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Introduction

The National Deaf Children’s Society is the leading charity dedicated to creating a world without barriers for deaf children and young people. We want to work with Government, local authorities, health bodies as well as our third sector partners to ensure they can effectively support deaf children and their families. 

In Scotland we offer a range of services to help ensure deaf children get the support they need. These services include a national child and family support service, a Freephone Helpline, a range of events for parents and young people, access to a technology loan service and support to nine local deaf children societies across Scotland. 

We have recently secured funding from Big Lottery Scotland to deliver our Everyone Together project, which will see around 350 families receive unique early years support over three years. The project will provide support to families and professionals supporting deaf children in the early years. Its Family Sign Language element will offer families (including deaf children and their siblings) and early years professionals the chance to take part in Family Sign Language courses in group and one to one settings.

Moving forward this year we will also be carrying out development work, funded by Scottish Government, to develop advice and guidance for parents of newly-diagnosed deaf babies/children and professionals working with them on language and communication options. As a member of the British Sign Language (Scotland) Act 2015 Partnership, we will work closely with the Scottish Government and other deaf sector colleagues to support the implementation of the British Sign Language (Scotland) Act 2015. Finally, funding from the Scottish Government’s Children and Young People Early Intervention Fund will enhance our capacity to deliver services for deaf children and their families and ensures this work contributes effectively to key national agendas around wellbeing and attainment.

Context

· There are as many as 3850 deaf children in Scotland today and we believe that, with the right support and early identification, they can do anything other children can do. 

· The early years are a critical time in every child’s cognitive and language development. Deaf children face a number of additional barriers at this time. The impact of childhood deafness on a child’s ability to reach their developmental and educational potential is significant.

· Nine out of ten deaf children have hearing parents, many of whom have no previous experience of deafness. Communication is therefore a key barrier that can have a major impact on language and cognitive development.

· In the absence of statutory or government-endorsed guidance on the supports that should be available to deaf children following identification of deafness, there is inconsistent practice across Scotland which results in some areas of effective practice and some areas where families feel less supported. 
Impact on attainment 

· In Scotland, the challenges deaf children face manifest in a significant attainment gap which starts early and affects deaf learners through their school career and beyond.

· The latest Scottish Government data shows that last year 11.8% of deaf learners left school with no qualifications (compared with 2.6% of all pupils) and 38.7% obtained Highers or Advanced Highers (compared with 59.3% of all pupils). This gap in achievement at school goes on to affect deaf young people’s life chances, with 24.7% going onto university compared with 41.3% of those with no additional support needs. 

Progress so far 

· It has been 13 years since the advent of the Universal Newborn Hearing Screening programme in Scotland. This was a turning point in the early identification of deaf babies and over the last decade thousands of children and their families have benefitted, yet there are still no standards of support in place for families of deaf children following diagnosis.
· In Scotland, the British Sign Language (Scotland) Act, Getting It Right for Every Child and a strong attainment agenda all have the potential to drive positive outcomes for deaf children and their families.

· While this progress should be celebrated, there is still much work to be done to ensure that every deaf child in Scotland gets the support they need from birth.

Our recommendations 

· Continued investment into specialist services and specialist professionals supporting deaf children and their families in the early years. These services and professionals are vital in ensuring positive outcomes for deaf children and their families but are under increasing pressure in today’s financial climate.

· Scottish-Government endorsed guidance should be developed to inform the early years support and multi-agency provision that should be available to deaf children and their families. A collaborative approach is required to develop this, involving key partners in government, education, health, social care, third sector as well as parents and carers of deaf children.

· Improved monitoring and accountability around the outcomes of deaf children in the early years is critical to supporting service improvement. Involvement from agencies like Education Scotland and the Care Inspectorate in inspecting services for deaf children and sharing effective practice would be valuable. 

· The first Scottish BSL National Plan should include a strong strategic ambition for support in the early years for families. We welcome the strong commitment the Scottish Government has shown towards addressing the gap in early years by funding Family Sign Language and endorse the approach that the Plan is used to build on this commitment by including both the provision of information about BSL and provision of support for families to learn to sign with their deaf child. 

Consultation Questions

Question 1: What factors should be considered in developing a simple,

standardised yet flexible process for becoming a funded provider?
The quality of ELC provision is critical and will underpin the success of the model in achieving its intended outcomes for children. The model will also require to be financially sustainable, fair and flexible to meet the needs of all children.

