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Southend SEND Independent Forum Response to SEND Reform Consultation
Introduction
This response draws on the lived experiences of parent carers in Southend-on-Sea to inform key priorities for SEND reform, identifying current challenges and setting out practical, solution-focused recommendations to improve outcomes for children and young people.
1. Early Identification and Support
Early intervention is critical and has the most significant long-term impact on outcomes for children with SEND. We must ensure the following are embedded across the whole system to ensure better outcomes for our SEND children and young people.
· Workforce capacity and training: The importance of recruiting and retaining well-trained, empathetic professionals across education and early years settings cannot be overstated. Skilled teachers, LSAs, and practitioners are essential for identifying needs early and responding effectively.
· Access to specialist services: Strengthen and expand access to dedicated specialist services, including EHCP specialist teams, play and development services, and Specialist Teaching services, ensuring timely, consistent support for children and young people across all local areas.
· Technology-enabled inclusion: Assistive technologies, such as the AV1 robot, clearly demonstrate how digital tools can help children and young people remain engaged in learning and connected to their peers, whilst being unable to access the school environment in person. We must promote and fund the use of these assistive technologies as a standard part of inclusive practice in schools. 
· Parent and family support: Establish structured early support pathways for parent carers, providing accessible advice, training, and practical guidance to empower families to meet their child or young person’s needs from the earliest stage.
· Strong early years provision: Ensure universal access to high-quality early years provision, with a clear focus on early identification, integrated support, and strong links between health, education, and specialist services to address and support needs as early as possible.


2. Mainstream Inclusion and Universal Offer
A strong and inclusive mainstream education system is essential to ensuring that children and young people with SEND can access high-quality education alongside their peers. This requires a consistent and well-resourced universal offer, where schools are equipped, supported, and held accountable for delivering inclusive practice that meets a diverse range of needs.
· Educational priorities: There is a need to rebalance the system to ensure the curriculum and school ethos place equal emphasis on wellbeing, emotional development, and life skills alongside academic attainment, supported by clear guidance and staff training on embedding these outcomes in everyday practice.
· Accountability: Introduce clearer, transparent frameworks for monitoring SEND outcomes, including measurable indicators for inclusion, wellbeing, and progress, (not just attainment) with regular reporting and oversight of schools and ARBs. 
· Inclusion Bases: Ensure inclusion bases operate as purposeful, high-quality provision with clear expectations around individual progress, inclusion, and outcomes. Establish consistent standards that prioritise integration with the wider school community, enabling children and young people to build social skills, maintain peer relationships, and access mainstream opportunities alongside targeted support.
· Communication with families: Parent carers frequently experience poor communication, limiting effective partnership working. We need to establish consistent, structured communication systems with parent carers, including regular updates, named points of contact, and accessible information-sharing to support effective partnership working.
· Resourcing challenges: Increase funding and workforce capacity to ensure sufficient staffing levels, including access to trained 1:1 support where required, enabling schools to meet the needs outlined in EHCPs and ISPs.
· Class size and environment: Large class sizes and overstimulating environments can significantly impact children and young people with additional needs. Promote smaller class sizes or flexible grouping arrangements for pupils with SEND, alongside the development of calm, supportive learning spaces that reduce sensory overload. 
· Recognition of needs: Too often, children and young people’s needs are not fully understood or appropriately supported within mainstream settings. We need to strengthen and protect the time needed to undertake training, for all school staff, to improve early identification and understanding of SEND, ensuring children and young people’s needs are recognised promptly and appropriate support is put in place.
· Physical environment suitability: Many school environments are not adapted to reduce sensory overload or meet accessibility needs. We must invest in adapting school environments to be more inclusive and accessible, including sensory-friendly spaces, quiet areas, and improved layout/design to support a wider range of needs.



3. EHCPs and Specialist Support
EHCPs are a vital mechanism for securing support, and we must ensure that when a child or young person’s needs are not being met at Universal, Targeted, or Target Plus level, that they are still able to access an EHCP. Alternatively, if they already have an EHCP in place, these are high quality documents with clear advice on how the child or young person needs to be supported. EHCPs are currently reviewed annually and this needs to be continued under any reforms. We also need to ensure that at a phase transfer any change of needs is included in the EHCP and under the new proposals, EHCPs are only ceased if they are no longer relevant to the child or young person. 
· Staffing capacity: We need to ensure sufficient, appropriately trained staffing across education settings to deliver the provision specified in ISPs and EHCPs, recognising that these plans are only effective when properly resourced to enable children and young people to access education on an equal footing with their peers.
· Accessibility of EHCPs: EHCPs need to be clear, concise, and user-friendly documents, with accessible language and structure, so that families, practitioners, and young people can fully understand and implement the support required to secure meaningful access to education.
· Specialist provision availability: Increase the availability of specialist school places and tailored provisions to ensure that EHCPs can be delivered in settings that are appropriate to need, reducing reliance on mainstream environments that may not be able to meet those needs effectively.
· Access to placements: Create more transparent, consistent, and timely processes for securing specialist placements, ensuring that EHCPs lead to the right provision without unnecessary delay, dispute, or burden on families.
· Continuity of alternative provision: Guarantee the continuity and stability of alternative provision, such as EOTAS, ensuring that where it is specified in an EHCP, it is delivered consistently and without disruption so that children and young people can maintain access to education suited to their individual needs.

