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“Holidays or Isolation?”

1. Foreword
In the 10 years we have been administering the Short Breaks Fund for Scottish Government, 
we have seen clearly the vital role played by funded projects offering supported activities 
to disabled children, young people and their families over the holiday periods.

Holidays are associated with freedom and fun and so while most families look forward to 
some time off, many parents and carers of disabled children find this a very stressful period 
indeed. And while parents generally may struggle to find suitable, affordable childcare during 
the longer summer breaks, those with disabled children will be further disadvantaged by 
a significant lack of inclusive or accessible provision.

The purpose of this research was therefore to illuminate these 
challenges, and to hear experiences first-hand with a view 
to better understanding what would make a difference to 
improving both the anticipation and enjoyment of holidays. 
We also wanted to hear from providers, and those responsible for 
planning and commissioning services, to find out what helps and 
hinders their efforts to ensure the right support is available. The 
16 case studies contained in the supporting document provide 
many practical examples of ‘what works’ in this regard.

Ultimately, of course, we want the findings of this work to 
promote much greater effort to improve policy and practice 

in this area. There is work for us to do at Shared Care Scotland, but this must be part of a 
concerted effort by many stakeholders. The recommendations and actions contained in 
this report give us a clear steer on the way forward.

I would like to thank all those that contributed to the surveys, interviews and focus groups, 
especially the parents and carers, disabled children and young people, but also those from the 
different stakeholder organisations that we spoke with at both local and national levels. A huge 
thank you also to the members of the Research Advisory Group whose expert knowledge was 
instrumental in guiding the work, and to Simon Jaquet and Sally Jaquet (from Simon Jaquet 
Consultancy Services Ltd) our diligent researchers.

This research report has been finalised at a time when families are facing unprecedented 
pressures because of the Covid-19 outbreak. Perhaps more than ever, we need to give these 
families hope – a light on the horizon – that when this is finally over, they will have holidays 
they can look forward to.

Don Williamson 
Chief Executive, Shared Care Scotland

we want the 
findings of this 

work to promote 
much greater 

effort to improve 
policy and practice 

in this area
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2. Introduction
Background
2.1 In May 2019 Shared Care Scotland1 commissioned Simon Jaquet Consultancy Services 

Ltd to undertake research into holiday activity provision for disabled children and young 
people in Scotland. The research aimed to quantify and clarify how families with disabled 
children and young people fared over holiday periods (especially the summer holidays).

Holiday activity provision, human rights, 
and the Scottish context
2.2 Access to holiday activity provision provides vital support to parents and carers at what 

can often be a stressful time, balancing caring with work and other responsibilities. It is 
also about giving disabled children and young people time with their friends to have 
fun, to expand their horizons, and to participate in activities that will help them develop 
the emotional, social, and personal skills they will need to fulfil their potential as adults.

2.3 These considerations are so important that they are recognised by the United Nations.

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities2

2.4 Key articles include:

 ◗ Article 19: which says that persons with disabilities must be able to live 
independently, to be included in the community, to choose where and with whom 
to live, and to have access to in-home, residential and community support services.

 ◗ Article 30: which says that countries are to guarantee that persons with disabilities 
have the opportunity to develop and utilise their creative potential not only for their 
own benefit, but also for the enrichment of society. Countries are to ensure their 
participation in non-specialist and disability-specific sports.

1 https://www.sharedcarescotland.org.uk/
2 https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
3 https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/

https://www.sharedcarescotland.org.uk/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/


4

“Holidays or Isolation?”

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child3

2.5 Key articles include:

 ◗ Article 15: which says that children also have the right to freedom of association 
and assembly. This means they are entitled to meet together and to join groups 
and organisations.

 ◗ Article 18: which says that states should give appropriate assistance to parents and 
legal guardians in the performance of their child rearing responsibilities and shall 
ensure the development of institutions, facilities and services for the care of children. 
Furthermore, states shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that children of 
working parents have the right to benefit from childcare services and facilities for 
which they are eligible.

 ◗ Article 23: which says that children who have any kind of disability have the right to 
special care and support, as well as all the rights in the Convention, so that they can 
live full and independent lives.

 ◗ Article 31: which says that children have the right to relax and play, and to join 
in a wide range of cultural, artistic and other recreational activities.

Scotland’s Play Strategy
2.6 In 2013, the Scottish Government published its ‘Play Strategy for Scotland’4 with 

the vision:

“We want Scotland to be the best place to grow up. A nation which values play as a 
life-enhancing daily experience for all our children and young people; in their homes, 
nurseries, schools and communities.”

2.7 This was followed in 2015 by the publication of ‘Scotland’s Play Strategy: Playing with 
quality and equality: a review of inclusive play in Scotland’5. This laid out a number of key 
themes, including the following:

 ◗ Disabled and disadvantaged children and young people in Scotland face multiple 
barriers to being able to play at home, at nursery, school, early learning and childcare 
and in the community

 ◗ The quality of physical environments makes a hugely significant difference to the 
quality of children and young people’s experience and opportunities for play

 ◗ Building confidence and awareness around the value of play would support inclusive 
play opportunities for all children

 ◗ Addressing a gap in training and ongoing support for practitioners and professionals 
in a number of disciplines would help to ensure all our children and young people 
have the play opportunities to which they have a right

4 https://www.gov.scot/publications/play-strategy-scotland-vision/pages/1/
5 https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-play-strategy-playing-quality-equality-review-inclusive-play-scotland/

https://www.gov.scot/publications/play-strategy-scotland-vision/pages/1/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-play-strategy-playing-quality-equality-review-inclusive-play-scotland/
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Why the research was commissioned
2.8 Parent carers of disabled children and young people have caring responsibilities which 

are frequently over and above those of parents of non-disabled children. Respite from 
caring comes in many forms, including breaks facilitated by participating in holiday 
activity provision. However, parent carers of disabled children and young people may 
require support to identify and access appropriate provision. Opportunities which 
are accessible to non-disabled children may prove more difficult to access. Additional 
planning may also be required to ensure that a disabled young person’s additional 
support needs will be met when they participate.

2.9 Holiday activity provision can have mutual benefit for parent carers and their disabled 
child, supporting the well-being of both the parent carer and the child or young person. 
For example, young people may experience being more active, included, healthy, and 
achieving. This is clearly shown in the case studies developed as part of the research. 
These positive episodes have clear resulting benefits for parent carers as they see their 
child or young person learning and growing, while they are able to take time to ‘draw 
breath’ and gather their strength.

2.10 However, despite the obvious benefits of holiday activity provision, Contact’s ‘Caring 
more than most’ 6 report found a marked and unacceptable difference between the 
quality of life and opportunities available to families with disabled children, compared 
to those without disabilities.

2.11 The research described in this report was an attempt to understand the extent 
and nature of these issues.

Aims and objectives
2.12 The aims of the research described in this report were to:

1. Understand the scale, nature, and delivery of holiday activity provision for disabled 
children and young people in Scotland

2. Support future efforts to improve the quality, choice, and availability of this provision

2.13 The research objectives were to:

 ◗ Improve our knowledge of the suitability, choice and availability of holiday activity 
provision available to disabled children and young people over non-term time 
holiday breaks

 ◗ Understand what disabled children and young people think about the strengths 
and weaknesses of the provision available, the benefits gained, and what more they 
would like to see happen to improve their experience

 ◗ Understand the experiences of parents and carers in being able to access suitable 
holiday activity programmes, and how provision, or a lack of provision, impacts on them

6 https://www.contact.org.uk/media/1168966/caring_more_than_most_exec_summary.pdf

https://www.contact.org.uk/media/1168966/caring_more_than_most_exec_summary.pdf
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 ◗ Identify the key characteristics of good practice in the planning, commissioning and 
the provision of holiday activity programmes where disabled children and young 
people feel included, and families feel supported

 ◗ Understand the challenges faced by those responsible for commissioning and 
providing holiday activity programmes

 ◗ Identify practical solutions that could help overcome the challenges identified and 
improve quality, choice and availability

 ◗ Understand how self-directed support (SDS) is influencing the choice and availability 
of provision

Young people with additional support needs 
at school
2.14 The following summary statistics, from Scottish Government published data, provide 

some important contextual information. In 2016 there were 684,415 pupils in Scottish 
secondary, primary, special, and grant aided schools7. Of these, 24.9% (170,329) were 
identified as having additional support needs. 95% of those pupils with additional 
support needs spent at least some time in non-specialist schools. 60% of those with 
additional support needs were boys, and 40% girls.

2.15 The following table from ‘Supporting Children’s Learning – Implementation of the Education 
(Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act’8, published by the Scottish Government 
in March 2016, provides a breakdown for 2015 of the main factors giving rise to 
additional support needs.

7 https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/archive/statistics/TrendSpecialEducation
8 https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20161004081501/http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/03/3603

https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/archive/statistics/TrendSpecialEducation
https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20161004081501/http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/03/3603
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Table 1: Main factors giving rise to additional support needs in Scottish schools

The principal factors giving rise to additional 
support needs

Number % of total number of 
young people with 

additional support needs

Social, emotional and behavioural difficulty 31,684 20.7

Other moderate learning difficulty 23,228 15.2

English as an additional language 21,995 14.4

Other specific learning difficulty (e.g. numeric) 17,552 11.5

Dyslexia 17,034 11.1

Learning disability 15,324 10.0

Language or speech disorder 14,704 9.6

Other 14,155 9.2

Autistic spectrum disorder 11,722 7.7

Family issues 9,697 6.3

Physical health problem 9,059 5.9

Looked after 7,530 4.9

Physical or motor impairment 7,527 4.9

Communication support needs 4,894 3.2

Visual impairment 3,839 2.5

More able pupil 3,120 2.0

Hearing impairment 2,738 1.8

Interrupted learning 2,669 1.7

Mental health problem 2,334 1.5

Young carer 1,653 1.1

Bereavement 1,302 0.9

Risk of exclusion 925 0.6

Substance misuse 221 0.1

Not known/Not disclosed 177 0.1

Deaf blind 47 0.0

TOTAL (Scotland) 153,104
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We adopted a three-stage 
approach to the research, 

recognising that it would be 
an iterative process, with 
each stage informing and 

shaping the subsequent one
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3. Methodology
3.1 Simon Jaquet Consultancy Services Ltd was commissioned by Shared Care Scotland 

to undertake the research, and in this chapter, we provide an overview of our approach 
to the research.

Overall approach
3.2 We adopted a three-stage approach to the research, recognising that it would be 

an iterative process, with each stage informing and shaping the subsequent one. 
The diagram below summarises this.

Diagram 1: Research methodology

Stage 1: Scoping

Interview key stakeholders

Set up Research Advisory Group

Conduct informal literature overview

Confirm research framework

Stage 2: Data gathering

Undertake qualitative research 
(involving six local authorities, and national bodies)

Undertake quantitative research 
(three online surveys, one online consultation)

Investigate potential case studies

Stage 3: Learning

Present findings to Research Advisory Group

Present findings to stakeholders

Embed learning in the field
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Scoping
3.3 The scoping stage of the research was intended to provide an important opportunity to 

refine our understanding of the main issues impacting on the research, to test out the 
proposed methodology, and to ensure we made best use of the time available.