For disabled children, high-quality and effective ELC settings are characterised by an understanding of the impact of deafness on learning and taking practical steps to reduce this impact as much as possible by using support strategies which enable effective teaching and learning to take place. ELC settings should also be confident and proficient in using hearing technologies and be aware of the indicators of hearing loss. Practitioners within ELC settings should be aware of:-

· The need to increase processing time for deaf children when giving instructions and explanations;

· The generally lower rates of incidental learning among deaf children as they are less likely to casually pick up information and knowledge from conversations and the world around them like TV and radio. As such, one to one opportunities to learn in good listening environments are critical;

· That deaf children may struggle with self-esteem and confidence given the communication barriers they experience, and praising appropriately and being positive about deafness is important;

· The learning styles of deaf children may be different to other children and it is generally helpful to use multisensory approaches;

· The difficulties deaf children often have in following group conversations

· The significant numbers of children who experience temporary deafness (e.g. otitis media) and the impact this can have on development

We have a number of resources and tools for practitioners. Our Early Years project, Everyone Together, team and Child and Family Support Officers are also available to work locally to support practitioners to make their settings inclusive to deaf children. We would welcome the opportunity to share these resources and our expertise widely.

Question 2: What are the key shared principles which should underpin an effective

and positive partnership between local authorities and funded providers?

· Ensuring high quality provision for deaf children
· Developing practitioner learning – focusing on the needs and highlighting/developing strengths of practitioners who support and extend deaf children’s learning and development to achieve specialisms. For example, incentivising Teachers of the Deaf to achieve specialisms in Early Years practice, of which there is currently a lack of in Scotland 
Partnership working with other services involved in supporting children is also crucial, especially for disabled children who may have a number of services around them. Services to consider are Speech and Language Therapy (SLT); health services such as audiology; Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services; peripatetic education services such as Teachers of the Deaf and Educational Audiologists; communication support services such as Communication Support Workers (CSWs) and interpreters; services provided by the third sector such as children and family support services and specialist early years services.

Question 3a: We are proposing that the National Standard includes a qualification

requirement for childminders delivering the funded entitlement to be qualified to or

working towards the same qualification level as is required for an ELC practitioner

(SCQF level 7). What are the advantages of including this criteria?

We recommend training for any early years professionals working with deaf children, such as deaf awareness training and BSL skills.
Case study: BSL tutors providing support in the early years

We are aware of services in Scotland that employ BSL tutors to work with families and young people. This can be an important early intervention for parents that choose to go down a BSL route.

Alex* is two years old, and was diagnosed as severely deaf from birth, which quickly progressed to a profound level. Alex was offered an early nursery placement, which allowed his Teacher of the Deaf to work with Alex both at home and in an educational setting. 

Alex’s Teacher of the Deaf supported Alex to learn sign language, which supported his overall communication in nursery. Alex’s Mum found that she couldn’t always understand what Alex was trying to communicate, with an assessment showing that whilst Alex’s Mum believed that Alex knew around 100 signs, Alex actually had signing vocabulary of over 200 signs. 

A tutor was employed to work with Alex’s Mum at home to support her own sign language skills. Over the course of 10 weeks, Alex’s Mum knew over 500 signs, whilst Alex’s vocabulary had almost doubled. 

*Name has been changed to protect privacy

This year, our Everyone Together project will be offering training for childminders. This will look at improving the listening environment, understanding technology and deaf awareness generally. Our aim is to develop an offer which allows childminders to advertise themselves as a deaf-friendly service. We would welcome the opportunity to provide more information on this project.
Case study: Everyone Together

Delivered by the National Deaf Children’s Society, within the context of GIRFEC, Everyone Together is a national project supporting families of deaf children aged 0-8 years in Scotland. It is offering free training to Health Visitors across Scotland, helping them in their work with families of deaf children. 

Each element of the training reinforces a key message: that families must be supported to develop their child’s language and communication skills.

Everyone Together was invited to deliver Supporting Families of Deaf Children to a team of Health Visitors. This training was co-delivered by the Everyone Together Team and the local National Deaf Children’s Society Children and Family Support Officer, who provides support to families within that area. The Children and Family Support Officer had previously been made aware of a young deaf child living in the area who was struggling to acquire language as a result of their family not fully understanding the implications of their child’s deafness.

The family’s Health Visitor approached the Children and Family Support Officer immediately following training to request support for the family. Through improved information-sharing as a result of training, the Health Visitor and Children and Family Support Officer are now working together to provide targeted support, with the aim of helping the family to better understand their child’s deafness and take positive steps towards improving their child’s access to language and communication. The Children and Family Support Officer has also been invited to be part of the Child’s Plan, ensuring that consistent advice and support is offered in relation to childhood deafness.
Question 3b: Are childminders able to access adequate funding to pay for training

to SCQF level 7? Are childminders able to access training to SCQF level 7 in a way

that is flexible enough to allow them to continue to run their businesses?

