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Executive Summary

This report will set out the findings from a knowledge exchange project which focused 
on young people’s transition from school to adult life against the backdrop of the Social 
Care (Self-Directed Support)(Scotland) Act (2013). This project was undertaken by a 
consortium of five voluntary organisations and three local authorities, detailed more fully in 
the report. The knowledge exchange project ran from May 2014 until the summer of 2015.  

The project set out to explore the following four questions: 

• Does Self-Directed Support enable people with additional support 
needs to have more choice and control in their support?

• What support and services do young people and their families want 
to be commissioned in the future? 

• To what extent are the personal outcomes important to any individual 
reflected in the way that support and services are commissioned? 

• What do organisations do in supporting people that either helps or 
hinders choice and control? 

The project first explored the wider legislative and policy background in Scotland 
relating to Self-Directed Support (sometimes referred to in this report as SDS), Personal 
Outcomes, Communication Support Needs, The Creative Arts and Transitions. As well 
as clarifying the key milestones related to transitions, it also helped us understand that 
choice and control can only ever be evident if the voice of a young person is clearly at 
the centre of any transitions process. The policy backdrop expects this, no matter the 
challenges arising from communication support needs. 

By the end of the project, 34 young people had some contact with the project and shared 
their experiences of leaving school. Of this number, 27 young people attended arts 
sessions run by the project team; seven young people shared their experiences through 
interviews, and for three young people who left school in May 2015, we developed 
detailed personal stories using material from a wide range of sources. The young people 
lived in many different local authorities, although the more detailed stories were from 
young people connected with organisations from the SDS Consortium. In addition, the 
project gathered feedback from professionals involved with partner organisations within 
the SDS consortium in order to gain a wider perspective on the main research questions.  

We used a process of thematic analysis to describe the following themes emerging from  
a wide range of sources.

Money and resources 
The policy background is clear that a person’s own choices should be central to the 
design and delivery of support. There is evidence from local authorities that assessment 
paperwork is driven by people’s wishes and aspirations, with personal outcomes at the 
centre of the process. However, it is clear also that we live in more challenging economic 
times and this was reflected across evidence sources. There is a real sense that local 
authorities and support providers have a desire to be person-led but there is an overall 
feeling amongst people using support services that budgets are often given priority in the 
decision-making process. 
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Transitions pathways and processess

Good co-ordination of the transitions process leads to a positive transitions experience. 
Some local authorities have transitions forums and transitions support workers, and these 
add a positive dimension to the process. However, co-ordination does not feel consistent 
for all families and one key area of concern raised by families related to timelines for 
involvement of the Adult Social Work team in the transitions process. 

Young people and families were not always clear about how decisions were being made 
and this applied across all professionals involved in the transitions process. 

In all local authorities, families drew on support from third sector organisations, carers’ 
networks, independent advocacy and brokerage services to gain further confidence and 
information about the transitions process.

Impact on people

Families and young people describe the negative impact of the transitions process on 
their stress and anxiety levels and this is often related to timescales for decision-making. 

Support after leaving school

There seems to be a genuine commitment from local authorities to consider new, creative 
options for support. This is evident for some young people in this project. However, others 
have looked for flexible support options and these have not been easy to make happen. 

There were also views expressed that there is still a reliance on ‘traditional models’ for the 
majority of young people after school. Of course, it may be the case that young people are 
opting for ‘traditional’ service models because these models suit their wishes and needs.  
It is also clear from young people that having opportunities to meet with other young 
people was important. 

Access to information

In general terms, there is a need for more information for young people and families  
about Self-Directed Support itself and about support and services that are available  
for young people beyond school. Information about SDS in accessible formats was  
not uniformly available.

Personal outcomes

There is mixed evidence that young people are involved in agreeing their own personal 
outcomes. Young people are also less likely to be involved if they have complex 
communication support needs. It is clear that significantly more time and skill is required 
to genuinely and meaningfully engage with these young people. 

There are some differences in what young people report as their personal outcomes  
when arts activities are used instead of more traditional communication methods. 
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Research questions
1)  Does Self-Directed Support enable people with additional  
 support needs to have more choice and control in their support? 

 It is too early to say if people have more choice and control in all cases. SDS   
 certainly has the possibility to allow this, and there is a real commitment across   
 local authorities and provider organisations to make this happen. 

 There is insufficient evidence that the views of young people are always sought
 and there is mixed evidence that personal outcomes really inform final support  
 plans that are agreed with young people. 

2)  What support and services do young people and their families   
 want to be commissioned in the future? 

 Young people and their families generally want the simple things in life and the   
 same opportunities as everyone else. Overall, there is evidence that new support  
 models are developing, but perhaps not enough at this stage. Perhaps there is  
 a reliance on traditional supports because of the lack of knowledge about more   
 creative and innovative support. The only way that more creative and innovative   
 support options will develop is through sharing  stories and experiences of    
 how people are using SDS.  

3)  To what extent are the personal outcomes important to any   
	 individual	reflected	in	the	way	that	support	and	services	are		 	
 commissioned? 

 Overall, young people are not consistently involved in agreeing their own personal  
 outcomes, particularly when communication partnerships become more    
 challenging. We cannot, therefore, conclude that their personal outcomes    
 are reflected in the support that is commissioned. 

4)  What do organisations do in supporting people that either helps  
 or hinders choice and control? 

 In essence, a positive transitions experience will allow greater choice and  
 control if these three elements are in place: 

 The final recommendations in the report outline what needs to be done if young   
 people are to have choice and control over their lives after they leave school.  

•  start early

•  co-ordinate the process

•  genuinely and meaningfully involve the young person and key   
 people in their life in the decision-making process
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Recommendations on transition against  
backdrop of SDS

1) All local authorities and provider organisations should adopt the seven Principles  
 of Good Transition from Scottish Transitions Forum:  
  
  i. All plans and assessments should be made in a person-centred way. 
  ii. Support should be co-ordinated across all services. 
  iii. Planning should start early and continue up to age 25. 
  iv. Young people should get the support they need. 
  v. Young people, parents and carers must have access to the    
   information they need. 
  vi. Families and carers need support. 
  vii. Legislation and policy should be co-ordinated and simplified.

2) All organisations supporting a young person’s transition should adopt a range   
 of communication methods for gathering stories for young people. This will involve  
 Alternative and Augmentative Communication (AAC) approaches as    
 well as creative arts approaches. This will allow young people’s stories and   
 personal outcomes to come to the fore. 

3) Local authorities should develop common transition pathways and timelines to   
 be used across both education and social work services. These should include   
 key milestones and deadlines which are made known to young people and families.  
 In particular, for those people requiring social care support after school, budgets   
 and future support options should be agreed with young people and their families  
 at least six months before the planned school leaving date. 

4) Local authorities should develop common paperwork/outcomes-focused    
 assessment processes across both education and social work services that   
 allow schools to play a lead role in agreeing outcomes with a young person.  
 Both education and social work should be seen as one local authority so that   
 assessment and planning for future support should be completed in the two years  
 leading up to the school leaving date, by both education and social work teams.   
 This would minimise any impact of not having an adult social worker appointed   
 until later in the process.

5) All involved in a young person’s transition from school, including support provider  
 organisations, should be more flexible in service models, faster to act and have   
 transparent communication strategies with young people and families. 

6) Local authorities and support provider organisations should publish/make    
 available stories and experiences of creative and innovative support packages.   
 These should be shared with other young people approaching their school  
 leaving date. 

7) Local authorities should introduce Transitions Fairs and Information Sessions for   
 young people and families approaching their school leaving date. These events   
 should be jointly co-ordinated by Education and Social Work teams. 
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Background
This report will set out the findings from a knowledge exchange project which explored  
the experiences of young people with additional support needs as they left school and 
moved into adult life. 

This project was undertaken by a consortium of voluntary organisations and local 
authorities. This consortium (referred to in this report as the SDS Consortium or  
simply the Consortium) was funded by the Scottish Government from the SDS  
Capacity Building Fund from early 2012 until the summer of 2015. 

It was led by Quarriers and consisted of the following other voluntary organisations: The 
Richmond Fellowship Scotland, Cornerstone, Sense Scotland and the following Local 
Authorities: East Ayrshire, East Dunbartonshire and South Lanarkshire1. The primary 
purpose of the SDS Consortium was to consider how The Social Care (Self-directed 
Support)(Scotland) Act (2013), and an increasing drive towards outcomes-focussed 
support, was impacting on the way that support is now commissioned. 

The SDS Consortium co-ordinated a wide range of projects and events and met  
regularly over a three-year period to share practice and resources. Tasks have included:

Central to the knowledge exchange project around transitions was an exploration of 
choice and control. Were the voices of young people influencing the support and services 
they received after leaving school? This project ran from May 2014 until the summer of 
2015 and focused on the transition from school to adult life for young people against the 
backdrop of the Social Care (Self-Directed Support)(Scotland) Act (2013). Self-Directed 
Support articulates a range of options designed to give supported people more choice 
and control over the services and support they use. The national strategy for Self-Directed 
Support argues that where people have more choice and control they are more likely to 
have a better quality of life. One key area to understand more fully was how this could 
happen for young people with additional support needs as they moved on from school.

1 Turning Point Scotland was an original member of the consortium but did not participate in the  
 transition research project or later events organised by the consortium.

• engaging with operational staff to develop an understanding of how  
practice can be delivered in a more outcome focused way 

• cascading learning across all organisations through practice development 
groups, in-house training courses, the development of e-learning modules 
on personal outcomes, revising of outcomes-based support plans

• shared e-learning opportunities. This has allowed hundreds of staff  
to use and share e-learning to improve their professional and personal 
development portfolios.

• inviting external speakers to consortium meetings to consider  
SDS in a wider national context 

• reporting back from external training/conferences at regular  
Consortium meetings 

• sharing paperwork around support plans, contract specifications,  
and service user journeys
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The project therefore set out to explore the following four questions:

• Does Self-Directed Support enable people with additional support needs  
to have more choice and control in their support?

• What support and services do young people and their families want to  
be commissioned in the future? 

• To what extent are the personal outcomes important to any individual 
reflected in the way that support and services are commissioned? 

• What do organisations do in supporting people that either helps or  
hinders choice and control? 

To answer these questions, the project followed the stories of a small group of young 
people and families, developing narrative accounts of their experiences of leaving  
school. In addition, the project gathered feedback from professionals involved with  
partner organisations within the SDS Consortium in order to gain a wider perspective  
on the questions noted above. We took a qualitative knowledge exchange approach 
where learning was shared across all organisations and individuals involved throughout 
the project. 
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Self-Directed Support and Transitions in Scotland
Addressing the four research questions led to an exploration of the wider legislative and 
policy background in Scotland related to both Self-Directed Support and Transitions. 
There is now also a developing research agenda that explicitly considers transitions 
against the backdrop of Self-Directed Support and we will address this throughout this 
review.