3.4 In collaboration with Shared Care Scotland, we set up a Research Advisory Group to 
guide and support the research, and to facilitate access to key stakeholders. The group 
consisted of:

 Salena Begley MBE, Partnership Development Manager, Family Fund

 Alison Brown, Short Breaks Fund Manager, Shared Care Scotland

 Kate Hogarth, Communications Manager, Shared Care Scotland

 Lesley-Anne Livesey, Operations and Development Manager, PLUS Forth Valley

 Penny Stafford, Board Member, Shared Care Scotland

 Susan Walls, Scotland Manager, Contact

 Don Williamson, Chief Executive, Shared Care Scotland

3.5 We interviewed (either individually or in focus groups) the following:

 ◗ One group of young people

 ◗ Two parents’ groups

 ◗ Two senior local authority staff

 ◗ 10 senior staff from representative/campaign groups/third sector service providers

 ◗ Two funders

 ◗ Six senior staff from national bodies, including the Scottish Government

3.6 We drew the following broad conclusions from the scoping work:

 ◗ The research was seen as important (and potentially useful for current policy 
debates) by a cross-section of stakeholders

 ◗ The scoping work allowed us to undertake some valuable advance publicity 
for the research, especially with third sector organisations

 ◗ Parent carers were particularly keen to have their voices heard

 ◗ The identified areas of investigation were broadly seen as the right ones

 ◗ It was particularly timely – capable of capturing up-to-date evidence from the 
summer’s activities, and also able to feed into the 2019 consultation on the Scottish 
Government’s draft framework for out of school care

 ◗ The research was in line with concerns about holiday activity provision already voiced 
by parents and service provider organisations, with several offering practical help

 ◗ It was seen as a challenging piece of work, given the relatively short timescales 
and the aspiration to develop a genuinely national overview, which would reflect 
geographical variations in provision
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Literature overview
3.7 We conducted a brief informal literature overview to seek out any insights from the 

academic and grey literature that would be useful in designing and delivering our 
research. The results of this can be found in the supporting documents..

Qualitative research
3.8 The qualitative research included work at both local and national level. For the local 

work, we identified six local authorities. The Scottish Government uses a classification 
method to define the key characteristics of local authorities. This is known as the 
‘Scottish Government urban rural classification (6-fold)’9. We used this to create 
a representative sample of local authorities.

Table 2: Scottish Government ‘urban rural (6-fold) classification’

Class Class name Description

1 Large urban areas Settlements of 125,000 people and over.

2 Other urban areas Settlements of 10,000 to 124,999 people.

3 Accessible 
small towns

Settlements of 3,000 to 9,999 people, and within 
a 30-minute drive time of a settlement of 10,000 
or more.

4 Remote 
small towns

Settlements of 3,000 to 9,999 people, and with 
a drive time of over 30 minutes to a settlement 
of 10,000 or more.

5 Accessible 
rural areas

Areas with a population of less than 3,000 people, 
and within a 30minute drive time of a settlement 
of 10,000 or more.

6 Remote 
rural areas

Areas with a population of less than 3,000 people, 
and with a drive time of over 30 minutes to a 
settlement of 10,000 or more.

3.9 The local authorities chosen were:

 Large urban areas Edinburgh

 Large urban areas North Lanarkshire

 Other urban areas Clackmannanshire

 Remote small towns Orkney

 Accessible rural areas Perth & Kinross

 Remote rural areas Argyll & Bute

9 https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/About/Methodology/UrbanRuralClassification

https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/About/Methodology/UrbanRuralClassification
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3.10 We undertook research with disabled children and young people, parent carers, 
third sector service providers, and local authorities. The purpose was to help us:

 ◗ Understand the differences and similarities in policy between local authorities

 ◗ Hear directly the views of disabled children and young people on their hopes for, 
and experience of, holiday activity provision

 ◗ Identify key questions for the online surveys

 ◗ Hear directly the views of parents and carers on their experience of holiday 
activity provision

 ◗ Hear directly the local factors impacting on the commissioning and delivery 
of holiday activity provision

3.11 At national level, we interviewed representatives from:

 ◗ ADES – Association of Directors of Education in Scotland

 ◗ Care Inspectorate

 ◗ Children in Scotland

 ◗ Contact

 ◗ Coalition of Carers in Scotland

 ◗ Corra Foundation

 ◗ Enable Scotland

 ◗ Family Fund

 ◗ InControl

 ◗ Scottish Government:

– Community Health and Social Care Directorate

– Early Years and Childcare Directorate

– Social Care Directorate

– Learning Directorate

– Disabled Children and Young People’s Advisory Group (DCYPAG)

 ◗ The National Deaf Children’s Society

 ◗ Robertson Trust

 ◗ Scottish Football Association

 ◗ Scottish Local Officers Group (SLOG)

 ◗ Scottish Out of School Care Network

 ◗ Scottish Youth Parliament

 ◗ Social Work Scotland

 ◗ YouthLink Scotland

 ◗ Youth Scotland
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Quantitative research
3.12 Following the qualitative work, we developed four online tools (three online surveys 

and an online consultation) in order to widen the participation in the research:

 ◗ The young people’s survey was aimed at disabled children and young people 
aged 5–18 years

 ◗ The parent carers’ survey was aimed at parents caring for disabled children 
and young people

 ◗ The service providers’ survey was aimed at any organisation offering holiday 
activity provision for disabled children and young people

 ◗ The local authority online consultation was aimed at local authorities either 
commissioning or delivering holiday activity provision for disabled children 
and young people

3.13 All four online tools were piloted with the relevant 
stakeholder groups and amended in the light of 
comments received. The surveys and consultation 
were then live for five weeks during October and 
November 2019.

3.14 There was widespread support from public and 
third sector organisations in publicising the three 
surveys via mail-outs, media releases, social media, 
newsletters, and by word-of-mouth.

3.15 The local authority consultation was sent directly to the Chief Social Work Officer in 
each of Scotland’s 32 local authorities, with a request to pass it on to a Team Leader in 
Children and Disability Services (or equivalent).

3.16 During Stage 2 we also invited people to suggest potential case studies. Sixteen of these 
are now contained in a separate document, highlighting the views of disabled children 
and young people, parents, service providers, and local authorities.

Stage 3: Learning
3.17 During the process of finalising the data analysis, we were able to present the emerging 

findings at a Coalition of Carers in Scotland members’ event, at the Shared Care Scotland 
AGM, and to the Research Advisory Group.

All four online tools 
were piloted with the 
relevant stakeholder 
groups and amended 

in the light of 
comments received
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Issues, constraints and limitations
3.18 The research was concerned with holiday activity provision throughout the year. 

However, in practice it tended to focus on the summer holiday period. This was for two 
reasons. Firstly, anecdotally there is evidence that the long summer breaks present the 
greatest difficulties for families. Secondly, as the research took place shortly after the 
summer period, respondents tended to concentrate on this as it was fresh in their minds.

3.19 There was no formal sampling for the three online surveys. We were reliant on the 
responses received. However, we were content that reasonable ‘purposive’ 10 samples, 
representing a cross-section of the relevant populations, were achieved with each survey 
(see Findings chapters for more detail).

3.20 We encouraged children and young people to make use of adult help in completing 
their survey. 88% of respondents did so, and hence there was the potential for adult 
bias. (For example, 11% of the children and young people sampled were five years old.) 
We have taken account of this where we felt it necessary, and do not consider it to have 
negatively impacted the findings.

there is evidence that 
the long summer breaks 
present the greatest 
difficulties for families

10 https://methods.sagepub.com/reference/encyclopedia-of-survey-research-methods/n419.xml

https://methods.sagepub.com/reference/encyclopedia-of-survey-research-methods/n419.xml
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4. Findings: 
disabled children 
and young people

4.1 In this chapter, we present the key findings from the research with disabled children 
and young people. These are drawn from both the qualitative work in the six local 
authorities, and the online survey returns. Quotes are from the disabled young people 
unless otherwise indicated.

Respondent profile
4.2 162 disabled young people completed the online survey, with 88% using adult help 

to do so. Responses came from 24 local authority areas, with a wide spread of ages 
(see Chart 1). 68% were male and 32% female. 83% had at least one sibling.

Chart 1: Young people – age of respondents

18
17
16
15
14
13
12
11
10

9
8
7
6
5

0% 5% 10% 15%

11%
7%

5%
6%

7%
9%

10%
6%

7%
11%

7%
6%
6%

4%
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4.4 53% of respondents attended some form of special school for their schooling (either 
in or outwith the catchment area), with just over a third (38%) attending non-specialist 
schools.

Chart 3: Young people – type of school attended

4.3 Respondents were asked to describe their disability or condition (including more than 
one if appropriate).

Chart 2: Young people – description of disability or condition

Autism/neuro-diversity
Learning disability

Communication needs
Learning difficulty

Physical or motor impairment
Physical health issues
Mental health issues

Visual impairment
Hearing impairment

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Local catchment area school (mainstream)

Local catchment area school (specialist provision)

Specialist provision (outwith catchment area)

Other (please specify)

Don’t go to school

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

75%
41%

35%
28%

20%
14%
14%

9%
7%

38%

28%

25%

6%

3%
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Experience of the summer holidays
4.5 We asked the young respondents to describe their experience of the summer holidays 

from a number of perspectives.

4.6 We invited them to describe what the ‘build up’ to the summer holidays felt like for them, 
especially what excited them in prospect and what worried them. A quarter were excited 
by not having school, with 18% looking forward to being active and outdoors. A similar 
number (18%) relished the time they would spend with their family.

4.7 While many young people clearly looked forward to not having to attend school, 21% 
were worried by the lack of routine they saw as a feature of the summer holidays. 18% 
were concerned about not seeing their friends, and 17% worried about feeling isolated. 
This contrasted sharply with several respondents’ experience of school.

“I love to be at school with my friends! It’s my favourite. Don’t really see my friends 
in the summer.”

“During the summer holidays I’m with my family or myself. When my sister 
is at camp and my mum and dad are at work, I am alone.”

4.8 We asked them to say which activities they had taken part in and whether they had 
enjoyed them. The activities most frequently mentioned were with their family – either at 
home or as part of a trip or visit. Activities with friends tended to figure less prominently.

Chart 4: Young people – activities taken part in this summer (weighted average11)

11 Weighted average: charts the average rating for each answer choice, taking account of the strength of feeling 
in the responses.

