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Executive Summary
The provision of Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) in 
England is undergoing rapid reform amid persistent challenges that 
affect equity and stability across the system. Central to addressing 
these issues is the role of the Special Educational Needs Coordinator 
(SENCo), whose strategic leadership is critical to embedding inclusive 
practice in early years settings, schools, and trusts. This report 
examines how the SENCo role can be strengthened to drive effective 
SEND and inclusion, drawing on statutory requirements, current 
research, and practical solutions to tackle the ongoing SEND crisis. 
It presents findings from a national survey conducted in summer 
2024 by the National SENCo Advocacy Network, capturing the lived 
experiences of SENCos and identifying key barriers and enablers to 
high-quality provision.

 

Recommendations
The survey findings point to systemic barriers that limit the effectiveness of the SENCo role and, 
consequently, the quality of SEND provision in schools. To address these challenges and stabilise 
the SEND system, this report proposes four key recommendations:

1.	 SENCos must be statutory members of the school’s senior leadership team. This would 
enable them to influence whole-school strategy, embed SEND into policies, and ensure 
compliance with legal obligations. Their presence at this leadership level is essential for 
shaping inclusive practices and fostering a culture where all pupils’ needs are recognised 
and addressed.

2.	 SENCos must lead on SEND improvement. This requires the authority to make proactive 
decisions about SEND development, allocate funding appropriately, and provide regular, 
up-to-date training for staff. By taking a leadership role, SENCos can drive consistent 
and high-quality practice, ensuring all pupils with SEND receive the support they need to 
thrive.

3.	 SENCos must have access to regular networking opportunities and appropriate 
professional development. This fosters collaboration across schools and local authorities, 
reduces isolation, and ensures that SENCos remain current in their knowledge and 
practice. Peer networks and ongoing training are vital for sustaining expertise and 
resilience in the role. 

4.	 SENCos must be provided with protected time and dedicated administrative support 
to fulfil their responsibilities effectively. Without these provisions, early identification of 
needs, timely access to support and funding, and strategic planning are compromised. 
Protected time enables SENCos to focus on high-level tasks such as resource allocation 
and oversight of EHCP processes, while administrative assistance reduces workload 
pressures and improves communication with families and external professionals. Together, 
these measures ensure SENCos can operate strategically and deliver the best outcomes 
for children with SEND.

The survey recommendations provide practical, evidence-based strategies to address the 
workforce and leadership challenges that currently hinder effective SEND provision. These 
priorities align with the Education Select Committee’s call for systemic reform and reflect the 
principles underpinning the forthcoming Schools White Paper, which seeks to place greater 
responsibility and accountability on schools for meeting the needs of all learners. By closing 
these gaps and empowering SENCos as strategic leaders (rather than administrative figures), 
policymakers can strengthen inclusive practice, improve early intervention, and build a sustainable 
SEND system that works for children, families, and schools. Importantly, these policy changes are 
not complex: what is needed is clarity and explicit statutory requirements to ensure consistency 
and impact across the system.

The survey gathered 110 responses from 
SENCos working across 36 local authority areas, 
representing a diverse range of educational 
settings including early years, primary, 
secondary, further education, and special 
schools. The evidence highlights significant 
challenges in the current system, particularly 
around:

•	 The quality and consistency of SEND 
support

•	 The strategic positioning and recognition 
of the SENCo role

•	 Workforce sustainability and training

•	 Multi-agency collaboration

•	 Funding disparities

•	 Early identification of need

•	 The impact of the 2023 SEND and 
Alternative Provision Improvement Plan

Findings reveal that while SENCos are deeply 
committed to inclusive education, their ability 
to lead strategically is often compromised by 
excessive administrative demands, lack of 
senior leadership status, and insufficient time 
and resources. Many are pulled away from their 
core responsibilities, resulting in fragmented 
SEND support and limited capacity for school-
wide improvement.
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The current landscape of Special Educational 
Needs and Disabilities (SEND) provision in 
England is marked by significant challenges and 
rapid policy reform. At the heart of this evolving 
system is the role of the Special Educational 
Needs Coordinator (SENCo), whose strategic 
leadership is essential to ensuring inclusive 
education for all children and young people. 
This report emerges in response to a growing 
national crisis in SEND, characterised by rising 
demand, increasing complexity of need, and 
persistent funding shortfalls in mainstream 
schools. Despite record levels of government 
investment, schools continue to report that they 
lack the time, resources, and specialist support 
required to meet the needs of all learners. 
The system is further strained by delays in 
Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) 
assessments, inconsistent quality of provision, 
and a growing reliance on costly placements in 
special schools and alternative provision. These 
issues have led to widespread dissatisfaction 
among families and professionals, raising 
serious questions about the sustainability and 
equity of the current SEND framework.

Central to these concerns is the SENCo role, 
which has become increasingly complex and 
demanding. SENCos are expected to lead 
on inclusive practice, coordinate provision, 
manage statutory processes, and support staff 
development, all while navigating limited time, 
funding, and recognition. The shift away from 
the masters level National Award for Special 
Educational Needs Coordination (NASENCO) 
to the SENCo NPQ has further problematised 
the role, with many questioning whether the 
new qualification adequately prepares SENCos 
for the strategic leadership required to enact 
meaningful change (Robertson, 2023). Against 
this backdrop, the National SENCo Advocacy 
Network sought to investigate the lived 
experiences of SENCos across England, with a 
view to identifying the barriers and enablers to 
effective SEND practice. 

The research question guiding this report 
is: ‘How can the SENCo role be enabled to 
lead effective SEND and inclusive practice 
across early years, schools, and trusts?’ To 
explore this, the Network conducted a national 
survey in 2024, engaging SENCos through 42 
university partnerships who had previously 
offered the NASENCo award. The research 
strategy employed a mixed-methods approach, 
combining quantitative data with qualitative 
insights to capture the complexity of the SENCo 
role and the systemic issues affecting SEND 
provision.

The structure of the report is organised around 
four key recommendations derived from the 
survey findings. These are: 

•	 Ensuring SENCos are members of the 
senior leadership team

•	 Positioning SENCos to lead on school 
improvement and inclusive practice

•	 Developing SENCo expertise through 
sustained professional development

•	 Protecting time and providing support for 
the SENCo as a leader of change

Each section presents evidence from the 
survey, supported by policy analysis and 
practitioner commentary, to offer pragmatic 
guidance for schools, policymakers, and 
stakeholders.

Ultimately, this report aims to inform national 
policy and practice by amplifying the voices of 
SENCos and advocating for a more coherent, 
equitable, and sustainable approach to SEND. 
It calls for urgent reform to recognise the 
strategic importance of the SENCo role and 
to ensure that all children and young people 
receive the inclusive education to which they 
are entitled.

Children and young people with special 
educational needs and disabilities (SEND) 
have a right for equal access to education 
alongside their peers. This is enshrined in 
legislation and global policy intentions such 
as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(United Nations, 1948), the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, 
1989), the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 
1994), and Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006). Global 
recognition for human rights and equality in 
education has brought with it a shift away 
from a medical model of disability (where 
the inability to access education rested with 
the individual), toward a social model that 
recognises the role of society, and therefore 
education, in responding to the needs of an 
individual. This is important because it signifies 
a shift in how children with SEND should be 
identified and supported with their education 
in schools, not as separate from their peers in 
special units, but included in the classroom. 

In England it was initially the 1944 Education Act 
that set the expectation for SEND education, 
defining SEND by medical categorisation of 
need. This then led to educational provision 
ranging from special schools to classrooms 
within mainstream schools dedicated to these 
categories (Lindsay, Dockrell and Wedell, 2020). 
It was the Warnock Report (1978) that provided 
the basis for more socially just and equitable 
local and national policies, and legislation 
including:

•	 The Education Act 1981 which redefined 
a child with SEND as having ‘significantly 
greater difficulty than the majority of 
children of his age’ and ‘a learning difficulty 
or disability which calls for special 
educational provision to be made for him’.

•	 The Education (Special Educational Needs 
Co-ordinators) (England) Regulations (2008) 
which specified the role of the SENCo and 
their required qualifications.

•	 The Children and Families Act 2014 which 
includes provision for the creation of 
Education and Health Care Plan (EHCPs), 
the duty on local authorities to publish their 
Local Offer, and the duty on schools to 
support children with medical conditions. 

However, meeting the needs of all children 
in education and particularly those with 
special education needs and disabilities has 
been problematic in a marketised economy 
where schools are expected to compete 
based on outcomes and standards which are 
unattainable for many (e.g. Glazzard, 2011; 
Mitchell, 2005; Nnamani and Lomer, 2024). 
Current funding levels for SEND are at an 
all-time high, yet schools continue to report 
that they lack time and resources to provide 
an effective education for all children (Sibieta 
and Snape, 2024), and despite significant 
government investment, local authority 
spending continues to outstrip funding (HM 
Government, 2023).  

Olafimihan (2024) suggests that underfunding, 
delays in the EHCP process, inconsistent quality 
of EHCPs, a lack of suitable placements for 
children with SEND, parental dissatisfaction 
and tribunal cases all contribute to a failing 
SEND system. With the government emphasis 
for mainstream schools to be inclusive (HM 
Government, 2022; 2023), and the number of 
Alternative Provision (AP) and special school 
places increasing, the importance of meeting 
the needs of all children in their education 
journey is imperative. Yet the need to provide a 
suitable education for all children in mainstream 
schools poses numerous problems in terms 
of suitable provision, SEND coordination, 
and access to appropriate professional 
development. All of this has implications for 
SEND policy, finance and practice. 

