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A Parent's Guide to The Yellow House

The Yellow House History
At the turn of the Millennium, Debbie Pester was searching for a new direction for her career. Long experience as a Head teacher working with vulnerable and needy children in a variety of specialised settings had shown her that there was a significant gap in the provision available for young people with anxiety disorders and other similar problems. Too often such children found it impossible to cope in a mainstream school environment, and the available alternatives were also unsuitable as they would be placed in special education settings dominated by other young people with severe anti-social behaviour issues. 

With this in mind, she set about raising the funds and purchasing the premises to open her own independent special school aimed specifically at this group of vulnerable young people. With help and support from James Pester, the original Yellow House school was registered with the DfE and opened in our Sible Hedingham site in June 2002 with one pupil!

Over fifteen years we have expanded to include our second “twin” site in the historic country town of Clare, and become a well-established part of local specialist provision.

The Yellow House continues to be a vibrant and dynamic organisation, improving the service we offer through growing expertise and new initiatives year on year.
Ethos
The philosophy of The Yellow House is shared by all who work within the organisation.
‘Freedom to learn and grow into caring, assertive, responsible adults’.
·  We provide an environment that is caring and nurturing.

·  We provide an environment that is enjoyable to be in and in which everyone can relax.

·  We believe that students in The Yellow House should experience achievement without undue pressure, threat or fear of failure.

·  We believe that each student should be given the freedom to learn in the ways that suit them best.

·  We want our students to be able to look back on their time at The Yellow House with positive happy memories.

·  We will give each individual the opportunity to develop their special skills and talents, while ensuring that they have access to a broad diversity of learning experiences.

·  We believe that learning should be fun, as well as being relevant to the needs of the individual.

·  We will provide every opportunity for our students to experience learning which takes place in and through the community. We view this as a highly important part of the therapeutic work we offer to our students.

·  We will support all students at The Yellow House in learning to express their thoughts, feelings, ideas and beliefs assertively and confidently.

·  We will teach all students in The Yellow House how to listen to the opinions of others with respect and consideration, and they will be helped in developing the skills needed to challenge things they disagree with without resorting to aggression or self-abuse.

·  We will teach our students how to develop new and successful ways of managing anger, dealing with conflict and resolving disputes and see this as an essential part of our therapeutic work.

·  We will encourage the students who come to The Yellow House to show involvement, commitment and ownership through making choices and decisions and through taking responsibility for the house itself and welfare of all the people who come to it.

·  We believe that everyone in The Yellow House has the right to be listened to, the right to be valued, and the right to be treated with consideration and respect. We believe that these rights apply equally to staff and students.
Transport
Pupils at The Yellow House are transported to and from school by contract taxi cabs organised and paid for by the placing Authority. We have no way of varying the the times or routes of the taxis, and no say in the combination of pupils carried together. The Placing Authority has discretion to provide for an escort in the taxi where they consider it necessary, following an application from a parent.

Any queries or concerns regarding the taxi services should be taken up with the Schools Transport Office of the placing Authority: (0345 603 2200 for Essex, 0345 606 6067 for Suffolk.), although we would, of course, do what we can to help alleviate any concerns.

In exceptional circumstances, (e.g. when a newly admitted student is very anxious about the journey) parents can elect to transport their child to and from school themselves. The Yellow House fully supports parents and carers who choose to do this. 

In an emergency situation when a student needs to go home early, e.g. because of sudden illness, accident or serious incident, parents or carers may be contacted by telephone and asked to collect their child. If necessary students may be transported home by school staff, either in a school vehicle or their own car as appropriate.

Curriculum
Each student who comes to The Yellow House is unique, and each will have specific individual requirements in terms of the curriculum they need. For this reason, each student’s access to learning is carefully tailored to meet their strengths and needs. 

What all our students have in common is that conventional mainstream school has proved unsuitable for them, and therefore any attempt by us to mimic the curricular structure of a mainstream school would be counter-productive.