Stayed at home with the family

Went on a family outing to a local attraction

Visited family and friends

Went on a family holiday

Took part in a holiday activity programme 
specially for disabled children and young people

Went on an activity trip with my friends 
e.g. swimming, cinema

Hung out and played with my friends

Took part in a holiday activity programme which 
was open to all children and young people

Went on a residential break 
with other young people

0 2 4 6

1.17

1.71

1.82

2.24

2.3

3.52

3.85

4.02

4.17
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4.9 When asked what they enjoyed most about the holidays, almost a third (30%) enjoyed 
being active (swimming was popular), and being out of the house. 22% identified 
spending time with their family. A fifth said ‘Not going to school’. Only 2% identified 
‘seeing friends’ as what they enjoyed most.

4.10 They also commented on what they had not enjoyed about the holidays. Over a quarter 
of them (27%) referred to either the absence of activities for them, or the inability to 
access those activities which were theoretically available.

“I want to be able to take part like everyone else. I need people to understand how to 
include me but I don’t need cotton wool around me, or care. I want to do adventurous 
stuff. Don’t assume because I am physically less able that I can’t get in a canoe or on 
a bike.”

“I am paraplegic but I don’t need care, I like to be challenged and be with other young 
people not older carers who I have to pay to take me to things.”

4.11 18% described the change in routine (compared to term time) as the thing they didn’t 
like. Only a small number (6%) said they didn’t like returning to school.

4.12 Several young respondents mentioned that the summer holiday period was very long. 
Some recounted the impact on both them and on the family more broadly, often 
focusing on the extra pressure that the holidays exerted on parent carers.

“Didn’t get to do anything as we had no money and the people who are supposed to 
help wouldn’t, and mum was left in tears. But I liked being home with her as she spends 
a lot of time helping me.”

“Nothing to do that includes me with my brothers, or friends ... only things with my 
family. And my mum works full time and does everything for us on her own with no 
help from anyone. She is exhausted so we don’t want to put more pressure on her to 
take us places.”

4.13 A few respondents referred to the challenges experienced by some children with ‘hidden’ 
disabilities.

“That all autistic children should not be excluded from autistic clubs by social services 
saying they are too able, as these should be open to all children with autism and not 
taken away because social services say you are too able. They do not know me as well 
as they think.”
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Improving the experience
4.14 Respondents were invited to say what would make the summer better for them. 

The chart below identifies the factors that the young people said would make 
‘a big difference’.

Chart 5: Making the summer holidays better – what would make a ‘big difference’?

4.15 The responses tended to focus on:

 ◗ The value of parents having accurate and timely information about what 
was available locally over the holidays

 ◗ The simple fact of there being activities in the first place

 ◗ The importance of staff skills and aptitudes

 ◗ Communication between schools and holiday service providers

Better information (for my parents and me) 
about what activities are available

If the staff running the activities 
understood me better

If there were more activities available for me

Better links between schools and 
organisations running summer activities

More safe places for me and my 
friends to socialise informally

If there were more staff at the activities

If public places (such as parks, cinemas 
and swimming pools) were easier to use

If my mum and dad were able to 
have a break from looking after me

If the activities were cheaper

Better transport to get to activities

More changing places

0% 50% 100%

43%

56%

65%

65%

69%

69%

75%

80%

81%

82%

83%
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4.16 Respondents were also given the chance to describe in their own words ‘one big 
improvement’ that would improve their experience of the summer. A quarter (25%) 
made a plea for holiday provision of any kind, that would help children get out of the 
house, and meet new people and explore new environments.

“Be able to get into some sort of playscheme – as they are always full. 
My mum needs a rest from me.”

4.17 17% spoke about inclusion, and their need to have opportunities to make and be 
with friends – both disabled and non-disabled. 15% identified the making available of 
exciting, interesting and appropriate provision (by disability, age, gender) as the change 
they would make. Some disabled young people said they felt patronised because it was 
assumed they would need extra help.

4.18 The respondents were given the chance to say who they would like to spend more time 
with over the holiday period. The chart below illustrates the responses.

Chart 6: Who would you like to spend more time with over the summer holidays? (weighted average)

4.19 These fell into three broad categories. Highest on the list were those who might be 
described as ‘peers’ – linked by interest, disability, or school. Next were family members. 
Last were a range of professionals. The exception to this was sports and arts workers 
(who potentially offered access to holiday leisure activities).
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Summary of findings from disabled young 
people
4.20 The key findings from young people can be summarised as follows:

 ◗ The evidence base is relatively small (162 responses to the online survey, and 
qualitative data from six local authorities), but it provides a good purposive sample, 
with a wide spread of geography, age, disability, and experience of holiday activity 
provision

 ◗ The young people describe a strong focus on family orientated activities, both in 
the home and outside, including day trips and holidays. At the same time, they 
acknowledge the relatively low level of contact with peers

 ◗ They are concerned about becoming bored and losing contact with their friends

 ◗ They are aware of the risk of losing their term-time routine and of struggling to 
settle back into school after the holidays

 ◗ The young people are particularly keen to be included and to take part in activities 
(formal and informal) with other young people; they ‘just want to be like everyone 
else’ and to be ‘children and teenagers’

 ◗ While some young people spoke of their desire to fit in and not to stand out from 
the crowd, they acknowledge the need for activities that meet the requirements 
of a range of specific conditions

 ◗ Overall, the reality of summer holidays spent largely with family sits somewhat 
uneasily beside the aspiration of being a young person in the company of their peers
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5. Findings: 
parent carers

5.1 In this chapter, we present the key findings from the research with parent carers. 
These are drawn from both the qualitative work in the six local authorities, and the 
online survey returns. Quotes are from parent carers unless otherwise indicated.

Respondent profile
Parent carers
5.2 We received 480 responses to the online survey. The geographical spread was wide, with 

responses received from 30 out of the 32 Scottish local authority areas. 95% were female. 
86% described their ethnicity as White Scottish, 10% were Other White British or White 
Ethnic, and 2% were Asian. 96% came from parent carers, and 86% described themselves 
as the main carer over the summer (see chart below).

Chart 7: Main carer over the summer period
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5.5 With regard to their family circumstances, 94% had at least one sibling. Almost a third 
attended specialist education provision within their local catchment areas, with slightly 
more attending local non-specialist provision. Those answering “other” included home 
schooling, not attending school and non-specialist education provision outwith the 
local catchment area.

Chart 9: School attended

Young person
5.3 Respondents were invited to describe the child or young person for whom they had 

caring responsibility. Their ages ranged from five to 18 years, 70% were male and 30% 
female. The additional support needs most frequently reported were autism/neuro-
diversity (74%), learning disability (48%), communication needs (41%), learning difficulty 
(33%). 92% had a formal diagnosis. The figure of 74% reporting autism/neuro-diversity 
is significantly higher than the national figure (8%).

5.4 96% of respondents said that the summer holidays were when they needed most 
support. The kind of support needed by their child is shown in the chart below, 
with emotional and behavioural support being the most significant areas.

Chart 8: Support needed by young person
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Young person’s experience of the summer 
holidays
5.6 Parents described the range of activities undertaken by their children over the summer. 

The ones most frequently reported (34–44%) involved the family: staying at home, 
going on trips, family holidays. By contrast, ‘hanging out’ with friends and peer activities 
figured much less prominently (5–16%). Only 10% had taken part in a playscheme which 
was open to all children.

5.7 There was a predictable progression in the activities favoured as the children grew up. 
Children under 12 years were more likely to take part in family activities, whereas those 
of 12 years and over were more likely to ‘hang out’ with their friends.

5.8 This parent describes the challenge of finding suitable activities for their child over 
the summer.

“It’s the only place that I can find in [local authority] that has something on during the 
summer that is suitable for him and has staff that are trained who can support him and 
know him. I wouldn’t be confident with staff elsewhere. Just because school’s finished 
at the end of June, everything else should carry on, because basically their lives are 
nothing for six or seven weeks. Things fall apart.”

5.9 Parents were asked what their children enjoyed most. Time spent outside the house, 
and being active (21%) and family holidays (20%) were prominent. 12% cited ‘not going 
to school’, and 10% said being with friends and socialising.

5.10 We asked parents what the worst thing about the holidays is for their children. 
A third (32%) said the lack of routine and structure.

“Being off school for six weeks, it is very hard to transition back into the routine and 
prepare for the next school year.”

5.11 Almost a third (29%) spoke of the lack of activities and the ensuing boredom, 
with a similar number (29%) believing that the summer holidays were too long.

5.12 Nearly a quarter (23%) described the loneliness and isolation experienced by their 
children, caused in part by not being able to see their friends.

“Isolation. The fact that she doesn’t have many friends that are not also her sisters. 
Seeing her cry and bang the window because she wants to go out and play, but not 
having the physical capacity as a carer to be everything she needs me to be.”

5.13 Again, nearly a quarter (23%) recounted the associated challenges with families 
spending more time together during holiday periods.

“My son wakes very early 3, 4, 5am, as he doesn’t have school during the summer 
holidays. We have no help from family or friends.”
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Families’ experience of the summer holidays
5.14 We asked respondents to state the ‘important’ aspects of the summer holidays for them 

and for the family more generally. The chart below summarises their views, with the 
chance to spend time with the family the most valued.

Chart 10: ‘Very important’ aspects of the summer holidays

5.15 This parent mentions the negative impact that families sometimes experience.

“His sister couldn’t get access to young carers because they don’t provide transport. 
She was trapped. Years of resentment building up between two siblings.”

5.16 We asked them what worried them about the holiday period in the lead up to it. 
The chart below sets these worries out. The principal ones related to being able to 
find suitable activities for their children and the challenges of being able to make 
an effective transition back to school after the summer break.
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Chart 11: ‘Extremely worried’ about these aspects of the summer holidays

5.17 We asked for information about some of the very practical aspects of the summer. 
The first chart below describes how much parents spend on activities each week, and 
the following chart outlines the main sources of funding that parents made use of.

Chart 12: Average weekly spend on activities for disabled child over the summer
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5.19 We asked how parents got their information about available activities in their area, and 
which they found ‘very useful’. The three most useful methods of providing information 
were: social media (46%); the internet (35%); word of mouth from other parents (34%). 
Only 3% found newspapers useful for this purpose.

5.20 Respondents commented on the nature of their relationships with other parents (see chart 
below). The most important contribution they made was to provide information about the 
availability of suitable activities, and the offering of emotional support. The least important 
contributions were helping out with transport and sharing the financial burden.

Chart 14: Functions performed by other parents (weighted average)

5.18 The most significant source of funding (80%) was through benefit entitlements (Personal 
Independence Payment and Disability Living Allowance). 40% said they funded it from 
their own resources.

Chart 13: Financial resources used to fund activities
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5.23 The issue of the stress levels experienced by parent carers and the attendant impact 
on their mental health was a theme that recurred throughout the research.

“With a holiday we are able to spend more time with the siblings. It’s better for our mental 
health; you get to have a wee bit of a recharge. Children benefit, as when they come home 
they are a bit tired. Generally, the whole family benefits from a holiday scheme.”