Within this section of the report we will explore the following topics: 

• Self-directed Support - what is it and where did it develop from? 

• Personal outcomes - what role do they play in offering people choice  
and control?

• Communication support needs - how do they impact upon conversations 
around personal outcomes?

• Using the creative arts

• Transitions – what processes should be in place and how successful  
are these? What are the direct links to Self-Directed Support?

• independent living

• participation

• control

• choice and empowerment

2 Chetty, K., Dalrymple, J. and Simmons, H. (2012) Personalisation and Human Rights. Available at  
 http://www.scottishhumanrights.com/application/resources/documents/Finalpersonalisation2012.pdf

3 Leadbeater, C. (2004) Personalisation through participation: A new script for public services. Demos, London  
 cited in Chetty, K., Dalrymple, J. and Simmons, H. (2012) Personalisation and Human Rights. Available at  
 http://www.scottishhumanrights.com/application/resources/documents/Finalpersonalisation2012.pdf

Self-Directed Support
Over the last decade in Scotland, there have been increasing developments and 
challenges in the field of social care inspired by the concept of personalisation. 
Personalisation itself can trace its roots back to the 1970s, when the independent  
living movement and the social model of disability emerged2. These movements  
outlined a number of key principles: 

This more recent definition of personalisation from 2004 links it explicitly to the notion  
of co-production, a key concept in modern service design: 

“By putting users at the heart of services, by enabling them to become participants in  
the design and delivery, services will be more effective by mobilising millions of people  
as co-producers of the public goods they value.”3
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Such thinking sits behind the 2006 Scottish Government publication Changing Lives: 
Report of the 21st Century Social Work Review4, which identified that people wanted more 
personalised services and that the current model of service delivery was unsuitable due to 
cost and demographics.

A number of recommendations within Changing Lives centre around building capacity to 
deliver personalised services, which people should find easy to use and which are better 
equipped to help them find their own solutions. In practice, this means that social work 
and social care services should: 

• be designed and delivered around the needs of people who use services, 
their carers and communities. 

• build individual, family and community capacity to meet their  
own needs. 

• play a full and active part in a public sector wide approach to prevention 
and earlier intervention. 

• become an integral part of a whole public-sector approach to supporting 
vulnerable people and promoting social wellbeing. 

• recognise and effectively manage the mixed economy of care  
in the delivery of services. 

4 Changing Lives: Report of the 21st Century Social Work Review (2006). Available at  
 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2006/02/02094408/0

5 Changing Lives: Personalisation: A Shared Understanding: Commissioning for Personalisation:  
 A Personalised Commissioning Approach to Support and Care Services. Available at  
 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/04/07112629/5

Changing Lives concluded that “increasing personalisation of services is both an 
unavoidable and desirable direction of travel for social work services. Unavoidable in 
the sense that both the population and policy expect it; desirable in the extent to which it 
builds upon the capacity of individuals and communities to find their own solutions and to 
self-care, rather than creating dependence on services.” It also defined personalisation as 
putting ‘the person at the centre as a participant in shaping the services they get’. 

This means that any service should enable individuals to find the right solutions for 
them and give individuals maximum choice and control over their lives. The Scottish 
Government has subsequently described personalisation as follows:   

“It enables the individual alone, or in groups, to find the right solutions for them and to 
participate in the delivery of a service. From being a recipient of services, citizens can 
become actively involved in selecting and shaping the services they receive.”5
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Additionally, they point out that the principle of personalisation links to the National Care 
Standards, which require services to recognise and accept people as individuals, adhering 
to the principles of: dignity, privacy, choice, safety, realising potential, equality and 
diversity. There are clear links here to a wider Human Rights agenda, linking both to  
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)6 7  
and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), Article 12 of 
which enshrines the principle that a child or young person has the right to express their 
views on all matters affecting them. Thus, there is a clear commitment from society, 
through legislation, that all young people should have their voices heard. 

Self-directed Support (SDS) is part of this overall approach in Scotland and from 2014  
has been enshrined in law as a method of pursuing the agenda of increased 
personalisation in the delivery of services. Everyone eligible for social care services  
in Scotland now has the right to be involved in the purchase and design of their own 
service or support. Indeed we should think of people not as users but as participants.8 
Mitchell (2013)9  describes this as a fundamental change in the relationship between  
the individual and the state, although he also notes this does not come without its 
challenges. In particular, those from disadvantaged groups face potential inequalities:

“Thus people who have or can access resources such as wealth, knowledge and 
information, personal skills in dealing with professionals, or personal familiarity with 
decision making professionals are likely to be advantaged when making choices and  
so secure better outcomes than those who are ‘resource poor’.”10

The Social Care (Self-Directed Support)(Scotland) Act (2013) provides four options  
for individuals who are assessed as needing care or support:

1) The local authority makes a direct payment to the supported  
 person in order that the person can then use that payment to  
 arrange their  support.

2) The supported person chooses their support and the local authority   
 makes arrangements for the support on behalf of the supported person. 

3) The local authority selects the appropriate support  
 and makes arrangements for its provision.

4) A mix of options 1, 2 and 3 for specific aspects of a person’s support.

6 Chetty, K., Dalrymple, J. and Simmons, H. (2012) Personalisation and Human Rights. Available at   
 http://www.scottishhumanrights.com/application/resources/documents/Finalpersonalisation2012.pdf

7 ILiS, Personalisation and independent living for disabled people – the report. Available at  
 http://www.ilis.co.uk/uploads/The%20solutions%20series_personalisation%20and%20independent%20  
 living_a%20report_ILiS_FINAL_Feb%202013.pdf

8 Leadbeater, C. and Lownsbrough, H. (2005). Personalisation and Participation; The Future of Social Care in  
 Scotland. Available to download at http://www.knowledge.scot.nhs.uk/media/CLT/ResourceUploads/9255/  
 PersonalisationThroughParticipationReport.pdf

9 Mitchell, F (2013). Self-Directed Support for disabled young people in transition. Available at   
 http://www.researchunbound.org.uk/self-directed-support/

10 Arksey H & Glendinning C (2007) Choice in the context of informal caregiving. Health and Social Care  
 in the Community 15(2): 165-175
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The Act specifies these general principles that should guide practice:11 

Involvement

Collaboration

Informed 
choice

Participation 
and dignity

This requires that the supported person must have as much 
involvement as they wish in both the assessment and in the 
provision of any support agreed on completion of the assessment.

Practitioners must collaborate with the supported person through 
assessment and in the provision of any support identified and 
agreed on completion of the assessment.

The supported person must be provided with any assistance that 
is reasonable to assist them to express their own view about the 
options available to them and to make an informed choice about 
their preferred choice.

This applies to both the initial assessment stages and to the 
provision of choice as part of wider planning.

It further describes a set of values that underpin good social care practice: 

Respect

Fairness

Independence

Freedom

Having due regard for the feelings, wishes, or rights of others.

A reference to the individual, not the group or society at  
large; providing unbiased information about the choices  
available/ treating people in a manner which befits and  
benefits their individual circumstances.

People are supported to maximise their aspirations and potential. 
Support focuses on the prevention of increasing dependence and 
enablement, or re-ablement.

Have a choice.

Safety
Individual is supported to feel safe and secure in all aspects of  
life, including health and wellbeing; to enjoy safety but not be  
over-protected; and to be free from exploitation and abuse.

11 Self-Directed Support – practitioners’ guide. Available at  
 http://guidance.selfdirectedsupportscotland.org.uk/practitioners/intro.html
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It is clear that the overall policy background expects that people are at the centre of 
their own lives and the design and delivery of any support should start ‘with the person 
as an individual with strengths, preferences and aspirations’.12 There is no sense that 
support should only be about meeting people’s needs and this is reflected in concerns 
raised by some that a reliance on eligibility criteria based primarily on needs may lead to 
continuation of a deficit view of disability.13

Personal Outcomes
A key element of Self-Directed Support is the concept of choice and control and agreeing 
personal outcomes with an individual must be an important aspect of this. Individuals 
should be ‘involved from the outset in identifying the outcomes that are important to 
them’14, and personal outcomes are defined as ‘the things that matter to the supported 
person, and require an understanding of why these things matter to them.’  

It should not matter if a young person wishes support once a year for a short break, for  
a few hours each week or they  require support each and every day throughout the year,  
it is always important to find out how the young person wishes to live their life. What 
dreams and ambitions do they have and what role would they like others to play in  
helping them to live their life? This can happen as a result of outcomes-focused 
assessments which engage people through ‘skilled conversation in what matters most  
and why, and highlights what needs to change and why’.15 

Any process of agreeing personal outcomes, setting support plans and ongoing review 
should make certain that people are centrally involved in making decisions about any 
services or supports they participate in. Working with individuals to build up their story 
before and during any service/support delivery means that any support is tailored to their 
needs and wishes. This is in line with actions that flow from the first recommendation of 
The Changing Lives report, which suggests ‘participative and empowering assessment’ 
and ‘seamless transitions between different parts’ of a service.16

12 SCIE, Personalisation – a rough guide (2013). Available at http://www.vas.preview.creativestream.co.uk/  
 UserFiles/File/Personalisation/SCIE_Rough_Guide_to_Personalisation.pdf

13 Scottish Transitions Forum (2012). Self-Directed Support and Transitions: Results from the survey carried  
 out at the Scottish Transitions Forum Meeting, April 2012. Available at  
 http://arcuk.org.uk/scotland/files/2012/05/TF-Survey-April12-Final-forum-report.pdf

14 Scottish Government. Self-Directed Support: practitioner guidance. Available to download at  
 http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0045/00458234.pdf

15 Available at: http://guidance.selfdirectedsupportscotland.org.uk/AppResources/PrGlossary.pdf

16 Changing Lives: Report of the 21st Century Social Work Review (2006) available at  
 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2006/02/02094408/0
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Outcomes are defined as the changes, benefits, learning or other effects that result 
from the support that is given to people. These changes and benefits could relate to the 
attitude, ability, confidence, perception or capacity of the person. An outcome could come 
about entirely or partly because of the support offered and it could have been planned or 
unexpected. An outcome could be positive or negative, although obviously it is likely that 
people will be working towards positive outcomes.17 18 19 20       

A principal piece of guidance in Scotland about personal outcomes is Talking Points, 
which provides a framework for finding out what is important to someone. At the heart 
of Talking Points are a number of overarching outcomes that are determined as being 
important to people (Cook & Miller, 2012).21 22   

17 http://www.iriss.org.uk/

18 http://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/measuring-personal-outcomes-challenges-and-strategies

19 http://www.jitscotland.org.uk/action-areas/personal-outcomes/

20 https://meaningfulandmeasurable.wordpress.com/

21 Cook, A., & Miller, E. (2012). Talking Points Personal Outcomes Approach: A practical guide for organisations.  
 Edinburgh: Joint Improvement Team.