At The Yellow House equal care and emphasis is placed on social, emotional and therapeutic learning on the one hand, and access to the core subjects supported through individualised one-to-one teaching on the other.

We admit students from year 9 onwards, meaning that most have between two and three years with us. A high proportion of those admitted have previously missed significant amounts of school time. Despite this, many go on to achieve success in GCSE exams, and most progress to further education and training in local FE colleges.

We believe that it is important that the learning achievements of all our students are recognised through externally accredited awards, even if the GCSE exam system does not allow for this. Yellow House students work towards and achieve accreditation through:

· ASDAN Gardening Qualification
· Entry Level qualifications in core subjects
· Functional Skills Qualifications is core subjects
· GCSE exams in core subjects and in Art, PE, Statistics.

In addition, we seek to identify work experience placements suitable for each individual and provide whatever level of support each student needs.

Assessment Period
When a student is referred to us for a place, and all our initial procedures are completed, suitable students are offered a six week assessment period during which baseline assessment is carried out and the staff get to know the student and their family. This is so that we, the student and their family can be quite sure that this is the right place for them. Very occasionally the staff or student may come to the conclusion that this is not the right place, and alternatives will need to be found. 

During this period, the length of time the student spends in The Yellow House is progressively increased in line with the individual student’s confidence. Starting with one half-day session in the first week, this can rise to as much as five half-day sessions by the end of the assessment period, although this is not always the case, some more anxious students continuing with only one or two sessions right through the assessment period. 

By the end of the six weeks, the staff team will have formed a firm idea of the student’s suitability to be offered a permanent place at The Yellow House, and they will be added to our role, the placing Education Authority will be informed. All these decisions are confirmed in a meeting, held at The Yellow House, attended by the student, his or her parents/carers and a representative from the Education Office and Yellow House staff.
Food and Drink

Parents and carers are asked to support students in following our guidelines on food and drink.

· A significant proportion of Yellow House pupils are susceptible to food colourings, additives and high sugar levels which can impact on their ability to manage their behaviour.  For this reason we ask that all students do not bring to school or purchase during break or lunch time

· sugary drinks, including “energy drinks”,

· confectionery, sweets and chocolate

· cakes 

· biscuits.

· Students at The Yellow House are encouraged to eat healthily. Food brought in for lunch should reflect Healthy Eating.

· If students don't wish to bring a packed lunch they can (after their assessment period) go to local shops with a member of staff to purchase lunch – or ingredients to make lunch. Again, these purchases should reflect healthy eating guidelines. (e.g. no jumbo packets of crisps or bags of doughnuts)

· All students at The Yellow House are given the opportunity to extend their life skills by preparing and cooking a range of dishes, often as part of a communal meal. Most find this an enjoyable and rewarding part of their curricular experience and take pride in producing a meal enjoyed by others.

· The particular dietary requirements of individual students, whether medical, cultural or ethical, are noted and respected by staff and other students.
Mobile Phones Etc.

There is no “one size fits all” rule about mobile phones, tablets or hand-held games. Parents are asked to support students in respecting the following guidelines:

· The Yellow House staff accept that some anxious students have great reliance on access to their mobile phones, and they will be allowed to keep them with them as long as they are not misused.

· Mobile phones, hand-held games etc. are not to be used in lessons (unless the lesson specifically requires them to be used).

· Persistent use of mobile phones etc. in lessons will result in the student being required to hand in their device on arrival to be returned at the end of the session.

· In exceptional cases of serious misuse, parents are asked to support the school in banning a student from bringing devices into school.

· “Sexting” and other forms of cyber-bullying are taken very seriously by The Yellow House, and any misconduct of this sort is certain to result in a ban on bringing devices into school. Such incidents will be reported to the police as a safeguarding issue, and may jeopardise the student's place at The Yellow House.  
Sessions offered and increases in Time

The school day at The Yellow House is split into two discreet sessions, the morning, running from 9.15 through to lunchtime at 12.00, and the afternoon session, running from 12.30 through to the end of school at 3.00.