Introduction
Providing an inclusive  
education for all
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Suitable provision
Ordinarily available provision in mainstream 
schools is structured toward a pupil’s progress, 
and their achievement in, key stage testing 
or exams such as GCSE’s and A-levels. It 
represents the standard, inclusive, universal 
provision that is expected in mainstream 
schools for all pupils and is funded by the 
dedicated schools grant at a basic level (or 
element one funding) of £4,000 per pupil. The 
aim is to provide a suitable education that will 
ensure success in adult life that will benefit both 
the individual and the country (Department for 
Education, 2016; 2025a). 

Where ordinarily available provision in schools 
does not meet the needs of a child with SEND 
then current policy requires schools to first 
put in place a package of ‘SEN support’1 and 
intervention to remove barriers to learning 
and (DfE and DoH, 2015). The funding for this 
comes from a ‘notional SEN budget’ of up to 
£6,000 per SEND pupil as part of the Dedicated 
Schools Grant, referred to as ‘high needs place 
funding’ or ‘element two’ funding (Department 
for Education, 2024a). Local authorities have 
flexibility in how they calculate high needs place 
funding per school, but this is usually based 
on historic data from the most recent October 
census. Schools then use this notional funding to 
provide targeted SEND support for children who 
need it such as targeted interventions, specific 
resources, or staff training. 

Where children are not making expected 
progress, despite receiving SEND support in 
school,  then an Education and Health Care 
(EHC) assessment can be carried out to 
determine what additional support might be 
needed (DfE and DoH, 2015). This assessment 
specifies not only the support a child might 
need but also drives access to additional high 
needs ‘top-up’ (or element three) funding to 

facilitate that support. This funding comes 
from the local authority, who are responsible 
for all decisions regarding levels of top-up 
funding, and who have a statutory responsibility 
for making the appropriate educational 
provision for a child with SEND (Department for 
Education, 2024a). This funding is ringfenced 
and must be spent on the additional support set 
out within a child’s EHCP such as specialised 
teaching, resources or staffing. 

The element one and two funding has not 
increased since the funding reforms of 2013 
(Sibieta and Snape, 2024). This, combined with 
the use of historic data to calculate a school’s 
core budget, may be driving a reluctance for 
schools to take on more pupils with SEND 
(Perera, 2019). It also means that schools may 
be quick to apply for an EHCP to access top 
up funding, or for a child to be moved out of 
mainstream education and into a special school 
or alternative provision. While the Institute for 
Fiscal Studies (Drayton et al., 2025) identified  a 
small increase in real-term high needs funding 
for schools our concern is that this is not being 
spent in schools to support SEND but being 
funnelled out of schools to private alternative 
education providers and special schools, a 
concern supported by the National Union for 
Head Teachers who call for better targeted high 
needs funding (National Association of Head 
Teachers, 2025). 

The average cost of a place in a maintained 
special school is around £23,000, and in an 
independent non-maintained special school 
this increases to around £52,000 per year 
(Perera, 2019; Staufenberg, 2017). Nearly two 
thirds of the increase in spending on SEND 
is driven by funding for special schools, 
representing a £900 million rise between 
2015–16 and 2022–23 (Sibieta and Snape, 2024). 
More recently research by the County Councils 
Network and the Local Government Association 

1	 Note the language of ‘SEN support’ used in government policy such as the recent ‘Solving the SEND Crisis Report’ 
(Education Committee, 2025) as opposed to the more inclusive language of SEND support that we use in our report.

has indicated that high-needs expenditure in 
county areas has jumped from £2.5bn in 2018/19 
to an estimated £5bn for 2025 driving many local 
authority budgets into deficit (County Councils 
Network, 2024). While the recent budget 
included steps to address this by moving SEND 
costs from local authority general funds into the 
overall government budget  from 2028 onwards 
(Department for Education, 2025b), this does 
not suggest an increase in overall SEND 
funding or a change in how the current funding 
model works.

It is clear that the system of SEND funding 
(in terms of element one to three funding) is 
unsustainable, with more money flowing out of 
mainstream education into independent special 
schools, then there is supporting inclusive 
education in the mainstream classroom. The 
recent additional £740m in capital funding 
and a £1 billion investment to fund SEND 
places in mainstream schools is welcome but 
it represents a drop in the ocean of funding 
deficit. To facilitate an effective educational 
provision for all, there needs to be significant 
SEND reform including:

•	 How the budget is managed nationally, 
regionally, and in schools 

•	 How SEND provision is led and managed in 
schools through the SENCo role

•	 How all educators are trained to support 
inclusive education in the mainstream 
classroom

The Role of the Special 
Educational Needs Coordinator
The SENCo role was established in the 
Education Act 1993 and the first Code of 
Practice in 1994, with a focus on providing an 
effective education for children with SEND. The 
later introduction of the Education (Special 
Educational Needs Co-ordinators) (England) 
Regulations (2008) then required that every 

mainstream school should appoint a SENCo 
who would hold day-to-day responsibility 
for the implementation of SEND policy and 
provision, and to support students with SEND in 
the setting. At the time, SENCos were required 
to hold Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) and 
have completed their induction year, they were 
also expected to gain the masters level PGCert 
National Award for Special Educational Needs 
Coordination (NASENCo) within three years of 
taking up the role. 

The current SEND Code of Practice 
(Department for Education and Department of 
Health, 2015) states that every school in England 
must employ a SENCO who is a qualified 
teacher working at the school, with the 
mandate to oversee inclusive practice across 
the school. However, this has been interpreted 
differently in multi-academy trusts (MATs) who 
often share a SENCo across schools. Although 
the SEND Code of Practice permits this across 
a number of small primary schools (2015, p.109) 
this does raise concern over the effectiveness 
of their role and ability to ‘assume day-to-day 
responsibility for the operation of SEN policy 
and coordination of specific provision made to 
support individual pupils with SEN’ (2015, p.108) 
if they are not based in schools. 

While the SEND Code of Practice (2015) clearly 
defines the SENCo role, the language used 
is one of guidance rather than requirement. 
This means that SENCos do not have the 
recognition, protected time or support in 
schools to be effective in their role. Curran 
et al’s (2018) analysis of the SENCo workload 
highlighted that while the introduction of 
the Code of Practice should help SENCos to 
feel more empowered to meet the needs of 
students with SEND, they found that SENCos 
felt overwhelmed with administrative tasks, 
lacked sufficient time to carry out their 
responsibilities effectively, and that there was 
a reduced strategic importance to their role 
alongside reduced school funding for SEND. 
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The House of Commons report into SEND (2019) 
highlighted a tension between the needs of 
children with SEND and the support available, 
this coupled with a real-term funding shortfall 
within schools, lack of accountability, and 
increasing bureaucracy had led to a failure to 
deliver on SEND reforms and meet children’s 
needs. The report placed an increased 
importance on the role of the SENCo and 
emphasised the need for protected time, pay 
and knowledge to be effective in their role. With 
an increasing number of children diagnosed 
with SEND (National Statistics, 2025), the SENCo 
role in schools is even more important now than 
ever before, yet there appears to have been 
little improvement in the concerns raised by the 
Education Select Committee in 2019. 

More recently Boddison, Curran and Moloney 
(2021) found that when combining their 2018 
and 2020 SENCO surveys of 993 SENCOs, two 
thirds of SENCOs in secondary schools were 
not part of their school’s senior leadership team 
and only two in five primary school SENCos 
and one in five secondary SENCo’s felt their 
role was manageable for one person. Workload 
was cited as the main reason for leaving the 
SENCO role, not helped by high levels of stress 
associated with increased numbers of pupils 
identified with SEND and growing levels of 
need that are not met with real-term funding 
(Clarke and Done, 2021; National Statistics, 
2025; Sibieta and Snape, 2024). 

Since the introduction of the Children and 
Families Act 2014, the SEND landscape has 
changed with increased levels of SEND and 
complexity (Education Committee, 2025). In 
response, the expectations for school SENCos 
have also increased but without any additional 
support or resource. We are now in a time 
of crisis with inconsistency in how SENCos 
are deployed, an expanding workload, and 
poor levels of professional confidence, 
mental health and job satisfaction. As a result, 
increasing numbers of SENCos are leaving the 
workforce altogether. 

SENCos are fundamental to the strategic 
leadership for inclusion in schools (Goepel, 
Scruton and Wheatley, 2020), therefore 
investigating their experiences remains 
crucial to understanding how to best support 
and equip them to move forward with the 
government’s vision of all mainstream schools 
to be fully inclusive. 

Accessing appropriate 
professional development
Identifying and supporting SEND is a critical 
component of the Initial Teacher Training 
and Early Career Framework (Department for 
Education, 2024b) and Teacher Standards (DfE, 
2021) with a focus on high quality teaching, 
understanding the needs of all pupils and 
drawing on specialist advice (such as from 
the school SENCo) where needed. However, 
practical experience in supporting pupils 
with SEND is limited depending on the school 
placements encountered by trainees, and the 
depth of interest and support provided by the 
training provider. As a consequence, research 
has shown that many newly qualified teachers 
feel underprepared to support pupils with 
SEND due to limited exposure during their 
training (Smythe, 2025). 

Coates, Harris and Waring (2020) emphasise 
the value of specialist placements during ITT 
in enhancing trainee teachers’ understanding 
of inclusive practice. Trainee confidence in 
facilitating an inclusive classroom must go 
beyond knowledge of the curriculum and 
behaviour management to value the diversity 
of learners and promote positive teacher-
student relationships beyond matters of 
the curriculum (Nnamani and Lomer, 2024). 
Without a strong foundation in SEND during 
ITT, teachers may enter the profession lacking 
the skills and confidence to meet the needs 
of diverse learners, making induction support 
and mentoring essential to reinforce inclusive 
pedagogy. 