22 For further information about personal outcomes, see also  
 http://personaloutcomescollaboration.org/key-developments/who-we-are/our-story/

Quality of life Process Change

Feeling safe Listened to Improved 
confidence/morale

Having things to do Having a say Improved skills

Seeing people Treated with respect Improved mobility

Staying as well as 
you can Responded to Reduced symptons

Living where you 
want/as you want

Dealing with  
stigma/discrimination

Reliabilty
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The three different types of outcomes outlined on the previous page are described as: 

1) Quality of Life outcomes (or maintenance outcomes), which are the   
 aspects of a person’s whole life that they are working to achieve   
 or maintain.

2) Process outcomes, which relate to the experience that individuals have  
 as they seek, obtain and use services and supports. 

3) Change outcomes, which relate to improvements in physical, mental  
 or emotional functioning that individuals are seeking from any particular  
 service intervention or support.23     

This framework of 15 outcomes has been used in practice and research settings with 
thousands of people across a wide range of services. This experience has shown that 
the outcomes are sufficiently high level to be able to capture most issues of importance 
to most people.24 Talking Points describes a process in which a series of conversations 
with a person who is going through an assessment or review of social care services will 
generate information on aspects of their life that they want to improve or maintain. 

An early independent review of Talking Points25 identified that using this approach when 
supporting people with communication difficulties was a key challenge for practitioners. 
A principal concern was that people with significant communication difficulties would not 
be able to participate directly in interviews in order to identify outcomes. A subsequent 
review26 noted that for some organisations and people, the 15 specific outcome domains 
may not be adequate, and parallel or broader personal outcomes may require to be 
adopted. It is clear that the Talking Points approach has some limitations when used  
with people who have complex communication support needs. However, it remains  
an extensively researched approach, and the most widely used outcomes  
approach/framework in Social Care in Scotland and sat as the backdrop to  
the work of the SDS Consortium as well as this knowledge exchange project. 

23 http://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/measuring-personal-outcomes-challenges-and-strategies

24 Cook, A., & Miller, E. (2012). Talking Points Personal Outcomes Approach: A practical guide for organisations.  
 Edinburgh: Joint Improvement Team.

25 Stewart, A. (2008) An evaluation of the User Defined Service Evaluation Tool (UDSET) in the Pilot Sites  
 Glasgow School of Social Work/Joint Improvement Team.

26  Petch, A. (2012)  We’ve got to talk about outcomes: a review of the Talking Points personal outcomes   
 approach, Glasgow: IRISS
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Communication Support Needs
As previously stated, legislation clearly outlines that people who are in receipt of social 
care services must be directly consulted about their own care and support, and that 
this consultation should be outcome focused. For people who have more complex 
communication support needs, direct consultation is often problematic. 

Some research seems to put the onus for these problems onto the person who has the 
communication support need. For example, one study stated participants who achieved 
relatively better outcomes ‘showed evidence of higher communicative competence’.27 
This implies that the responsibility for the effectiveness of communication lies principally 
with the young person. However, this project has adopted a view that the responsibility 
for communication lies within the communication partnership. Indeed, ‘it is always at the 
meeting place between individuals that solutions to communication breakdowns must  
be sought’.28 

In practice, this means there must be an emphasis on the development of effective and 
trusting communication partnerships29 because without effective communication, it is 
considerably more challenging to agree personal outcomes with anyone. 

This presents some significant challenges when working alongside people with 
‘communication support needs’, defined as needing support with ‘understanding, 
expressing themselves or interacting with others’.30 The term communication support 
needs has the benefit of emphasising the needs arising out of the difficulty rather than  
the difficulty itself. It places the onus on others to find ways to effectively communicate 
with, listen to and find out the preferences of the individual.31  

28 Hart, P. (2010). Moving beyond the common touchpoint: Discovering language with congenitally deafblind  
 people. PhD Thesis, University of Dundee. Available at: http://hdl.handle.net/10588/1299

29 For further information on communication partnerships, see www.partnersincommunication.info 

30 Scottish Government (2011): Principle of Inclusive Communication (2011) An information and self-assessment  
 tool for public authorities. Edinburgh

31 Aitken, S. & Millar, S. (2002) Are we listening? Book 1 of Listening to Children with Communication Support  
 Needs Glasgow: Sense Scotland, CALL Centre and Scottish Executive Education Department.
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A key question for the SDS consortium was how to agree outcomes alongside people 
with communication support needs, using the Talking Points approach as the overall 
framework. For people with more complex communication support needs, it is not as 
straightforward to simply have a conversation with them. Instead, it would be possible 
to use Talking Mats, switch systems, apps for tablets, voice output devices and a host 
of other AAC methods. For people with yet more complex support needs, it may be 
necessary to gather views and observations from a wide range of people involved in  
the person’s life (family, carers, teachers, support staff etc), so that we develop  
a comprehensive picture of how someone currently lives their life and how they may  
wish it to change in the future.32  

We should keep in mind also that such an approach reflects the concept of co-production 
which has been described as “a relationship between service provider and service user 
that draws on the knowledge, ability and resources of both to develop solutions to issues 
that are claimed to be successful, sustainable and cost-effective, changing the balance  
of power from the professional towards the service user... It is the process of active 
dialogue and engagement between people who use services, and those who  
provide them.”33  

32 Further information on a range of resources can be found at the Partners in Communication website  
 (www.partnersincommunication.info)

33  http://www.coproductionscotland.org.uk/about/what-is-co-production/
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Using the creative arts
There is a recognition that for young people with complex communication support needs, 
traditional methods of gathering information and consultation such as interview and form-
filling can be alienating at times. As Adams and Shaw34 contend: “Despite the gradual 
introduction of person-centred approaches to reviews and transition planning, many young 
people who have complex support needs are still defined and described through headings 
and systems designed and implemented by others. Social care services still struggle with 
the complexities of meaningful consultation with these groups of young people.” 

A creative approach to exploring and discussing the areas of interest in a young person’s 
life can engender a platform from which genuine choice and control can be exerted.  
Often, the arts can offer up a framework where ‘we can find one of the few areas of 
human endeavour where a sense of equal access is genuinely possible’.35   

In all cases, a balanced and thorough approach to discussing, setting and reviewing 
personal outcomes is paramount to a successful transition. Within this project, we 
wished to explore whether the arts could prove beneficial in developing narratives and 
opportunities within which young people with profound and complex needs could find 
agency and autonomy. 

34 Adams K. & Shaw P. (2008). The Personal Profile Project 2005–2008, A creative intervention in the transition  
 of young people with complex needs from children’s to adult services, Project Art Works - Art in Transition   
 (Available at http://paw.stagedev.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/ART-IN-TRANSITION.pdf)

35 Hart, P. (2003). Scotland, Shakespeare and Sinatra – what do they tell us about the Arts and Personal   
 Development? Presentation at Sensing Arts and Music Conference (Sense Scotland), Glasgow, 17th   
 September 2003. (Available from Sense Scotland).
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Transitions process
Leaving school and moving into the adult world  
is seen as a significant life event that can often  
be problematic.36 Young people may feel a range  
of emotions at this time, but for those who require  
social care services, this life event has often been  
informally referred to by families and professionals  
alike as ‘like falling off a cliff’.37  

The Scottish Transition Forum states38:

“The Scottish Government and professionals have  
made it clear, in current legislation and practice  
documents, that the voices of children, young people,  
their families and carers should be listened to and their  
opinions taken into account in matters or procedures affecting them… 
Despite this, many people reported that they are not fully involved or consulted  
in processes surrounding they support they are offered.”  

Mitchell39 echoes this lack of involvement of young people but also suggests a lack of  
co-ordination of the transitions process can become a barrier to a successfully moving  
on from school. He does first describe a range of factors that he suggests would facilitate 
a young person making an informed choice about their future: 

• supportive networks of family and professionals

• advocacy

• information that was accessible and accurate

• experiential knowledge

The following factors emerged as barriers to young people making informed choices: 

• people having low expectations of the young person

• capacity of the young person to make decisions and their    
 communication skills

• lack of integration/collaboration between child and adult services;   
 organisational bureaucracy and risk averse culture. 

36 Mitchell, F (2013) Self-Directed Support for disabled young people in transition.  
 (Available at http://www.researchunbound.org.uk/self-directed-support/) 

37 Scottish Transitions Forum (2013) What have we been up to? Presentation from 5th November 2013.   
 Available at http://www.slideshare.net/scottread/scottish-transitions-forum-presentation-nov-1st

38 Scottish Transitions Forum (2014) Principles of Good Transitions 2. Edinburgh.  
 Available at http://scottishtransitions.org.uk/principles-of-good-transitions-2-2014/

39 Mitchell, F (2013) Self-Directed Support for disabled young people in transition.  
 Available at http://www.researchunbound.org.uk/self-directed-support/
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As highlighted in the previous section, this research has aimed in part to tackle the 
idea that the communication skills of the individual young person should be a barrier 
to successfully having your voice included in the transitions process. There is a clear 
commitment from society, through legislation, that all young people should have their 
voices heard. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 
the Social Care (Self Directed Support) (Scotland) Act 2013 (The SDS Act), and the 
Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act (2004) all enshrine the principle 
that young people should have their views taken into account on matters which affect 
them. Although some communication support needs will present significant challenges, 
nevertheless, it is clear that these rights to be consulted extend to all young people. 

The transition from school to adulthood and adult social care services has long been 
seen as problematic for many young people who have additional support needs. The 
Beattie Report (1999)40 contends that ‘young people with learning disabilities… are at 
risk of social exclusion and experience difficult transitions on leaving school, and during 
subsequent transitions’. Others41 also acknowledge these issues, and further note that 
‘the addition of communication impairment is likely to compound the problem’.  

When looking at transitions, O’Sullivan (2001)42 found that ‘young people with 
communication difficulties had no independent voice in transition planning’. Hamm and 
Mirenda (2006)43 noted that ‘information on the post-school quality of life and related 
outcomes of individuals with complex communication needs is scarce’. Further, they  
found in their study that “outcomes in important life domains were generally discouraging. 
A high positive correlation was found between quality of life and quality of communication 
scores, and participants who achieved relatively better outcomes showed evidence of 
higher communicative competence.”  