5.24 The impact on parents’ ability to retain employment (and thus income) over the summer 
was another recurrent theme. Many parent carers were, in effect, required to sacrifice 
their job in order to be able to care for disabled children, with no alternative source 
of care and support. This impacts on more women than men.

5.25 This parent was clearly not working at her optimum level, but had managed to reach 
a compromise with her employer.

“I’m highly qualified but I can’t go to Glasgow or Edinburgh to get a good well-paid 
job. So, I’ve got a job locally – minimum wage. And you can come home at lunchtime 
to check on him. You can go in late. I know I shouldn’t, but they’re very flexible. I don’t 
know how they keep me on!”

Impact on the family
5.21 Respondents commented volubly on how the current reality of holiday activity provision 

(or lack of it) impacted on their children and their families. The chart below outlines the 
extent to which respondents ‘completely agreed’ with a number of statements. The most 
significant one was the inability of services to provide a measure of continuity across the 
term time/holiday divide (with 79% completely agreeing or agreeing to some extent).

5.22 The lack of conviction about their child’s inclusion in the local community 
(only 2% agreed completely with this) was striking.

Chart 15: Impact on the family (completely agree)
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5.26 This parent paints a vividly painful picture of the summer.

“My husband gave up work due to our caring responsibilities and I had to change my 
job because of mine as well. If it wasn’t for summer holidays, we would cope as a family, 
it is holidays that stop me being able to do the job I want to do, holidays that have my 
son head banging, hitting, and biting more than usual, holidays that have me literally 
contemplating suicide or leaving home by the last two to three weeks every year. The 
rest of the year, we cope – sometimes.”

Improving the experience
5.27 Respondents were invited to suggest what would improve the holidays for them. 

The predominant themes were:

 ◗ The need for a greater variety of activities for disabled children and young people

 ◗ Better trained staff delivering those activities

 ◗ More accessible information about the activities

 ◗ Closer working between schools and service providers over the summer

5.28 We also explored which people parent carers felt their children would benefit from 
spending more time with over the summer. These tended to fall into two categories 
– people who would be able to help children develop new interests (such as specialist 
workers), and a wider circle of new friends (see chart on the next page).

Chart 16: People with whom parent carers would like their child to spend more time (weighted average)
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5.29 In order to focus on the potential contribution that different bodies could play in 
improving the support and opportunities available to disabled children and young 
people, we asked respondents to identify ‘one big change’ that each body could make 
in order to improve the summer for families with disabled children.

5.30 Over a quarter (27%) felt that other residents in the local community could play a role 
in improving inclusion by actively involving disabled children and young people in 
non-specialist activities. This would have implications for staff training. 15% said there 
was a need for general awareness and understanding of disability, and this would help 
reduce the stigma attached to disability in general (and hidden disabilities in particular). 
Accessible changing places in accessible locations would also help.

5.31 Almost half of respondents (45%) said that local voluntary organisations should offer 
more support and increase the number and range of activities for disabled children and 
young people. As one parent suggested,

“To be open to taking ASN children and seeing how they cope, rather than 
(just making a) blanket refusal”

5.32 21% of respondents said that other parents could raise the general levels of awareness 
and understanding of disability, and teach their non-disabled children about this too. This 
could embrace inclusion and socialisation work with both young people and parents.

5.33 40% of respondents said the local authority should deliver activities and safe spaces 
for young people. This would include making sure there are enough staff who are 
appropriately trained. Authorities should also subsidise any additional costs associated 
with ensuring that the additional support needs of disabled children are adequately met 
and that activities are accessible. They should provide training and support for families in 
how to access Self-Directed Support (SDS).

5.34 40% of respondents said employers could support parent carers through flexible 
working, working from home, and term-time contracts. Providing longer breaks and 
short sabbaticals, while ensuring that their job role is safe, would enhance parents’ 
ability to take the summer off. Paid carer leave, general awareness and understanding 
of disability, and providing childcare for staff would all help.

5.35 70% of respondents called for improved staff training in disability in local leisure 
facilities. They were also looking for dedicated times and activities for disabled 
children (e.g. sensory-friendly), and a range of inclusive activities to take part in.

5.36 The Scottish Government would have a central role to play in providing more ring-
fenced funding for local authorities and charities. It should provide training for staff 
in both the public and voluntary sectors who work with disabled children and young 
people. It should actively involve disabled young people and families when making 
national decisions regarding their welfare.
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Summary of findings from parent carers
5.37 The key findings from parent carers can be summarised as follows:

 ◗ The evidence is based on a strong purposive sample, with almost 500 responses 
from across 30 of Scotland’s 32 local authority areas, and representing a wide range 
of disabilities

 ◗ The main carer (99%) over the summer is overwhelmingly the mother

 ◗ Parent carers place a high value on spending time with the family, and undertaking 
family activities (specifically including non-disabled siblings) over the summer 
period, although they recognise that many disabled children and young people lack 
a wider network of peer relationships. This is particularly evident during the long 
summer break

 ◗ Parents report significant difficulties in finding suitable activities (and information 
about them) for their disabled child over the summer

 ◗ Parent carers experience two main inter-related challenges over the summer. 
The multiple and unrelenting demands on their time and skills negatively impacts 
their own mental health. In addition, many are forced to re-think their employment 
status in order to care for their child, with knock-on financial implications

 ◗ Parents perceive a lack of continuity and connection between what takes place in 
the school during term time, and the leisure activities which are run overwhelmingly 
in the community during holidays. Many would value a more integrated approach 
which would support their child or young person’s transition back to school

 ◗ There are strong parent carer networks, but the main source of practical support 
remains the family

 ◗ There is general agreement that the cornerstones of good practice are:

– Child-centred service delivery

– Consistent staff and volunteers

– Appropriate training

– Adequate facilities and equipment

– Close collaboration between the school and the holiday service provider

 ◗ Most parents are sceptical about the extent to which their child is able to take part 
fully in local activities, with only 2% feeling that their child is ‘completely involved’ in 
their local community
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6. Findings: 
service providers

6.1 In this chapter, we present the key findings from the research with service providers. 
These are drawn from both the qualitative work in the six local authorities, and the 
online survey returns. Quotes are from service providers unless otherwise indicated.

Respondent profile
6.2 We received 71 responses from service providers across Scotland. We asked respondents 

to identify the local authorities in which they offered services; only four areas were not 
covered (see chart below). 84% of respondents were third sector organisations, 11% 
public sector or arms length external organisations (ALEOs), and 2% private sector.

Chart 17: Local authorities covered by service providers
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6.3 The following chart describes the range of disabilities supported by respondent organisations.

Chart 18: Disabilities supported

6.4 In order to better understand the scale and nature of the responding organisations, we asked 
them about their staffing structure, annual turnover, and funding sources (see charts below).

6.5 Most organisations were relatively small, with less than 50 staff and a turnover of less than 
£0.5m. However, three organisations had more than 500 staff each, and were representative 
of organisations at the other end of the size spectrum.

Chart 19: Service providers staffing numbers

Chart 20: Service providers annual turnover
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6.6 We asked them to rank in order of importance their main sources of funding for their 
holiday activity provision.

Chart 21: Most important source of funding for holiday activity provision (weighted average)

Experience of operating holiday activity 
provision
6.7 We asked the service provider organisations about the range of activities they offered 

(see chart below). Almost half ran a specialist summer playscheme for disabled children 
and young people. ‘Other’ activities included events for the whole family and adventurous 
holiday activities.

Chart 22: Activities provided during summer 2019
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6.8 We asked them how many disabled young people they had regular contact with over 
the summer of 2019. Two thirds of them (67%) said up to 100.

Chart 23: Number of disabled young people in regular contact with their provision during summer 2019

6.9 In order to establish the scale and scope of the holiday activity provision available to 
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Table 3: Number of regulated services offering a holiday playscheme as their main area of service

Local Authority Total 
number of 

services

Total number of 
specialist services 
catering only for 

children with additional 
support needs

Total number of non-
specialist services that 

provide care to children 
with additional support 

needs

Aberdeen City 2 2 0

Aberdeenshire 5 5 0

Angus 3 3 0

Dundee City 2 1 1

East Ayrshire 1 0 1

East Dunbartonshire 2 2 0

East Lothian 1 1 0

East Renfrewshire 3 3 0

Edinburgh, City of 3 2 0

Fife 1 1 0

Glasgow City 2 1 0

Highland 3 2 1

Inverclyde 1 1 0

Moray 1 1 0

North Ayrshire 1 1 0

Perth and Kinross 2 2 0

Renfrewshire 1 1 0

Shetland Islands 1 1 0

South Lanarkshire 2 2 0

Total 37 32 3
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6.10 Across the 19 local authorities represented in the Care Inspectorate report, 75% of the 
services were delivered by voluntary/not for profit organisations, 22% by public sector 
organisations, and 3% by the private sector. There was a total of 1,291 registered places 
for children aged 5–18 years, with an average of 60 children per playscheme, but most 
have between 20 and 30 children.

6.11 As one public sector staff worker put it:

“There’s increased pressure on all services to provide support for families, young people 
and parents. It’s a full family approach. And there are never any resources that go with 
these requirements. That’s hard enough for statutory services, but ultimately the third 
sector is delivering on an awful lot of these requirements.”

6.12 Respondents outlined the benefits to disabled children and young people of 
participating in holiday provision. Many of these centred around the inclusive nature of 
the experience, with disabled children and young people able to take part in activities 
that their non-disabled peers would routinely enjoy.

“They get to do fun things – just like their mainstream peers. One of the young 
adults said this year – I’m just doing what every 16-year-old should be doing.”

6.13 There were positive outcomes also on their return to school after the holidays for 
disabled children and young people.

“We’ve had feedback from parents that the transition back to school has been easier 
for them because they’ve had a routine through the holidays. They’ve had that 
structure and so they haven’t had six or seven weeks just sitting in their room.”

6.14 Staff acknowledged that the operating environment posed many challenges 
for organisations.

“The behaviour of children completely changes in the summer because of the lack 
of structure and consistency.”

6.15 This is further complicated when the local authority is a predominantly rural one. 
Rural isolation is compounded by poverty.

“There are certain bits of [local authority] that are very secluded and this can be very 
isolating for the young people. Young people don’t have many things to do. They also 
often cannot pay for transport......Sometimes families altogether can’t leave the house 
or afford things that tourists are doing. There is a lot of hidden poverty – but it stands 
out in schools.”

“Parents are working, especially in tourism. Holidays are a nightmare and parents 
really struggle. Parents have to employ 3rd parties to ‘entertain’ their children. Parents 
don’t meet each other, they’re too busy caring. And when they’re not caring, they want 
to spend time with their own communities and friends, not other parent carers. The 
support group that [organisation] started had a really bad turnout.”
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6.16 Service provider organisations in many cases aimed to promote an inclusive approach, 
but funding constraints meant that this was often difficult.

“It’s more that they’re just unable and don’t have the resources or capacity to be 
inclusive. Then families and disabled children are left with nothing.”