Beyond the early career induction years, 
continued professional development (CPD) 
is vital for teachers to maintain and expand 
their capacity to support pupils with SEND 
throughout their careers. There are a number of 
approaches to embed CPD opportunities into 
the school year from In Service Teacher (INSET) 
days, to short courses, or longer qualifications 
such as an MA in Inclusive Education. Codina 
and Robinson (2024) advocate for action-based 
research that embeds learning into everyday 
practice. In this way teacher development 
is based in practice and includes the voices 
of children and peers, enabling teachers to 
develop contextually responsive and inclusive 
practices. 

There is often a mismatch between the 
professional development teachers find 
most impactful and what is readily available, 
highlighting the need for better alignment 
between provision and actual needs, alongside 
a commitment to ongoing self-improvement 
(Dobson et al., 2023). To bridge this gap, 
reflective practice becomes essential. There are 
numerous resources, such as peer reviewed 
academic research, Whole School SEND (2025), 
and the Education Endowment Foundation 
(2025), that offer high-quality guidance to 
support the development of inclusive practice 
and encourage teachers to critically evaluate 
and refine their approaches. Whatever form 
CPD takes, it needs to be sustained, reflective, 
and embedded within school culture to ensure 
meaningful improvements in teaching and 
learning for pupils with SEND.

Recent changes to the SENCo qualification 
reflect a significant shift in policy and practice. 
From September 2024, the National Award 
for Special Educational Needs Coordination 
(NASENCO) was replaced by a leadership-level 
National Professional Qualification (NPQ) for 
SENCOs (Department for Education, 2023), 
a process that appears to have been rushed 
and disconnected from the changing SEND 
landscape (Robertson, 2023). While the NPQ 

aims to align SENCO training with broader 
leadership development, some academics 
question whether it will provide the depth of 
critical reflection and theoretical grounding 
needed to challenge and transform school 
policies and whether it will adequately prepare 
SENCOs to act as agents of change in inclusive 
education (Richards and Brewster, 2024; 
Robertson, 2023). 

Despite the SENCo NPQ being positioned as a 
leadership qualification, the language of ‘learn 
that’ and ‘learn how to’ statements used within 
NPQ’s neglects the complexity of SEND. In so 
doing, the SENCo role has been repositioned 
from one of senior leadership to that of a SEND 
practitioner, downgrading the importance of 
SEND in schools and removing the SENCo 
from growing the inclusion vision across whole 
school practice. The shift from a Master’s-level 
qualification to a more practice-based NPQ 
raises important questions about the future 
of SENCO professional identity and advocacy 
(Done et al., 2023).

Access to CPD for SENCOs and teaching 
staff must be equitable and responsive to 
individual and school needs (Robertson, 
2025). Leadership-focused CPD is important 
if SENCos are to effectively lead on SEND 
practice and coordinate provision in their 
school(s) (Gallagher and Fitzgerald, 2025). 
While the Whole School SEND initiative and 
Universal SEND Services provide free and 
accessible CPD tailored to the needs of 
SENCOs, barriers such as time, funding, and 
inconsistent provision still limit access for many 
professionals (Curran and Boddison, 2021). 
Inclusive CPD policies must prioritise diversity, 
accessibility, and relevance, ensuring that 
all educators can develop the skills needed 
to support learners with SEND effectively. 
Sustained investment in high-quality, inclusive 
CPD and professional qualifications would 
strengthen school culture and ultimately 
improve outcomes for all pupils. 
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Summary
The introduction of the SEND and Alternative 
Provision Improvement Plan set out the last 
government’s proposals to ‘improve outcomes 
for children and young people; improve 
experiences for families, reducing the current 
adversity and frustration they face; and deliver 
financial sustainability’ (HM Government, 2023, 
p.5). However, these proposals were, and 
are, set to be delivered within an educational 
landscape that is struggling to balance the 
books and meet the basic educational, health 
and welfare needs of children, young people 
and their families (Education Committee, 2025; 
Sibieta and Snape, 2024). 

This narrative sets the context for our research 
exploring the lived experiences of school 
SENCos since the proposed introduction of 
the new SENCo NPQ in 2024.  It highlights 
numerous challenges to delivering an effective 
and inclusive education system in terms 
of suitable provision, SEND coordination, 
and access to appropriate professional 
development. Consequently, this has led to the 
SEND crisis we are now facing driven by rising 
costs and a growing loss of confidence in our 
education system’s ability to support the most 
vulnerable.

Improving provision and reducing costs relies 
heavily on the SENCo role. To strengthen this, 
the National SENCo Advocacy Network was 
established in 2024, drawing on a national 
network of NASENCo programme providers. 
Its purpose is to lead on SENCo policy and 
practice, champion the voice of SENCos, and 
advocate for better SEND provision through 
collaboration and sharing of research, policy, 
and practice. Through our work we have 
engaged with SENCos nationwide and heard 
their concerns about rising EHCP requests, 
limited funding and support services, and 
increasing workloads. We wanted to take the 
opportunity to collate their views more widely 
so that we can act as a voice for SENCos on the 
local, national and governmental stage.

This research was carried out by the network 
to investigate the barriers to, and enablers 
for, effective SEND support through an online 
survey of SENCos in England as discussed in 
the following section. 

Research methodology

An online survey of SENCos from 42 partnership 
universities who offered the NASENCO award 
was carried out in 2024 with ethical approval 
from Nottingham Trent University and the 
University of Plymouth in line with BERA’s Ethical 
Guidelines for Educational Research (2024). 

Key topics of investigation included:

•	 The SENCo as a strategic leader for SEND

•	 SENCo workload

•	 Concerns for SEND support now or in the 
future

•	 Impact of the NASENCo on their role

•	 Knowledge gaps

•	 Funding and available support for SEND 
children, young people and families

There were 110 responses to the survey 
representing 36 local authority areas across 
England. Of these 89% were currently in the 
SENCo role and a further 6% were aspiring 
SENCos. The remaining were in roles related to 
SEND such as inclusion lead, deputy SENCo or 
head teacher. Participants represented a range 
of setting types with 65% in primary schools, 
18% in secondary schools and the remainder in 
special schools and alternative provision. 

Respondents were generous with their 
reflections and comments in the survey, going 
into detail about the enablers and challenges 
of the SENCo role and the key themes arising 
relating to their role and position in school, 
workload, funding, resources, and access to 
appropriate professional development.

This report focuses on the enablers for 
effective SEND support identified within the 
survey responses summarised as four key 
recommendations.
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Summary of  
Recommendations

Positioning SENCos on the senior leadership team will 
facilitate an inclusive and effective education for all 
children in the school, prioritising high expectations and 
an inclusive ethos. By doing so SENCos are enabled to:

•	 Ensure that the school’s legal obligations are upheld

•	 Influence the school strategy for SEND and inclusion

•	 Embed inclusive practice into school policies

•	 Influence whole school approaches for SEND

Positioning SENCos on the senior leadership 
team will facilitate an inclusive and effective 
education for all children in the school, 
prioritising high expectations and an inclusive 
ethos. By doing so SENCos are enabled to:

•	 Ensure that the school’s legal obligations 
are upheld

•	 Influence the school strategy for SEND and 
inclusion

•	 Embed inclusive practice into school 
policies

•	 Influence whole school approaches for 
SEND

Engaging in regular training, networking, and Continuous 
Professional Development, enables SENCos to work 
strategically to improve outcomes for all pupils through 
inclusive and adaptive practice. By doing so, SENCos are 
enabled to:

•	 Remain current in their knowledge and expertise

•	 Access an effective community of practice

•	 Share expertise across schools and local authority 
areas

By having protected time and support SENCos are better 
positioned to devote their expertise to support the needs 
of children with SEND, facilitating early identification 
of need and be proactive in allocating resources 
appropriately. By doing so SENCos are enabled to:

•	 Access the right funding as soon as a need is identified

•	 Access the right support at the right time

•	 Ensure EHCPs are completed at the right time

•	 Ensure school systems are kept up to date

•	 Improve communication with families and 
professional services

By leading on school improvement SENCos are better 
able to influence daily practice, developing effective 
systems for co-production with children, young people 
and their families. This enables SENCos to:

•	 Make proactive decisions regarding SEND 
development

•	 Provide regular and up-to-date training for staff

•	 Facilitate improved communication with families and 
professional services

•	 Facilitate earlier intervention 

Recommendation 1:  
Ensure SENCos are a member of the senior leadership team

Recommendation 2:  
Leading on school improvement

Recommendation 3:  
Ensure SENCos are a member of the senior leadership team

Recommendation 4:  
Protecting time and providing support for the SENCo as a leader of change 

Recommendation 1: 

Ensure SENCos are a member of the 
senior leadership team

Introduction
The role of the Special Educational Needs 
Coordinator (SENCo) has evolved significantly 
since its inception in the Education Act 1993. 
Initially framed as a coordinator of provision, 
the SENCo is now positioned as a strategic 
leader within schools, responsible for shaping 
inclusive practices and ensuring the school 
meets its statutory obligations under the SEND 
Code of Practice (DfE and DoH, 2015). This 
section explores the strategic dimensions of 
the SENCo role, drawing upon recent survey 
data and policy literature to highlight how 
senior leadership status enables SENCos 
to uphold legal obligations, influence SEND 
strategy, embed SEND into school policies, and 
shape whole school approaches to inclusion.

