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1 Barriers to school leaders’
SEND knowledge and
understanding

With the best will in the world, it's impossible to do everything we setouttoina
day, a week, a year, or even a lifetime. So as you read this section, please be kind
to yourself. There are myriad reasons why school leaders aren't as clued up on
SEND as they'd like to be. In a profession where we tend to self-flagellate over
just about everything, don't add this to your list. This section highlights some
common barriers school leaders face when trying to understand and embed
inclusive practice in their schools.

Ah, where to start with the barriers school leaders face when trying to create
an inclusive environment? It can feel like a perpetual game of Whack-a-Mole —
just as you deal with one issue, another pops up. In this section, | outline some
barriers that are frequently mentioned.

Of course, your school will have its own nuances rooted in your context,
history and demographics, but many challenges are common across settings.
Here's a brief overview of some that come to mind — see if you can get a full
house on Barrier Bingo as you read this list!

Funding (or the lack of it)

Let's start with the big one. Meeting the individual needs of students with
SEND is difficult when you're constantly fighting for resources. Specialist staff,
appropriate interventions and even accessible classrooms don't just magically
appear — they cost money.

The mythical £6,000 per-student notional budget (which is not a legally
enforceable funding assumption) was set over a decade ago, and, oddly
enough, while inflation and the cost of living have risen, the budget has not.
That shortfall is just one drop in a much wider sea of financial pressures. Put
simply, it's not getting any easier.
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Staffing

Even if you manage to juggle the finances, securing the right staff to support
complex needs is a major hurdle. Recruiting highly skilled SENDCos, learning
support assistants (LSAs) or external specialists (speech and language therapists,
occupational therapists, etc.) is no mean feat, especially when there are national
shortages across these professions.

Although therapeutic input should be funded by the local authority (LA)
when provision is specified in an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP),
getting that specification agreed is becoming increasingly challenging. Schools
now often have to buy in their own therapists. With such high need and limited
health service capacity, this is both widely necessary and, frankly, a luxury.

Even when you do find the right people, getting them into the right roles —
and keeping them there — can feel like a logistical nightmare. Of course, you
can't actually stop people from moving on, but creating a culture where the
grass doesn't look greener elsewhere goes a long way. This doesn't have to be
expensive; it's more about mindset and culture (more on that later).

Ongoing training

Ongoing training is another major challenge. Staff need the knowledge and
strategies to support students well, but leaders are already spinning a hundred
other plates. There simply aren't enough INSET days (known in my house as
'bug days'because my son once thought they were insect days and wanted to
know why his sister got a bug day and he didn't!) to cover everything. As you
pay support staff by the hour, you need to consider the best use of their time as
well. When so much energy goes into firefighting, strategic CPD, especially for
LSAs, is often squeezed out.

Time constraints

The SEND Code of Practice is a genuinely useful document... if you ever get the
time to implement it properly! School leaders are stretched between meeting
students’ needs, keeping on top of endless admin and still finding space to
lead teaching and learning — and that's before you even attempt to maintain a
personal life or a sense of humour.



I've certainly felt a marked shift since the curriculum ramp-up in 2014, and
another sharp one after the post-COVID surge in SEND demand. It's no wonder
that time — or the lack of it — remains one of the biggest obstacles to embedding
inclusive practice.

External pressures

Governors and trustees are often well-meaning but their understanding of
SEND - and of their role within it — can vary widely. If you're working with a
supportive, knowledgeable, friendly governing body, you're doing well. In
my experience, they can sometimes be more concerned with performance
data and academic results than inclusion. If they're also a parent at the
school, it's not uncommon for their own child’s needs to dominate their
perspective.

It's a balancing act: demonstrating progress and maintaining standards while
also supporting students who don't always fit neatly into the ‘expected progress’
narrative. Ofsted inspections create a lot of anxiety. There is, unfortunately, still a
judgment at the end of it, leaving leaders up and down the country wondering
whether anything has been learned in the wake of events over the past few
years.

At the time of writing, the new framework places a strong emphasis
on inclusion, student voice and parental engagement — all positive steps in
principle. However, SENDCos in my network report that, without any increase
in release time or resources to support this shift, their stress levels have risen
sharply.

Leaders are trying to meet Ofsted requirements while also working towards
meaningful, student-centred inclusion. But the pressure to secure a favourable
Ofsted rating can sometimes result in a tokenistic approach to inclusion rather
than the deep, sustainable change students actually need.

Lack of specialist provision

For students with complex SEND needs, mainstream schools aren't always the
most appropriate setting. Yet here they are, because there simply aren't enough
specialist placements available. This creates a huge barrier for leaders who are
trying to adapt a mainstream environment to meet needs that exceed what
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the school can realistically offer. It's frustrating and often heart-wrenching to
know that some students could thrive in a specialist environment that just isn't
available.

I've heard recently that many schools previously categorised as supporting
pupils with moderate learning difficulties (MLD) are now reclassifying as
settings for severe learning difficulties (SLD). This may help pupils with SLD who
are currently ‘stuck’in mainstream and not having their needs fully met. I'm also
hearing that some specialist providers are shifting their intake to Year 3 and
above. Inevitably, this has a knock-on effect for primary schools, particularly
given the rising levels of need in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and
Key Stage 1.

