for children within the early stages of
life.

The present study indicates a number of implications for the
future development of universal services, with particular
reference to the integration of universal services with tar-
geted and specialist services. In the words of Rutter (2006):

‘Universal interventions need to be combined with
targeted interventions and both need to involve well
trained staff likely to be trusted and respected by
families.’

(p. 140)

This study has several implications for the future develop-
ment of multi-agency practices. It has highlighted:

* the need for professional groupings across all tiers
and levels to devote additional time, effort and
resources to meeting on a regular basis;

¢ the importance of improved accessibility of specialist
trained professionals to support universal services,
preferably working out of and within local schools
and the community;

¢ the necessity of improved communication by
specialists with parents and professionals, and the
appointment of a personal keyworker or co-ordinator,
who has the time to take on a key role in sharing and
disseminating information and to act as the single
point of contact;

¢ the development of a clearer and more uniform
referral approach in order to ensure that those with
multiple disadvantages and in greatest ‘need’ are able
to access the services that they require.

Conclusion

This study has revealed overwhelming support among
SENCos and parents for increased multi-agency activity
within the school-age population. There was a general con-
sensus that either the keyworker/single-point-of-contact
model or a collaborative teamwork approach, working
within the community, accessed directly by families and
SENCos, would be the best way forward for supporting
‘vulnerable’ children. Respondents perceived that a single
point of contact would improve communication and infor-
mation sharing, and that multi-agency teamworking would
improve support to both the child and family, in addition
to improving the efficiency of the ‘system’. However, the
study also revealed a subtle difference in the perception of
the needs of the community, whereby the lack of multi-
agency teamwork may be viewed as a cause for increased
stress in families. This view was endorsed by Christine
Lenehan at the Special Educational Needs Strategy launch
in 2004:

‘Partnership working must be the way forward
evidenced by shared information, shared assessments
and under shared values because fragmented services
create vulnerable families.
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No single rationale for the perceived importance of multi-
agency working was determined from the study, as multiple
approaches were identified, with a plethora of reasons for
undertaking them. However, multi-agency working was per-
ceived as not only improving the accessibility of and com-
munication between specialist professionals and services,
but also providing a means whereby individual and addi-
tional needs could be identified at the earliest opportunity, in
addition to providing a holistic child- and family-centred
approach to supporting the child and family. In essence,
multi-agency working was perceived to be the means
whereby many frustrations and anxieties, encountered
within a fragmented system of time-consuming multiple
appointments, assessments and poor information sharing,
would be alleviated.

Effective multi-agency working is perceived as requiring a
group of people who communicate and share information

effectively. This may be facilitated through the sharing of
a common vision, working towards common goals and
sharing a common language, in support of children and
families.

There is a need for more evaluative studies in order to
inform the development of multi-agency practices and, in
particular, to improve services for children and families.
Future studies could also begin to explore the impact of
multi-agency working upon local communities, as their
development and implementation begins to become em-
bedded within, and to impact upon, local services. The
differences between regions could be evaluated in order to
determine whether demographic differences have any effect
upon the detail or focus of the chosen multi-agency activity,
and thereby determine whether a specific multi-agency
model or strategy is more efficacious over another across
particular regions and for particular foci.

References

Atkinson, M., Wilkin, A., Stott, A. & Kinder, K. (2001)
Multi-Agency Working: an audit of activity. LGA
Educational Research Programme, Research Report 17.
Slough: NFER.

Atkinson, M., Wilkin, A., Stott, A., Doherty, P. & Kinder,
K. (2002) Multi-agency Working: a Detailed Study.
LGA Research Report 26. Slough: NFER.

Berelowitz, M. (2005) ‘First thoughts on the NSF: a
personal commentary’, Child and Adolescent Mental
Health, 10 (3), 118-120.

Carpenter, B. (2000) ‘Sustaining the family: meeting the
needs of families of children with disabilities’, British
Journal of Special Education, 27, 135-144.

DfES (Department for Education and Skills) (2003) Every
Child Matters. London: The Stationery Office.

DfES (Department for Education and Skills) (2004)
Removing Barriers to Achievement: The SEN Strategy.
London: The Stationery Office.

DoH/DfES (Department of Health/Department for
Education and Skills) (2004) National Service
Framework for Children, Young People and Maternity
Services: change for children: core standards. London:
The Stationery Office.

DoH (Department of Health) (2006) Working Together to
Safeguard Children: a guide to inter-agency working to
safeguard and promote the welfare of children. London:
The Stationery Office.

Evans, F. (2007) ‘Looked after children’, Special!,
November, 25-27.

Florian, L. (2002) ‘The more things change the more they
stay the same? A response to the Audit Commission’s
report on statutory assessment and Statements of SEN’,
British Journal of Special Educational Needs, 29 (4),
164-169.

Forbes, F. (2007) ‘Towards inclusion: an Australian
perspective’, Support for Learning, 22 (2), 66-71.

Glenny, G. (2005) ‘Riding the dragon: exploring the
principles that underpin effective interagency
networking’, Support for Learning, 20 (4), 167-175.