Upholding Legal Obligations
The SEND Code of Practice (DfE and DoH, 2015) 
outlines the SENCo’s statutory responsibilities, 
including oversight of the school’s SEND 
policy, coordination of provision, liaison with 
external agencies, and ensuring compliance 
with the Equality Act 2010. These responsibilities 
require not only expertise in SEND but also 
strategic authority to ensure legal obligations 
are met across the school. When the SENCo 
is part of the Senior Leadership Team (SLT), 
they are better positioned to disseminate legal 
responsibilities across the school and ensure 
that governance structures reflect inclusive 
values. This level of strategic integration 
allows for a more coherent and accountable 
approach to meeting statutory requirements 
as demonstrated by a Primary School SENCo in 
the example below:

I am a member of SLT and a staff governor too. My role is to ensure that all staff and governors 
are aware of their roles and responsibilities for providing effective support for all children 
including those with SEND. This is done through meetings, learning walks and monitoring 
of documents such as learning plans and provision maps. It is also my responsibility to 
ensure that our provision for children with SEND is clearly outlined within our SEND 
Information Report, SEND Policy and Accessibility Reports as well as noted within our School 
Development Plan (Primary SENCo, Derby).
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Ensure SENCos are a member of the 
senior leadership team

Recommendation 1: 

Ensure SENCos are a member of the 
senior leadership team

In contrast, SENCos who are not part of the SLT 
often face significant barriers. As one Primary 
SENCo explained, 

 

Excluding SENCos from senior leadership and 
strategic decision-making undermines their 
ability to advocate for pupils with SEND and 
ensure legal obligations are met. Without a seat 
at the table, they cannot influence policy or 
shape whole-school approaches to inclusion, 
leaving critical decisions disconnected from 
classroom realities. To deliver meaningful 
change, SENCos must be empowered as 
strategic leaders, fully integrated into decision-
making structures, so that inclusive practice is 
not an afterthought but a core principle driving 
school improvement.

I am not invited to any leadership meetings 
and therefore am not aware of certain things 
that might enable me to have more of a 
positive impact in leading SEND across the 
four schools that I cover (Primary SENCo, 
Cornwall).

Strategic leadership enables SENCos to shape 
the direction of SEND provision, aligning it 
with school improvement plans and national 
priorities. The SEND Code of Practice (DfE 
and DoH, 2015) emphasises that SENCos are 
most effective when they are part of the school 
leadership team, working collaboratively 
with the headteacher and governing body to 
determine the strategic development of SEND 
policy and provision. Survey data reveals a 
clear correlation between SLT membership and 
strategic influence. One Primary SENCo shared 
-

 
 

While another commented -

SENCos who were excluded from the 
SLT described their role as reactive and 
marginalised. As one primary SENCo from 
Cornwall stated, ‘All decisions are down 
to us, and we then have to defend them’. 
This lack of strategic agency undermines 
the effectiveness of SEND leadership and 
contributes to inconsistent provision across 
schools. The ability to influence strategy is not 
just about attending meetings, it is about being 
recognised as a key voice in shaping the future 
of inclusive education within the school.

Embedding SEND into whole school policies 
is a critical function of the SENCo role. 
This includes contributing to the School 
Development Plan (SDP), SEND Information 
Report, Accessibility Plan, and curriculum 
design. When positioned within the SLT, 
SENCos can ensure that SEND is not an add-
on but a core component of school policy, as 
exemplified by a primary SENCo below: 

This strategic integration ensures that SEND is 
considered in all aspects of school planning 
and evaluation. Another SENCo highlighted the 
importance of visibility and influence:

These practices reflect the recommendations 
of Ainscow (2020) and (Fullan, 2020), who 
emphasise the role of leadership in driving 
inclusive education. However, many SENCos 
reported that they had limited influence due to 
their exclusion from strategic forums. 

The SENCos in this study, who were not on 
the SLT, have illustrated how the absence of 
formal leadership status restricts their ability 
to embed SEND into school-wide policies and 
undermines the coherence of provision.

I am lucky that, as a member of the senior 
leadership team, I am able to make changes 
that drive improvements in SEND across 
the whole of my setting. My headteacher has 
previously held the role of SENCo and values 
the contribution I can make in a leadership 
capacity across the school. I have supportive 
colleagues that I feel are responsive to my 
leadership - but I feel that this respect is hard 
earned; staff know that I am available to them, 
that I work hard and that I don’t expect them 
to do anything I wouldn’t do myself (Primary 
SENCo, Somerset).

I think it is crucial to be on the Senior 
Leadership team as SENCo as it is allows you 
to be more strategic in your setting. Without 
it I think teachers and other leaders will often 
not see it as not as important. In a very busy 
environment it can be put too far down the 
list if you do not have a strong SLT SENCo 
(Primary SENCo, Leicestershire).

The recent Solving the SEND Crisis report 
(Education Committee, 2025) misses the point 
in suggesting that membership of the senior 
leadership team is problematic because it 
brings additional portfolio responsibilities. This 
should not be a reason why SENCos should not 
be part of the SLT. To address this concern is 

simple - SENCos should not be given additional 
responsibilities over and above their role. 
Equally the concern with SENCos not aspiring 
to be a member of the SLT (p.98) highlights the 
disconnect between the SENCo as a SEND 
practitioner and the SENCo as a strategic 
leader of SEND practice. 

It has been helpful to be part of the SLT in 
my school. I also meet termly with the SEN 
governor and carry out learning walks. I am 
able to influence whole school policy and 
practice and support the headteacher with the 
SDP. We carry out a SEN [self evaluation] as 
a group of stakeholders annually. I lead staff 
meetings with both teaching and support staff 
and strive to be inclusive by design (Primary 
SENCo, Wiltshire).

I am on SLT and SEND has a high profile as 
it is one of the [School Improvement Plan] 
priorities. I lead staff SEND staff meeting s 
every half term and work alongside teachers to 
ensure pupils with SEND needs are included 
in planning and teaching (Primary SENCo, 
Derby).

I battle with SLT and the trust in regards to 
appropriate provisions. I do not have much 
of a sphere of influence and always have to go 
from pillar to post to get things done and need 
approval for anything I want to implement 
(Primary SENCo, Newham).

Embedding inclusive practice into School Policies

Influencing SEND Strategy
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Recommendation 1: 

Ensure SENCos are a member of the 
senior leadership team

A whole school approach to SEND requires 
collective responsibility, shared understanding, 
and inclusive pedagogy. The SENCo plays a 
pivotal role in fostering this culture, particularly 
when empowered as a strategic leader. 
Survey responses illustrate the transformative 
impact of whole team strategic leadership as 
illustrated by a Primary SENCo below:

Another SENCo described their influence on 
classroom practice:

These examples demonstrate how strategic 
leadership enables SENCos to drive inclusive 
teaching and learning. Yet, many SENCos 
reported being overwhelmed by operational 
demands, limiting their capacity to lead 
strategically. This tension between strategic 
intent and operational reality is a recurring 
theme, exacerbated by insufficient time, 
resources, and recognition.

The SENCo’s ability to influence whole 
school approaches is also shaped by their 
relationships with other leaders and staff. 
Where SENCos are respected and supported, 
they are able to lead change and foster 
inclusive practices. Where they are isolated 
or undervalued, their impact is diminished. 
Leadership, in this context, is not just positional, 
it is relational and cultural.

Influencing Whole School Approaches for SEND

As Assistant Headteacher and SENCo I am 
very lucky that our Headteacher, our other 
Assistant Headteacher and I are completely on 
the same wavelength regarding inclusion at 
our school. This sets the culture from SLT and 
all staff in our school are fully onboard with 
this thinking (Primary SENCo, Cornwall)

Over the last 4 years, I have developed “quality 
first teaching” at our school. Supporting the 
teachers understanding of adaptation has 
massively developed the quality of learning for 
all (Primary SENCo, Sutton).

I don’t have time to be strategic, though 
I really try to be! Most of the time I fire 
fight and desperately try to keep on top of 
a continually growing demand (Secondary 
SENCo, Leicestershire).

The strategic role of the SENCo is essential for ensuring 
legal compliance, shaping SEND strategy, embedding 
inclusive policies, and influencing whole school 
approaches. However, survey data reveals a significant 
disparity in the strategic agency of SENCos, largely 
determined by their inclusion in the SLT. To address this, 
national policy and school-level practices must evolve 
to recognise and support the strategic leadership of 
SENCos.

First of all, SENCos must be part of the Senior Leadership 
Team to ensure strategic influence and visibility. This 
inclusion must be more than symbolic; it should empower 
SENCos to lead on inclusive practice, contribute to 
school improvement planning, and shape the educational 
experience of all pupils. By recognising and empowering 
the strategic role of the SENCo, schools can create 

environments where all children thrive. This is not just 
a matter of policy, it is a matter of principle, equity, and 
educational justice.

Secondly, SEND must be embedded into all school 
policies, with SENCos leading this process in 
collaboration with other leaders. This integration ensures 
that inclusive education is not peripheral but central to 
the school’s mission.

Finally, national policy must reinforce the strategic 
status of the SENCo role, ensuring consistency and 
sustainability across settings. The implementation of this 
recommendation requires a straight-forward adjustment 
of the language in the SEND Code of Practice (DfE and 
DoH, 2015, p.108), to state that they must be part of the 
school leadership team.  

Summary of Recommendation One

By leading on school improvement SENCos 
are better able to influence daily practice, 
developing effective systems for co-
production with children, young people and 
their families. This enables SENCos to:

•	 Make proactive decisions regarding SEND 
development

•	 Provide regular and up-to-date training for 
staff

•	 Facilitate improved communication with 
families and professional services

•	 Facilitate earlier intervention 

Recommendation 2: 

Leading on school improvement

The role of the Special Educational Needs 
Coordinator (SENCo) has undergone a 
profound transformation since its formal 
establishment in the Education Act 1993. No 
longer confined to coordinating provision 
for pupils with SEND, today’s SENCos are 
expected to lead strategically on inclusive 
practice and contribute meaningfully to whole-
school improvement  (DfE and DoH, 2015). This 
expanded remit positions the SENCo as a key 
agent of change, capable of influencing daily 
practice and shaping effective systems for 
co-production with children, young people, and 
their families.