Parental expectations

Parents, understandably, want the very best for their children, and many have
very clear (@and sometimes very fixed) views about what that should look like.
Balancing those expectations with the realistic limits of what a mainstream
school can offer is tricky — to put it mildly. You may find yourself having difficult
conversations explaining, often repeatedly, that a school can't meet every
need perfectly, however hard it tries. This challenge is compounded by the
temptation to gloss over gaps in provision rather than name them openly, a
response that’s closely linked with wider systemic issues. Honesty’s harder in
the moment, but more sustainable in the long run.

Policy and legislation

Government policy can be a double-edged sword. Frameworks such as
the Children and Families Act, the SEND Code of Practice and the Wellbeing
Guidance are incredibly valuable — on paper. Too often, national policy sets
expectations without fully supporting schools to meet them.

Maintaining staff wellbeing

An inclusive environment doesn't just care for its students — it cares for its staff.
Sustaining an ‘anti-burnout establishment’ matters for everyone: teachers, LSAs
and leaders alike. The pressures of supporting students with SEND within a



stretched system makes staff wellbeing an essential leadership priority, not an
optional one. Keeping morale and functionality intact is even more important
when expectations are high and resources are limited.

School leaders’understanding of SEND

Some school leaders have a fairly limited understanding of the SENDCo's role
and the complexities involved in supporting students with SEND. The National
SENDCo Workforce Survey (Bath Spa, 2021), found that only 53 per cent of
primary SENDCos and just 25 per cent of secondary SENDCos felt their role was
fully understood by their senior leadership teams (SLT).

So, while this book may involve a certain amount of preaching to the
converted, it's worth acknowledging that, in some settings, this lack of
understanding stretches SENDCos across too many responsibilities, reduces the
time allocated to the role and results in insufficient support for SEND-specific
initiatives. Because of current pressures, school leaders may understandably
focus on immediate academic outcomes at the expense of long-term SENDCo
SEND strategies, underestimating the time, training and resources required
across the whole staff. But without a clear, strategic grasp of SEND, SLTs will
struggle to deliver whole-school, inclusive education.

Minimum and maximum offers in mainstream
education

So, what can (and should) mainstream schools be offering? In an ideal
world, every child would receive the highest-quality education in an
inclusive, well-resourced setting. In reality, mainstream schools are asked
to go above and beyond their capacity while still operating within the
confines of ‘best endeavours, as set out in Section 66 of the Children and
Families Act (2014):

If a registered pupil or a student at a school or other institution has special
educational needs, the appropriate authority must, in exercising its functions in
relation to the school or other institution, use its best endeavours to secure that
the special educational provision called for by the pupil’s or student’s special
educational needs is made.

(Excerpt from the Children and Families Act 2014, legislation.gov.uk).

Buipuelsiapun pue abpajmouy ANIS ,S12pea| [0oyds 0} siallieg



The School Leader’s Guide to SEND

Reflection questions

This offer isn't just about legal compliance; it's about meeting needs,
supporting personal growth and helping each student achieve their full
potential. This section of the book, then, explores the current expectations for
mainstream schools, focusing on universal provision (best-quality teaching
for all students) and tiered support (targeted and adapted interventions for
learners requiring additional help).

At its heart, this is about building a school culture where excellent teaching
is embedded throughout, benefiting all learners, including those with SEND. Of
course, many schools are struggling to offer the basics comfortably, let alone
provide a gold-standard offer. It's a massive grey area and my aim is to help your
SLT understand both the bare minimum and the realistic upper limits of what
you can provide. At the other end of the spectrum, | also want to help you spot
when your LA might be taking the proverbial ‘biscuit’ (feel free to substitute a
stronger word!).

Before you dive into the reflection questions...

You might not have all the answers yet, and that'’s absolutely fine. This isn't
about catching you out. It's an opportunity to pause, reflect and take stock of
your current practice. Some questions may feel uncomfortable or reveal areas
for development, but they're intended as useful touchpoints you can revisit
over time. Think of them less as a checklist and more as markers of progress as
your SEND provision evolves.

- Do budget constraints affect your ability to implement effective
SEND provision? What creative solutions have you found, if any, to
help with this?

- Have you faced difficulties recruiting or retaining staff with the skills
needed to support SEND students?

« How do you ensure the right people are in place, and what could
improve things in your setting?

«  How do you manage your staff’s ongoing SEND training needs?

« Are there knowledge or practice gaps that still need attention, and
what methods (such as internal webinars) might help?




With so many responsibilities on your plate, how do you prioritise
SEND within your school’s wider agenda? Are there areas where
more time could be given to inclusive practices? If so, how might
you reallocate resources?

Do you experience tension between focusing on inclusion and
meeting performance metrics set by Ofsted or your governing body?
How do you balance inclusive practice with external expectations?
Do you have students in your school whose needs can't be fully
met in a mainstream setting? How do you navigate that, and what
support (if any) do you receive from your LA or specialist provisions?
How do you manage conversations with parents when their
expectations exceed what your school can realistically offer? Have
you encountered challenges in maintaining transparency and trust?
How do current government policies and legislation impact your
ability to support SEND students? Do you feel schools are given
enough support to meet these requirements?

What steps are you taking to ensure that your staff, especially those
supporting SEND students, aren’t overworked or burnt out?

How do you look after your own wellbeing as a school leader?

Do you feel your SLT has a strong grasp of the complexities involved
in supporting SEND students? If not, what might help deepen their
understanding?
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