As explained in the section on the assessment period, students during this six weeks gradually increase the number of sessions they attend from one up to a maximum of five. Once the assessment period is successfully completed, students will normally be initially offered the number of weekly sessions which they successfully achieved during assessment.

At the end of each half term, the staff team discuss in depth which students may have the potential to increase the number of sessions they attend each week. These discussions focus on a number of key factors:

· Has the student expressed a sincere desire to increase their time at The Yellow House?

· Does the student regularly attend all the sessions currently offered?

· Would an increase in time enable the student to access additional areas of the curriculum in a positive way?

· Are there any other factors which mitigate for or against an increase in time?

Where a suggested increase in time offered meets all of these criteria, the proposed change to their attendance is discussed with the student and their family, typically at a home visit by the key-worker. If all are in agreement, the revised timetable for that student is put in place, and their attendance increases.

All these changes are made slowly and carefully, sometimes for example a student is invited to extend their time to include the lunch break in order to facilitate their social development.

Thus over a period of several months it is possible for a student to progress to full-time attendance, although by no means all students do so. The level of attendance is carefully judged to match the needs of each student, and no-one thinks that not attending full time is in any sense a failure.

 Very occasionally an increase in attendance proves unsuccessful. This is usually because of some external factor which has impacted on the student's confidence, motivation or behaviour. We all work hard to avoid reducing attendance time unless it becomes absolutely necessary. 
Exams and School Closures

 A significant proportion of Yellow House students are entered each year for GCSE exams. During the few weeks each summer when the exams take place, students sitting exams go on “study leave” to revise at home, and come into school only for the exams. On days when exams are held, the other students may also be required to stay at home so that there are no distractions for the candidates at this potentially stressful time. The staff team work hard to minimise the unavoidable disruption caused, and information about sessions cancelled or changed is provided to all parents and families well in advance.

Like all other schools The Yellow House has occasional “non-pupil” days which are used for essential staff training. There are normally five non-pupil days each year, and wherever possible these are at the end or beginning of a school term. Notice of planned non-pupil days is given to parents in advance with the information on school term dates and holidays.

Extreme weather (eg. Snow, flooding, severe winds etc.) can result in school closures at short notice. The decision to close the school usually comes in response to risk assessments made by the taxi companies in conjunction with the Education Authority school transport office, usually by 8 a.m. on the morning of the affected day. Parents will be informed directly by telephone, and notice of the closure will be sent to local radio stations. 

Very occasionally extreme weather can arrive during the school day, and this can sometimes result in a decision to send pupils home early. In such circumstances parents and carers will be informed directly by telephone.
Student Cohort 

On first visiting The Yellow House parents and prospective students are often surprised by how calm and quiet it seems. It's usually but not always like that.

 Prospective students and their families are often very concerned about what the other students will be like, and that's quite difficult to answer as they're all so different! All of them deserve to be respected for who they are, and you will find that most are not comfortable to talk about their difficulties, especially to strangers.

The majority of the other students have come to us very anxious and lacking in confidence, but you may well see some of them seeming very open, friendly and confident. 

Some students with ASD for example my want to talk endlessly about their own special area of interest, while some who have not yet developed a good range of social skills may seem at first to be abrupt or rude, although this is simply because they have not yet completely got the hang of social conversation. 

We also have students who do not talk at all – this is part of their anxiety and as they grow more confident and self-assured they join in with others and find their own ways of communicating.

Despite their differences all our students learn to treat one another with tolerance and respect, and those who have been with us for a year or two are often quick to try and make new students feel welcome and accepted.
Dress Code

The Yellow House does not have a school uniform, and we believe that students should wear clothes that make them feel comfortable and confident. Parents are asked to support students in following our guidelines:

· Students should dress appropriately for the weather conditions and may need reminders to do so. This is particularly important if there are planned out-door activities. (e.g. coat etc in cold weather.)

· Both staff and students are asked not to wear clothing that has potentially offensive images or text, i.e. words or pictures that are racist, sexist, discriminatory, crude or obscene. Students may be sent home (or asked to change if possible) if they come to school in garments which may cause offence.

