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• Social work with disabled children and young people 
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“Social workers aim to improve people’s lives by 
helping with social and interpersonal difficulties, 

promoting human rights and wellbeing. Social workers 
protect children and adults with support needs from 
harm. From helping keep a family under pressure 

together to supporting someone with mental health 
problems, social work is a varied, demanding, often 

emotional and very rewarding career.”

BASW
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Social 
work –
disabled 
children 
and young 
people

Children Act 
1989 s.17

Definition of 
“disabled”

Prevalence 
and 

characteris-
tics

Additional 
legislation
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Provision of services for children in need, their families and others

(1)It shall be the general duty of every local authority

(a)to safeguard and promote the welfare of children within their area who 
are in need; and

(b)so far as is consistent with that duty, to promote the upbringing of such 
children by their families,

by providing a range and level of services appropriate to those children’s 
needs. 

For the purposes of this Part a child shall be taken to be in need if—

• (a)he is unlikely to achieve or maintain, or to have the opportunity of 
achieving or maintaining, a reasonable standard of health or 
development without the provision for him of services by a local 
authority under this Part;

• (b)his health or development is likely to be significantly impaired, or 
further impaired, without the provision for him of such services; or

• (c)he is disabled

S.17 Children Act 1989
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For the purposes of this Part, a child is disabled if he is 
blind, deaf or dumb or suffers from mental disorder of 
any kind or is substantially and permanently 
handicapped by illness, injury or congenital deformity or 
such other disability as may be prescribed; and in this 
Part—

• “development” means physical, intellectual, 
emotional, social or behavioural development; and 

• “health” means physical or mental health. 

Equality Act definition

You’re disabled under the Equality Act 2010 if you have 
a physical or mental impairment that has a ‘substantial’ 
and ‘long-term’ negative effect on your ability to do 
normal daily activities.

Definitions of “disabled”

Children Act 1989
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• 1.3 million pupils in England (14.9% of all pupils) have special 
educational needs and disabilities (SEND)

• Some primary needs are associated with complexity: on 
average, children with these needs are most likely to attend 
special schools and most likely to receive specialist support 
provided through an Education, Health and Care (EHC) plan.  
Based on this approach, a narrow estimate of the number of 
school children (broadly, aged 5-16 years) with complex needs is 
73,000, made up of:

• 10,900 children with profound and multiple learning difficulties

• 32,300 children with severe learning difficulties

• 27,500 children with autistic spectrum disorders in special 
schools

• 2,300 children with multi-sensory impairments.

The equivalent figure in 2004 was 49,300. This suggests that the 
number of school children with complex needs in schools in 
England may have risen by nearly 50 per cent in just over a 
decade.

Characteristics
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The actual number is higher, as children with other 
primary needs may have complex needs and because 
there are some important gaps in School Census data. 
Notably:

• 13,500 children with EHC plans placed in independent 
schools, which provide some of the most specialist 
placements

• 23,100 more young people aged 16-25 years with 
statements or EHC plans who are not included in 
School Census data, including over 1,000 aged 20-25 
years.   

*Understanding the needs of disabled children with complex needs or life-limiting 
conditions Pinney 2017

Characteristics
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• There is a confident social work profession constantly 
pushing the boundaries and redefining what works 
through rigorous and evidence based practice.

• Workforce ambitions by 2020

• Assessment and accreditation

• Striving for highest standards of practice excellent

Department for Education 
ambition for children’s social 
workers
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“I am determined to ensure 
that we earn the public’s 
respect for and confidence in 
our profession, particularly 
from the children, young 
people and families with whom 
we work. Having absolute 
clarity about what practice 
supervisors and practice 
leaders need to know and be 
able to do, and assessing that 
knowledge and skill against a 
national standard is a critical 
part of this ambition”

Isabelle Trowler
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Embeds the three areas of reform

• People and Leadership. 

• Practice and systems 

• Governance and accountability

In addition to specific elements relating to 
looked after children and young people, 
safeguarding and the role of LSCBs. 

Children & Social Work Act 
2017
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1. Relationships and effective direct work

2. Communication

3. Child development

4. Adult mental ill health, substance misuse, domestic 
violence, physical ill-health and disability

5. Abuse and neglect of children

6. Child and family assessment

7. Analysis, decision making, planning and review

8. The law and the family and youth justice system

9. The role of supervision

10. Organisational context

Knowledge and skills for 
approved child and family 
practitioners
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A stronger national 
and regional focus 

on children and 
young people

Learning from Transforming 
Care where children and 
young people were not 

prioritised
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The NHS Long Term Plan: an 
integrated approach to meet the 
needs of children and young people
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• By March 2023/24, inpatient provision will have reduced to less 
than half of 2015 levels (on a like for like basis and taking into 
account population growth) and, for every one million adults, there 
will be no more than 30 people with a learning disability and/or 
autism cared for in an inpatient unit. For children and young 
people, no more than 12 to 15 children with a learning disability, 
autism or both per million, will be cared for in an inpatient facility.