This body of research has demonstrated that the voice of the young person is not 
always heard during the transition process. It also suggests that, for young people 
who have complex communication support needs, the lack of a voice will be more 
evident.  Significantly, Hamm and Mirenda (2006) found that people who have complex 
communication support needs will have ‘poorer outcomes’ in their lives.

40 Beattie, R. (1999) Implementing Inclusiveness Realising Potential. Scottish Executive Report.

41 Cameron, L. and Murphy, J. (2000) Making Choices at the Time of Transition for Young People with  
 a Learning Disability. AAC Research Unit, Department of Psychology, University of Stirling.  

42 O’Sullivan, T. (2001) Young Adults Transition Project: Draft Summary, London: Optimum Health Services  
 NHS Trust

43 Hamm, B., & Mirenda, P. (2006). Post-school quality of life for individuals with developmental disabilities  
 who use AAC. Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 22, 2, 134-147
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Of particular note in relation to transitions is the start date and timeline for planning to 
leave school outlined in the Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 
2004. This states that local authorities should:

The Keys to Life report highlights as good practice a transitions project for young people 
who have Profound and Multiple Learning Disabilities (PMLD) that ‘collates information 
from education, social work and social care staff who are involved in the transition  
process to enable new health and social care professionals to get to know the  
individual’.44 There is, however, no mention of any information being obtained from the 
young people themselves. Clearly obtaining information from the people who are close  
to the young person who has PMLD is a valid means of consulting. However, as some 
have highlighted , this does not negate or replace the need to engage directly with the 
young people themselves and as Mitchell46 points out, the views of carers are not  
always be the same as the young person’s.  

It is clear that ‘regardless of how difficult communication is, it is vital to engage directly 
with the individual concerned rather than relying solely on carers or significant others’.47   
The onus is on the communication partner to find a way of establishing the views of the 
person. This would suggest that if the young person’s view is to be included, then the 
process of gathering their view must have started some considerable time before the 
deadlines suggested by the ASL Act. 

Recent sources have highlighted some views of young disabled people:48

• Request information from agencies likely to be involved with the child  
no later than 12 months before the expected school leaving date

• Pass information to those agencies no later than six months before the  
child or young person is due to leave school including the expected  
school leaving date and any other information relevant to the continued 
support of the child or young person

• Take account of the views of the young person in transition,  
no matter what their communication capacity

44 Scottish Government (2013) The keys to Life: Improving quality of life for people with learning disability.   
 Edinburgh

45 Cook, A., Walker, E., Miller, E. & Barrie, K. (2010) Improving Communication around Outcomes:  
 A resource to support reflection and practice development, Edinburgh: Joint Improvement Team.

46 Mitchell, F (2013). Self Directed Support for disabled young people in transition.  
 (Available at http://www.researchunbound.org.uk/self-directed-support/)

47 Cook, A., Walker, E., Miller, E. & Barrie, K. (2010) Improving Communication around Outcomes:  
 A resource to support reflection and practice development, Edinburgh: Joint Improvement Team.

48 Sense Scotland (2015). A tale of giant leaps and small steps – supporting young people to move into   
 adulthood. (Available from Sense Scotland.)

• That people want the same things as everyone else – the chance to  
learn, to train, to make friends, have relationships, have a social life  
and have a job.

• Having friends and a social life were important. People have reported  
their experiences of loneliness and isolation.  

• They found the transitions process stressful, rushed and not always 
leading to positive outcomes.
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The wider legislative and policy background in Scotland is designed to minimise some of 
these challenges faced by young people, so that they grow into: 

• successful learners 

• confident individuals 

• responsible citizens 

• effective contributors49 

The Curriculum for Excellence aims to ensure that all children and young people in 
Scotland develop the knowledge, skills and attributes they will need if they are to flourish 
in life, learning and work, now and in the future. The GIRFEC framework compliments 
these outcomes by suggesting that each child and young person in Scotland should be:

•	 SAFE  
Protected from abuse, neglect or harm at home,  
at school and in the community. 

•	 HEALTHY  
Having the highest standards of physical and mental health, access  
to suitable health care and support to make healthy and safe choices. 

•	 ACHIEVING  
Being supported and guided in their learning and development of their 
skills, confidence and self-esteem at home, at school and in the community. 

•	 NURTURED 
Having a nurturing place to live in a family setting, with additional help  
if needed, or, where this is not possible, in a suitable care setting. 

•	 ACTIVE 
Having the opportunity to take part in activities such as play, recreation  
and sport, which contribute to healthy growth and development at school 
and in the community. 

•	 RESPECTED 
Having the opportunity along with carers to be heard and involved  
in decisions which affect them.

•	 RESPONSIBLE  
Having the opportunity and encouragement to play active and responsible 
roles in their schools and communities and, where necessary, having 
appropriate guidance and supervision and being involved in decisions 
which affect them. 

•	 INCLUDED  
Having the help to overcome social, educational, physical and economic 
inequalities and being accepted as part of the community in which they live 
and learn.

49 Curriculum for Excellence. Further information available at  
 http://www.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/26800/0023690.pdf. Also at http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/  
 learningandteaching/thecurriculum/whatiscurriculumforexcellence/index.asp
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Despite this policy backdrop, anecdotal evidence from within the SDS Consortium50   
confirmed the recommendations outlined by The Joseph Rowntree Foundation:51 

• Transition should be seen as a gradual process, starting preparation 
earlier than at present.

• Young people should be given ‘practice’ in making choices and 
‘permission’ to do so.

• Agencies should think ahead how best to maximise every young  
person’s participation, especially those with high support needs  
and/or communication impairments.

• Better links should be developed across different agencies to encourage 
transition planning that reflects young people’s aspirations.

• School leavers require more courses that inform them about employment, 
further education, health and sex education.

• Serious consideration should be given to a wide range of post-school 
options that includes plans for nurturing and supporting friendships and 
social/leisure opportunities.

In many ways, this project allowed us to test the extent to which these seven principles 
were followed for the young people who participated. 

These recommendations chime with the Scottish Transition Forum’s principles of  
a good transition:52

1) All plans and assessments should  
 be made in a person-centred way.

2) Support should be co-ordinated   
 across all services.

3) Planning should start early and   
 continue up to age 25.

4) Young people should get the   
 support they need.

5) Young people, parents and carers  
 must have access to the    
 information they need. 

6) Families and carers need support. 

7) Legislation and policy should be   
 co-ordinated and simplified.

50 Minutes from SDS Consortium meetings.

51 Joseph Rowntree (2012) Moving into adulthood: young disabled people moving into adulthood.  
 Available at http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/moving-adulthood-young-disabled-people-moving-adulthood 

52 Scottish Transitions Forum (2014) Principles of Good Transitions 2. Edinburgh.  
 Available at http://scottishtransitions.org.uk/principles-of-good-transitions-2-2014/
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How did we carry out the research?
The project team followed the stories of a small group of individuals and their families to 
explore these four research questions:

• Does Self-Directed Support enable people with additional support needs  
to have more choice and control in their support?

• What support and services do young people and their families want to  
be commissioned in the future? 

• To what extent are the personal outcomes important to any individual 
reflected in the way that support and services are commissioned? 

• What do organisations do in supporting people that either helps or  
hinders choice and control? 

The project developed narrative accounts of the young people’s and families’ experiences 
of leaving school, using a variety of communication methods and creative approaches. 
In addition, the project gathered feedback from professionals involved with partner 
organisations within the SDS consortium in order to gain a wider perspective on the 
questions noted above.  

Ethical permissions
Initially, ethical agreement was sought both from the host organisation of the project team 
and also from the Research Advisory Group established by the Consortium. In addition, 
one local authority required us to follow their ethical permissions process before meeting 
any young people or families.

Research Advisory Group
We established a Research Advisory Group, consisting of representatives from the  
SDS Consortium, as well as a representative from the Scottish Transitions Forum. The 
Advisory Group oversaw the project and acted as a link to the main SDS Consortium  
so that learning from the project could influence processes within partner organisations. 

Following advice from Scottish Government, this project took a qualitative knowledge 
exchange approach, where learning was shared across all organisations involved. 
Findings from the project were reported at various stages and these influenced 
discussions at SDS Consortium meetings and also led to the delivery of some practice 
sharing events. These were reported to the Scottish Government as part of the ongoing 
evaluation process. 
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Sources of evidence
This is an overview of the various sources of evidence used to evaluate the experiences 
of young people leaving school: 

• Semi-structured interviews with young people, families and professionals 
from Social Work, Education, provider organisations and other third 
sector organisations (written up as notes or recorded using film or audio). 
Interviews were held with people from a range of professional roles, 
including commissioners, care managers, teachers, brokers, transitions  
co-ordinators, social work managers, service provider managers and 
advisory workers.

• Research Advisory Group meetings.

• Project team meetings.

• SDS Consortium meetings.

• Films and notes from arts sessions.

• Films, notes from focus group and interviews and graphic facilitation from 
residential weekend (15th-16th May 2015).

• Interviews with members of Sense Scotland Arts team.

• Notes, graphic facilitation and film from SDS Consortium events held on 
22nd January 2014 and 24th June 2015. 

• Detailed narratives of three young people’s experiences of leaving school. 
These were constructed from research notes, notes and audio/video 
recordings of interviews, support plans and participation in events. 

Analysis
We used a process of thematic analysis to develop a range of themes from all sources 
of evidence listed above. Some of the data sources were input to a qualitative analysis 
programme called Nvivo, initially coded against a number of themes developed from 
previous research. We also added a range of new themes arising from the interviews  
with participants and stakeholders. Crucial to developing new themes were the 
discussions which took place within the SDS consortium and this allowed learning to 
develop as the project unfolded. 

If a new theme emerged from any data source, we reviewed other data sources to see 
if similar themes were mentioned by other people. In this way, we could add additional 
themes to any previously coded data sources. This allowed us to capture all instances 
of these same themes. For example, transport emerged as a theme in one interview. We 
then re-read other interviews to see if any other young people or other stakeholders had 
mentioned transport. This process allowed us to build a sense of all the important themes 
that were being raised by participants. 

