Response to questions from Department of Education on Role and Responsibilities of SENCO
Workforce  
The Green Paper will consider how we can improve the educational outcomes and life chances for children and young people with SEN and disabilities.  The role of the workforce is crucial to achieving this.  
The last few years have seen a change to the SENCO role, for example the requirement to have qualified teacher status:
1. What is the scope of your role within your school? How has it changed in recent years?
The role and responsibilities of a 21st Century SENCO have changed significantly over the last ten years (since the publication of the Code of Practice). This is due to a number of reasons but predominately instigated by the inclusion agenda, the SENCO regulations and the National Award. The inclusion of many more children with special and additional needs in mainstream schools has led schools to need a senior member of teaching staff to oversee and co-ordinate the provision of these children. In some schools this may be in excess of 50% of a school population. Many schools have developed a role of Inclusion Co-ordinator/Manager who oversees all the inclusive provision for children with additional needs (including SEN). During the consultation on the SENCO regulations nasen collected evidence that showed that the Inclusion Manager was often a Senior Leader (especially in Secondary School) but had not had prior experience as a SENCO. This was why nasen supported the regulations that insisted on every school having a SENCO with qualified teacher status. Nasen also believes that this should be a role for an experience teacher who should have a senior leadership position.  The historic nature of the SENCO role is one which managed all the administrative aspects, worked with small groups of children, managed support staff and supported teaching staff where possible. As you will see from Appendix 1 the diversity of this role now includes staff training, working with external organisations, classroom observation, impacting on teaching and learning, data analysis and leading on school improvement. The specification for the National Award for SEN Co-ordination lays out very clearly the knowledge, skills and understanding that a 21st Century SENCO should have (Appendix 2). One of the significant changes to the role is the line management of a far greater number of support staff – this includes time-tabling, training, performance management, ensuring effective provision and assisting with planning of work.
For some SENCOs one of the more recent aspects of their role is working with other schools (especially special schools) and external agencies to ensure a holistic model of support for a child. With more and more children with complex needs in our mainstream schools there is a much greater need to seek advice and support from other professionals to ensure the provision meets the needs of each individual.
There is however, need for consideration with regard to the unique nature of the role in different areas of the country, types of school and settings/sectors. The SENCO in a large inner city secondary school performs a different role than that of a rural primary school. For many the role is about philosophy, ethos and skills set (see Appendix 3)
1. Are you a member of the senior management team in your school?
This differs from school to school. In primary schools many SENCOs are also deputy/assistant head teachers and are on the leadership team. In secondary schools some SENCOs choose not to be on the leadership team as they wish to maintain the clear role of SENCO and not be involved in other duties that senior leadership would bring and thus dilute the role of the SENCO in terms of time that could be allocated to doing the job effectively. Those that are not part of the management team and who do not have a link to it find it very difficult to have the strategic lead that they need in many aspects of their work. 
It should also be recognised that it is not just about the SENCO being a member of the leadership team but about the influence that they have across the school. The SENCO needs to advocate for all, including other staff, and the school ethos is key in allowing that to happen.
It is also acknowledged that there needs to be a good relationship between the SEN Governor and the SENCO. All SENCOs held regular (termly) meetings with their SEN Governor and felt this supported them especially if they were not on leadership team.
1. To what extent are you leading teaching and learning (as opposed to managing systems to keep records)?
All the nasen SENCO members involved in answering these questions are involved with the curriculum and leading teaching and learning for those pupils with SEND. They ensure that the curriculum is differentiated and accessible for all children and they monitor through classroom observation, data analysis and curriculum development. Many also have an input into the School Development Plan and School Evaluation. During the consultation prior to the SENCO regulations nasen felt very strongly that the SENCO must have Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) in order to be able to direct Teaching and Learning. An excellent SENCO will be carrying out classroom observations to ensure that teachers are meeting the needs of all pupils but especially those with SEND. This role can only be carried out by someone who is an experienced qualified teacher.
Although we all acknowledge that every teacher is a teacher of children with special educational needs there needs to be one lead person who can support what they are doing in their classrooms. SENCOs not only advocate for children but can be instrumental in developing early intervention strategies, carrying out assessments and advising on appropriate and alternative interventions and strategies as the child moves through the school.
SENCOs acknowledge that one of their key roles is that of record keeping and ensuring that appropriate paperwork is undertaken for referrals, review meetings, transition etc.  In those schools where administrative support is available SENCOs will have more time to give to the strategic role.