Inclusive education is a human right, enshrined 
in Article 24 of the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(Unicef, 1989). This elevates inclusion from 
a matter of policy or best practice to an 
ethical and legal imperative, affirming every 
child’s entitlement to quality education within 

mainstream settings. Delivering genuinely 
inclusive education, through well-designed 
and resourced whole-school approaches, 
significantly improves educational outcomes 
and reduces reliance on EHCPs (Education 
Committee, 2025).

Recent research and policy analysis underscore 
the multifaceted nature of the SENCo role and 
its critical impact on inclusive education. The 
SENCo role is pivotal to supporting inclusion 
(Beaton, Codina and Wharton, 2021), with 
responsibilities that include developing staff 
confidence in inclusive strategies, facilitating 
continuing professional development (CPD), 
and fostering strong relationships with families. 
However, the extent of their influence often 
hinges on their position within the school 
hierarchy. Here we explore how SENCos, when 
empowered as leaders of practice, can drive 
meaningful change and embed inclusive values 
at the heart of school culture.

Introduction
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Leading on school improvement

Strategic leadership in SEND requires SENCos 
to move beyond operational tasks and to 
engage in proactive decision-making that 
shapes school-wide policy and practice. The 
SEND Code of Practice  (DfE and DoH, 2015) 
positions the SENCo as a key figure in the 
strategic development of SEND provision, 
ideally as part of the senior leadership team 
(SLT). However, participant data reveals that 
many SENCos struggle to fulfil this strategic 
remit due to overwhelming operational 
demands. The tension between strategic vision 
and operational necessity is a recurring theme 
in the lived experiences of SENCos.

Despite these challenges, where SENCos are 
part of the SLT, they report greater influence 
over inclusive practice and the ability to 
embed inclusive values across the school. 
This influence allows them to challenge deficit 
models of SEND and promote Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) principles, which foster a 
culture of belonging and anticipate diverse 
needs.

Such proactive leadership is essential to 
reducing reliance on reactive interventions 
and promoting early identification, thereby 
enhancing the overall quality of educational 
provision.

The SEND Code of Practice (DfE and DoH, 
2015) identifies SEND as a whole school issue, 
but given workload and increased demands 
on teachers (NASUWT, 2025), there can be 
challenges in supporting all teachers to 
effectively manage SEND in the classroom, 
with TAs often being utilised to plug this gap. 
The SENCos in this study reported a desire to 
work more closely with teachers; however, 

they spent significantly more time working with 
Teaching Assistants (TAs). Over 50% indicated 
that this work occupied a substantial proportion 
of their time, reducing opportunities for 
direct collaboration with teachers, delivering 
interventions, or conducting observations. As 
a result, a disproportionate amount of time 
was directed towards supporting higher-level 
interventions rather than influencing teachers’ 

Making Proactive Decisions Regarding SEND Development

Provide Regular and Up-to-Date Training for Staff
Facilitate Improved Communication with Families and 
Professional Services

Difficult to get to the strategic bits as so busy 
working at operational level as increasingly 
supporting teachers to meet behavioural needs 
of children (Primary SENCo, Somerset).

I do not feel there is enough time to be a 
strategic leader as the role is so responsive 
to the needs of the SEND pupils and their 
families day to day, currently it feels it is more 
of an operational role and more SENCO as 
practitioner weighted than SEND as lead 
weighted which it should be. A lot of the 
leadership work is done after school as there 
are too many plates to spin! (Primary SENCo, 
Leeds). 

I am part of the SLT and ensure inclusion 
and adapted teaching is in the forefront 
of everyone’s minds (Primary SENCo, 
Stockport).

inclusive practice, early identification, and early 
intervention. This creates a more reactive model 
of practice, which in turn can often lead to 
labelling, segregation, and a sense of ‘othering’ 
(Knight et al., 2022, p.10). 

Proactive inclusion, on the other hand, through 
the development of inclusive provision, fosters 
a sense of belonging and ensures that all 
students can participate and learn alongside 
their peers. This could involve Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) principles, which advocate 
for flexible learning environments and methods 
that cater to varied learning styles and needs. 
A proactive approach embeds inclusivity from 
the outset, anticipating and addressing diverse 
needs through universal design for learning and 
early identification of potential barriers.

Professional development is a cornerstone of 
effective SEND leadership. Indeed, both the 
NASENCo programme and the new SENCo 
NPQ emphasise the importance of professional 
development including leading and 
management training (DfE, 2023). The SENCos 
participating in this research highlighted the 
value of targeted training in building staff 
confidence and competence in inclusive 
practice.

However, many SENCos report limited time 
and resources to deliver training, often due to 
competing demands and insufficient staffing.

Effective SEND related training must be 
embedded within whole-school systems and 
linked to strategic priorities. As Curran and 
Boddison (2021) argue, the SENCo should be 
leading and coordinating rather than delivering 
all SEND-related tasks. Training should also 
be responsive to emerging needs, such as 
supporting neurodiverse learners, managing 
emotionally based school avoidance (EBSA), 
and implementing trauma-informed practices. 
When professional development is strategically 
aligned, it empowers staff to deliver inclusive 
education and reduces dependency on 
specialist interventions.

We train staff weekly on key areas of identified 
need. We create an action plan and carry 
out active research when an area requires 
improvement (Primary SENCo, Lancashire).

When I took on the role I wanted to be in the 
classroom as much as possible, working with 
students and supporting teachers. This rarely 
happens. Mainly in my office, completing 
paperwork, referrals and meeting with parents 
(Primary SENCo, Cornwall).

The SENCo’s role is demanding and 
multifaceted, requiring them to balance 
a significant workload of administrative 
responsibilities, staff training, and direct 
support for students, all while ensuring that 
the school’s SEND provisions are effective 
and inclusive (Alternative Provision SENCo, 
Walsall).

Co-production with families is central to 
inclusive education and is enshrined in the 
SEND Code of Practice (DfE and DoH, 2015). 
SENCos play a pivotal role in facilitating this 
collaboration, yet participant data reveals 

significant barriers to effective communication. 
These include inconsistent responses from 
local authorities, delays in accessing services, 
and a lack of clarity around processes.
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Effective communication requires clear 
systems, shared language, and relational 
leadership. SENCos must also navigate 
complex multi-agency environments, often 
acting as the key point of contact with external 
professionals. This requires emotional 
intelligence, advocacy skills, and resilience 
(Goleman and Cherniss, 2024).

To support co-production, schools must 
invest in systems that enable meaningful 
engagement with families, including regular 
review meetings, accessible communication 
channels, and culturally responsive practices. 
Building trust and mutual respect is essential to 
ensuring that families feel heard and valued in 
the decision-making process.

Early identification systems are crucial for 
proactively addressing needs and tailoring 
the environment to support all learners before 
difficulties become significant  (Florian, 2014; 
Moore, 2023; NASEN, 2020), where the purpose 
of identification is to determine what action 
a school needs to take to enable pupils to 
achieve the best outcomes. By identifying 
needs earlier, timely intervention can be 
implemented and prevents the escalation of 
difficulties (Lindsay, 2007). Where SENCOs 
were able to be more strategic, they reported 
being able to influence earlier identification 
and intervention, which ultimately led to better 
outcomes for pupils.

The graduated approach, as outlined in the 
SEND Code of Practice  (DfE and DoH, 2015), 
emphasises assess-plan-do-review cycles and 
the involvement of families and professionals. 
Strategic SENCo leadership is essential to 
embedding this approach within school 
systems and the examples below evidence 
where this works well:

The local authority seem to want to work 
against us rather than with us - they are my 
biggest frustration in this job, contact with 
them is impossible, emails go unanswered - it’s 
like sending all communication into the void 
(Primary SENCo, Leicestershire). 

We have people crying out for help and support 
and we are doing our best to fill that void but 
we can only do so much (Primary SENCo, 
Somerset). 

The unrelenting expectations placed on 
schools by others forces me to prioritise which 
children I let down the most, and that is the 
aspect of the job I can’t bear (Primary SENCo, 
Somerset). 

I feel systems are now in place to give 
teachers more confidence with their role in 
identification and assessment that then allows 
me to focus on other areas such as monitoring 
and referrals. There is currently a shift within 
the perception of SENDCo from initial ‘fixer’ 
to coordinator, but this takes time to achieve 
(Primary SENCo, Devon). 

We can see with our early interventions that 
our children with send are starting to make 
progress. We have very supportive parents. We 
have a team that know their key children well 
(Early Years SENCo, Cornwall). 

The fight to get children into the correct 
setting is hell, you spend all your time arguing 
over who is going to pay for it. The LEA are 
not sorting out consultations properly, you 
fill in the paperwork and you get nowhere 
with it. If you say no they still place in your 
school. Wasted time and effort to be overruled 
(Primary SENCo, Lancashire).

Facilitating Early Intervention 

However, many SENCos report limited 
capacity to engage in early intervention due to 
administrative burdens and lack of funding. The 
increasing complexity of needs and delays in 
accessing external support further compound 
these challenges.

Research supports the efficacy of early 
intervention in reducing the need for 
EHCPs and improving long-term outcomes 
(Moore, 2023; NASEN, 2020). SENCos must 
be empowered to lead on data-informed 
decision-making, provision mapping, and staff 
development to ensure timely and effective 
support. This requires a shift in perception of 
the SENCo role from reactive problem-solver to 
strategic leader of inclusive practice.

The SENCo role is central to driving school 
improvement through inclusive practice. When 
empowered to lead strategically, SENCos 
can influence daily pedagogy, shape the 
professional development of teachers, and 
foster meaningful co-production with families 
and external services. However, the reality for 
many SENCos is one of operational overload, 
limited resources, and systemic barriers that 
constrain their ability to lead effectively.

Participant data consistently highlights 
the emotional and professional toll of the 
role, with many SENCos reporting burnout, 
frustration, and a sense of isolation. Despite 
these challenges, there is clear evidence that 
strategic leadership by SENCos can transform 
school culture, improve outcomes for learners 
with SEND, and reduce reliance on external 
provision.