6.17 Staff in service provider organisations identified a number of major challenges facing 
families with disabled children and young people. Social isolation lay at the root of many 
of these problems.

“The biggest challenge our young people have is socialisation. Very often our kids 
are socially isolated. They don’t have their mainstream peer friendships. The only 
friendships and socialisation they are getting is with us.”

“They’re stuck in for six weeks, and you get family breakdown. Some would prefer 
to stay at school all year round because of the structured routine.”

6.18 For many parents, service providers were aware that the summer represents a major 
challenge in maintaining employment (and hence family income).

“We have parents who have no other childcare options because of their child’s autism 
or disability. And therefore, we have parents who take unpaid leave over the summer. 
They can’t work or can only work part time. Or their choice of employment is restricted 
to [local authority] because they need to be back at certain times to pick kids up. The 
lack of provision for disabled young people goes much further. It impacts that whole 
family.”

6.19 The attendant impact on parental mental health is now widely acknowledged. While the 
pressures outlined above can negatively affect mental health, one agency was able to 
give a positive example of the impact of holiday activity provision on the parents as well 
as the disabled children.

“We’ve had people coming to us and saying it’s helping their mental health. They’re 
managing to get out with their other children, get out for a walk, do their shopping, 
and a bit of breathing space which they’re so desperately needing.”

6.20 We asked service providers about their understanding of the impact on the family 
of having access to holiday activity provision. The chart below shows the extent to 
which service providers ‘completely agreed’ with a number of statements. More than 
half identified the negative impact on other children in the family, the mental health 
challenges, and constraints on working patterns. 41% also singled out the lack of 
continuity between school and community.
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6.21 At the other end of the scale, service providers were extremely sceptical about any 
suggestion that disabled children and young people were fully integrated members 
of the community, and that activities were easily affordable.

Chart 24: Impact on the family (completely agree)

6.22 We asked service providers about the challenges of running consistent and high-quality 
holiday activity programmes for disabled children.

Chart 25: Main challenges in delivering holiday activity provision (weighted average)

6.23 Many of these challenges revolved around the nature of funding for the programmes. 
These were usually commissioned by the local authority on a year to year basis, with no 
guarantee of the following year’s contract. To a large extent, service providers felt that 
decisions about the scale and nature of provision were politically driven, bearing little 
relationship to identified need, and often subject to lobbying from local pressure groups.

“In reality, playschemes in [local authority] are driven by politics. Parents in [city] have 
had some sort of provision for 20 years to the point that they see it as an entitlement.”
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6.24 The lack of consistent and long-term funding has a direct impact on the quality of staff that 
local authorities (and third sector organisations) are able to recruit and retain. We heard 
several accounts of high-quality staff being taken on for the summer, being developed and 
trained, and being lost to the market after six months. In these cases, staff effectively used 
their summer job as a training experience for a subsequent job elsewhere.

“We had a mix of staff, but as soon as we became registered we needed to focus on 
early years. Not a lot of ASN teaching goes on within the ASN qualification. We get staff 
who spend a bit of time with us and they become attractive to employers. They come in 
part time for six months and then they get full time jobs elsewhere.”

6.25 Transport (especially in rural areas) was identified as problematic and expensive by 
service providers.

6.26 A particular challenge was rooted in the extent to which a child or young person’s 
disability was visible. One local authority worker described how he felt there was a 
relatively sizeable group of disabled children whose disabilities were not obvious 
(autism for example), and seemed to be ‘just about managing’. Another service provider 
supported this.

“What we’ve came across as well is – if your child has a physical disability or a learning 
disability, then you’ve instantly got a bubble round you of nurses, occupational 
therapists and stuff like that. If your child has been diagnosed with autism, you 
get given a leaflet, and you have to kind of find your own supports round that.”

Improving the experience
6.27 Service providers were asked to identify what would improve disabled children and 

young people’s experience of holiday activity provision. The chart below captures their 
views, and indicates what would make a ‘huge difference’. The issues which respondents 
felt most strongly about were:

 ◗ The need for more affordable activities for disabled children and young people, 
particularly over the summer

 ◗ The scope to improve the communication and relationships between the places 
of learning during term time (schools) and the holiday learning environments 
(community-based service providers)

 ◗ The possibility of more respite for parents

 ◗ Public spaces becoming genuinely accessible to disabled children and young people

 ◗ Substantially improved information about the available activities
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6.28 Partly as a result of limited and short-term funding, organisations offering holiday 
activity provision tend to lack a ‘voice’ at national level to represent their views and serve 
as a professional advocate for them. One third sector service provider suggested that 
YouthLink Scotland, as the national agency for community-based youth work, could 
potentially take on this role for its member organisations.

Chart 26: Improvements which would make ‘a huge difference’

6.29 Service providers were invited to suggest one thing that each of the following 
organisations could do to improve the quality and availability of holiday activity 
provision for disabled children and young people.

6.30 88% of respondents said that the Scottish Government should improve the nature of 
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6.31 Local authorities should play a role in providing inclusive and accessible holiday 
activities (with free access for council activities). 17% of respondents said local 
authorities should talk to providers and families in order to understand the complexity of 
the issues. They should ensure appropriate assessment and support for SDS. They should 
ensure proper advertising and information on what is available.

6.32 85% of respondents thought that the local community should raise awareness of the 
issues faced by families with disabled children and young people. They should reach 
out, be empathetic to families, and welcome and include them in the community. 
They should create volunteering opportunities, make activities and venues physically 
accessible, and provide information about what is available.

6.33 All respondents agreed that parents should spread awareness, empathy, and 
understanding with their children and with families who do not have a disabled child. 
They should share their knowledge, advice and support, and volunteer to help with 
groups and activities (transport and short breaks especially).

6.34 53% felt that local organisations should collaborate (sharing knowledge, networks, and 
partnerships), increase awareness of disability, make activities accessible and inclusive of 
those with disabilities.

6.35 Local businesses should encourage general awareness and understanding, with 57% 
of respondents suggesting they should donate or sponsor activities. They could also 
provide volunteers.

6.36 21% of respondents agreed that local leisure facilities should train their staff. They 
could also improve their accessibility, make their programmed activities more inclusive 
(friendly, quiet, better times etc), and provide free activities during holiday periods.

6.37 20% of respondents suggested that regulatory organisations should use clear, simple, 
and thorough communication. They should also provide staff training, and clarify the 
requirements for a ‘registered service’.

6.38 Service providers were asked what their own organisation could do. 39% wanted to 
‘keep going’ and ‘offer more’. In addition, suggestions included: raise awareness; get 
funding; employ more staff; provide better pay and training; encourage partnerships 
between schools and community organisations.
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Summary of findings from service providers
6.39 The key findings from service providers can be summarised as follows:

 ◗ The sample is limited in size (71 organisations), but the majority of service providers 
have recent (2019) experience of directly delivering holiday activity programmes for 
disabled children, and their evidence is drawn from across the country

 ◗ Most service providers are third sector bodies (including many small local 
organisations)

 ◗ Local authorities rely substantially on the third sector for service delivery, making use 
of a variety of commissioning and contracting arrangements

 ◗ There is a tension between the third sector’s service delivery role and its advocacy 
and campaigning role on behalf of parents and disabled young people

 ◗ It is hard to estimate the quantity of available provision, as there is no single source 
for ‘mapping’ this. Data is available from the Care Inspectorate, but only for registered 
services

 ◗ Service providers are all too aware of the needs of disabled children and their families 
during the summer, but are frustrated at their own frequent inability to meet these 
adequately, due mainly to short term funding constraints

 ◗ The third sector is an eloquent advocate of the potential benefits of holiday activity 
provision for both disabled young people and families. For disabled young people, 
these include social outcomes (inclusion, participation), and educational outcomes 
(integration in non-specialist education, continuity of learning). For families, these 
include the potential for positive outcomes (keeping families together), and the risk 
of negative outcomes (family break-up, negative mental health)

 ◗ Service providers are frustrated by the frequently short-term nature of funding for 
holiday activity provision, and express a strong desire for longer term funding of 
third sector contracts

 ◗ There is a need for more effective commissioning arrangements as these vary 
in duration and effectiveness
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7. Findings: 
local authorities

7.1 In this chapter, we present the key findings from the research with local authorities. This 
draws on both the qualitative evidence that was collected from the six local authorities, 
and on the data from the online consultation. Quotes are from local authority staff unless 
otherwise indicated.

Respondent profile
7.2 14 local authorities responded to the consultation. While this is slightly less than half of 

all Scottish local authorities (32), we received responses from authorities across five of 
the six categories of the Scottish Government’s urban rural classification, providing a 
reasonable range of views across authorities large and small, rural and urban.

Table 4: Local authority responses by urban rural classification

Urban rural classification Number of local authority responses

Large urban areas 4

Other urban areas 7

Accessible small towns 1

Remote small towns 0

Accessible rural areas 1

Remote rural areas 1

Strategic approach
7.3 Respondents were clear that the delivery of holiday activity provision to disabled 

children and young people formed part of the wider social care agenda. This included 
a broader range of social work services, and included the local approach to the use of 
Self-Directed Support (SDS).

“The provision of social care and support through the commissioning of services is 
part of the wider delivery of social care under Self-Directed Support legislation and 
framework options.”
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7.4 This local authority saw it as an explicit way of addressing prejudice and inequality.

“To support children, young people and their families to be fully supported within their 
local communities, to increase social inclusion and decrease the stigma of difference.”

7.5 In terms of Scottish childcare policy, ‘Getting it right for every child’ (GIRFEC) was 
recognised as the core overarching approach to the development and delivery of 
services for children and families.

“GIRFEC is well embedded in [local authority]. We work very closely with the school 
and GIRFEC gives us a good structure. But your voice is less well heard if you have an 
additional need.”

7.6 At the same time, the challenges of implementing this in the context of a playscheme 
were recognised.

“It’s about doing the right thing by these kids – it’s about GIRFEC. There’s no chance 
to do that really at the playscheme – there’s so many age ranges and abilities.”

7.7 In Scotland there is no statutory duty on local authorities to provide out of school and 
holiday childcare to children. However, the Children (Scotland) Act 1995 does place a 
statutory duty on local authorities to provide day care for school age children in need, 
before and after school and during holidays.

7.8 In this context, respondents to the consultation described their strategic approach as 
inclusive. This was characterised by a commitment to universal services being available 
to all children.

“Workers within the team encourage an inclusive model and seek for young people to 
be included (with additional support as required) in universal out of school activities.”

“Overall [local authority] supports an inclusive multi agency approach to support 
activities for children with additional support needs in school holidays.”

7.9 Several authorities said that they work closely with schools in order to provide a 
continuum of care over the holiday period.

“The team work with a Self-Directed Support model. As such, families are encouraged, 
regardless of the option they choose, to think about the differences in their need 
outwith term time at school during their support planning process. Workers within 
the team encourage an inclusive model and seek for young people to be included 
(with additional support as required) in universal out of school activities.”