When new themes emerged, this also allowed us the opportunity to add questions into the 
schedules for interviews and focus groups. In this way, we could be clear if a theme was 
emerging in general for many young people and families. Themes also influenced  
the content of practice sharing events organised by the SDS Consortium, so that we  
could gather a wider perspective on particular themes. 
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For example, the final event held in the summer of 2015 had a focus on sharing 
communication methods used to agree outcomes with people, as well as developing 
common pathways and paperwork to guide transitions processes in local authorities 
because these were important themes that emerged from the project. The practice  
sharing event aimed to develop new learning that could then impact upon practice.  
All of this meant that the direction of the research and ultimately practice was being 
influenced by what young people, families and professionals were saying was important 
to them. And the overall work of the SDS Consortium was feeding directly back into the 
research process. 

We also considered information from another transitions project in one provider 
organisation. This was done through secondary analysis of summarised anonymised 
information from various events to confirm or contradict themes emerging from 
participants in this project.

Participants and Process
The project was divided into these different phases: 

Month 1 

• Desktop research to benchmark this research project against existing  
research, transitions guidance and relevant legislative background.  

• Develop initial interview questions and coding system; make contact with 
potential participants; develop initial three-month workplan for the project. 

This phase was undertaken as planned and the desktop research has been 
primarily reported in previous sections of this report. The interview formats and initial 
questionnaires were established, building on learning from the desktop review, from  
SDS consortium meetings and from previous events held by the consortium. 

In particular, we drew learning from an event held on 22nd January 2014, Personal 
Outcomes - Making it happen: Working together to make a difference. This event 
looked at the national, local authority and support provider organisation perspectives 
on outcomes and included a range of presentations from social work colleagues, 
representatives of Joint Improvement Team, provider organisation teams and people  
who receive support. Workshops looked in detail at: 

• What is an outcome?

• Identifying and recording outcomes

• Reviewing and tracking outcomes

A full report of this event presented a range of key messages, outlines of presentations, 
action plans and reviews for each SDS Consortium member, and an outcomes framework 
linking national to local outcomes.53 

Throughout this phase there were meetings of the SDS Consortium and the Research 
Advisory Group. 

53 All of this detail will be made available via various online resources at the completion of this project. 
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Months 2-4 

• Undertake interviews with up to five young people who left school in  
May/June 2014. 

• Identify 10 additional participants to be supported during their last year of school.

It took longer than anticipated to agree participants in the project but within a few months, 
five young people were identified by local authorities, three who had left school already 
and two who were leaving in the summer of 2015. 

Subsequently, we were able to include elements of the transition experiences of two 
other young people who had already left school. One person did not participate after the 
initial interview, so in total we gathered the experiences of four young people who had left 
school in the summer of 2014 or earlier. In early 2015, two additional young people were 
referred via a third sector organisation (one of whom participated in the project), so in 
total, we have gathered detailed stories of three young people who left in May 2015. 

Months 5-14

• We envisaged using multimedia across a wide range of arts disciplines to 
capture and evidence the experience of young people as they progress through 
their transition from school to adult life. In particular, we wished to capture both 
the emotional impact on young people and also develop creative, co-produced 
responses to capturing young people’s personal outcomes. As well as carrying 
out interviews and running arts sessions, we also organised a residential 
weekend for young people and families in May 2015. This involved discussion 
groups, information sessions, sharing personal stories, forum theatre54 and other 
creative arts sessions. 

Since the project did not recruit the original intended number of young people and 
families, in addition to the original planned arts activities, we also ran various arts sessions 
within schools and within one consortium member’s resource centre. We did organise the 
family weekend in May involving arts sessions and family focus groups.55  
We had the following numbers of young people attending: 

• School sessions - 13 additional young people attended the in-school sessions  
(all within Consortium local authorities).

• Arts weekend - 13 additional young people (plus four families) from a youth  
group took part. All of these young people had either left school within the 
last few years or were preparing to leave school in the summer of 2015. The 
young people lived in various local authorities, including two of the Consortium 
authorities. One young person (and his parents) was also nominated by a 
provider organisation (from a different Local Authority). In total, 14 young people 
participated in this weekend. 

54 Forum theatre evolved from Theatre of the Oppressed by director and workers party activist Augusto Boal  
 (https://brechtforum.org/abouttop).

55 In total, 7 families attended the focus groups.
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By the end of the project, 34 young people have had some contact with the project and 
shared their experiences of leaving school. Of this number, seven young people have 
shared their experiences through more detailed interviews, and for three young people 
leaving school in May 2015, we developed detailed personal stories using material from  
a wide range of sources.  

Throughout this phase, there were also regular meetings of the SDS Consortium and the 
Research Advisory Group. In addition, an event was organised in June 2014 to share 
practice and resource ideas across a number of organisations involved in supporting 
young people in transitions. This event emerged from discussions at consortium meetings 
where findings from the research were being considered. Key findings were already 
emerging such as: 

The event in June 2014 set out to explore these topics in considerable depth, inviting 
practitioners from consortium organisations as well as additional local authorities to  
share best practice. Again, the details of this practice sharing event will be made available 
as part of the final set of resources from this project and the wider work of the SDS 
Consortium. 

• The benefits of agreed common pathways and paperwork within local 
authorities, so that across social work and education, single transitions 
processes might operate 

• The use of various communication methods to gather the stories of  
young people. 

29

For me the access to information  
throughout the transitions process has  
been extremely poor. I wanted things put  
in place early for my son, but I was  
constantly picking up the phone and  
chasing. It’s disappointing and makes  
me angry. Communication is a big issue. 

“

”- parent



What	were	the	main	themes	and	findings	that	
emerged?
This section will summarise the overall themes and sub-themes. Within each sub-theme, 
we will describe evidence to support a range of findings. We will then return to the four 
research questions to offer answers to each of these. 

Money and resources
Budget or person led? 

The policy background is clear that a person’s aspirations and dreams should be taken 
into account when designing and delivering support. This has been evident for some 
of the young people within this project. There is evidence from local authorities that 
assessment paperwork is driven by people’s wishes and aspirations, with personal 
outcomes at the centre of the process. Indeed, we saw developments in the layout of 
paperwork from one local authority where recent assessment forms bring the views of the 
young person to the forefront. This contrasts with previous versions (completed for young 
people in this project), where the young person’s views come after the views of others.  
Real change has happened over the last year, connected with ongoing work in that local 
authority to align paperwork with the GIRFEC framework. Initial transitions meetings 
include discussions around ‘what would make a good life for a young person?’ using 
assessment resources linked directly to the GIRFEC My World Triangle.56 

However, it is clear also that we live in more challenging economic times and this was 
reflected in interviews, at Consortium meetings and at a family focus group. For example, 
one family member suggested that the transitions process was now primarily  
‘budget led, not person led’. This view was agreed by others present, with one parent 
stating: “If minds are already made up about services, how personalised is this?”  
In an interview, one family also described their view that they wanted a long term service 
after school to be provided by one of their son’s existing support providers (he had three 
overall). However, they report that they were told that could not happen, as that service 
provider was ‘too expensive’ and there ‘were better providers’ out there. An education 
colleague described SDS being seen by some ‘as a smokescreen to detract from the  
fact that budgets are shrinking’. 

There is a real sense from Consortium meetings that all local authorities have a desire  
to be person-led but the reality for some families and young people is that it does not 
always feel like this. There is an overall feeling amongst people using support services 
that budgets are given priority in the decision-making process (a view supported by  
other projects).57 

56 http://www.gov.scot/Topics/People/Young-People/gettingitright/national-practice-model/my-world-triangle

57 Sense Scotland (2015). A tale of giant leaps and small steps – supporting young people to move into   
 adulthood. (Available from Sense Scotland).
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Eligibility criteria

Colleagues from one Social Work team outlined that having different eligibility criteria 
in children’s and adult services can mean that a young person is not always eligible for 
the same level of support once they move into adult services. This might come as a 
surprise to the young person or family unless it is clearly explained. However, it is already 
evident in other local authorities that uniform eligibility criteria exist across both children’s 
and adult’s service. Staff from one authority confirmed that the same eligibility criteria 
and Resource Allocation System existed for children and adult services, with only older 
people’s services being different. Families themselves did not mention ‘eligibility criteria’, 
but in a focus group, they did talk about the ‘postcode lottery’ in relation to perceived 
differences in what level of support was possible in different local authorities. (There are 
other reports that also discuss this topic).58

Transport issues

One family reported that they were initially advised that they would not get any provision 
for transport in their budget. (This decision was reviewed at the time of finalising this 
report and transport was included in the final budget.) The mother argued that she could 
not safely drive to any service without additional support due to the risks posed by health 
concerns and other actions from the young person. She suggested that her son would 
always need two people to accompany him. In addition she suggested she sometimes 
had to support her son during the night and felt she was not safe to drive the next morning 
in these circumstances. This family also reported that they felt people thought they were 
over protective when consistently raising health issues and asking for them to be taken 
into account when setting outcomes and planning future support. 

Another family described how one week before a young person was due to start a college 
placement it was still unclear to them whose responsibility it was to transport him to and 
from college. After being asked what a perfect support service would look like, this same 
parent responded:

A big car that took him there and back. Driving and the time,  
I am overwhelmed. The opportunities for him are fantastic,  
but the practicalities are difficult... Someone to drop him  
there, supervise him, pick him up.

“
”

58 Arc Scotland (2012). Self-Directed Support and Transitions Survey Report.  
 Available at http://arcuk.org.uk/scotland/self-directed-support-sds-and-transitions-survey-report/
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Transitions pathways and processess

Co-ordination (Education and Social  
Work Departments)

There is clear evidence in the literature and from this  
project that clear co-ordination of the transitions process  
leads to a positive transitions experience. Some local  
authorities have transitions forums and transitions support  
workers and these add a positive dimension to the process.  
For example, one school described the role of a Transitions  
Support Worker (TSW) who supports each pupil in their final  
year of school and sometimes beyond school (although it  
was reported that this after school support may become  
more limited). One TSW described how she can support young people in the months 
leading up to school leaving date, in independent travel, college placement and work  
experience. This support offers real life practical experience. This TSW also organises  
a summer placement at a local school which serves as a transition from school to  
college where staff from college come along and run educational activities. The Head 
Teacher described the TSW role as ‘invaluable’ in sustaining a young person’s destination. 
However, the TSW does not support young people with more complex support needs, 
but that may simply reflect the group of young people who attend that particular school.  
Another mother said she had heard of a transitions worker in her authority and had 
requested a meeting with this person. She said she then heard nothing back and 
suggested ‘possibly there was a breakdown in communication’. 

The role of mentor teachers was also explored in one local authority. One teacher in this 
role expressed: “A lot of these kids have been with us since Primary 1 so we know them 
inside out and back to front, so it is quite easy to identify what they want.” 

