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Introduction

When we can communicate with and respect each other, we can 
create more effective and mutually satisfactory relationships, 
discussions and outcomes for the most important aspect in all 
this – the children and young people.
Resolve: ASL, Mediation Manager

Resolve: Additional Support for Learning (Resolve: ASL) is an independent mediation service 
that has been established since 2004, for parents and carers of children and young people with 
additional support for learning needs.

Resolve:ASL offers a child centered approach to resolving conflict in education.  The core aim 
is to build trust and understanding and restore effective relationships while promoting good 
communication .

The Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004, as amended, places duties on 
local authorities to provide access to independent mediation for resolving disputes with parents 
or carers of children and young people with additional support needs. Resolve: ASL is currently the 
largest service of its kind in Scotland operating in fifteen local authority areas.
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Introduction

The local authorities which 
currently access services from 
Resolve: ASL are:

• Argyll & Bute
• Borders
• Clackmannanshire
• East Dunbartonshire
• East Renfrewshire
• Falkirk
• Fife
• Glasgow City
• Midlothian
• North Lanarkshire
• Renfrewshire
• South Ayrshire
• South Lanarkshire
• West Dunbartonshire

Sometimes despite the 
best efforts of all  involved, 
disagreements over a child 
or young person’s  education 
needs arise, leading to a 
breakdown in communication 
and relationships and causing 
conflict. Mediation brings 
people together to work 
respectfully with each other 
to resolve disagreements. 
Mediation is impartial, voluntary 
and confidential.

The types and number of 
disagreements varies each year 
within schools and education 
departments across Scotland.  To 
gain a better understanding and 
identify areas including impacts, 
trends, and key benefits for 
service users  Resolve: ASL has 
engaged Catch the Light as 
external evaluators to prepare 
this report and identify potential 
areas of development for the 
mediation service.

The evaluation engaged with 
different stakeholders, namely:
• the parents or carers and  
	 young	people	affected
• the teachers/head   
 teachers of the school where  
 the dispute emerged;
• lead education contact,   
 authorities that commission  
 the mediation service.

All participants have given 
their consent to engage in 
the evaluation, and individual 
identities have been removed.

Engagement with stakeholders 
was as follows:
• Survey with lead education  
 contact    
 - 19 responses
• Interviews with lead   
 education contact   
 - 3 responses
• Interviews with teachers  
 - 5 responses
• Survey of parents or carers  
 - 19 responses
• Interviews with parents or  
 carers    
 - 14 cases
• Interviews with mediators  
 - 2 responses

This report gives an analysis 
of the surveys, interviews and 
feedback. It draws out themes 
and lessons learned, along 
with suggestions for ways the 
Resolve: ASL mediation service 
can be improved in future.
Catch the Light wishes to 
thank all of the individuals that 
participated, for their time and 
for sharing their personal stories 
to support the evaluation.
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Context

Sandra Mitchell (Mediation Manager) and Alison 
Payne (Administrative Co-ordinator) of Resolve: 
ASL describe the mediation service and why it 
has become an important and integral part of 
supporting effective education services for all 
children in Scotland.

Resolve: ASL Mediation Service is based in 
Edinburgh, and managed by Children in Scotland. 
The service is delivered by Sandra and Alison 
together with a  bank of skilled sessional 
mediators. The service also offers training and 
consultancy opportunities to enhance and embed 
conflict resolution across education departments 
in Scotland.

Mediation is a voluntary process where an 
impartial mediator assists education staff and 
parents or carers in resolving their dispute in an 
informal setting.

The mediator encourages the participants to 
identify and clarify areas of agreement and 
disagreement, the process allows them to 
generate and evaluate options for resolution 
that will be mutually agreeable while keeping 
the child as the focus. With the assistance of 
the mediator the education staff and parents 
integrate these options into a realistic and 
workable solution that is then written into an 
agreement. When successful, mediation avoids 
more adversarial procedures, avoids stress, repairs 
trust, relationships and communications for all.
Two of the sessional mediators have provided 
some of their reflections on the mediation 
process.