7.10 While some authorities were able to specify their local strategy, others did not identify 
a distinct strategic approach to the delivery of holiday activity provision separate from 
their ongoing support to provider organisations working throughout the year. Various 
combinations of ‘in-house’ and commissioned services were mentioned.

“There is no specific separate strategy or policy with regards to holiday support and 
our commissioning strategy is currently under review. Currently we financially support 
and commission from a number of local third sector providers who deliver a range 
of community supports for disabled children throughout the year, and most run 
additional activities during the school holidays. In one area where we have been unable 
to commission, services are provided directly by the Health and Social Care Partnership.”
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7.11 In general, the responses from local authorities indicate a mixed economy of approaches 
in attempting to ensure that disabled children and young people in their care receive 
some form of provision during the holidays.

7.12 There was caution about making too many specific claims for the impact of the services 
delivered. They were, however, seen as making a potentially crucial contribution to 
learning, short breaks, and integration.

“We would be rash to suggest we meet the need completely, but evaluations 
consistently indicate that the service is a lifeline for families, that children learn and 
benefit, and families get a break and feel refreshed. The quality of the mostly young 
staff is also a feature and how this helps children to integrate.”

7.13 The overall positive impact of delivering appropriate holiday activity provision was 
described succinctly by a local authority social worker in a conversation with third 
sector colleagues. She saw it as preventing family breakdown.

“From my perspective you prevent children being accommodated. You guys [third 
sector organisations] are saving families breaking down altogether and not being 
able to cope.”

7.14 A small number of local authorities, however, were either unaware of local strategy 
or considered that there was not one in operation.

“There is no active strategic work.”

Co-ordination and commissioning of services
7.15 In common with many other local authority services, respondents reported that 

commissioning was widely used in order to procure holiday activity provision. In practice, 
different models were used. In some cases (usually the larger local authorities) there was 
a separate team responsible for the process. In others, it fell to the Head of Service.

7.16 There were a variety of funding mechanisms, including joint funding between social 
work, education and health. Self-Directed Support (SDS) was mentioned by several.

“We enjoy positive and close working relationships with the third sector, and much 
of our provision is jointly funded with health and education.”

“We have a respite care home which is open 4-6 weeks during summer holiday periods 
and 1-2 weeks during October and Easter school holiday breaks. Families can purchase 
this through SDS funding following social work assessment of need. Families can also 
use the SDS budget for any of the other options 1,2,3 or 4.”

7.17 The organisations commissioned to deliver holiday activity provision included several 
well-known ‘household names’ in the childcare world. These tended to be larger third 
sector organisations. For most authorities, the third sector was an integral dimension to 
their approach to providing these services.

“We as a team recognise that holidays are a massive stress on families. I don’t know 
what we’d do without [third sector organisation] and [third sector organisation}. There 
would be more stress in the children and disability team if we didn’t have [third sector 
organisation].”
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7.18 There was no evidence of the private sector being commissioned to deliver holiday 
activity provision.

7.19 Various examples were given of how the commissioning process had worked. One local 
authority had entered into a three-year contract with three service providers, to cover 
the Easter, summer, and October breaks. They offered five levels of support, but ended 
up not letting contracts for every level. Another authority commissioned a specialist 
service for five young people with complex needs. Another one commissioned short 
breaks for 5–18 year olds with complex needs.

7.20 Three local authorities among those responding to the consultation have bespoke 
summer playschemes for disabled children.

“[Local authority] runs its own special needs playscheme in conjunction 
with educational staff for children with severe and complex needs.”

7.21 Several local authorities were currently reviewing their commissioning arrangements. One 
authority described a relatively complex set of negotiations which had seen responsibility 
for running the playscheme ‘bounce’ between the local authority and the third sector.

“Our summer support has been in a state of change over the last few years and we have 
moved from this being provided by the third sector to being provided by the local authority 
with third sector support for the business part of this – staff, payments etc. The support has 
been delivered by the local authority over the past year, but this is still in its early stages 
and is in the process of being reviewed, in preparation for the forthcoming year.”

7.22 This authority took seriously the need to work closely with provider organisations.

“There are plans afoot to run provider consultation days in order to strengthen the 
relationship and communication between the council and providers, and explore 
new ways to provide support (including holiday provision) to families.”

7.23 Where year-round services were commissioned from third sector organisations, 
many would also offer summer activities.

Challenges in running programmes
7.24 Local authority respondents outlined a number of challenges that constrained their 

ability to deliver holiday activity provision as they would wish. Chief among these was 
the fact of limited (and diminishing) resources.

“We find most families with children with disabilities struggle over the holidays and our 
holiday activity programme is over subscribed. Therefore, resources and finances are a 
barrier in regards to having sufficient holiday support for children with disabilities.”

“Again, I am aware that the budget is relatively small for this provision – therefore 
a limited amount of care is provided.”

“From my experience this is a mixed picture for improving and delivering due to 
budget limitations.”

7.25 Schools clearly play a role during the school year, but this does not always extend 
to the summer period.

“Schools are really good in [local authority]. They provide great support, but things 
fall apart in the holidays.”
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7.26 Co-ordinating statutory and voluntary sector services raises its own problems 
for staff who are social work rather than procurement trained.

7.27 One authority described the ‘conundrum’, whereby the availability of subsidised 
specialist provision would appear in some cases to discourage parents from taking up 
non-specialist provision. They acknowledged that parents, given the choice, would 
rather follow their ‘heart’ than their ‘head’.

“Parents prefer specialist provision. Integration is hard.”

7.28 Authorities covering large rural areas frequently found that transport was a challenge.

“We as a team see daily the pressures and stresses upon families and young people. The 
rural nature of our community hinders the natural development of parental relationships. 
Taxi transport for young people to and from school enables during term time, but stops 
peer relationships developing over the holidays and indeed when they leave school.”

7.29 Parents did not always have ready access to the right kind of information to help them 
make decisions about what opportunities to take up. This was often dealt with in a 
piecemeal fashion.

“How to access information and how to co-ordinate? Education does a bit, 
the voluntary sector does a bit, social work does a bit.”

7.30 Some local authorities observed an inherent role confusion for certain voluntary 
organisations. An organisation set up to campaign on behalf of a particular client group 
could be compromised by the need to deliver local authority contracts.

“The push to do contracts has disenfranchised parts of the voluntary sector that 
are not geared up for that.”

7.31 One potential solution was to build the capacity of smaller voluntary organisations 
to bid for contracts within the marketplace.

“Build the capacity of local organisations to put in bids and provide a service.”

7.32 There was a recognition that effective provision of activities for disabled children and 
young people with complex medical care needs or other additional support needs was 
an area that required considerable skill. This authority (in common with many others) 
suffered from significant staff turnover. Training was cited as a problem area by many 
authorities, with short term contracts militating against effective investment in training.

“Staff need to be well trained – SVQ 3 in social care is the minimum requirement to get 
into childcare. There is a mix of staffing – PSA assistants from school, students, school 
leavers. It isn’t helpful for the kids to have too many changes in staffing. All children 
need at least 1:1 support, and we have more than 50 in each venue. The person at the 
top needs to be experienced and qualified. Forms need to be up to date – care plans, risk 
assessments. You need to know how to write to parents, be able to follow [authority] 
guidelines, and know about incident forms!”

7.33 One senior local authority interviewee had a clear vision of what was required 
– a broader range of services, including the possibility of more young people able 
to use non-specialist provision.

“For the future – we need a bigger marketplace and range of provision. We need local 
services for children with little support, and greater diversity.”



50

“Holidays or Isolation?”

Summary of findings from local authorities
7.34 The key findings from the local authorities can be summarised as follows:

 ◗ 14 local authorities responded to the consultation, representing a range of size, 
geography, and geographical location

 ◗ Holiday activity provision is not a statutory duty and is therefore seen by some as 
an ‘add-on’ (and less of a priority than statutory obligations). However most local 
authorities either commission services from third sector organisations or offer a 
mixed economy of provision

 ◗ The strategic management of holiday activity provision specific to disabled children 
and young people is in most cases the responsibility of the local authority. In others, 
the role is taken by the Health & Social Care Partnership

 ◗ The scale and variety of holiday activity provision has been significantly impacted 
by reducing budgets

 ◗ Local authorities vary in their approach, funding, and staffing of programmes. 
There is mixed evidence of local authorities adopting strategic approaches to 
planning, with programmes frequently being reactive to current circumstances, 
and constrained by available funding

 ◗ Local authorities acknowledged that the services managed or commissioned by 
them often fell ‘short of the mark’. Roughly half of the provision was described as 
meeting the needs of disabled children and young people ‘to a significant extent’. 
The remaining half met the needs ‘to a limited extent’

 ◗ Local authorities rely on the third sector for delivery, and have a potential role 
in building the capacity of smaller third sector organisations
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8. Discussion
8.1 In this chapter, we explore some of the underlying themes uncovered by the research.

Awareness, stigma, and inclusion
8.2 Despite the enactment of a range of national and international legislation and policy 

initiatives (including the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities12, the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 13, the Equality Act 14, and the ‘Getting it Right 
for Every Child’ framework15), the research would appear to indicate that there is still 
some distance to travel before disabled children and young people are able to play their 
full role in Scottish communities. A common theme running through the research was 
the enduring (and sometimes increasing) prejudice and discrimination experienced by 
disabled children and young people. Cases of active intolerance and bullying are still 
being reported.

8.3 The stigma of disability is routinely felt by disabled children and young people. A strong 
thread of commentary derives from those with ‘hidden disabilities’ such as autism. We 
heard examples of young people struggling to find their way onto programmes because 
they were not perceived as disabled.

8.4 The logic of this is twofold. We need to continue to embed awareness raising about the 
nature and impact of disabilities into entry level training for a wide range of frontline 
staff, including teachers, teaching support staff, community learning and development 
staff, and social workers. This should also, where appropriate, involve volunteers working 
in these areas. In tandem with this, we should continue to explore the most effective 
ways of ensuring disabled children and young people are included in non-specialist 
activities, where it is appropriate to do so. It is striking that the survey findings show 
that 42% of disabled young people took part in a playscheme exclusively reserved for 
disabled children and young people, whereas only 17% were drawn to one that was 
aimed at all young people.

8.5 We need to hear the ‘voice’ of disabled children and young people more publicly 
– as ambassadors and champions. It would, for example, be very useful to have some 
arrangement within the YouthLink Scotland network for a forum which monitors and 
supports equalities work (including disabilities) in the youth work sector. There is also 
the potential to develop work with the Scottish Youth Parliament and the Disabled 
Children and Young People’s Advisory Group in the Scottish Government. A number of 
the case studies associated with the research provide good examples of how this could 
be done with greater impact.

12 https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
13 https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/
14 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/equality-act-2010-guidance
15 https://www.gov.scot/policies/girfec/

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/equality-act-2010-guidance
https://www.gov.scot/policies/girfec/
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Loneliness and isolation
8.6 In 2018 the Scottish Government published ‘A Connected Scotland: our strategy for 

tackling social isolation and loneliness and building stronger social connections’ 16 . 
Its second strategic priority was to ‘promote positive attitudes and tackle stigma’.