To realise the full potential of the SENCo 
role, policymakers must address structural 
inequalities in funding, staffing, and access to 
services. This includes recognising the SENCo 
as a senior leader, investing in professional 
development, and streamlining multi-agency 
collaboration. Inclusive education is not only 
a legal requirement but a moral imperative. 
By supporting SENCos to lead on school 
improvement, we can create educational 
environments where all learners are valued, 
supported, and able to thrive.

Summary of Recommendation Two
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Engaging in regular training, networking, 
and Continuous Professional Development, 
enables SENCos to work strategically to 
improve outcomes for all pupils through 
inclusive and adaptive practice. By doing so, 
SENCos are enabled to:

•	 Remain current in their knowledge and 
expertise

•	 Access an effective community of practice

•	 Share expertise across schools and local 
authority areas

Recommendation 3: 

Developing expertise
Recommendation 3: 

Developing expertise

We have already set out how SENCos play a 
pivotal role in shaping inclusive education and 
improving outcomes for children and young 
people with SEND. Their effectiveness depends 
not only on their personal commitment and 
professional experience but also on the 
systems and structures that support their 

ongoing development. This section outlines 
the importance of developing SENCo 
expertise under three key themes: remaining 
current in knowledge and practice, accessing 
communities of practice, and sharing expertise 
across schools and local authority areas.

The evolving landscape of SEND requires 
SENCos to remain up to date with legislation, 
pedagogy, and evidence-based practice. 
The recent move away from the NASENCo 
qualification to the new SENCo NPQ reflects a 
change in how SENCos are positioned in school 
with a focus on supporting SEND practice as 
opposed to SEND leadership. This leaves a gap 
in training provision for SENCos both in terms of 
their leadership skills and their critical thinking, 
both of which are essential for effective SEND 
leadership and practice (Robertson, 2023).

Comments from survey participants highlight 
how they have benefitted from leadership 
training through their previous experience on 
the NASENCo programme:

Introduction

Remain Current in Their Knowledge and Expertise

Access an Effective Community of Practice

The need for high quality SENCo training and 
CPD reflects wider concerns about workload 
and capacity. The National Audit Office (2024) 
found that only 56% of teachers felt confident 
in supporting children with additional needs, 
prompting calls for improved CPD and revised 
teacher training content (Public Accounts 
Committee, 2025).

However, CPD does not always have to be via 
programmes of instruction outside of school. 

Reflective practice is also central to developing 
expertise. Drawing on Dewey (1933), Schön 
(1983), and Kolb (2015), reflection is not merely 
a descriptive process of looking back, but 
a dynamic, iterative process that informs 
strategic decision-making. Participatory Action 
Research (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2005) 
offers a model for embedding reflection into 
a community of practice, enabling SENCos to 
lead change collaboratively and contextually.

SENCos often work in isolation, particularly 
in small schools or early years settings, and 
yet supporting children with SEND should be 
a responsibility held by all teachers, not just 
the role of the SENCo. For this reason, it is 
important for SENCos to develop a community 
of practice both within their school but also 
across the wider local authority community. 
Wenger (1998) defines communities of 
practice as a form of collective learning which 
reflect both shared endeavours and social 
relationships. SENCo networks, whether 
local authority-led, MAT-based, or informal 
peer groups, can reduce isolation and foster 
professional growth.

Development of these professional networks 
should begin at the very start of a SENCos 
professional training through the NASENCo / 
SENCo NPQ programmes. This would enable 
SENCos across a geographical area to come 
together regularly to learn and share their 
professional practice. At the same time, they 
may be introduced to the multi-professional 
team within their local authority area all with 
a shared interest in supporting children with 
SEND. 

Participant data from across settings 
consistently highlighted the value of peer 
support and shared learning. In Cornwall, for 
example, SENCos described strong networks 
within MATs and local clusters, enabling them 
to troubleshoot, share resources, and maintain 
morale amid systemic pressures.

It [has made me] well prepared for the 
challenges of the role, [understanding] the 
legal and structural framework for SEN, 
enabling leadership qualities to develop , 
[using] action research as a tool to drive 
school improvement (Secondary SENCo, 
Cornwall). 

It has given me a deeper understanding of 
SEN needs and leadership has helped me 
with identifying needs, supporting colleagues, 
enhancing processes and systems in school, 
working with parents, increasing pupil 
voice opportunities for children with SEN 
and getting colleagues to draw on those 
views in their decision making, as well as 
making strategic decisions and plans and 
lobbying for SEN with SLT (Primary SENCo, 
Gloucestershire).

It has given me such a good grounding 
in strategic SEND leadership, that I know 
how I want the next few years to play out. 
Completing the Award has only had a 
positive impact on my future career prospects 
(Primary SENCo, Somerset).

I have a network of SENCos that I can talk to 
- find out different, better ways of negotiating 
the system (Primary SENCo, Southwark).

The networking of the [NASENCo] course and 
SENCo forums are vital (Secondary SENCo, 
Trafford).

[The NASENCo] has been supportive and 
created a great network for local SENCos.  The 
knowledge and research part has been crucial 
as I can speak to teachers/SLT/parents with a 
greater depth of knowledge and understanding 
of areas of the SEND and be up-to-date with 
current research. This would otherwise be 
impossible to do on the job (Primary SENCo, 
Leicestershire).
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Recommendation 3: 

Developing expertise

However, access to communities of practice is 
uneven. Independent and early years settings 
often lack formal networks, and some SENCos 
reported barriers to attending due to workload 
or lack of funding. Policymakers should 
consider ring-fencing time and resources for 
SENCos to engage in professional networks as 
part of their strategic role.

We have a very active supportive SENCO 
group in the MAT. We have a very good 
SENCO network in the county (Primary 
SENCo, Leicestershire).

Good network of SENCo’s in our academy 
and we support each other, share resources etc 
(Primary SENCo, Cornwall).

SENCo network meetings are incredibly 
helpful. As a setting we have great 
relationships with the professionals working in 
our locality. We know where to go for support 
and do so at the earliest opportunity (Early 
Years SENCo, Cornwall).

Share Expertise Across Schools and Local Authority Areas

SENCos are uniquely positioned to influence 
practice beyond their own settings. When 
supported to work strategically, they can 
mentor colleagues, lead CPD, and contribute to 
system-wide improvement. Yet many SENCos 
report being underutilised, with administrative 
tasks and firefighting dominating their time.

The deployment of SENCos primarily to 
support teaching assistants (TAs), rather than 
teachers, was a recurring theme. While TAs 
play a vital role, research shows that pupils 
with SEND benefit most from high-quality 
teaching (Sharples, Webster and Blatchford, 
2018). Without strategic SENCo input into 
teacher development, inclusive practice may 
be compromised. This is emphasised by an 
aspiring SENCo in Devon who highlighted how 

they spend much of their time taking practice 
concerns back to teachers who have tried to 
advocate responsibility to the SENCo. 

Sharing expertise also involves contributing to 
local authority (LA) processes, such as EHCP 
assessments and multi-agency planning. 
Yet delays, poor communication, and under-
resourced LA teams were cited as major 
barriers. SENCos are left feeling as if they are 
the only ones with the best interests of children 
with SEND at the forefront of their practice, not 
helped by the perceived barriers to funding, 
access to specialist support, and lack of 
understanding of SEND need in schools. 

When I took on the role I wanted to be in the 
classroom as much as possible, working with 
students and supporting teachers. This rarely 
happens. Mainly in my office, completing 
paperwork, referrals and meeting with parents 
(Primary SENCo, Cornwall).

The SEN team and funding distribution needs 
a massive overhaul, we need people to support 
our most vulnerable learners in school too. We 
all know building relationships is key, funding 
should not have been stripped so much that 
schools can no longer provide people to 
actually make a difference (Virtual School 
SENCo Cornwall). 

Recommendation 3: 

Developing expertise

When empowered, SENCos can lead 
meaningful change across schools and local 
areas. To do so effectively, however, they 

need formal recognition of their strategic role, 
protected time to fulfil it, and sustained access 
to high-quality CPD and professional networks.

The development of expertise among SENCos 
is not a peripheral concern, it is central to the 
success of inclusive education. As this report 
has shown, SENCos are expected to lead 
strategically, influence whole-school practice, 
and support the professional development of 
others. Yet, their ability to do so is contingent 
on their own access to high-quality training, 
protected time for reflection, and meaningful 
opportunities to collaborate. 

Remaining current in knowledge and 
practice is essential for SENCos to fulfil their 
responsibilities effectively. The survey findings 
indicate the former NASENCo programme 
has provided many SENCos with a strong 
foundation in SEND legislation, pedagogy, 
and leadership - an approach we hope will be 
embedded within the SENCo NPQ. However, 
the demands of the role often leaves little time 
for ongoing professional development once 
SENCos have qualified. Without protected 
time and recognition of their strategic function, 
SENCos risk being confined to administrative 
tasks, limiting their impact on teaching and 
learning.

Access to communities of practice is another 
vital component in developing SENCo 
expertise. The evidence presented here 
demonstrates that peer networks reduce 
isolation, foster resilience, and enable the 
sharing of knowledge and resources. These 
networks are particularly valuable in a context 
where external support services are stretched, 

and local authority systems are under pressure. 
SENCos who are part of active communities 
of practice are better equipped to navigate 
challenges, advocate for pupils, and lead 
change.

Moreover, the potential for SENCos to share 
expertise across schools and local authority 
areas remains underutilised. When given the 
opportunity, SENCos can lead CPD, mentor 
colleagues, and contribute to system-wide 
improvement. Action research projects 
undertaken by SENCos on the NASENCo 
programme (NASEN and Whole School SEND, 
2023) illustrate the transformative impact of 
such work, not only on individual practice but 
on whole-school culture. Yet, systemic barriers, 
such as workload, lack of funding, and limited 
access to specialist services, continue to 
constrain this potential.