TALK
LISTEN

RESOLVE
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Context Mediators invest heavily in 
preparing parents, and in some 
cases young people for the 
mediation process:

“I always try to visit the 
parents	first.	Because	it	
involves their children and... 
they’re the ones that are 
generally more emotional 
about proceedings.”

When explaining how they 
manage expectations, one 
mediator said:

“I will often get people to 
put themselves in the others’ 
shoes and consider what 
the other party is going 
through.”

Because both mediators are 
freelance and have worked for 
other service providers, they 
recognise that the support and 
preparation within Resolve: ASL 
is of good quality:

“A	key	benefit	of	working	
with Resolve: ASL is [the 
manager] has been happy 
to work with a lot of the 
emotional baggage that 
many parents deal with, 
that results in leaving them 
stuck in various places... 

preparation of the parents 
requires almost a counselling 
role to deal with blocks in 
their understanding and deal 
with the deep entrenched 
anger they feel in terms of 
what’s happening to their 
child.”

“The reason we have a high 
success rate is most of the 
work is done before you go 
into a meeting.”

Success is also attributed to 
trust, as one mediator noted:

“Trust is important. Parents 
need to trust me to take 
them into a room and know 
they won’t get shamed...One 
powerful way is to create the 
space that allows people to 
apologise. I can then come in 
to facilitate an agreement.”

Mediation can often help 
address power imbalances 
in relationships between 
young people,their parents 
and education authorities. 
Although, to get the most out 
of mediation both parties need 
to attend with open rather than 
closed mindsets, where they 
are willing to look for a solution 
or make compromises.

Mediators  agreed that it 
helps to get the timing of the 
mediation right.  Successful 
outcomes are more difficult 
when relationships are broken 
for too long.

Therefore, the mediators 
recognised that more 
widespread training of head 
teachers would make them 
more aware of what to expect 
from mediation before having 
any requirement to formally 
attend, stating:

“The teachers don’t know 
me, and you get the sense 
that because this is their 
job they’re worried. But, 
once they realise it’s not 
as bad a process as they 
expected they warm to the 
opportunity.”

Consequently,  wider training 
of teachers is one of the 
options being considered to 
improve the overall experience 
and outcomes of mediation in 
future.

The following section presents 
the findings from surveys and 
interviews with parents or 
carers; education lead contacts 
and teachers.
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Overview of results from parents and carers

Predominantly, parents or carers (n=19) that responded to the survey, declared that mediation 
was initiated because the school or education authority made a decision that they disagreed with 
(63%), or similarly parents or carers had differing views over the needs of their child and how to 
handle their behaviour (21%). Parents or carers were asked to prioritise from a list of ten, which 
benefits were the most important to them. The three most important benefits of mediation were 
identified as: being child centred; being built on trust and understanding  and promoting an effective 
parent/professional partnership. There was also agreement by most respondents that  mediation is 
beneficial as a form of early intervention (7.3), putting it in fourth place. 

Child centred Built on trust Positive partnership

Children and young people
are placed at the centre of

the mediation process.

Trust and understanding
are recognised as key to

the success of mediation.

Mediation promotes
effective	parent/

professional partnerships.

9.3 7.8 7.8

This was rated as the most
important benefit, scoring
9.3 from a maximum of 10.

This was rated the second
most important benefit,
scoring 7.84 out of 10.

This was rated the third
most important benefit,
scoring 7.82 out of 10.

Other factors had a lower rating of importance, with ‘it allows people to tell their stories’ achieving
a score of 5.2 out of ten; ‘considers all the options’ (4.3), ‘can be completed quickly’ (4.1); ‘gives
ownership (4.1); ‘harnesses good will’ (3.6) and finally from a parent or carers’ perspective the least 
important benefit was for mediation to be ‘cost effective’ with the lowest score of 1.4 out of ten.
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Overview of results from parents and carers

4.0

4.05

4.1

4.4

4.5

Considering the 
child’s needs

Reaching an 
agreement

Discussing the 
issues

Agreeing to go 
forward

Initial meeting

The chart above illustrates
which aspects of the mediation
process were deemed to be the
most effective. All aspects of
mediation achieved on average
a positive rating above the 
midpoint of 3 out of 5 (n=19).