8.7 In our discussions, it swiftly became evident that many disabled children and young 
people experience exactly the kind of challenges exemplified in the strategy document. 
This was especially true during the summer holidays when resources to contact, listen 
to, and creatively engage disabled children and young people in social activities were, 
in many cases, simply not available.

8.8 For disabled young people in their formative years, loneliness is not merely a passing 
phase – soon to be resolved as adulthood beckons. For many it risks setting patterns of 
behaviour that will shape their entire lives. We heard stories of disabled young people 
who were effectively confined to their homes for the six-week duration of the summer 
holidays because there were neither activities to take part in, nor people to go with 
them. In this context loneliness and isolation becomes a public health issue – with 
knock-on effects for the NHS.

8.9 Any person can feel isolated, but those living in the rural areas of Scotland face distinct 
challenges – particularly if they are disabled. Transport remains a problem with rural 
public transport infrequent and often unreliable.

Poverty, disability, and agency
8.10 There is a considerable body of evidence of a direct correlation between poverty and 

disability, with poverty rates being higher in households with a disabled adult 17. And 
those living with, and supporting, someone with a disability know only too well that 
disability can foster the conditions that create poverty.

8.11 These conditions may include the barriers to learning caused by moving between 
non-specialist and specialist provision at school. They may result from an enforced 
resignation from a job in order to take on caring responsibilities for a disabled child, or 
they may be the consequence of having to purchase expensive specialised equipment 
for the care of their disabled child.

8.12 Self-Directed Support (SDS) is seen as a means of citizens exercising increased agency 
and having more choice and control over the care of family members and the funding 
streams that support them. It is intended to put some of the levers of change back into 
the hands of cared-for people and carers. But our conversations with parent carers in the 
course of the research led us to the conclusion that, although many knew of SDS, only a 
small number understood it, and even fewer successfully managed to access it.

8.13 Furthermore, it would be wrong to assume that further expansion of SDS will automatically 
result in better outcomes for disabled children and parent carers during the holiday 
periods. Commissioning has a key role to play in ensuring there is a sustainable 
‘market place’ of holiday opportunities that can meet existing and future demand.

16 https://www.gov.scot/publications/connected-scotland-strategy-tackling-social-isolation-loneliness-building-
stronger-social-connections/

17 https://scotland.shinyapps.io/sg-equality-evidence-finder/

https://www.gov.scot/publications/connected-scotland-strategy-tackling-social-isolation-loneliness-building-stronger-social-connections/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/connected-scotland-strategy-tackling-social-isolation-loneliness-building-stronger-social-connections/
https://scotland.shinyapps.io/sg-equality-evidence-finder/
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The interface with schools
8.14 For at least the last twenty years (certainly since the 1998 Osler report ‘Communities: 

change through learning’ 18), education professionals have been debating the nature of the 
relationship between school and local community. Despite the growth of the community 
school and the integrated school campus, for many teachers, the ‘community’ beyond the 
school gates remains slightly impenetrable territory. For youth workers and community 
learning and development (CLD) staff, the school has often been viewed as a rather rigid 
entity, more concerned with formal systems than real learning.

8.15 The fact remains that, despite the advent of the Curriculum for Excellence with its intention 
of creating a broad-based approach to learning, and a range of partnership projects 
between local community organisations and their neighbourhood school, the interface 
between school and community often feels like a barrier rather than a gateway. One of the 
most striking aspects of this relationship (possibly rendered more complex by the variety 
of PFI arrangements in place for recently built schools) is the deep dividing line between 
what could be described as the principle assets of local schools (the staff, the buildings, 
the equipment, and the facilities) and the potential local beneficiaries of these assets 
during holiday periods. Both disabled young people and parent carers in the course of 
the research expressed a desire for greater connectivity between school and community.

8.16 We came across one special school where (with support from the local CLD worker), 
parents had started a youth club based in the school. Success bred confidence and the 
parents decided to run a playscheme over the summer. The Depute Head ‘caught the 
bug’ and, enthused by the potential, recruited several of her teachers to commit time 
to staffing the summer playscheme as volunteers. This provided personnel, facilities, 
equipment, and even transport for the playscheme in a building which would have lain 
largely unused otherwise. The model will not be replicable in every setting, but would be 
worth testing out more widely – for the benefit of disabled children and young people.

Third sector
8.17 The third sector plays a major role in providing year-round support to disabled children 

and young people, including in many cases the provision of holiday activities. We have 
seen and heard from a range of organisations in the sector, many of which are living 
at the very edge of viability. Year to year short term funding arrangements (with the 
inevitable knock-on consequences for staff contracts), the need to retrain incoming new 
staff, uncertainty about the very likelihood of organisational survival all contribute to an 
operating environment that is febrile, fraught with challenges, and constantly changing.

8.18 In 1998 in the immediate wake of devolution, the Scottish Executive published ‘The 
compact between the Scottish Executive, its agencies, non-departmental public bodies 
(NDPBs), and the voluntary sector in Scotland’ 19. Amongst other aspirations, it made the 
commitment to establishing as normative the proposition of three-year funding cycles 
for the voluntary sector. More than 20 years later, many voluntary organisations are still 
funded on a year-to-year basis.

18 https://www.amazon.co.uk/Communities-Through-Learning-Community-Education/dp/0748072233
19 https://scvo.org.uk/policy/evidence-library/2004-the-scottish-compact

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Communities-Through-Learning-Community-Education/dp/0748072233
https://scvo.org.uk/policy/evidence-library/2004-the-scottish-compact
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8.19 The short-term nature of local authority funding is a challenge for most voluntary 
organisations (the exceptions being those which have acquired a solid asset base over a 
number of years). It particularly impacts organisations such as childcare providers where 
there is a premium on securing appropriately trained staff for sensitive positions, and 
being able to retain them year on year.

8.20 The childcare sector could benefit from some capacity building (perhaps supplied 
by local authorities) which aims at upskilling senior staff and board members in 
commissioning, procurement, and contract management.

8.21 The third sector has traditionally been at the forefront of social justice campaigning, 
with equalities issues often profoundly influencing their work. While our present piece 
of research focuses on disability, we might have expected there to be an element of 
intersectionality with other rights-based policy areas such as gender, ethnicity, and 
sexuality. These were noticeable by their absence (or at least their low profile), with the 
single striking exception that nearly all the care of disabled children and young people 
over the summer period was undertaken by women.

Communication and information
8.22 We routinely asked parents and a variety of professionals how they came across 

information about holiday activity provision, and how they ensured that they had access 
to it in good time to plan for the holidays. We came across various examples of what 
could be seen as good practice. For example, an Edinburgh based charity regularly 
produces a listing for the upcoming holiday period, which is published in both hard copy 
and on the web.

8.23 In an era when we have multiple channels of communication, ensuring information is 
accessible to client groups remains a major challenge. Information can empower people 
to exert their rights and enables them to obtain the services and support they need. This 
research has shown clearly that the lack of information about holiday provision (or lack 
of effective communication of this information) is a major obstacle to families.
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Logic model
8.24 In an attempt to ‘map’ the key elements of holiday activity provision and their 

relationships to each other, we have produced the following outline logic model.

Diagram 2: Outline logic model for holiday activity provision
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9. Conclusions
9.1 In this chapter, we use the gathered research evidence to respond to the research 

objectives.

9.2 Although it is, by definition, only on offer for a relatively short portion of the year, holiday 
activity provision exerts a disproportionately powerful impact on the lives of disabled 
children and their families. This can be extremely positive when the system is working 
well, but can be problematic when it does not.

9.3 There was significant alignment between the views of the principle stakeholders – 
especially between disabled children and young people, parent carers, and service 
providers. This applied to the following areas: analysis of the need; key components of 
effective practice; understanding of potential outcomes; and, the risks of inertia and no 
change. This alignment gives added weight to the conclusions which follow.

Availability of holiday activity programmes
9.4 The term ‘holiday activity provision’ is used principally to describe a wide variety of 

planned activities – from bespoke playschemes for disabled children and young people, 
to a range of sporting and cultural workshops open to all young people. There will be a 
cost implication for these, although many will be free at the point of delivery. Alongside 
these planned activities, disabled children and young people experience many 
informally planned activities with friends and family.

9.5 There is inconsistent provision of holiday activity programmes across Scotland, with 
rural areas badly affected, largely as a result of geographical isolation and related 
transport difficulties. It is hard to quantify the scale and scope of this provision as it 
falls under the aegis of different national bodies, with the result that there is no one 
single system that supports and measures it. For example, the Care Inspectorate only 
inspects regulated services.

9.6 Services are supplied mainly by the third sector through commissioning and contracting 
arrangements with the relevant local authority. However, many larger authorities also 
provide programmes themselves. There would appear not to be any nationally agreed 
framework, structure, or process to act as a ‘model’ for what this could look like at local 
level. For these reasons, it is not possible currently to specify the exact quantity of 
holiday activity provision.

9.7 Even where provision is on offer, children with ‘hidden disabilities’ run the risk of losing 
out, as they may not be seen as a priority.

9.8 Generally, provision is not well advertised (although there are several good examples of 
how local programmes have been publicised and promoted). Parents were frequently 
unaware of locally available provision.
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Disabled young people’s view
9.9 Disabled children and young people of all ages value both the social and the activity 

dimensions of associating with other young people during the holiday period. As might 
be expected, with age comes a desire to prefer the company of friends to family, but this 
does not diminish the value young people set on holiday activities.

9.10 Above all, disabled children and young people just want to be young and to have the 
opportunity to enjoy their youth.

9.11 However, while spending time with friends of their own age may be the aspiration, for 
many disabled children and young people, the reality is that being with the family tends 
to be what they experience most.

Parent carers’ view
9.12 Parent carers see good quality holiday activity provision as a way of disabled children 

and young people strengthening relationships with their peers, providing new and 
challenging experiences, and reinforcing relationships between school and community.

9.13 Holiday breaks for disabled children also provide much needed short breaks for parent 
carers, at a time where the caring responsibility is often at its most intensive.

9.14 Parents (especially mothers) provide most of the care for disabled children and young 
people over the summer period. As a result, they take on significant caring duties which 
can impact on their mental health, employment opportunities, and financial security.

9.15 The key features of holiday activity provision which parent carers are looking for are:

 ◗ More activities which are genuinely accessible to disabled children and young people

 ◗ Better (and more timely) information about the activities

 ◗ Improved links and co-ordination between schools and holiday activity providers

 ◗ Consistent, better trained staff providing the activities

 ◗ Public spaces which are genuinely accessible to disabled children and young people

9.16 Siblings are an important aspect of the overall picture. They are often, in reality, young 
carers, with their own needs for support and short breaks from family and their caring 
duties.