4. Individual Support Plans (ISPs)
Individual Support Plans (ISPs) are critical in translating SEND support into effective day-to-day practice. To strengthen their role:
· Collaborative development: Establish ISPs as co-produced documents developed in partnership with the child or young person, their family, and professionals.
· Adaptive and responsive planning: Require regular review and updating to reflect evolving needs, ensuring support remains relevant and effective.
· Clear accountability for delivery: Ensure education settings are accountable for implementing ISPs in full, with defined responsibilities and monitoring processes.
· Alignment with EHCPs: Ensure ISPs act as practical delivery tools, clearly linking to EHCP provision.
· Transparent review processes: Introduce structured review points with clear feedback shared with families.
· Route to redress: Establish a clear, accessible escalation pathway where ISPs are not followed, including:
· Early informal resolution through named contacts
· Formal review with school leadership
· Escalation to the local authority
· Access to mediation or independent dispute resolution
This process must be transparent, timely, and focused on minimising disruption to the child’s education.

5. Transitions
Transitions between education stages must be carefully planned and consistently managed to ensure continuity of support and minimise disruption. This includes maintaining up-to-date EHCPs, embedding emotional and mental health support, and placing the child or young person’s voice at the centre of decision-making. Effective transitions rely on early, coordinated, multi-agency planning that involves families and ensures a smooth, supported move between settings.
· EHCP continuity: Ensure EHCPs remain consistent, up-to-date, and legally upheld during all phase transfers by introducing mandatory transition reviews and clear timelines, so that support remains stable and enables continuous access to education.
· Mental health support: Embed dedicated emotional wellbeing and mental health support into all transition planning, including access to trained staff and services before, during, and after transitions to reduce anxiety and support successful adjustment.
· Child voice: Place the child or young person’s views, wishes, and preferences at the centre of all transition planning by embedding structured processes to capture, reflect, and act on their voice at every stage, ensuring their perspectives are clearly evidenced in EHCPs and directly inform all decision-making.
· Coordinated planning: Implement structured, multi-agency transition planning processes that begin early, involve families and professionals, and include overlap between settings (e.g. phased starts, visits, shared planning) to ensure continuity and reduce disruption. We need to ensure that every school in every area follows the same process to avoid a postcode lottery effect occurring.




6. Communication and Co-production
Effective co-production is essential to delivering meaningful SEND reform.
· Early involvement: Embed co-production requirements into policy so that parent carers are routinely involved at the earliest stages of decision-making, including formal checkpoints before key plans, strategies, or changes are finalised.
· Consistency and impact: Establish structured engagement frameworks with regular opportunities for participation, clear feedback loops, and published evidence of how parent carer input has influenced decisions and outcomes.
· Transparency and accessibility: Implement clear, accessible communication strategies that ensure timely sharing of information through multiple channels (including online platforms and social media), using plain language and inclusive formats.
· Inclusive engagement methods: Provide a range of flexible and accessible participation opportunities (in-person, virtual, and survey-based), alongside targeted outreach, to ensure diverse voices are heard and barriers to engagement are actively reduced.

Conclusion
While there are examples of effective practice, the current SEND system remains inconsistent and too often fails to deliver the timely, appropriate support that children and young people need to access education on an equal footing with their peers. Meaningful reform must focus on building a system that is proactive, inclusive, and consistently delivered across all areas.
This requires strengthening early identification and intervention, ensuring mainstream settings are properly supported to be inclusive, increasing the availability of specialist provision, and protecting the integrity and effectiveness of EHCPs and ISPs as key mechanisms for delivering tailored support. Transitions must be better coordinated, with the child or young person’s voice at the centre, and communication with families must be clear, consistent, and built on genuine co-production.
By embedding these principles into policy and practice—supported by appropriate funding, accountability, and workforce capacity—we can create a more equitable, transparent, and responsive SEND system. This will lead to improved outcomes, better wellbeing, and meaningful inclusion for all children and young people with SEND.
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