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What is  
the context? 
Sometimes an organisation works 
well, it’s just they could work that bit 
better with a connecting member 
of staff... 

The Social Communication 
Assessment Clinic runs a diagnostic 
service for children aged five to 13 
years old with suspected autism, but 
without other serious complications. 
The service aims to reduce the 
numbers being referred to tertiary 
care, such as Great Ormond Street 
Hospital. This involves tracking 
autism spectrum disorders across 
the borough of Hackney. And linking 
the assessments into one pathway 
in compliance with National Institute 
for Health and Care Excellence. Their 
role has been to develop one autism 
spectrum disorder service uniting 
education, health and social care  
in the borough.

The service runs through Hackney 
Ark, a centre for children with 
disabilities and special educational 
needs. This gives parents and carers 
a single point of referral for autism 
assessments, makes use of 
professionals’ autism spectrum 
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disorder skills, reduces waiting  
times for diagnostic assessments, 
and improves the service for children 
and their families. 

The more straightforward diagnoses 
are made more quickly. The number  
of appointments can be reduced  
as some assessments can be done 
in parallel. As the centre is centrally 
run by the autism spectrum disorder 
clinic coordinator, waiting times are 
reduced and resources are used 
more efficiently.

To bridge the communication gap 
between health and education,  
the service recruited an educational 
psychologist. This post, part of 
the children’s assessment team, 
links to schools, where they collect 
information prior to the assessment, 
carry out assessments, link special 
educational needs (SEN) processes 
to the diagnostic process and make 
recommendations from the individual 
child’s report to meet their SEN. 

They also carry out additional school 
feedback meetings where appropriate. 
They also strengthen links with special 
educational needs coordinators 
and those working within special 
educational needs and disabilities.

What’s the story?
Along with being part of the clinical 
assessment team, the educational 
psychologist helps to understand 
the child’s learning needs from 
existing information or gathers further 
information about these to ensure 
that the Social Communication 
Assessment Clinic is the correct 
pathway. They ensure the school 
questionnaires gather relevant 
information and use the language 
of the SEND code of practice. They 
complete observations within schools 
as part of the assessments. As well 
as report writing and involvement 
in diagnostic discussions, the 
educational psychologist is there to 
write using the language of the Social 
Communication Emotional Regulation 
Transactional Support educational 
model and within recognised 
guidelines, therefore linking up with 
the approach adopted by Hackney 
Learning Trust. They also connect 
with the education health care plan 
(EHCP) process where appropriate. 

Here’s an example of what happens 
when the Social Communication 
Assessment Clinic educational 
psychologist is involved in an 
assessment:
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A pupil at an out-of-borough primary 
school is on a waiting list for an autism 
spectrum disorder assessment. 
The SENCO contacts the clinic 
coordinator and shares concerns of 
the pupil being at risk of exclusion. 
The educational psychologist speaks 
to the SENCO, looks at what’s already 
in place and what could be helpful. 
In this instance, another educational 
psychologist joins the school staff and 
parents for a reintegration meeting 
and, with parental permission, the 
Social Communication Assessment 
Clinic’s educational psychologist 
talks with the school’s educational 
psychologist before and after  
the meeting. 

The child is seen in clinic and ADHD 
and autism spectrum disorder are 
diagnosed. The Social Communication 
Assessment Clinic educational 
psychologist joins the parents’ 
feedback meeting. An additional 
school feedback meeting is agreed 
and the child’s needs are explored 
further, with the development of 
an action plan. A pupil profile and 
positive management plan are 
created following the meeting. The 
boy’s teachers SENCO feel this 
helps them to understand his needs 
and how to meet them at school. In 
addition, the educational psychologist 
facilitated communication between 
the SENCO and the education health 
care plan (EHCP) team so the case 
can be referred back to panel with 
the additional supporting evidence. 
He was given an EHCP to provide 
additional support at school.

Who are the key 
partners?
The Child and Mental Health Service 
CAMHS and Child and Mental  
Health Service Disability CAMHSD, 
Hackney Ark, speech and language 
therapists, educational psychologists, 
schools, Primary Care Groups, 
GPs, London Borough of Hackney, 
children, parents and carers.

What has been  
the impact?
Since the introduction of the 
educational psychologist learning 
assessments are no longer 
duplicated. The language used in 
assessment reports has also been 
translated to create a common 
language with education, so the 
recommendations are in line with 
the SEND code of practice. This 
also makes the reports easier to 
understand and more meaningful for 
education professionals. This means 
that actions are more likely to be 
implemented in schools.
The advice given to parents about 
education processes and systems 
is more accurate and the rest of the 
multi-disciplinary team are now more 
confident in their understanding 
of schools’ and Hackney Learning 
Trust processes. The educational 
psychologist ensures that education 
and health services are more linked 
in terms of information gathering and 
that both pre and post-assessment 
information is shared effectively. 

What have been 
the key elements 
of success?
Because the educational 
psychologist can liaise directly 
with the educational psychology 
service, the re-engagement unit 
and education health and care plan 
team, it means assessments are fully 
informed and information is shared 
effectively across services. Having 
an educational psychologist within 
the team ensures information about 
learning needs can be gathered 
and understood in a way that 
makes additional assessments 
unnecessary.

Feedback from the SENCOs has 
been positive in terms of how the 
assessment report helps them 
understand and meet the child’s 

special educational need (SEN) 
at school. Where appropriate, 
additional school feedback meetings 
take place. This gives a shared 
understanding of the child’s SEN 
and is developed in partnership  
with parents to produce a clear  
and tailored action plan.

Linking up the assessments,  
and making the process streamlined 
for services, especially for families 
who are going through an education, 
health and care needs assessment 
or who are going to request  
an assessment has strengthened 
health and education links.

What has  
been learned?
There is rich information available 
within different health and education 
services. This data is not always 
used to its full benefit. The impact  
of having a professional working 
across education and health means 
this information is now shared  
more effectively. 

Who are the  
key contacts?
Dr Esther Adelman, Educational 
Psychologist, Hackney Learning 
Trust, 0208 820 7656
Dr Jenny Parker, Consultant Child 
and Adolescent Psychiatrist, 
Specialist CAMHS, 0203 222 5600
Dr Susan Crocker, Consultant Clinical 
Psychologist/Joint Head Community 
CAMHS: CAMHS Disability and First 
Steps, Hackney Ark, 0207 014 7071
This case study was provided 
through our partners at the Social 
Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE),  
a leading improvement support 
agency and an independent charity 
working with adults’, families’ and 
children’s care and support services 
across the UK. Find out more at 
www.scie.org.uk 
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