Hamill, P. & Boyd, B. (2001) ‘Rhetoric or reality:
interagency provision for young people with
challenging behaviour’, Emotional and Behavioural
Difficulties, 6 (3), 135-149.

Jones, H. (2000) ‘Partnerships: a common sense approach
to inclusion?’ Paper presented at the SCUTREA 30th
Annual Conference, University of Nottingham, 3-5
July [online at http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/
documents/00001456htm].

Kirby, A., Davies, R. & Bryant, A. (2005) ‘Do teachers
know more about specific learning difficulties than
general practitioners?’ British Journal of Special
Education, 32 (3), 122-126.

Lacey, P. (2001) Support Partnerships: collaboration in
action. London: David Fulton Publishers.

Lenehan, C. (2004) ‘The National Service Framework and
Every Child Matters — key links.” Paper presented at the
Removing Barriers to Achievement Special Educational
Needs Strategy Conference, Queen Elizabeth 11
Conference Centre, London, 11 February.

Maras, P., Cooper, P. & Norwich, B. (2002) ‘Different
perspectives’, Special!, Summer, 28-31.

Mental Health Foundation (2001) I Want to Be Your
Friend . . . But I Don’t Know How: whole school
approaches to children’s mental health. London:
Mental Health Foundation.

Pettitt, B. (2003) Effective Joint Working between Child
and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) and
Schools. LGA Research Report 412. London: Mental
Health Foundation for DfES.

Pirrie, A., Wilson, V., Elsegood, J., Hall, J., Hamilton, S.,
Harden, R., Lee, D. & Stead, J. (1998) Evaluating
Multidisciplinary Education in Health Care.
Edinburgh: SCRE.

© 2008 The Author(s). Journal compilation © 2008 NASEN

British Journal of Special Education - Volume 35 - Number 4 - 2008 239


http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol

Roaf, C. (2002) Co-ordinating Services for Included
Children: joined up action. Buckingham: Oxford
University Press.

Rutter, M. (2006) ‘Is Sure Start an effective preventive
intervention?’ Child and Adolescent Mental Health,

11 (3), 135-141.

Salmon, G. (2004) ‘Multi-agency collaboration: the
challenges for CAMHS’, Child and Adolescent Mental
Health, 9 (4), 156-161.

Starr, A. & Lacey, P. (1996) ‘Multidisciplinary
assessment: a case study’, British Journal of Special
Education, 23 (2), 57-60.

Stewart-Brown, S. & Edmunds, L. (2003) Assessing
Emotional and Social Competence in Primary Schools
and Early Years Settings. London: The Stationery
Office.

Stiff, R. (2007) ‘The way forward’, Special!, September,
44-47.

Tett, L. (2005) ‘Inter-agency partnerships and integrated
community schools: a Scottish perspective’, Support for
Learning, 20 (4), 157-161.

Scottish Government (2006) ‘Exploring the evidence base
for Integrated Children’s Services’, The Scottish
Government Publications [online at http://
www.scotland.gov.uk/publications/2006/01/
24120649/4].

From nasen

Helping Everyone Achieve

Ward, H. & Rose, W. (2002) Approaches to Needs
Assessment in Children’s Services. London: Jessica
Kingsley Publishers.

White, C. & Verduyn, C. (2006) ‘The Children And
Parents Service (CAPS): a multi-agency early
intervention initiative for young children and their
families’, Child and Adolescent Mental Health, 11 (4),
192-197.

Wilson, V. & Pirrie, A. (2000) Multi-Disciplinary
Teamworking: beyond the barriers? A review of issues.
Edinburgh: SCRE.

Address for correspondence:
Pearl Barnes
Education Development Service
Somerset County Council
County Hall
Taunton
Somerset TA1 4DY
Email: PBarnes@somerset.gov.uk

Article submitted: January 2007
Accepted for publication: March 2008

ONLINE ONLY

An International Peer Reviewed Journal
Edited by Sue Ralph

Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs

Journal of Research in
Special Educational Needs

Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs (JORSEN) is an
established online forum for the dissemination of research on special
educational needs. JORSEN aims to:
® Publish original research, literature reviews and theoretical papers on
meeting special educational needs
® Create a forum for researchers to reflect on, and share ideas
regarding, issues of particular importance to them such as
methodology, research design and ethical issues o3 "f)
® Reach a wide multi-disciplinary national and international audience
through online publication

For further information and to view a sample issue online, visit:
www.blackwellpublishing.com/jorsen

nasen

( Blackwell
Helping Everyone Achieve o .

"R ' Publishing
www.nasen.org.uk www.blackwellpublishing.com

240 British Journal of Special Education - Volume 35 - Number 4 - 2008 © 2008 The Author(s). Journal compilation © 2008 NASEN


http://www.scotland.gov.uk/publications/2006/01
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/publications/2006/01
mailto:PBarnes@somerset.gov.uk

Copyright of British Journal of Special Education is the property of Blackwell Publishing Limited
and its content may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the
copyright holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email
articles for individual use.



