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We must get a better deal 
for teenagers with SEN

This time of year should be filled with excitement 
for teenagers as they make the transition to 
adulthood and independence. For many, the 
school year is coming to a close and plans are 
being put in place for the autumn – whether that 
means changing to another school year, moving 
into further education, training or employment, 
or living away from home for the first time. 

Sadly, I am all too aware that for many young 
people with learning difficulties and their families 
this is not the case. Instead, it is a time of 
uncertainty about the future and anxiety about 
the possible loss of support and services. 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child states that the government must 
recognise that children with disabilities “should 
enjoy a full and decent life, in conditions which 
ensure dignity, promote self-reliance and facilitate 
the child’s active participation in the community”. 

In 2012, I published a Review of Transitions to 
Adult Services for Young People with Learning 
Disabilities. These assessed these transition 
arrangements in Northern Ireland against 
international child rights standards. 

The evidence reflected a range of 
inconsistencies, weaknesses and gaps in the 
current system across a wide range of areas 
including health care, social care, family support, 
education, employment and training. 

There are significant differences in provision 
depending on the young person’s age, the school 

they attend, where they live and the nature of 
their learning disability. For example, the duty for 
schools to put transition plans in place only exists 
for young people who have statements of special 
educational need. Young people have to leave 
moderate learning disability schools at different 
ages; and there is no obligation on further 
education colleges to support those with learning 
disabilities coming into and moving on from 
college. Also, access to supported employment, 
day opportunities and independent living varies 
depending on where a young person lives.

Stark contrast
There continues to be a stark contrast between 
international standards and the reality experienced 
by too many young people and their families.

As young people prepare to leave the structure 
and support of school-based arrangements, it is 
essential that their move to adult services is well 
planned, properly resourced and has the rights 
and best interests of each young person at its 
heart. When young people with learning 
disabilities are adjusting to new environments 
like further education, training, employment and 
day opportunities, they must get the support they 
need to make sure the transition is successful.

I continue to engage with the government to 
address the barriers faced by young people and 
their families. To resolve these enduring 
difficulties, the statutory obligation for transition 
planning must be improved. The government in 
Northern Ireland should ensure that stronger 
duties are placed on departments and statutory 
bodies so that this process is fully integrated and 
person-centred; based on effective collaboration 
between agencies, particularly across health, social 
care and education; and that the views of young 
people themselves are properly taken account of. 

The Department of Education here is planning 
to introduce new special education needs and 
inclusion legislation. This offers an important 
opportunity to highlight the need to urgently 
address gaps in transitions and to enhance 
arrangements.  

We really need governments to deliver on their 
promises to children with disabilities so young 
people with learning difficulties can truly enjoy the 
rights that should be afforded to them. 

My Life
Jasmine Crayton, 17, 
Cornwall

It’s been three years since I lost my 
brother Jordan to a type of bone cancer 
called osteosarcoma. He was 16 and my 
best friend. He was the happiest and 
bravest person I know.

I struggled when I returned to school 
after his death. But what made it worse 
was that I was also bullied by other 
pupils. They thought I was getting 
special treatment. I felt my teachers 
could have done more to support me.

I heard about Fixers – a charity 
that supports young people to take 
action – and realised I could try to help 
other people have a better experience 
than I did. 

With some other members of a 
bereavement group I attend called 
Penhaligon’s Friends, we decided to 
work with Fixers to create a magazine 
to help teachers across Cornwall 
support students who have lost a 
family member or a close friend.

In the magazine, we all explain our 
personal experiences of losing 
someone. I hope it will enable teachers 
to allow their students to cope with 
their loss in their own way, and that 
they will be there for them every step 
of the way.

Through Fixers, I was interviewed 
for ITV News West Country about my 
experiences. It was a real honour to be 
asked to share my story with the public. 
As I sat watching myself on TV after the 
recording, I thought about all the 
people I was going to help who were in 
a similar situation to me.
● Jasmine is part of Fixers, the national 
movement of young people “fixing” the 
future 

Patricia Lewsley

018_CYP_250613 Commissioner.indd   18 21/06/2013   14:55