Parents or carers (n=19) found
the initial meeting to be most

of 4.1, with around three
quarters (74%) of respondents
selecting 4 or 5.
When asked what would have
happened if mediation had not
taken place, the response 
below summarises the 
significance of having access to 
mediation:

effective, with over 84% rating
this at level 4 or 5 out of a
maximum of 5, scoring an
average of 4.5. Agreeing to go
forward with mediation
achieved the second highest
rating of 4.4 out of 5.

Discussing the issues also
achieved a high average rating

Our voices would still not have been listened to. [My son’s] needs 
would have went unmet. He would have been out of school a lot 
longer than he originally was. His case would have went to court.

I think we all benefit from the opportunity to off load the issues 
you carry. Some of these are within the present but some are 
historical. Mediation certainly helped us do that.   

Aspects of Mediation Service
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Feedback from parents and carers

Part of Resolve: ASL’s motivation for
commissioning the evaluation was to mitigate less 
favourable as well as favourable outcomes.

Slightly lower average ratings were achieved in
relation to ‘looking to the future’; and ‘the
mediation summary and agreement document’
where a greater proportion of respondents
selected lower ratings of 1, 2 or 3 out of 5. The
lower scores reflected specific cases where
mediation was less effective.

Negative views were often framed by 
expectations that went beyond what mediation 
can deliver, as in this example:

“One other suggestion would be having two
mediators working for the separate parties,
then coming together to come up with a
recommendation.”

Where expectations are too great, the ability to
recognise the benefits of mediation are limited,
as alluded to by this parent:

“As a Mum with a child with special needs I 
went in quite optimistic about my daughter’s 
education, especially when you read about all 
the things you can get by way of support, but the 
reality is it’s just not there - it’s all made up!”

Despite legislation requiring authorities to
publicise the service, parents often cited the 
length of time it took to find out about mediation 
as a cause for frustration. Many found out about

Resolve: ASL late in the day and through third
parties such as the Govan Law Centre, other
support agencies or individuals, as one parent
recalled:

“It took about two years to bring in Mediation
and	we	would	have	benefited	from	their
intervention earlier in the process. It would
have saved a lot of heartache for all the 
family.”

Consequently, all parents were keen that
mediation services are better publicised:

“I would say that mediation is something
people don’t know about and it should be
publicised better as a right to support parents
with issues they have in school.”

When mediation works, parents feel a great
sense of relief, as one noted:

“Yes, it was good to have someone with
relevant experience attending meetings and
see things from both sides to broker a way
forward. From our experience meetings were
always positive and supportive.”

Parents regularly acknowledged that the power
relationships were balanced by having a
mediator present:

“The Mediator helped balance the power
relationship bringing a sense of balance to the
meetings.	I	felt	it	was	beneficial.”
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Feedback from parents and carers “Importantly because the people representing
Education were all male the fact the Mediator
facilitating the session was female brought a
feeling of safety for me.”

The skills exercised by mediators have both
practical and emotional benefits, as these
parents identified:

“Whilst clear that the mediator wasn’t 
taking any sides she was empathetic and 
understanding about our situation. She helped 
summarise, distil information and theme the 
things we wanted to raise.”

“They were very good at accepting the points
either side raised and skilled at bringing people 
back to the subject in hand to keep us on track. 
On	a	personal	level	she	didn’t	cut	us	off	when	
we were a bit emotional about our situation and 
that was helpful.”

Moreover, successful mediation leads to concrete 
actions which can make a fundamental
difference to young people’s continued experience 
of education, as explained in this example:

“The mediation service worked well for us and
through the rest of his time at High School [our
son] received 15 hours of additional support.”

Parents nevertheless seek ways to ensure the
agreed actions are upheld.

“I	didn’t	I	feel	the	final	action	points	that	were
agreed would be carried through. But that 
wasn’t the fault of the mediator it was more to 
do with the council representative. “

Some parents or carers suggested that a form of
follow-up may strengthen levels of confidence in
the mediation process.