No answer

Question 4: Our aspiration is to see outdoor learning and play becoming a defining

feature of funded ELC in Scotland. 
· Does criteria 3 capture this ambition? If not, how could it be strengthened in a way that is sustainable for providers?
· What challenges, if any, exist for funded ELC providers to ensure children have access to outdoor play? How can these challenges be overcome?

The criteria should reflect that the ELC workforce should be alert to the challenges faced by children with ASN in relation to outdoor learning, exercise and play. These situations can be very beneficial to deaf children but should be managed carefully to ensure accessibility.

Whilst positive initiatives exist such as Bookbug and Play, Talk, Read, these are not always accessible to families of deaf children and deaf families of deaf children. Increasing the accessibility of free play and learning sessions would give deaf children the opportunity to participate in mainstream activities and experience social interactions with other children and families.

Question 5a: Will the criteria set out in the draft National Standard:

 ensure that high quality, accessible, flexible and affordable Early Learning

Childcare is delivered in all funded provider settings?

For disabled children and young people, ensuring early years settings are inclusive and accessible is a cornerstone to ensuring these children are able to achieve positive outcomes including; positive child development; narrowing the attainment gap; allowing parents to work, train or study and fighting poverty and inequality. The criteria must be accessible and inclusive to every child, including those who are disabled. It should promote equality and diversity through adopting a child’s rights approach with children’s best interests at its heart.

This is particularly important in the context of multiple deprivation and poverty. Research by Contact a Family has illustrated that 33% of families with disabled children are going without heating and 31% without food (Counting the Costs, 2014). 92% say that finding childcare for disabled is more difficult compared to non-disabled children (Counting the Costs, 2014). In addition, 40% say they are unable to access the full free childcare offer (Levelling the Playing Field, 2015). The additional costs that parents and carers incur in caring for disabled children can undermine positive outcomes for children and families.

The National Deaf Children’s Society supports calls for the Scottish Government to explore the possibility of including two year old children in receipt of Disability Living Allowance within the eligibility criteria for early learning and childcare provision. We also welcome the collaborative work underway between Scottish Government, the Early Years Collaborative and third sector organisations in considering test of change activity to address the experience of disabled children and poverty. It would be valuable if outcomes from this initiative could inform the expansion of ELC.
For disabled children, high-quality and effective early learning and childcare settings are characterised by an understanding of the impact of deafness on learning and taking practical steps to reduce this impact as much as possible by using support strategies which enable effective teaching and learning to take place. The setting should also be confident in using hearing technologies and be aware of the indicators of hearing loss. Practitioners within an early learning and childcare setting should be aware of: 

· The need to increase processing time for deaf children when giving instructions and explanations; 

· The generally lower rates of incidental learning among deaf children as they are less likely to casually pick up information and knowledge from conversations and the world around them like television and radio. As such, one to one opportunities to learn in good listening environments are critical; 

· That deaf children may struggle with self-esteem and confidence given the communication barriers they experience, and praising appropriately and being positive about deafness is important; 

· The learning styles of deaf children may be different to other children and it is generally helpful to use multisensory approaches; 

· The difficulties deaf children often have in following group conversations 
Case study: Parent supported in early years by effective local support

Sam* is three years old, and started attending their local mainstream nursery in autumn 2015. Sam has a moderate hearing loss caused by a genetic disorder that can often result in progressive loss. Since Sam’s deafness was identified they have been supported by two Teachers of the Deaf, who visit weekly, along with regular support from a Speech and Language Therapist. The consistent and joined up approach by professionals has helped Sam’s speech and signing skills to develop, with Sam using new signing and spoken vocabulary which hasn’t been taught at home. The consistent use of sign and speech at home and at nursery has allowed Sam to move between both approaches depending on the environment and situation.

Sam lives in a rural area of Scotland, where Hearing Impairment services are expected to cover a wide geographical area. Sam’s nursery had very limited signing experience, but through a collaborative approach from education professionals, a full-time Learning Assistant with experience of signing has worked with early years practitioners to develop their signing skills and raise their awareness of how to work with a deaf child. This has led to a fully inclusive environment at nursery. Mum has felt supported by professionals in the local area and has valued how they have helped her support Sam’s language development and learning.

*Name has been changed to protect privacy

We have a number of resources and tools for practitioners available online, including our supporting achievement of deaf children in early years settings resource. 
 Support increased choice for parents and carers?