· Students are asked not to wear clothing which is revealing or may be seen as sexually provocative. This is primarily for their own protection.

· Students are permitted to wear jewellery to school as long as it does not pose a hazard to others (e.g. large chains etc). Students may be asked to remove jewellery for certain activities, e.g. sports, swimming etc.

· Students may need to bring alternative footwear for some outdoor activities, e.g. wellingtons for allotment sessions.

· Students going to the gym or going swimming should bring suitable kit to change into. Swimwear should be  one-piece and non-transparent.
Key-workers and Home Visits

Right from the start working in close co-operation with the parents and families of our students has been an important part of The Yellow House philosophy. We believe that working in partnership with families to overcome the challenges that face our students is an essential part of the therapeutic aspect of our work. 

Each student is allocated a member of the staff team as a key worker, and they will usually be the primary point of regular contact between home and school. Parents can expect frequent and regular telephone contact with their key worker to provide support and talk through any issues which may arise.

An important part of the key worker's role is to make regular home visits after school. These will usually take place two or three times during each half-term, but may be more frequent if there is a need for this.

Key workers take time and work hard to build positive relationships with families, and we recognise that continuity and stability are important. From time to time, however, it is necessary to re-allocate key workers for organisational reasons. When this happens we try hard to make this as non-disruptive as possible.
Support for Appointments with other Agencies

We recognise that our students and their families often have complex lives and are frequently having to deal with a whole range of problems, including health, mental health, social and domestic issues. These may mean intervention from other outside agencies, and managing dealings with these agencies can be stressful and problematic for families and students. 

Where it is appropriate and when families show their wish for us to support them in these matters, Yellow House staff (usually the key-worker) will offer whatever practical support they can, whether this means help with filling in forms, understanding complex paperwork or accompanying the parents and/or students to appointments. No charge is made for these voluntary services, they are simply a part of our commitment to working in partnership with the families of our students.
Outreach

The Yellow House operates as a therapeutic milieu environment, a place where are students can learn to feel safe, respected and enabled to get on with one another. This important strand of our work is reliant on the physical attendance of the young people to take advantage of the social contact with others. 

For this reason, we do not facilitate our students in working at home with outreach support by our staff, as this would mean that not only our staff resources were used inefficiently, but the student would not be benefiting fully from their placement.

Students who are absent long-term due to illness or accident will continue to be supported through regular key-worker contact, and work to do at home can be provided as appropriate.
Parents and Carers available for contact

We ask that contact phone numbers (eg. Work numbers and mobile numbers as well as home numbers) are provided and updated as necessary so that parents/carers can be contacted immediately at any time that their child is at The Yellow House.
Medication

Some Yellow House students take regular long term prescribed medication, others need to have emergency medication on hand (e.g. epi pens for allergic reactions etc). 

Sometimes pupils have short-term medication (e.g. antibiotics) which need to be taken during the school day. 

Any medication prescribed or otherwise (e.g. paracetamol) must be handed in on arrival and stored in the locked medical cabinet. Staff are trained in the safe administration of medication, and any medication taken at school must be recorded and signed for. Full details of the school’s medication policy and procedures are available on the school’s website.

Some Yellow House students take long-term prescribed medication which helps them to manage their behaviour, for example some may take medication to help reduce the symptoms of ADHD. If a student refuses or forgets to take their medication before coming into school, they may have to be sent home. Parents are asked not to send their child to school if they have not taken their medication. If a parent discovers after the student has set off that medication has not been taken, The Yellow House should be informed as soon as possible.
Acceptance

 In the end it all comes back to acceptance. 

A new student coming into our community can be assured of acceptance by the staff team and the other students, although some students who are anxious about change and wary of new people may take a little time to be at ease with you. In return, we expect that new students joining our community will accept us for who we are, and treat all their fellow students with tolerance and respect. 

This, of course means that all kinds of bullying, name calling and other disrespectful behaviour which work against an atmosphere of acceptance do not have a place in our school.
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