Despite some of the challenges, mediation has 
the potential to create a safe, fair and productive
environment for parents or carers with disputes 
to resolve, as expanded on here:

“Right from the start everything was just 
straight forward, and the mediator explained 
things in way that made us feel comfortable. 
She kept us up to date regularly and that was 
great.”

“What mediation did for us in a practical sense 
was it allowed us to get beyond the impasse.”

“Mediation was helpful to experience and 
manage the behaviour of people involved. 
The fact people had an opportunity to speak 
without interruption and listen to what was 
being said was good.”

Evidence therefore suggests that to succeed,
mediation needs to be framed by managing
expectations, being timely, fair, and balanced 
and that both parties are held accountable for 
agreed actions beyond the mediation process.
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Overview of results from lead education
contacts and teachers

Lead education contacts (n=19) were in strong agreement that Resolve: ASL puts the needs of the 
child at the centre of the mediation process, with 83% selecting a score of 4 (5.6%) or 5 (78%) 
where 1 equals ‘not at all’ and 5 equals ‘definitely’. Lead education contacts were also asked to 
prioritise the same ten benefits presented to parents, according to their levels of importance. The 
three most important benefits of mediation were identified by lead education contacts as: being 
built on trust and understanding, being child centred and promoting an effective parent/professional 
partnership. Like parents or carers, results were rated positively from 7 to 7.5 out of a maximum 
of 10. Being child centred was rated less highly than parents (by 2 points) and was slightly less 
important than being built on trust (7.5). Although, both parties prioritised the same three benefits. 

Child centredBuilt on trust Positive partnership

Children and young people
are placed at the centre of

the mediation process.

Trust and understanding
are recognised as key to

the success of mediation.

Mediation promotes
effective	parent/

professional partnerships.

7.37.5 7.0

This was rated as the second 
most important benefit,
scoring 7.3 out of 10.

This was rated the most
important benefit, scoring
7.5 out of 10.

This was rated the third
most important benefit,
scoring 7.0 out of 10.

Other factors were awarded lower levels of importance, with ‘it allows people to tell their stories’
and ‘considers all the options’ both achieving a score of 6.3 out of ten; ‘it is early intervention
(5.2); ‘harnesses goodwill’ and ‘gives ownership’ both achieving (4.8); ‘gives ownership’ (4.1); is
‘cost effective’ (3) and ‘can be completed quickly’ attained the lowest rating of (2.8).
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Overview of results from lead education
contacts and teachers

4.5

4.6

4.6

4.65

4.8

Exploring the 
options

Mediators skills, 
& experience

Identifying major 
issues

Management & 
admin.

Responding to 
initial referral

A common theme running
through the feedback from lead
education contacts is that
mediation provides a means to
mend issues and rebuild
broken relationships for the
benefit of the children and
everyone involved in their care.

Findings convey that on
average all aspects of the
mediation process are
perceived as very effective,
rated above 4 - where 1 equals
not effective and 5 equals very

rating went to ‘discussing and
exploring the options’ (4.5).

Not shown in the chart was
slightly lower, yet postive
ratings for ‘reporting on
progress and outcomes’ (4.5)
and ‘focusing on establishing
relationships’ (4.5).

The next section expands on
feedback from those that have
taken part in mediation.

effective. Rated most highly is
the way Resolve: ASL responds
to the initial referral with a
weighted average score of 4.8.

Management and
administration of the
mediation service is also
regarded positively (4.6).

An equal rating of 4.6 was
awarded to ‘identifying major
issues’ and the ‘mediators’
skills, knowledge and
experience’. The next highest

Common Themes
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Feedback from lead education contacts and 
teachers

Lead education contacts (n=19) declared in the
survey that most disputes were triggered by
families disagreeing with decisions that were
made (89%) . More than half (58%) were due to
interpersonal difficulties (e.g. loss of trust or 
poor communication) and almost half (47%) said 
that they were often caused by school placing 
requests being declined. The majority (79%) of
respondents had been directly involved in a
mediation process as well as being the lead
contact. Overall, lead education contacts are
positive about the financial and practical benefits 
of mediation as one interviewee commented:

“I am certain that [without mediation] we would
not have overcome the impasses which we 
found ourselves in. Certainly not within the 
short timescales that Resolve: ASL managed.
Relationships were repaired or became 
functional at the very least. We have avoided 
the ASN tribunal process on at least two 
occasions with the help and support of the 
mediators.”