He described how he meets with the child prior to the transition meeting. Information 
can be broken down and mock interviews and meetings can be held prior to the actual 
transitions meeting. Picture symbol images are sometimes used, but due to the level  
of communication support needs, simplifying information verbally was usually sufficient. 
Again, that would reflect the context in that particular school. The mentor teacher uses  
an Individual Support Plan (now called an Action Plan) to plan outcomes for a young 
person throughout secondary school to ascertain personal outcomes of students and  
what supports will help achieve them. It follows the GIRFEC model. This local authority 
has created an SQA module called Having Your Say59 to help develop young people’s 
self-advocacy and the communication of feelings, particularly before the transition 
meetings. The mentor teacher stressed the importance of young people expressing  
choice and control and developing self-agency, because in his opinion, young people 
could sometimes go along with plans from their parents or will freeze prior to transition 
meetings and not say anything. Although Having Your Say is a positive model, it is 
primarily aimed at young people who have good verbal communication skills. 

59 http://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/CfE_Unit_N2_PersonalAchievement_HavingYourSay.pdf
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When questioning the mentor teacher if he had conversations with Social Work, he replied 
that some young people have quite extensive social work input and it is possible to get 
quite involved with them. Where a young person is ‘on the periphery with social work 
then it can be the case that different workers get involved and information often has to be 
repeated’. One parent suggested an interesting solution that goes wider even than the 
involvement of just local authorities:

It would be good if one form could be filled in that could go 
wherever. The form for PIP and for SDS asked for some of 
the same information. It would save you, as a parent, from 
continually having to relive the young person’s story.  
A single application looked at by DWP, by Social Work,  
a bit like a home report when you are selling your house.

“
”

Overall, it is clear that education teams take the lead in organising initial transitions 
meetings and most are holding at least two formal transition meetings. One local authority 
stated that these meetings are held 12 months and six months prior to the school leaving 
date (in line with the ASL Act), although if circumstances dictated it, additional meetings 
could be held. Indeed, for young person thinking of leaving school at the end of his fourth 
year, an initial transitions meeting was held at that time. The outcome of this meeting 
was he would remain at school and thereafter subsequent transitions meetings were held 
according to the standard plan. 

Another Head Teacher suggested “the school takes a pro-active interest in SDS and 
preparation for transitions and the process of discussions with Social Work may start 
two to three years before the end of school. Practically however, students get involved 
one year to 18 months before school ends.” According to this teacher, Social Work 
involvement is ‘prompted by the school’. 

However, this overall co-ordination does not feel consistent for all families, with one family 
suggesting: “To be honest, I don’t think anybody took the lead. I feel very much like it 
wasn’t happening at all”. 

Another family described her frustration at people being called Care Managers because 
she felt that was the role she had been playing in her son’s transition. One parent 
suggested how she thought a coordinator role could work: “the coordinator wouldn’t 
necessarily have to take all the cases but if we had someone who could work alongside 
the school - even three years before the young person was due to leave - so they are the 
link between the young person, school, families and social work, so we could be much 
more aware of who is coming out of schools.” 
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One key area of concern consistently raised by families related to when the Adult 
Social Work team gets directly involved in the transitions process. This could be the 
first involvement of Social Work for a young person or it could involve a transfer from 
Children’s to Adult Social Work teams. There are some reports from families that the adult 
social work team did not get involved until a few months before the school leaving date. 
In one authority, the team were fully aware that they have not always had a consistent 
approach. When asked when the adult social work team usually get involved, they 
suggested it should be six months before leaving school but could sometimes be less 
because of late referrals to them. At the same time, they were also aware of cases of 
working with a young person from 14 years old. 

This team suggested that a recently established Transitions Forum would help the 
transitions dialogue happen much earlier. One family reported that it was their belief that 
Adult Social Work should get involved in January of the year the young person leaves 
school. For their son, a social worker was appointed in February and whilst overall 
she describes the support as positive, she does say that she found the whole process 
complex. They were concerned that by the time it came to February nothing was in place 
for their son after school (and by the time of writing this report two months after his school 
leaving date: although a service has been agreed, it still has not started). 

One social worker agrees in part with this family’s view of the lateness of adult social 
worker input, saying: 

A problem in general is that it is too late by the time we are 
involved so [this family] already had a firm idea of what 
[they] wanted. But also it’s quite difficult with [the young 
person] because at that stage I didn’t really know him well.

“
”
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At a family focus group, there was also discussion about a ‘chance’ meeting that opened 
up new support possibilities for one young person. This young man met someone with 
similar musical interests and the family felt that without this meeting, there would not have 
been consideration of music as part of his future support. It is true, however, that once this 
interest was known, the local authority responded well and this young man was part of an 
SDS pilot that allowed his musical talent to be supported. Many exciting things have since 
flowed from this and music looks like being part of his future plan. 

Another family also suggested a chance meeting led to new information about a different 
service their daughter could attend, which has subsequently opened up new possibilities 
for her. There was no sense from these families that this was ‘co-ordinated’ and they felt  
it was ‘luck’ that these new possibilities opened up. 

There was much discussion at a focus group for families about the difference between 
the way schools describe young people and the information that is often required 
for social work assessments. It was reported that there was often a positive focus in 
school reports which does not always prove helpful when trying to describe the support 
needs that a young person might have. One family gave an example of a school report 
describing her daughter as ‘an independent traveller’ even though they felt she could 
never have travelled on her own. In their opinion, perhaps the school had meant she was 
developing skills and was taking on more of the tasks associated with traveling on public 
transport. They were clear that she could not at that stage travel on her own. This proved 
problematic when undertaking a Social Work assessment with the family trying to highlight 
that their daughter could never travel unaccompanied. This could have a significant impact 
on the design of her future support. 
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Transparent decision-making

Young people and families were not always clear about how decisions were being made, 
and this applied across all professionals involved in the transitions process. Rarely did 
families or young people talk about Resource Allocation Systems, but they did report 
an interest in when budgets would be agreed. There are perceived differences in the 
timescale for agreeing a budget for any required support beyond school. We heard from 
one family that they received notice of their son’s budget three days before he was due 
to leave school. After initially being offered a very small monthly amount, an increased 
amount was put in place as an interim measure. Around three months after leaving 
school, a final budget was then agreed. 

Another parent, whose child had already left school, described the process as  
“absolutely horrific, really horrific. We started our application [seven months ago], and it’s 
only just been submitted to the Social Worker for scrutiny, and we still don’t know whether 
we are going to get the money or not.” 

Another parent told of having a budget for her daughter’s support agreed fully six months 
before the school leaving date, but she was aware of another young person from another 
authority (whose parents were also present at the same focus group) who still did not 
have an agreed budget even though he was leaving school in two weeks’ time.

In one local authority, Social Work colleagues described a speedy system of calculating 
indicative budgets using an online database. They considered this as helpful in being 
transparent with individuals about their budgets. At a family focus group, families 
asked that budgets are agreed earlier, perhaps six months prior to leaving school. This 
would allow time to get suitable support organised. However, one provider organisation 
highlighted that they had been advised by a local authority that only one month’s notice 
would be given for the start of a new service. 

Such a timescale proves problematic and some families report that even when funding 
decisions were made, services did not always start at the time families thought they 
would. Families reported that agreed provider organisations did not always communicate 
effectively about what was happening. One family suggested that while they could 
understand why a service would start many months after the budget had been agreed,  
the organisation had not kept the family informed about progress, nor had they taken  
any time to get to know their son.  
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There were particular issues around timescales for one young person on the autistic 
spectrum. Everyone around that person needed clearer information about what would be 
happening, even if this was not directly shared with the young person (because of concerns 
about impacting upon his stress and anxiety levels). The family and teachers would then 
know the best way to inform the young person about future plans. The family felt that no 
plans were agreed even with a few months to go to the school leaving date and so they 
could not have discussions with their son about what was happening. Their concern was 
compounded when agreement was reached with a support provider but no final start 
date could be agreed, even though it was now weeks away from the school leaving date. 
These issues were highlighted to senior staff from that provider organisation and a clearer 
communication pathway was introduced for families and young people.  

Another family suggested that an organisation had not been flexible in offering their son 
one-to-one support, even though they felt they had a budget that could support this. 
Subsequent discussion with managers from that organisation highlighted that the service 
is limited to support levels defined by the local authority. This is perhaps an example of 
different parts of a commissioning and contracts process not fully joining up.  

At a focus group when parents were exploring the seven principles of good transition, 
one parent explicitly related these principles not only to leaving school but also to the 
way a support provided had transferred his son’s service from one location to another 
some distance away. In his opinion, the principles of good transitions could apply to any 
change in a person’s life and they had not been followed in his son’s case. Another family 
told a similar story of two different services within the same support provider not sharing 
information between them and not having common paperwork when their daughter moved 
from one service to the other. 
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• More support for the young person

• Person-centered because the process is not rooted  
in organisational agenda 

• More openly able to explore and inquire without already  
agreed contracts with local services. 

Perhaps one reason for these apparent benefits relates to the independence of the role. 
In addition, having many different people sharing and learning about a young person’s 
interests can have positive benefits. This allows a greater sense of who a young person  
is and what their hopes and fears are for the future. There are benefits for people who  
have no emotional attachment or organisational agenda working alongside young people  
to determine their personal outcomes because it minimises any impact on the young 
person’s choices and aspirations. 

The broker and artist relationship in this project, for example, has perhaps enabled young 
people to articulate their identity and aspirations for the future independently from their 
parents/carers, teachers, social workers and peers.

Support from others

In all local authorities, young people and families drew on support from third sector 
organisations, carers’ networks and independent advocacy to gain further confidence  
and information to follow the transitions process. There were also good reports about  
a brokerage service available in one local authority to help some young people find new 
possibilities for support and to manage aspects of their budget. It appears that the role  
of the brokerage service is to help identify individual aspirations, connect individuals to 
the community and the local services and help manage personal budgets. Each broker is 
trained in a specific learning disability, and matched to individual interests. In an interview 
with a broker three key benefits were outlined: 
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Impact on people
Some families and young people describe a negative impact of the transitions process  
on their stress and anxiety levels. 

For example, in a social work support plan for one young person, the impact on other 
siblings was noted. In the same support plan, there are reports of mum giving up her job 
in order to manage all the responsibilities of looking after the home and her children who 
all have different needs. She is the main carer for all four of her children. She described 
feeling ‘overwhelmed’ with various financial forms that needed completed. A broker and 
financial inclusion officer have been assisting her although the broker’s involvement 
recently ended.

Often anxiety related to what support would be in place after school. One mother 
describes her feelings one month before the school leaving date: “I used to think that  
I am quite a strong person, but lately I have been breaking down. I don’t know if I am 
getting more angry and that is how I am managing to keep it together. I was crying when 
[my son] was sleeping.” 