Developing SENCo expertise is not simply a 
matter of individual professional growth; it is 
a structural issue requiring sustained policy 
attention. SENCos are key agents of change 
in the education system, but they cannot 
fulfil this role without the necessary support. 
Policymakers must ensure that SENCos are 
recognised as strategic leaders, provided 
with the time and resources to reflect and 
collaborate, and empowered to influence 
practice beyond their own settings. Only then 
can the full potential of the SENCo role be 
realised in improving outcomes for children and 
young people with SEND.

Summary of Recommendation Three
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By having protected time and support 
SENCos are better positioned to devote their 
expertise to support the needs of children 
with SEND, facilitating early identification of 
need and be proactive in allocating resources 
appropriately. By doing so SENCos are 
enabled to:

•	 Access the right funding as soon as a need 
is identified

•	 Access the right support at the right time

•	 Ensure EHCPs are completed at the right 
time

•	 Ensure school systems are kept up to date

•	 Improve communication with families and 
professional services

Recommendation 4: 

Protecting time and providing support 
for the SENCo as a leader of change

Recommendation 4: 

Protecting time and providing support 
for the SENCo as a leader of change

Introduction

Access the Right Funding as Soon as a Need Is Identified

Access the Right Support at the Right Time

The SENCo holds a pivotal position in driving 
inclusive education and ensuring that pupils 
with special educational needs and disabilities 
(SEND) receive the support they need to thrive. 
Their responsibilities span early identification of 
need, coordination of provision, collaboration 
with families and professionals, and the 
development of whole-school systems that 
promote equity and access. Despite the 
strategic nature of the role, many SENCos 
face significant challenges due to excessive 
operational demands, insufficient resources, 
and a lack of protected time (How, 2025). 

These constraints hinder their ability to lead 
effectively and to fulfil statutory duties. Ensuring 
that SENCos are given adequate protected 
time and administrative support is therefore 
essential if they are to be effective in their 
role. When properly resourced, they can act 
proactively to secure funding, implement timely 
interventions, complete Education, Health and 
Care Plans (EHCPs) within required timeframes, 
maintain robust school systems, and build 
strong partnerships with families and external 
agencies.

In the current funding system timely access 
to external professional services, such as 
educational psychologists, speech and 
language therapists, and mental health support, 
is critical for effective SEND provision. However, 
participant data reveals widespread concern 
about long waiting lists and reduced service 
availability, which leaves schools and SENCos 
to fill the gaps. This is particularly problematic 
given the increasing complexity of needs in 
mainstream settings.

Early identification of need is a cornerstone 
of effective SEND provision and is strongly 
advocated in the SEND Code of Practice (DfE 
and DoH, 2015). However, SENCos consistently 
report delays in accessing funding, which 
undermines their ability to implement timely 
interventions. The current funding model which 
associates access to element three funding 
with the need to complete an EHCP requires 
extensive documentation and prolonged 
processes before support is allocated, 
leaving schools to bridge the gap with limited 
resources. This delay not only affects the child’s 
progress but also places undue pressure 
on schools to fund provision from already 
stretched budgets.

Funding is virtually non-existent. EHCPs seem 
to be written and decided by ‘professionals’ 
who have little or no idea of the child they 
are writing about and certainly have no idea 
about what mainstream schools can offer. This 
is a huge misjustice for these children who 
require specialist intervention, when there 
are no specialists to deliver the interventions 
(Primary SENCo, Stockport).

We are struggling to fund the first £6,000 for 
our 1:1 TAs as we currently have 49% SEND. 
We are having to make redundancies next year 
(Primary SENCo, Derbyshire).

The inequality in the banding funds between 
mainstream and specialist settings set 
mainstream pupils up to fail and increase the 
numbers needing specialist provision, when 
funding them appropriately could keep them 
in mainstream education (Primary SENCo, 
Somerset).

These accounts reflect findings from Perera 
(2019) and Sibieta and Snape (2024) who argue 
that the funding system is misaligned with 
the realities of mainstream provision. Current 
funding arrangements for SEND are inadequate 
and overly bureaucratic. The notional SEND 
budget in schools has remained unchanged 
since 2013, forcing reliance on top-up funding 
that is inconsistently applied and often delayed. 

This process typically requires professional 
diagnoses and completion of Education, Health 
and Care Plans (EHCPs), creating unnecessary 
administrative burdens. 

To enable timely support and uphold the 
principles of early intervention and inclusion 
(Norwich, 2013), funding must be accessible 
at the point of need rather than after lengthy 
procedures. A ring-fenced, responsive funding 
mechanism that distributes element three 
top-up funding to schools at the start of the 
year would allow schools to act swiftly, reduce 
reliance on formal diagnoses, and reserve 
EHCPs for the most complex cases requiring 
specialist provision.

CAMHS is impossible to get a referral 
accepted for and the neurodevelopmental 
pathway waiting list is now 2 years long. We 
have people crying out for help and support 
and we are doing our best to fill that void but 
we can only do so much (Primary SENCo, 
Somerset).

Support services in Cornwall are currently 
closed to referrals (ASD Team/Cognition 
& Learning/limited Education Psychology/
Neurodevelopmental Pathway). Schools 
cannot close their doors and are having to 
manage the lack of external agency support 
with hugely stretched resources (Primary 
SENCo, Cornwall).

There is very little support from the LA 
or health services. Waiting lists for health 
assessment are very, very, long whether 
for SaLT , OT or paediatric assessment. 
Mental health support is now practically 
non existent - referrals to CAMHs get no 
response and other organisations have 
recently been closing their waiting lists 
(Primary SENCo, Gloucestershire).
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Recommendation 4: 

Protecting time and providing support 
for the SENCo as a leader of change

Recommendation 4: 

Protecting time and providing support 
for the SENCo as a leader of change

These findings echo Solvason et al. (2024), 
who highlight the increasing burden placed on 
schools to deliver specialist support without 
adequate training or resources. SENCos are 
increasingly expected to act as caseworkers, 
therapists, and family support leads, often 
without the necessary expertise. This reactive 
model is unsustainable and detrimental to 
children’s outcomes. A strategic shift is needed 

to ensure that SENCos can coordinate support 
rather than substitute for it. Investment in 
external services and streamlined referral 
pathways are essential to ensure that the 
right support is available at the right time for 
the most complex cases and that schools 
are empowered to support SEND needs in 
the classroom without the need for lengthy 
bureaucratic processes.

Effective communication and collaboration 
with families and external agencies lie at the 
heart of inclusive practice. Yet, SENCos report 
significant barriers to this work, including 
poor communication from local authorities 
and insufficient time to build meaningful 
relationships with families. These challenges 
undermine trust and creates additional stress 
for both families and school staff.

Positive relationships with families can 
transform outcomes, but they require time, 
trust, and consistency. SENCos who are 
visible and accessible to families report better 
engagement and collaboration.

Strategic leadership requires time to develop, 
implement, and monitor inclusive systems. 
Yet, many SENCos report being consumed by 
operational tasks, leaving little room for the 
strategic elements of their role. The dual role of 
teaching and SEND coordination is particularly 

problematic, with many SENCos reporting 
that their allocated time is insufficient to meet 
the demands of the role. This lack of capacity 
undermines their ability to lead whole-school 
change, oversee high-quality provision and 
deliver staff training.

Ensure EHCPs Are Completed at the Right Time

Improve Communication with Families and Professional Services

Ensure School Systems Are Kept Up to Date

Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) 
are vital for securing long-term support for 
children with complex needs. However, delays 
in their completion and review are a recurring 
theme in participant feedback. These delays 
hinder access to appropriate provision and 
place additional pressure on schools to meet 
needs without adequate resources. The 
statutory 20-week timeline for EHCP completion 
is frequently breached, with significant 
consequences for children and families.

These delays are not only a breach of statutory 
duty but also a source of frustration and 
burnout for SENCos. As Green and Edwards 
(2021) argue, the bureaucratisation of SEND 
processes has led to a system that is more 
focused on compliance than on outcomes. 
Reducing the need for EHCPs and providing 
protected time for essential EHCP preparation, 
review, and consultation must be mandated. 
Additionally, local authorities must be held 
accountable for meeting statutory timelines 
and providing clear, consistent communication. 
Without this, children risk missing out on the 
support they are legally entitled to, and SENCos 
are left to shoulder an unsustainable burden.

EHCP referrals now [taking] 12 months+ 
to completing which has a huge impact on 
pupils, budgets and parents anger, which is 
often directed at school, as they also have 
no communication from county (Primary 
SENCo, Cornwall).

Timeliness of EHCP needs assessments and 
issuing of draft and final plans! I have children 
who are at 48 weeks past submitting the 
request! (Primary SENCo, Cornwall).

These findings are consistent with the work 
of Szwed (2007) who identified the tension 
between the SENCo’s strategic and operational 
roles. Although this was written eighteen 
years ago, and the SEND Code of Practice has 
been updated twice in recent years, the issue 
remains. Without protected time, SENCos 
cannot influence school policy, evaluate 
provision, or support staff development. The 
SENCo role must be full-time in schools with 
high levels of need, and administrative support 
must be provided to reduce the burden of 
paperwork and allow for strategic planning. 
This would align with the SEND Code of 
Practice’s recommendation that SENCos be 
given sufficient time and resources to fulfil their 
responsibilities (DfE and DoH, 2015).

I teach 80% and find that 20% [for the SENCo 
role] is not enough to cope with all of the 
paperwork/ appointments for nearly 5% of 
our school with an EHCP and several to apply 
for. I also have 30 Passports to APDR each 
term plus meet with parents. What I find more 
frustrating is that I get at most 2 hours in a 
block. The rest of my time is an hour here and 
an hour there. The 20% I have is also my PPA 
time (Secondary SENCo, Staffordshire).