When asked how the mediation service could be
improved, one lead education contact remarked 
on the challenges of getting the right balance
between a formal and informal approach:

“One mediation meeting agreed no minutes
would be taken, this was really helpful and
helped build trust. It emphasised that there was
no hidden agenda . The following mediation
meeting resulted in minutes being sent out 

which actually fueled the situation as they were 
then disputed.”

When asked what would happen if mediation 
was not available, there was strong evidence that
costs and resource implications would be much
higher. But also alternatives might be less
sympathetic, for example:

“We would need to commission an independent
mediation service which would not have the
same understanding of the very complex field
of education law and ASN placements.”

Lead education contacts recognised a need to
improve the timing and promotion of mediation
services, for example:

“I don’t think we bring mediation in too late,
but I don’t think we are explicit enough with
families and children and young people that
this is an option for them...and we are looking
at how we can improve that. We are revamping 
our website and information regarding 
mediation is something we will be linking to.”

When mediation works, parents feel a great
sense of relief, as one noted:

“Resolve: ASL bring a skill set that allows
people to look for solutions through a
mediation lens and not through a city council
policy and procedure aspect. [They]
demonstrate impartiality, building trusting
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Feedback from lead education contacts and 
teachers

relationships and putting people at ease to a
point where they appreciate that.”

Where teachers are well briefed on the purpose
and benefits of the mediation, they appear more
open to the possibilities, as explained here:

“I’d say that involving Resolve: ASL allowed us
to deal with a complex issue and have a neutral
third party facilitating the process and this 
helped take the heat out the situation. It helped
individuals focus on solutions and manage the
expectations of both parties.”

Where meetings are charged with emotions, it is
difficult for some teachers to hold on to the
greater purpose of finding a resolution, as one
expressed:

“The second meeting was not, in my view
satisfactory as unrelated information,
accusations and inflammatory language was
being used towards me and the Head teacher
who was also part of the mediation circle and
the mediator was not as proactive as I felt she
could be to stop this.”

Respondents share parents or carers’ views that
timing is critical. Where responses are prompt,
mediation can turn negatives into positives, as
described by this teacher:

“Response was very prompt. Discussion took
place about the best way to progress. It was a
very supportive process...It felt nonjudgemental
but was sensitive to our feelings
and what we had experienced.”

Success hinges on whether outcomes are

achievable. as explained in this example when a
placing request was refused due to capacity:

“Resolve had a discussion with the parents and
uncovered information that they hadn’t shared
with the school. Because of the skills of the
mediator the parents were comfortable about
sharing the information with her. As a result, it
helped and supported us to move to providing
a different type of provision that was more
suited to the needs of the child. It also saved
time, money and the accompanying stress of
going to a full tribunal.”

However impracticable agreements can be
counterproductive, as shown in this case:

“Although the mediator conducting the meeting
was skilled and professional...I would say that
initially the meeting seemed to be more
supportive of the parent’s viewpoint and
although we came to a resolution, I needed it to
be noted that the conditions were not realistic,
and I could foresee that the same situation
would arise again – and it has.”

As lead education contacts gain more experience
of the benefits of mediation they are actively
identifying ways that they can improve how they
promote and engage with the service. In some
cases early advice from independent mediators
has found quick resolutions without the need for
any mediation. Conversely most teachers and
parents or carers get one experience of 
mediation, and need more preparation and 
follow-up so that they can remain open to 
the full advantages, with their personal and 
professional integrity in tact.
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Conclusion & focus for the future

Results confirm that the three main benefits of mediation are; it is child centred; built on trust and
promotes an effective parent/professional partnership. Key factors which help and hinder success 
are summarised below.