9.17 Parents employ a variety of approaches to funding their disabled child’s activities, 
including the use of benefits and their own resources. Little use is made of Self-Directed 
Support as a means of exercising more control and flexibility.



59

Research into holiday activity provision for disabled children and young people in Scotland

Good practice
9.18 Over and above what might be described as the core childcare competences in the 

organisations and staff, families of disabled children and young people also look for the 
following more specific factors to be in place:

 ◗ A longer lead-in period prior to the start of the holiday activity provision in order 
to allow for effective planning

 ◗ Closer links with schools, so that what happens over the summer is seen as relevant 
to, and supports, what takes place in school – both before and after the summer

 ◗ Consistent and well-trained staff who are able to build solid relationships with 
the disabled children and young people with whom they work

 ◗ Specialist provision for young people with complex needs, but inclusive provision 
for most children and young people

 ◗ Effective engagement and regular communication between providers and families

 ◗ Commissioning of services for a three to five-year period in order to provide 
continuity for both disabled children and parents

Challenges
9.19 The general public still has a limited understanding and awareness of the key aspects 

of disability, despite the advances that have been achieved over the past 20 years such 
as the rise in popularity of the Paralympics. This is often not informed by the reality 
of disabled young people’s lives, but stems from perceived stereotypes. To rectify this 
imbalance, there is scope for broad based education initiatives, especially ones that 
utilise the talents, insights, and voices of disabled children and young people.

9.20 The delivery of holiday activity programmes for disabled children and young people is 
subject to a number of challenges. Chief among these are patterns of short-term funding 
which beset the sector, and lead to real limitations on planning, fundraising, recruitment 
and retention of staff.

9.21 The diversification of practice models across Scotland means that different projects 
employ different programmes, staffing models, managing agency, and funding 
arrangements. While the ability to respond to local needs is a strength, the absence 
of recognised, ‘good practice’ approaches can also be a weakness.

9.22 Disabled children and young people face significant social isolation from their peers 
during the holiday period, being predominantly with family members especially mums. 
This isolation can be a particular problem in more rural areas, where transport difficulties 
compound the problem.
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9.23 Where there is formal provision available (for example playschemes), the eligibility 
criteria for disabled young people to take part in holiday activity provision is not always 
clear. This can lead to uncertainty as to who the prime beneficiaries should be.

9.24 Finding models of integrated services, where disabled children and their non-disabled 
peers can play together are somewhat hard to find. This has implications for the use of 
public spaces and facilities, where the planning and engagement for including the needs 
of disabled children and young people seldom happen.

Solutions
9.25 There is a need to highlight the importance of holiday activity provision as a key 

determinant for both child and parental health and well-being. This should be 
undertaken in national strategic forums (such as the ‘Disabled Children and Young 
People’s Advisory Group in Scottish Government), and in local bodies (such as local 
authorities and Integrated Joint Boards).

9.26 There is an important potential role for youth work and children’s work organisations to 
work with non-specialist providers to ensure they have the right training and equipment 
to effectively deliver activities for disabled children and young people. Again, this needs 
to happen both at local community level and within national forums. It would be helpful 
if there was a clear national ‘youth voice’ which could advocate on behalf of disabled 
children and young people.

9.27 Longer term funding to facilitate the capacity building of smaller third sector 
organisations delivering holiday activity provision would go some way to putting 
this on a firmer footing.

9.28 Sharing practical tools, approaches, and lessons learnt across local authorities and 
between the sectors would maximise the practical learning from recent experience. 
This could be done through existing forums such as those hosted by the national care 
organisations, or through bespoke conferences and seminars. Also, there is a key role 
for online resources. The use of websites and social media platforms would mean that 
sharing resources could be achieved at relatively modest cost.

Self-Directed Support (SDS)
9.29 SDS has the potential to provide eligible families with more choice and control over 

how they spend their time during the holiday period. Currently there is little evidence 
that families are using SDS options 1 and 2 to access holiday activity provision. The 
sums available, eligibility criteria, and assessment time-scales vary according to the local 
authority. However, the biggest barrier is one of familiarity. It is simply not known about 
by many families, who would potentially be eligible.
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10. Recommendations
10.1 The Schools Inspectorate in Scotland uses three key evaluation questions as the basis 

for its approach to self evaluation 20. These are:

 ◗ How are we doing?

 ◗ How do we know?

 ◗ What are we going to do now?

10.2 We have attempted to answer the first two of these questions in the preceding chapters. 
In this chapter, we make some recommendations for practical actions that will improve 
disabled children and young people’s experience of holiday activity provision. These 
suggested actions have the potential to improve the lives of disabled children and 
young people, impacting on their learning, relationships, aspirations, and their health 
and well-being.

10.3 The research process drew on existing networks to a significant extent. As a result of 
participation in the research, a range of potential informal groupings and associations 
have been identified. These include:

 ◗ 198 parent carers who requested information about the published research report

 ◗ 10 senior contacts in local authorities who would be interested in further discussion 
about holiday activity provision

 ◗ 31 service provider organisations also interested in discussion about good practice

10.4 There are of course GDPR considerations, but sensitive communication with these 
stakeholder groups would be an essential first step in building a consensus on future 
priorities.

10.5 In the recommendations which follow, the numbers in brackets indicate where the 
principal conclusion(s) from chapter nine support the proposed recommendation.

Shared Care Scotland (SCS)
10.6 Building on existing relationships, Shared Care Scotland (with national carer organisations 

and other partners) to foster a series of bi-lateral partnerships which will [9.25]:

 ◗ Raise awareness of the issues among key stakeholders

 ◗ Advocate for the interests of disabled children and young people and parent carers, 
and work with national and local government to find ways to improve the choice and 
availability of holiday activity provision

 ◗ Create links between ‘frontline’ practice and national and local policy development

 ◗ Play an active role in piloting new initiatives, potentially through targeted use of the 
Short Breaks Fund

 ◗ Help identify and secure further funding

20 https://education.gov.scot/improvement/self-evaluation/HGIOS4

https://education.gov.scot/improvement/self-evaluation/HGIOS4
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10.7 The recommendations which follow assume a leadership role on the part of SCS 
(as well as the other national carer organisations, and disabled people’s organisations) 
in prioritising and initiating a range of actions. Part of this debate will need to focus on 
which other resources can be drawn on in this work.

10.8 In the immediate term, SCS should publish and widely disseminate the research report 
in order to inform debate and the shaping of provision.

10.9 In addition, recognising that the needs of parent carers of disabled children and young 
people have traditionally not been adequately addressed by either children and families 
or adult social work services, there is also a need for a national debate with parent carers 
and stakeholder groups to review the future responsibility for parent carer support for 
short breaks and respite [9.13].

Disabled children and young people
10.10 With the Scottish Youth Parliament, YouthLink Scotland, the Disabled Children 

and Young People’s Advisory Group (DCYPAG), and the Scottish Transitions Forum 
(ARC Scotland) [9.26]:

 ◗ Map the key agencies with a view to achieving the best way of creating a national 
‘youth voice’ for disabled children and young people which will:

– Raise awareness of disability issues

– Support lobbying and campaigning activities within their networks

– Highlight good practice through their networks

Parents
10.11 With the network of carer centres [9.18, 9.19, 9.28]:

 ◗ Host a seminar for parents to reflect on the research findings

 ◗ Develop online platforms to facilitate the sharing of concerns, publicising good 
practice and agreeing a lobbying strategy

Service providers
10.12 With YouthLink Scotland [9.26]:

 ◗ Set up and run a pilot fund for non-specialist youth work organisations to pilot 
approaches to inclusive youth work.

10.13 With Youth Scotland [9.26]:

 ◗ Explore the scope for running a national survey of their 1,300-member youth groups 
about the inclusion of disabled children and young people in non-specialist youth 
work activities and provision.
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10.14 With Education Scotland, local authorities, and Scottish Government [9.12]:

 ◗ Run a national seminar for service providers and schools to explore:

– The continuity of provision from school to holidays

– Making the best use of school staff, premises and equipment, 
and transport over the holiday periods

– The interface between the school and the community.

Local authorities and HSCPs
10.15 With COSLA and Social Work Scotland and their member networks [9.20, 9.21, 9.27]:

 ◗ Develop strategies to help safeguard and develop holiday activity provision, 
supported by good commissioning and co-production practice

 ◗ Convene a seminar with interested local authorities and HSCPs to explore what can 
be done to safeguard and develop holiday activity provision, supported by good 
commissioning and partnership practice

Scottish Government
10.16 With Scottish Government [9.18, 9.25, 9.27, 9.29]:

 ◗ Review the implementation of Scotland’s Play Strategy (including the Review 
of Inclusive Play) in the light of the present research

 ◗ Strengthen the profile of holiday activity provision for disabled children and young 
people and its contribution to child and parent health and well-being in the ‘Out of 
School Care framework’

 ◗ Strengthen the commitment of the Carers Strategic Policy Statement (especially the 
focus on provision for summer breaks, carers health and well-being, and the value of 
prevention)

 ◗ Strengthen national guidance for the implementation of the Carers (Scotland) Act 
2016, in particular the requirements to include holiday activity provision in local 
short breaks statements and short break implementation plans

 ◗ Contribute to Social Work Scotland’s developing ‘frameworks of practice’ for SDS 
(under ‘Social Care Support’ SDS implementation plan 2019–2021), including 
approaches to assessment, resource allocation and overall consistency. Underlying 
this is a desire for parity of service irrespective of where in Scotland you live

 ◗ Explore how to make best use of the expansion of childcare into the school holidays 
for primary pupils from the poorest backgrounds (recently announced by the First 
Minister)

 ◗ Explore how to improve training for those involved in the planning, commissioning, 
and delivery of holiday activity provision at local authority level
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Funders
10.17 With Social Work Scotland [9.17, 9.23, 9.24]:

 ◗ Meet to explore how best to contribute to the emerging ‘frameworks of practice’ 
for SDS especially how to address ‘consistency’ and parity of service across Scotland.

10.18 With the Scottish Grantmakers and the Scotland Funders’ Forum [9.27, 9.29]:

 ◗ Meet to explore what role independent funding organisations might play in 
supporting the development of holiday activity provision.

Civil society
10.19 With Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations [9.10]:

 ◗ Build on the evidence provided by the case studies to highlight and celebrate 
the roles of disabled children and young people in civil society

 ◗ Explore with disabled children and young people the best use of acceptable 
language to discuss disability
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Appendices
Supporting documents:

1 Informal literature overview

2 Scoping interviews (topic guide)

3 Young people’s workshop (outline)

4 Topic guide for adult focus groups and interviews

5 Briefing sheet for research participants

6 Young people’s online survey (outline questions)

7 Parent carers online survey (outline questions)

8 Service providers online survey (outline questions)

9 Local authority online consultation (outline questions)

10 Case studies

These can be found on our online ‘Resources’ pages at: www.sharedcarescotland.org.uk

http://www.sharedcarescotland.org.uk
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