It is a huge role and currently I am a class 
teacher and SENDCo. I technically have one 
day as SENDCo and do not feel it is possible 
to fulfil all my responsibilities in this time. I 
take a lot of work home as often feel I need to 
concentrate and dedicate time to important 
legal documents. There is a significant amount 
of responsibility and with this comes added 
pressure (Primary SENCo, Wokingham).

The SENDCo is firefighting with safeguarding 
and behaviour and just about meeting 
statutory requirement. There seems no time 
for strategic vision and innovation for young 
people with SEND. The SENDCo is spread too 
thinly (Secondary SENCo, Cornwall).

No reply from Statutory SEN caseworkers for 
weeks when children and the school are at 
crisis point (Primary SENCo, Cornwall).

The Local Authority need to listen to families 
and schools. Being a SENCO is the most 
rewarding role, but it is becoming more and 
more soul destroying to see children’s needs 
not being fully met due to insufficient funding 
and specialist support (Primary SENCo, 
Stockport).
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Protecting time and providing support 
for the SENCo as a leader of change

These findings support the work of Runswick-
Cole (2011), who highlight the importance 
of co-production and partnership in SEND 
provision. To enable this, SENCos must be 
given time to meet with families, attend 
multi-agency meetings, and advocate for 
children’s needs. Local authorities also need to 
improve transparency and responsiveness to 
ensure that families feel heard, informed and 
supported throughout the process.

Positive parental engagement and building 
positive relationships with families is key. We 
are a small setting and I am lucky that I can 
be visible and accessible to families (Primary 
SENCo, Hampshire).

The evidence is clear: SENCos are committed 
professionals with the expertise to lead inclusive change, 
but they are being held back by systemic barriers. 
Without protected time, adequate funding, and access to 
external support, SENCos cannot fulfil their strategic role. 
This has serious implications for the quality of education 
and support available to children with SEND.

To unlock the full potential of SENCos and deliver on the 
government’s vision for inclusive education, policy must 
mandate the SENCo role as full-time in all schools with 
significant SEND populations. This would ensure that 
SENCos have the time and capacity to lead strategic 
change, support staff development, and engage 
meaningfully with families and professionals.

Funding must be accessible at the point of need 
identification, rather than dependent on lengthy 
bureaucratic processes. A more responsive funding 
model would enable early intervention and reduce the 
escalation of difficulties. Local authorities must be held 
accountable for meeting statutory EHCP timelines and 
for providing clear, consistent communication with 
schools and families.

Improved access to external services is essential. 
Investment in specialist provision and streamlined 
referral pathways would prevent SENCos from being 
expected to substitute for other professionals such as 
educational psychologists, therapists, and specialist 
teachers. Administrative support must be provided to 
reduce the operational burden and allow SENCos to 
focus on strategic leadership.

Finally, the importance of communication and 
collaboration must be recognised. SENCos need time 
to build relationships with families, attend multi-agency 
meetings, and advocate effectively for children’s needs. 
This is essential for creating inclusive school cultures and 
improving outcomes for children with SEND.

Protecting SENCo time is not a luxury, it is a necessity. 
Without it, the inclusive vision for mainstream education 
cannot be realised, and the needs of some of the most 
vulnerable learners will continue to go unmet.

Summary of Recommendation Four

The demands of the SENCo role are untenable 
and really good people are stepping away from 
the profession - 13 hour days, most days and then 
work at the weekend and in holidays (Secondary 
SENCo, Cornwall).

Workload unmanageable and making me ill. 
Demands of the job becoming toxic and impact on 
work / life balance (Primary SENCo, Cornwall).

It is impossible. The NASEN recommendations are 
that I should be a SENCo 5+ days a week (i.e. with 
admin support). I am SENCo 2 days a week. I am 
set up to fail (Primary SENCo, Leicestershire). 

Conclusion

Recommendation 1:  
Ensure SENCos are a member of the senior 
leadership team

•	 Amend the SEND Code of Practice to 
state that SENCos must sit on the senior 
leadership team. 

Strategic inclusion of SENCos within the senior 
leadership team is essential to embed SEND 
into whole-school policy and practice. When 
SENCos are part of decision-making structures, 
they can uphold legal obligations, influence 
school improvement planning, and ensure 
inclusive values are reflected across the school. 
This recommendation calls for a cultural and 
structural shift in how schools recognise and 
empower SEND leadership.

Recommendation 2:  
Leading on school improvement

•	 Empower SENCos to lead. SENCos are 
uniquely positioned to influence daily 
practice and foster inclusive school 
cultures. 

When empowered to lead, they can drive 
proactive approaches to SEND, facilitate staff 
training, and strengthen co-production with 
families. This recommendation advocates 
for recognising the SENCo as a key agent of 
school improvement, not just a coordinator of 
provision.

Recommendation 3:  
Developing expertise

•	 Review the mandated SENCo qualification 
to ensure that strategic leadership is 
embedded in the programme of study. 

•	 Amend the language in the SEND Code 
of Practice to mandate that SENCos must 
access annual professional development. 

This is vital for SENCos to remain current in 
legislation, pedagogy, and inclusive practice. 
Access to high-quality CPD, reflective practice, 
and strong professional networks are vital for 
SENCos to lead change and share expertise 
across settings. This recommendation 
highlights the importance of investing in SENCo 
development to build capacity and resilience 
within the system.

Recommendation 4:  
Protecting time and providing support for the 
SENCo as a leader of change

•	 Amend the SEND Code of Practice to state 
that SENCos must be given protected time 
and administrative support to fulfil their 
strategic responsibilities. 

Without this, they are forced into reactive roles, 
limiting their capacity to lead early intervention, 
coordinate provision effectively, and engage 
with families and professionals. Adequate 
resourcing is therefore essential to prevent 
burnout and sustain high-quality leadership.

This guidance report has highlighted the 
pivotal role of the SENCo in enabling inclusive 
and meaningful education across early years 
settings, schools, and trusts. Drawing on the 
lived experiences of SENCos and current 
policy analysis, it is clear that although the 
SENCo role is central to improving outcomes 

for children and young people with SEND, it 
is often constrained by systemic challenges 
including workload, funding pressures, and lack 
of strategic recognition.

To address these challenges and realise the 
vision of inclusive education, this report sets 
out four key recommendations:
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The findings of this report highlight systemic 
challenges and opportunities that require 
coordinated action across all levels of the 
education system. Strengthening the SENCo 
role is central to achieving inclusive education 
and addressing the current SEND crisis. The 
implications outlined below translate the 
evidence and recommendations into practical 
priorities for policymakers, local authorities, 
school and trust leaders, and practitioners. 
They emphasise the need for statutory clarity, 
sustainable funding, strategic leadership, and 
investment in professional development to 
ensure that every child and young person with 
SEND can access high-quality education and 
thrive in mainstream settings.

Policymakers must urgently clarify the statutory 
status of the SENCo role by amending the SEND 
Code of Practice to require that SENCos sit on 
the senior leadership team. This change would 
ensure strategic influence over whole-school 
policy and compliance with legal obligations. In 
addition, reform of the current funding model is 
essential to address the unsustainable process 
that currently drives reliance on EHCPs and 
costly special school placements. Policymakers 
should also review the SENCo NPQ to 
guarantee that strategic leadership and critical 
reflection remain central to the qualification, 
preventing the downgrading of the role to a 
purely operational function. Accountability 
measures must be strengthened to ensure local 
authorities meet statutory timelines for EHCPs 
and deliver consistent quality of provision. 
Finally, investment in the workforce is critical, 
with annual CPD for SENCos and teaching staff 
mandated to maintain expertise and resilience.

Local authorities have a pivotal role in 
improving the timeliness and quality of support 
for children with SEND. They must address 
delays in EHCP processing and ensure statutory 
SEN teams respond promptly to schools and 
families. Multi-agency collaboration needs to 
be streamlined, with clear referral pathways 
for health and social care services to reduce 
waiting times for interventions such as speech 
and language therapy or mental health 
support. Funding equity is another priority, 
requiring a review of banding systems to 
ensure mainstream schools receive adequate 
resources to keep pupils in inclusive settings. 
Local authorities should also facilitate SENCo 
forums and communities of practice across 
their areas to reduce isolation and enable the 
sharing of expertise.

School and trust leaders must recognise the 
SENCo as a strategic leader by placing them on 
the senior leadership team without additional 
portfolio responsibilities beyond SEND. 
Protected time and administrative support are 
essential to allow SENCos to lead strategically 
rather than being consumed by operational 
tasks. Leaders should embed SEND into school 
improvement plans, policies, and staff training 
so that inclusion becomes a core principle 
rather than an add-on. Investment in sustained, 
reflective professional development for all staff 
is vital to build capacity for inclusive classroom 
practice and reduce reliance on reactive 
interventions.

Together, these recommendations form 
a coherent framework for strengthening 
SEND provision and supporting the strategic 
leadership of SENCos. The National SENCo 
Advocacy Network remains committed to 

amplifying SENCo voices and advocating for 
policy reform that places inclusion at the heart 
of education. By investing in the SENCo role, 
we invest in a more equitable, responsive, and 
inclusive education system for all.

Implications

Practitioners, including teachers, SENCos, 
and support staff, need to adopt proactive 
approaches to inclusion, such as Universal 
Design for Learning and graduated response 
cycles, to anticipate and address diverse 
needs. Collaboration with families and 
external professionals should be prioritised 
to strengthen trust and improve outcomes. 

Reflective practice, supported by action 
research and peer networks, is key to 
embedding inclusive strategies into everyday 
teaching. SENCos should act as advocates 
and leaders of change, influencing policy 
and practice within their settings and across 
networks to drive system-wide improvement.
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