Child centred Built on trust Positive partnership

Helps:
• Time to listen to child and an  
 opportunity to express   
 their unique needs
• Open to possibilities
• Flexibility
• Trust.

Hinders:
• Fixed mindsets
• Not	offering	mediation
• Not solution focused.

Helps:
• Professionalism of mediators
• Active listening
• Helping parties to empathise  
 with each other
• Neutrality of mediator.

Hinders:
• Unrealistic expectations
• Intervening too late
• Not promoting mediation  
 services.

Helps:
• Proactive use of mediation
• Education	staff	have	accessed		
 training
• Window of opportunity   
 maximised
• Good management of   
 mediation process.

Hinders:
• Misuse or mainly reactive use  
 of mediation.

As one lead education contact stated:

“I think a lot of local authorities miss a trick by 
not offering mediation as an option to resolve 
disputes. I also think some organisations are 
too quick to bring forward a case before looking 
at ways to resolve things prior to going to a 
tribunal.”

This captures the axis of success - that education 
authorities have the power to find solutions 
to their disagreements with parents or carers. 
Nevertheless, where solutions are out of reach, 

parents have a right to access mediation, and 
should at least know from the outset that the 
service exists. Where authorities have embraced 
mediation, Resolve: ASL can act as a sounding 
board to determine the best conditions and 
timing for mediation, as this comment reflects:

“They bring lots of experience to the process
and a sense of ease to the proceedings. Their 
ability to manage conversations helps instil 
both parties with confidence. They have a 
wealth of knowledge of the law and local 
council policy that helps the process.”
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Conclusion & focus for the future Approaches to mediation can 
be characterised as proactive
or reactive.

Education departments are
proactively finding ways to
access advice from Resolve: ASL
to work out when mediation is
appropriate. Occasionally, this
leads to resolutions before
disputes arise and mediation is
necessary. This appears to
create a win-win scenario 
where parents feel the needs 
of their children are being 
recognised and responded to, 
and authorities have a degree of 
control over how solutions are 
implemented.

There is consistent evidence in
the findings that good practice
is in place and high standards
are being set by Resolve: ASL in
this specialist field of mediation. 
Nevertheless there are areas 
which would benefit from 
further development, such as:

• Training for head teachers;
• A focus on timing of

mediation;
• A review of options for longer- 
 term accountability
• Developing understanding

of positive outcomes and
benefits.

the agreement is upheld. This
also opens a second window to
refine agreements based on
new experience.

Positive Outcomes
Finally, the mediation process
implemented by Resolve: ASL is
based on outcomes with a
positive benefit for the child.
Further benefits exist in
assisting parents or carers, lead
education contacts and 
teachers to appreciate in 
advance that some outcomes 
are unexpected and require the 
parameters of success to be 
redefined. For some, the most 
positive outcome was moving 
to another school where needs 
could be more fully met, or 
changing teachers who brought 
fresh energy and insight to a 
complex situation.

Overall, Resolve: ASL is 
proving that mediation is 
an essential way to achieve 
positive outcomes that 
benefit the children and their 
education, in a way which 
retains positive partnerships 
between parents or carers 
and education services. 
Importantly, it mitigates the 
negative impact of cost, time 
and trauma for all parties.

Training
A practical way to improve
current services is to raise
wider awareness and
understanding of the benefits
of mediation, regardless of
whether schools are actively
engaged in a mediation
process.

Timing
If parents or carer are not aware
of the service, don’t find out in
good time or only find out
through a third party, their trust
is fractured and out of sync.
There are potential benefits in
auditing how mediation is
currently promoted in each of
the contracted authorities, and
publishing guidance and
checklits based on existing
good practice and timelines.

Longer-term Accountability
Where teachers feel the
agreement will not work, or
parents or carers believe that
the agreement will not be
maintained, the agreements
become a new source of
frustration rather than a
solution. Scoping out ways to
have a follow-up meeting,
video or conference call will
raise levels of confidence by
making all parties accountable
for reporting back on how well 
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is managed by

https://www.catchthelight.biz
https://childreninscotland.org.uk/our-work/services/resolve/
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