A few weeks before her son was due to leave school she said “One of his friends has  
a college place; another has a package and is going to college. They are all excited and 
know what’s happening. [He] doesn’t know. He doesn’t have a clue what is happening.” 

Another family describe their dilemma about finding a service for their son’s specific  
needs which they describe as not easily fitting any one service. He has already left  
school and many months after this, no final support had been agreed. One of his  
parents said “I take on board that they have limited resources, but we are now left in  
a situation where we have a son who has no future. He has no future plans, he has no 
future goals, he doesn’t see the point in having them. It is very difficult, and it’s very 
stressful. I do find it very stressful.”  
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After we met, I spoke to four colleagues  
all of whom have autistic children (all of  
whom transitioned this year) and asked  
them if they had heard of SDS – none  
had – they didn’t even  know what I was  
talking about.  Needless to say there are  
now four new applications in the world!

“

”- parent



Support after leaving school
There is much discussion in social care settings that SDS would herald a world of new 
support possibilities. From discussions at SDS Consortium meetings, there seems a 
genuine commitment from local authorities and provider organisations to consider new, 
creative options for support. For some young people in this project, it is true that SDS  
has allowed new worlds to open up to them. 

There are excellent stories of how young people have been able to develop and widen 
their social lives through SDS, fund new computer equipment and try out new activities. 
For example, in an interview with a school leaver, he described what SDS meant to him: 

A lot. Being part of society. Being like everyone else. First 
heard about it from Social Worker, at the end of fourth year. 
In fifth year, I started the SDS pilot which ran through to sixth 
year. With my budget, I went to [a music festival]. Before SDS, 
there was one company that the council chose. Before SDS, 
there was not the opportunity to go out on a Saturday.

“
”Others have looked for flexible support options, and these have not always been easy 

to facilitate. One young person had a difficult last year at school and was at home more 
than being in school. This was distressing for the whole family. He wanted to leave school 
around six months before the summer holidays, but they were told that this would not be 
possible as there would be no budget and therefore no support ready for him at that time. 

Someone suggested that college was suitable for the young person, as it ‘meets the 
curriculum and meets his level of ability’. The family reported that it did not appear to be 
relevant that the young man didn’t like going to college. His mother said “No one was 
listening to him. They got his advocacy worker to do Talking Mats with him, and he was 
clearly saying ‘I don’t like college’. What else did he have to do?”

A representative from one of his support providers said:

I went to a transitions meeting at the school, but there was no 
point me being there. They were told that [he] didn’t want to go 
to college. But they said that was his only option. There was 
nothing else I could offer because they had made their decision.

“
”
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Another young man did leave school early but to date no decisions have been made 
about future support options. His mother describes a multi-agency meeting at the point 
when he was leaving school. She says:

61 Minutes from SDS Consortium meetings

62 Mitchell, F (2013) Self-Directed Support for disabled young people in transition.  
 Available at http://www.researchunbound.org.uk/self-directed-support/

63 Sense Scotland (2015). A tale of giant leaps and small steps – supporting young people to move into   
 adulthood. (Available from Sense Scotland).
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We went round the table and each person said. ‘I’m sorry,  
I don’t know what else to suggest’. I find that quite incredible.“ ”

College is seen by many as the first consideration for school leavers but questions  
have been raised about alternatives for people with more complex support needs. 
Questions have also been raised about what happens after college finishes, perhaps  
one or two years after leaving school? Is this taken into account when agreeing  
packages of support? 

There was a view expressed at a Consortium meeting that there is still a reliance on 
‘traditional models’ for the majority of young people after school. Some feel61 that this 
is because SDS is still relatively new and information to families and young people is 
often coming from school staff who have knowledge of existing support providers where 
previous school leavers have moved on to. It might also be the case that families and 
young people themselves have links with support providers and they feel comfortable 
maintaining a link they have known for many years. 

It is also true that for many families their lives, including their employment, have  
been built around the times that school was available. Thus it makes sense that they 
might wish to find support that covers similar hours. This would reflect findings from 
Mitchell that suggests when people are faced with an array of choices, they often opt 
for the status quo.62 One family spoke of the need for one parent to give up their job 
in order to manage the transport issues for their young adult with support needs, and 
this is echoed in other recent research where some families felt they had to alter their 
employment status to accommodate an increased caring role.63 There will be some 
families who cannot give up work which might suggest why some families opt for 
‘traditional’ support models that primarily fall within the hours of 9-5. 



Of course, it may also be the case that young people are opting for ‘traditional’ service 
models because these models suit their wishes and needs. Within workshops carried 
out at schools, young people highlighted a number of diverse possibilities for future 
outcomes. These include ‘spending more time with family and friends’, ‘doing more 
sport’, ‘performing on a stage’ and ‘signing a contract for employment’, all of which  
might be available, even in so-called ‘traditional’ services. It was clear also that  
young people place an important emphasis on having opportunities to meet with  
other young people. 

There was some evidence that schools are trying out a wide range of activities  
and developing skills within young people to prepare them for making choices  
about future support. Many are developing close links between schools, colleges  
and service providers to allow young people to know about possible future support 
options. Head Teachers in one local authority reported that inter-school links were  
a local initiative agreed between the schools. One school also spoke of organising 
events that bring back some previous pupils. They also invite families, social work  
and other local authority representative to these events and the school encourages 
people to ‘get talking to one another’ in an effort to share information about possible 
future options for young people. This is a really positive example of sharing  
information with young people and families. However, there was also a view  
expressed that support options after school are not as high a standard as school  
and perhaps parents accept services and support which don’t really meet the  
ambitions of young people. 

This study did not follow young people for many months after leaving school, but  
other research would indicate that young people do go on to realise many of their 
ambitions and aspirations.64 However, there is more that could be done to make  
sure that young people (and their families) do know about the full range of  
possibilities. There has been discussion at Consortium meetings and at the  
practice-sharing event in June about hosting Transitions Fairs in schools.  
Some local authorities report that they are already actively developing this  
for next summer’s school leavers. 

64 Sense Scotland (2015). A tale of giant leaps and small steps  
 – supporting young people to move into adulthood. (Available from Sense Scotland).
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Access to Information

In general terms there is a need for more information for young people and families about 
Self-directed Support itself and about support and services that are available for young 
people beyond school. One family described: 

SDS is still as a term that is confusing for people and even amongst professionals was 
often mixed up with Skills Development Scotland, an agency which plays an important 
role for some young people in offering transitions and careers advice. Information about 
SDS in accessible formats was not uniformly available and for one local authority it took 
around five months to be delivered when the project team asked for it and this was around 
one year after the implementation of SDS. However, in one local authority there is now 
a subtitled DVD about SDS released in June 2015. Around six months before leaving 
school, one young man and his mum expressed that they were unclear about  
Self-directed Support, what ‘SDS’ and ‘personal outcomes’ stood for and in particular  
the four SDS options. 

There also does not appear to be information available that describes the transitions 
process itself and spells out clearly the timescales and the processes, nor who will play 
roles at different stages of the process. This is something that some local authorities are 
involved in preparing and there were three practice-sharing workshops at the June 2015 
event that allowed the key milestones and responsibilities to be identified. This has led to 
the development of a Timeline for Transitions that can be completed by young people and 
their families. This will be available as one of the resources developed by the Consortium. 

A range of third sector and advocacy organisations were cited as excellent sources of 
information, as were carers groups and events that brought families together to share 
information. It was particularly helpful if a family knew of other families who had gone 
through a transitions process previously. One family suggested that they learned from  
a colleague about flexible learning (a way of accessing education in a way that is 
responsive in pace, place and/or mode of delivery65) but this option had not been 
considered by the professionals involved in her son’s multi-agency meeting. This  
would suggest that more information sessions for families should be organised in future 
so that they can be better informed prior to transitions meetings. One family member 
suggested: ‘if you know the system, you will get on a lot better’. 

In terms of transition there is not a lot of help that we have found so 
far for someone like (our son), and if there is we don’t know where  
it is, and is no one is signposting us to it. So that’s quite stressful.“ ”

65 Extract from website https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/workstreams-research/themes/flexible-learning
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Personal Outcomes
Involvement of young people

There is mixed evidence that young people are involved in agreeing their own personal 
outcomes. It was clearly the case for one of the young men that his dreams and 
aspirations were really driving the process, right from being involved in an SDS pilot 
project through to establishing final outcomes that are guiding the support he now 
receives after leaving school. When another young man was asked what he liked  
now about his support, he answered: “Dad and I can manage support. Choice of  
care company and the times they can support.” It is clear his wishes are being taken  
into account.  

For other young people, however, there is evidence that they have not been involved  
in discussing what they want to do after school and there is either a primary reliance  
on the views of parents, or little evidence that outcomes have been set at all. Two  
families report in interviews held after the young people had left school that they had  
not heard of personal outcomes. For one of these young men, the organisation that  
will provide support after school does have a copy of a support plan that details some 
general outcomes. This could suggest that although this family had not heard of  
‘personal outcomes’, they had perhaps described their son’s support using more  
common everyday language. 

However, for the other young man, there is no evidence that the support organisation  
has yet received a support plan, even though they have agreed to offer support. For  
one young man, it was reported that he had not been invited to any transition meetings.  
One parent also described how many meetings were spent discussing guardianship  
rather than focussing on the young person’s view about the future. 

Social Work colleagues from different local authorities described how they used 
observations from others to build a picture of a young person’s view. There was  
a suggestion that school have experienced staff who are skilled in communicating  
with the young people and have ‘developed relationships’. It appears that often  
a staff member may be in a position of advocacy for the young person such as  
mentioning ‘he didn’t like that’ or ‘this was good for her’. 
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Complex Communication Support Needs

As outlined in the literature review, it is not always easy  
to agree personal outcomes with people with more  
complex communication support needs. It is clear that  
significantly more time is required to genuinely and  
meaningfully engage the young person in discussions  
around their future wishes and aspirations. 

There is clear evidence of support plan processes that  
are based around speech/text but not clear evidence  
of regularly using Alternative and Augmentative  
approaches to discuss and agree outcomes with young  
people. In a group meeting with social work staff, they  
were asked if they used AAC communication approaches  
at all and the reply was “More a case of speaking with  
families, teachers and other people in young person’s life  
if they can’t communicate verbally.” 

