Home to School Transport Inquiry - Executive Commentary

| would like to thank the Chair and all the members of the Education and Children’s Social
Care Overview and Scrutiny Committee. This has been a very thorough review of the key
areas in the Home to School transport service that we have had to come to grips with and
invested a great deal of time to improve over the past year.

There have been delays in presenting this report to Full Council, as the Council, Birmingham
and the world responded to the challenges of COVID-19. Many of the issues raised have
been identified and were already in progress as part of our SEND improvement and
transformation journey, which has been developed at pace over the past year.

In responding to COVID-19 our priority was supporting our most vulnerable citizens and our
schools have done a phenomenal job in ensuring they remained open for those children
with SEND who were able to attend school safely. And for those who were not able to
attend school that they were supported appropriately remotely at home.

The Transport Policy Statement for 0-25-year olds has been actively progressed and
monitored and appears to be working well, although this has been difficult to gauge during
lockdown with fewer children attending school since March this year. However, during this
time we have been able to focus on improving online access to transport policy and
applications.

In the report communication was highlighted as an issue and this is at the heart of our
transformation approach, as through improved communications we are rebuilding the
confidence of all our stakeholders, our children, young people and their families. Our
summer communications plan, alongside our service improvement plan, has been
implemented and is being progressed. COVID-19 has changed our approach around this key
issue especially as staff work from home, and this has been reflected in the way we plan our
work. Dedicated telephone numbers and email addresses have been provided; this has
significantly improved communications with families and has been welcomed. On-line
applications for transport can now be made and a corporate review is under way on future
communications approaches, especially for those providing frontline services. The service
has had regular communications with parents during the COVID-19 period via letters and
newsletters. A communications plan for the whole of the SEND service has now been
completed. This is being achieved through the local offer and online applications which
significantly streamlines the process and delivers early decisions on placements and
transport.

The Parent Carer Forum is working very closely with the service area and meets regularly with
the Assistant Director and myself as Cabinet Member to ensure there are effective and robust
working arrangements and communication channels in place to ensure parents’ and carers’
voices are heard and embedded in service improvement. The Parent Carer Forum is part of
the Home to School Stakeholder Group and has a representative on the SEND improvement
board. There have been areas where the PCF have been instrumental in supporting the
service area and in the Autumn term we will be undertaking joint parent surveys to capture
areas that need to be further improved.



Safety and issues regarding guides and driver training were raised in the report. Over recent
months additional guide capacity has been provided to improve service delivery in this area,
and some of our transport operators themselves are now able to supply guides when a guide
goes off sick at short notice. The additional guides are subject to the full DBS process. The
service is being restructured and new training officer posts will provide future training for the
guides, which will commence in the Autumn Term 2020. The transport operators provide the
necessary training for their drivers as part of the contract arrangements.

In order to improve performance in this area at pace, interim additional senior management
support has been put in place to deliver the service improvement program around safety,
safeguarding, IT and contract management.

Another key issue raised in this report was in connection with the number of children being
out of school because of a lack of or unsuitable transport. This included children attending
our Pupil Referral Units who have SEND. At this current time all applications have been
processed and all new applications will consider each individual pupil’s circumstances.

Our new IT system will enable the service to work much closer with schools and their incident
logs regarding children out of school due to transport issues. The data and record keeping will
enable the service to also respond to identified issues and to resolve any transport issues
promptly.

KPI’'s have been developed for the service which are linked to the improvement plan. The
KPI’s are reported through a weekly dashboard. For example, KPI 4 requires complaints to be
processed and responded to within 10 working days. This is extended to 30 working days for
more complex cases. A copy of the dashboard is appended to this report.

In terms of assessments, our performance has been strengthened and performance is now
measured on a weekly basis. Assessments are now carried out in liaison with schools and the
Occupational Therapy service is used for those pupils with very complex needs. The new
process has reduced stage 1 appeals from 18 in February to nil since July and stage 2 appeals
from 11 to 1 over the same period.

All the transport contracts (excluding National Express Assisted Transport Services) were
renewed in January/February 2020, so that new terms and conditions could be implemented,
which included performance criteria. The operators submit monthly performance
information, which enables the service to continuously monitor performance. In addition,
we have tripled the number of vehicle inspections from 3 to 9 a month during 2020/21 to
check the condition of vehicles. A new compliance team will work in the field monitoring the
services as they are operated and at schools.

We have also purchased new software which will significantly improve the delivery of the
service and when fully rolled out will enable schools and parents to monitor the exact location
of vehicles via an app.



Safeguarding is crucial and the most fundamental issue for all local authorities and one which
has been at the heart of our improvement journey. The new contracts introduced in February
this year ensured that there is a robust process in place to check the suitability of all drivers
and guides via the DBS checking process. We will be enhancing this process further during the
Autumn Term when we will be signing up to the online update service. The new process
ensures that no driver who has a positive DBS is employed on our routes until the reasons for
the positive DBS have been considered by the Council and permission given to drive. Through
our improved procurement processes, training is a key element as well as ensuring that there
is a specific process in place to deal with any subcontracting, including a declaration by the
operator that a subcontractor meets all our terms and conditions. We are working closely
with the vehicle licensing authorities, Traffic Commissioner and VOSA to continue to improve
safety and safeguarding.

We have put in place a robust performance monitoring system linked to seven key
performance indicators these are reported on weekly and through the monthly management
information returns from the operators.

The application process is generic and any extra necessary circumstances that need to be
considered can be provided on the form. Where an emergency home to school transport
application is made as a result of a change in circumstances, these applications can be fast
tracked to ensure that we protect our most vulnerable children during difficult times, as
happened on numerous occasions during lockdown.

The issue on clarification on the meaning of the term ‘exceptional circumstances’ within the
form has been raised a number of times. We have been advised by our legal officers that it is
unhelpful to provide a definitive list because it depends on the specific facts of each individual
case and the nature and extent of the circumstances for the individual child and family
concerned. This would cover situations such as family circumstances, emergency housing,
and change in health conditions which necessitates the provision of transport to ensure
school attendance and where all other options have been considered.

The service has a robust improvement programme in place as was reported to the Committee
in July. The work to improve the service continues, and this together with a new service
structure and IT system will see the service improve over the forthcoming months.

| am absolutely committed to our aspiration for Birmingham to be a child friendly city; a
city that keeps our children safe and provides them with the opportunities to fulfil and realise
their potential.

Councillor Kate Booth
Cabinet Member Children’s Wellbeing
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[ Vellow Letter complaints

We have received 16 Yellow Letter and 11 ICASE Complaints in the last & months.

Yellow Letter Complaints

We cumrently have no on-going Yellow ‘We currently have no iCASE complaints
Letter complaints angoing.
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