There are currently no standards in place in terms of early years support for deaf children and their families after a child is identified as being deaf. This lack of information about what parents should expect from early years settings and what services are available for them and their deaf child post-identification results in a lack of empowerment for parents to successfully engage with services and leaves them with little or no informed choice. Parents should be provided with information to consider:

· Whether the childcare setting deaf friendly, welcoming and inclusive
· If the setting be able to develop the child’s language and communication skills
· If the staff will learn skills to support their child, such as deaf awareness training and sign language skills 
Additionally, specialist services usually only provide support for deaf children in Local Authority and Private Childcare Partnership scheme nurseries. If a child is attending a private nursery, they may not receive specialist support, or they may only receive this at home.
We view the family as the most important influence on deaf children and they need clear, balanced and accessible information in order to make informed choices. Well-resourced, inclusive communities, effective mainstream service and supported families are critical to achieving primary prevention for deaf children. This will require investment of resources and the involvement of families in the planning and development of services as well as staff training to achieve culture change and deaf awareness. 
Case study: Improving access to early years services for parents

Sophie* and both her parents are deaf BSL users. Sophie is two years old and attends her local nursery five mornings a week. The nursery’s policy requires parents to phone reception when their child is off sick, which Sophie’s parents are unable to do. This has resulted in the nursery sending the family several letters urging them to phone when Sophie is off sick, even though the nursery is aware that both of Sophie’s parents are deaf.

The nursery received sign language tuition from a deaf BSL user to support Sophie within the nursery. From spending time with their tutor, the nursery began to understand the barriers to communication faced by deaf adults. As a result, the nursery investigated whether they could make use of the adjoining school’s text message service, and began using the service to communicate with Sophie’s parents. The family were then able to send a text message when Sophie was off sick, resulting in clearer communication and sharing of information between the nursery and the family. 

*Name has been changed to protect privacy.
Question 5b: Is there any criteria not included in the National Standard that is

required to ensure a high quality service is provided to all children?

No answer
Question 5c: Do the proposed criteria within the National Standard seem fair and

proportionate for all? Do the proposed variations for some criteria seem fair and

proportionate for childminders?

No answer

Question 6: What areas would you look to be addressed in the technical guidance

note for supporting implementation of the ELC Living Wage commitment?

No answer
Question 7: Should newly established ELC settings be able to deliver the funded

hours on a probationary basis, pending the outcome of their first inspection, provided

they meet all other aspects of the National Standard? Are there any particular

challenges or issues that may arise from this approach?

We agree with the model based on the notion of testing and scaling up.
Question 8: What support will service providers require to prepare for the

introduction of the National Standard and meet the criteria and delivery of the new

service model?

There are a number of competing priorities that local authorities are currently dealing with which may undermine the expansion commitments. These include significant local budget reductions and the wide impact this will have on the delivery of local services; the integration of health and social care; and the full implementation of the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014.

It will therefore be critical that the commitment is appropriately funded and that appropriate steps are taken to grow a fit for purpose early learning and childcare workforce. If the workforce does not grow there may be shortages in early years practitioners meaning a higher child to practitioner ratio. This will make it more difficult for early years settings to achieve positive outcomes for children and ensure accessibility and inclusion for those children with additional support needs. NDCS also recommends that the number of early years practitioners who are qualified teachers is maintained in local authorities, as we are becoming increasingly aware of reductions being made to this critical part of the workforce.

Additionally, workforce turnover could pose a challenge to achieving delivery. Staff are often trained up to provide support to deaf children, but then move on/move room within their setting, so deaf children no longer have access to their specialist support. Progression within ELC is hard, and practitioners usually have to change setting if they are looking for promotion. We recommend more promoted roles for specialist early years staff and that practitioners working with deaf children have the opportunity to support a child right through the child’s time within that setting.

In addition, Speech and Language Therapy (SLT) services are critical to supporting the outcomes intended for children in the early years. Close partnership working between SLT practitioners and early years settings can enable children to acquire the communication and language skills they need to get the best start in life. Nationally, SLT has been reduced with many local authorities and health boards making serious reductions to this provision. The lack of this critical support service will place additional pressure on early learning and childcare practitioners to meet children’s language outcomes with less specialist input. At present, private nurseries do not often receive this support (some local authorities do offer it).

In the area of childhood deafness a key barrier which may impact the achievement of positive outcomes is the lack of early year standards in deafness. National guidance to inform standards of provision following the diagnosis of deafness would be beneficial and support the successful delivery of the new model.
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