At the practice sharing event in June 2015, many colleagues from  
Social Work and provider organisations could see real benefits and possibilities  
in adopting many of the communication methods that were outlined. However,  
many commented that there would be limited time to use these approaches.  
This was particularly true if building up observations over a period of many months.  
Such approaches can allow the ‘voice’ of the young person to emerge and there  
is no shortcut method of interviewing someone to ascertain their likes and dislikes,  
or views on a range of support options.66   

Similarly, one social work colleague also expressed some doubt about being able to  
get involved with a young person in the two years leading up to their school leaving  
date. She suggested that she should do this, but currently does not have the capacity  
to support young people for this length of time. This would point to a key role for school 
staff to use their communication expertise to gather the views of the young person before 
and during the transitions process. One Head Teacher described how they can build 
pictures of a young person using their knowledge of someone over many years and this 
can help inform outcomes. Indeed, this Head Teacher described a process of transition 
being embedded into the curriculum from primary to secondary school, with a focus 
occurring through the Curriculum for Excellence through a section entitled Planning for 
Choice and Changes. Another Head Teacher described how experienced staff are  
skilled in communicating with young people and can contribute to discussions around 
outcomes by suggesting what people do and do not like. 

66 See www.partnersincommunication.info for more information on some resources that could be used. 
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Using the creative arts

This project has attempted to use a range of interviews, sometimes using AAC  
methods, but also many creative arts activities to support young people to tell  
their story and through these to develop ideas around personal outcomes. 

In some creative arts sessions in schools, the arts workers used visual arts and role  
play with the class. Some themes were explored through movement including going  
on holidays and spending time with their families. These themes were also acted out  
when the students were asked to describe elements of their lives they enjoy. Spending 
time with family members seems to be something that all the young people wish for  
their futures. 

It is interesting to note the differences that arise from both models of discussing  
personal outcomes. For example, one young person took part in an interview at her 
school and was asked about her interests, perfect day and people that were important  
to her. She described trying her hardest at school and independent living as important  
to her. She also participated in a creative workshop away from school, where she  
explored her hopes and fears for the future using movement, drama and music.  
In this creative workshop, she described friendships, keeping in touch with peers,  
natural supports, help with eating her lunch and music as important to her. Similarly, 
through creative arts sessions and during structured meetings using Talking Mats, one 
young man was able to demonstrate a real awareness of his preferences in life,  
his dislikes and of the things which were most important to him. 

Further description of creative approaches to gathering young person’s personal 
outcomes will be included in the separate resource that accompanies this report.
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Research questions
We will now turn our attention to the four research questions posed at the start of this 
project. 

1)  Does Self-Directed Support enable people with additional support needs  
 to have more choice and control in their support? 

 It is too early to say if people have more choice and control in all cases. SDS   
 certainly has the possibility to allow this, and there is a real commitment across   
 local authorities and provider organisations to make this happen. However,  
 all involved will need to amend systems and approaches for this to truly happen,   
 with a greater emphasis on flexibility and transparentdecision-making.    
 Organisations will also have to find ways to make certain that the voice of    
 the person is clearly at the centre of the process. 

 There is insufficient evidence that the views of young people are always taken   
 on board. The literature overview highlighted the necessity of this in terms of   
 legislation and good practice but this is not yet seen in all practice, particularly   
 where a young person’s communication support needs become more complex.   
 Families and other key professionals, however, advocate on behalf of young   
 people, often based on their observations of makes a young person ‘tick’, so there  
 is a clear attempt to at least ‘hear’ the voice of the young person. 

 There is mixed evidence that personal outcomes inform final support plans that   
 are agreed with young people. There needs to be a clearer expectation in 
 assessment processes that any professional working alongside a young person 
 should describe what steps they have taken to genuinely and meaningfully include 
 the voice of the young person. At practice sharing events and at Consortium 
 meetings, there is a clear wish to listen to young people but two principal barriers 
 were cited – having the necessary skills and having the required time to use 
 particular communication approaches. The additional resources developed from 
 this project can go some way to answering the first of these, but allowing 
 sufficient time to gather the views of a young person still needs to be addressed   
 within organisations and local authorities.  

 In order to make informed choices, additional information about service options 
 should be made available to young people. This can include experiential learning, 
 visiting colleges and services, holding transitions fairs and open days. Information 
 about SDS should be available in various accessible formats so that young people 
 and families do know what options are available to them.

 There is some evidence in Mitchell’s67 work, however, that choice is a problematic 
 topic and this would need to be explored further. Certainly for people using  
 Option 1 of SDS and those having more developed communication partnerships, 
 then we see real evidence that people can choose and direct their own support, 
 leading to really positive outcomes. But it is not uniform yet. 

67 Mitchell, F (2013). Self-Directed Support for disabled young people in transition.  
 Available at http://www.researchunbound.org.uk/self-directed-support/ and also Mitchell, F. (2012).  
 Self-Directed Support and disabled young people in transition (Part 1). Journal of Integrated Care 20(1) 51-61
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2)  What support and services do young people and their families want to be   
 commissioned in the future? 

 Young people are not generally asking for anything too complex or unfamiliar -  
 family, friends, fun activities that meet their interests, creative arts opportunities  
 that allow social connections, a job, feeling valued. In reality, people want the  
 same opportunities as everyone else.

 It is reported that there is still a reliance on ‘traditional’ models of support but  
 as shown in this report this might be a positive choice for some people. There is   
 some way to go, however, in developing a fuller range of possibilities. There are   
 exciting models developing and some creative ways for people to access    
 new activities and support. There can also be a mismatch between what  
 ‘traditional’ models appear  to offer, and what they actually offer and perhaps  
 open days would allow young people to really understand the breadth of options   
 available to them. 

 Sometimes really practical steps will have to be taken to resolve issues around 
 support to the wider family and transport if flexible support options are to be 
 developed. There is also considerably more information required for young people 
 so that they know what is possible for them. 

 Overall, there is evidence that new support models are developing but perhaps 
 not enough examples at this stage. Perhaps there is a reliance on traditional 
 supports because of the lack of knowledge about more creative and innovative 
 support. One way that more creative/innovative support will happen is through 
 sharing stories/experiences of how people are using SDS. Young people, families 
 and professionals need to know about these shared experiences in order to have 
 the confidence to suggest even more creative types of support.
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3)  To what extent are the personal outcomes important to any individual   
	 reflected	in	the	way	that	support	and	services	are	commissioned?	

 Overall, young people are not consistently involved in setting their own personal   
 outcomes, particularly when communication partnerships become more 
 challenging. We cannot, therefore, conclude that their outcomes are reflected  
 in the support that is commissioned. In essence, this means that more time and 
 communication skills amongst professionals are required if we are to genuinely  
 and meaningfully engage with young people. There is a clear appetite to more  
 fully involve young people and in this regard, schools, who often do have the skills  
 to communicate with young people, could gather the young person’s views in  
 a more systematic way throughout the last few years of a young person’s  
 schooling. These views should then be given real weight in Social Work    
 assessments. Indeed, these views should be gathered using common paperwork 
 and processes between schools and social work departments. This would mean 
 that the local authority is building upon information that is already known about  
 a young person from up to 13 years of past involvement in a young person’s life. 

4)  What do organisations do in supporting people that either helps or hinders   
 choice and control? 

 These are often two sides of the same coin and here we will focus on what helps.  
 In essence, a positive transitions experience will allow real choice and control if   
 these three elements are in place: 

• start early

• co-ordinate the process

• genuinely and meaningfully involve the young person and key people  
in their life in the decision-making process

 The final recommendations in the report outline what would help young people  
 to have choice and control over their lives after they leave school.  
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Recommendations on transition against backdrop of SDS
1)  All local authorities and provider organisations should adopt the seven  
 Principles of Good Transition from Scottish Transitions Forum68:

i. All plans and assessments should be made in a person-centred way.

ii. Support should be co-ordinated across all services.

iii. Planning should start early and continue up to age 25.

iv. Young people should get the support they need.

v. Young people, parents and carers must have access to the information   
 they need.

vi. Families and carers need support.

vii. Legislation and policy should be co-ordinated and simplified.

2)  All organisations supporting a young person’s transition should adopt a range of 
 communication methods for gathering stories for young people. This will involve 
 Alternative and Augmentative Communication (AAC) approaches as well as creative 
 arts approaches. This will allow young people’s stories and personal outcomes to 
 come to the fore. (These will be included in the additional resources that will   
 accompany the final report.) 

3)  Local authorities should develop common transition pathways and timelines to be 
 used across both education and social work services. This should include key 
 milestones and deadlines which are made known to young people and families.  
 In particular, for those people requiring social care support after school, budgets and 
 future support options should be agreed with young people and their families at least  
 six months before the planned school leaving date. 

4)  Local authorities should develop common paperwork/outcomes-focussed assessment 
 processes across both education and social work services that allow schools to play  
 a lead role in agreeing outcomes with a young person. Both education and social 
 work should be seen as one local authority so that assessment and planning for future 
 support should be completed in the two years leading up to a school leaving date.  
 This would minimise any impact of not having an adult social worker appointed until  
 later in the process.

68 This is likely to be reviewed within the year so any updated versions should be adopted.
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5)  All involved in a young person’s transition from school, including support provider  
 organisations, should be more flexible in service models, faster to act and have 
 transparent communication strategies with young people and families. 

6)  Local authorities and support provider organisations should publish/make  
 available stories and experiences of creative and innovative support packages.   
 These should be shared with other young people approaching their school  
 leaving date. 

7)  Local authorities should introduce Transitions Fairs and Information Sessions for 
 young people and families approaching their school leaving date. These events 
 should be jointly co-ordinated by Education and Social Work teams. 

The key learning from this project is the need to genuinely hear the voice of the young 
person more clearly in the transitions process so that they do exercise their right to 
choice and control. At present, those most involved in agreeing personal outcomes and 
future plans for young people (i.e. Social Work colleagues) do not always have sufficient 
time or the range of communication skills to meaningfully engage with all young people, 
particularly those with more complex communication skills. 

However, they do know about SDS and the range of support options that are available.  
At the same time, those with both time and relevant communication skills to engage  
with young people about personal outcomes and future plans (i.e. school staff) may not 
have direct access or input to social work assessment processes nor full knowledge  
of all potential support options, especially new possibilities developing against the 
backdrop of Self-Directed Support. Transitions Forums established in some local 
authorities are one way to share learning, processes and paperwork across all  
services within a local authority. 

The recommendations listed above aim to make certain that all experiences in the  
last few years of school can allow a young person to tell their story and to look forward  
to being in control of a future chosen by them.
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WOW! This is a really fantastic piece of  
work. I was really emotional reading it.  
For me, it highlights the inconsistencies  
in the whole transition process for 
youngsters with additional support  
needs. It’s good to hear other stories  
and know you are not alone. ”

“
- parent
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