• We will closely monitor and – over the coming years – bring down 
the length of time people stay in inpatient care settings and 
support earlier transfers of care from inpatient settings. All areas of 
the country will implement and be monitored against a ’12-point 
discharge plan’ to ensure discharges are timely and effective

• We will continue to work with partners to develop specialist 
community teams for children and young people, such as the 
Ealing Model, which has evidenced that an intensive support 
approach prevents children being admitted into institutional care 

LTP commitments for children and young 
people with learning disabilities, autism or 
both
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• By 2023/24 children and young people with a 
learning disability, autism or both with the most 
complex needs will have a designated 
keyworker, implementing the recommendation 
made by Dame Christine Lenehan. Initially, 
keyworker support will be provided to children 
and young people who are inpatients or at risk 
of being admitted to hospital.

• Keyworker support will also be extended to the 
most vulnerable children with a learning 
disability and/or autism, including those who 
face multiple vulnerabilities such as looked 
after and adopted children, and children and 
young people in transition between services

LTP commitments for children and young 
people with learning disabilities, autism 
or both

Presentation title
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• We will expand the Stopping over medication of people with a learning 
disability autism or both and Supporting Treatment and Appropriate 
Medication in Paediatrics (STOMP-STAMP) programmes to stop the 
overmedication of people with a learning disability, autism or both.

• We will work with the Department for Education and local authorities to 
improve their awareness of, and support for, children and young people 
with learning disabilities, autism or both.

• Over the next three years, autism diagnosis will be included alongside 
work with children and young people’s mental health services to test 
and implement the most effective ways to reduce waiting times for 
specialist services

• Together with local authority children’s social care and education 
services as well as expert charities, we will jointly develop packages to 
support children with autism or other neurodevelopmental disorders 
including attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and their 
families, throughout the diagnostic process.

LTP commitments for children and young 
people with learning disabilities, autism or 
both
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• Over the next five years, we will invest to ensure that 
children with learning disabilities have their needs 
met by eyesight, hearing and dental services, are 
included in reviews as part of general screening 
services and are supported by easily accessible, 
ongoing care.

• We will work with partners to bring hearing, sight and 
dental checks to children and young people with a 
learning disability, autism or both in special 
residential schools

• We will improve uptake of the existing annual health 
check in primary care for people aged over 14 years 
with a learning disability, so that at least 75% of 
those eligible have a health check each year

• We will also pilot the introduction of a specific health 
check for people with autism, and if successful, 
extend it more widely.

LTP commitments for children and young 
people with learning disabilities, autism or 
both

Presentation title
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Seclusion and segregation 
learning 

Presentation title
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• Disproportionate number of children and young people with a 
learning disability, autism or both experiencing periods of 
seclusion and / or long-term segregation

• Pathways of most children and young people demonstrate 
extreme challenges in accessing appropriate early support, 
mental health support, social care support, short breaks – and 
almost all experienced exclusion (often multiple)

• Many had significant delays in discharge 

• Outcomes during care were often poor.

Key themes

Presentation title
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Importance of the service user 
perspective – children and young 

people with autism, a learning 
disability or both and their 

families 

Presentation title
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Person and family centred policy 

Presentation title
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• Working as partners with education and health

• Understanding children and families in a way that 
ensures needs are met and outcomes achieved, 
knowing when commissioned services and 
personalised approaches are needed (using Dynamic 
Register and risk stratification, CETRs, PBs/PHBs)

• Not taking a one sized fits all approach

• Understanding how systems and fighting for help, 
restrictive approaches leads to trauma for children, 
young people and families 

• Listening to families and hearing what they and CYP 
are actually saying, and not being defensive 

• Co production 

Personalisation requires

Presentation title
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• At a strategic service development and commissioning level, coproduction requires:

• Commitment to co-production

• coproduced policies and activities valuing and promoting coproduction 
approaches at individual and services/strategic levels with leadership 
commitment

• Co-producing with the right people, with the right experience 

• Families not seen as “difficult and troublesome” and not listened to

• Making sure it happens across all you do 

• Families not being “blamed”

• Families not perceived to “not be engaging”

• Deciding on and checking quality together 

• Understanding services may not be person and family centred

• Families and children may not fit into what’s available or currently commissioned

• Planning for life long needs, no breaks at transition points 

• Making reasonable adjustments

• Hearing seldom heard voices (e.g. those who communicate  without language or 
who communicate through behaviours)

Coproduction within social care
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• Co-production with individual children and families requires:

• Understanding the wishes and feelings of the child and the family 

• Person centred approaches using person centred planning tools 

• Offering and providing person centred solutions through e.g. PHBs

• Ensuring crises are avoided or minimised 

• Families are supported through an integrated and responsive approach 
from services and practitioners across education, health and social 
care 

• Having the skills to listen to and communicate with people and families 
and the authority to act in a timely way

Coproduction with children and 
families 

Presentation title
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A good social worker 

Presentation title
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• Understands the national context and how that impacts 
locally 

• Feels empowered to speak up through their networks 
and BASW

• Understands legislation and statutory guidance

• Understands the family journey and children in need

• Takes a trauma informed approach 

• Works in partnership with people 

• Communicate with people and families in a person-
centred way 

• Feedback, concerns and complaints processes follow 
good practice and the law 

• Leadership and culture reflect Ask Listen Do 
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/ask-listen-do-for-organisations-and-practitioners.pdf

A good social worker..

Presentation title
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