There needs to be a balance, however, time is a key factor (see Appendix 5) having clear structures and distribution of leadership is essential.  A SENCO who does not have time to reflect will be a bureaucratic administrator – the role is much more than that.
CPD and local support
1. How do SENCos already help facilitate school to school (including special schools), CPD – how might SENCOs drive this? 
Many SENCOs facilitate CPD within their own school or they will arrange for outside agencies to provide specialist training and support as the need arises. There is a belief amongst the group that every school should have at least one full day per year looking at SEND and how to adapt curriculum, teaching styles etc to meet the needs of all children. Secondary SENCOS often offer additional twilight sessions for NQTs or new school staff but these are voluntary. LA s have provided SENCO conferences but these can become information giving rather than quality CPD and can differ from one authority to another. There is increased concern that with the staffing cuts taking place at Local Authority(LA) level much of this support may disappear and schools will have to look at alternative ways of accessing training and support providers.
The National Award for SEN Co-ordination has seen some excellent examples of networking opportunities both on-line and face to face developing both within a LA and beyond.
Some Special Schools offer excellent training opportunities for mainstream staff but this is not the national picture. There is an increased role for special schools and mainstream schools to work together within clusters/federations to support CPD opportunities for all staff.
Concerns were expressed about the need to train all teachers to meet the needs of 21st Century children. The current ITT and PGCE routes into teaching do not adequately prepare teachers to meet the needs of some of the most vulnerable children in our schools. The more school based training programmes only offer training in SEND if the school is outstanding at providing for these children. In recent years we have invested very heavily in teaching support staff some of whom will have had training in specific needs but many will have had little or no training at all. This has resulted in our least qualified staff supporting our most vulnerable children – not always the best way for increasing the progress of these children.
One of the key issues is that it is often left to the SENCO to instigate, develop and drive joint working partnerships – this additional burden often means it simply does not get done, predominately due to time constraints.

Transparency and SEN finding
There is a need for greater transparency so parents know how their child is to be supported, what provision is available, how decisions are made and how their child is progressing.  Improving parental involvement in decision-making, not just about their child's education but about the design and delivery of services, is central to this.
1. What is your role in relation to spending decisions?
There is a consensus that a large majority of SENCOs do not know what their school budget is for SEN or how it is spent. Those that do are very involved at the budgeting stage and use provision mapping to know what provision is needed, how much it will cost and what the outcomes should be once the provision is in place.
It is acknowledged that because SEN funding is not ring-fenced it is spent on many aspects of school and does not always support the children it is meant for. The allocation of funding for statements, school action and school action plus differs widely from one local authority to another so it is very difficult to build up a national picture. One of the key challenges within this is that Statements have historically been provision led, typically 15 hours of one to one support.  SENCOs have had great difficulty trying to move away from this model and now have a significant role in parental education and support. The management of the SEN budget is fundamental to the allocation of resources and support.
1. How might the system secure better engagement with parents and what role can / do SENCOs play?  
SENCOs need to be fully aware of the amount of money that is allocated to a school for supporting special and additional needs. The use of provision mapping will ensure that all the interventions and additional support and provision are mapped and costed against particular children. A school can then have a very clear idea of how they can meet the needs of all children within their allocated budgets. This all needs to be outcomes led. There is little point in keep offering additional support if a review process is not taking place. This all needs to be shared with parents from the very earliest stages. The engagement between SENCOs and parents should happen from the initial stages of identification. SENCOs and class teachers can then work with parents to ensure that everyone understands what provision is being offered, the time scale, the review process and the intended outcomes. These need to be realistic and achievable whilst also having a high expectation. 
There can be a missed understanding that SENCOs have to support/advocate for parents/carers as much as the children in their schools. Often reassurance can be given by just engaging with parents and explain situations. Many difficult relationships  could be avoided by being pro-active in communicating effectively with parents at the outset.
Early identification of SEN 
Sometimes, children’s needs are identified needlessly late.  The Green Paper will explore how professionals can identify SEN earlier, to prevent problems in later life.
1. What more should be done to identify children’s needs and what you think SENCOs specific role should be within this?
The key to this is through much better training for teachers both in Initial Teacher Training and throughout their career. The majority of teacher training was developed to meet the needs of 20th Century children. The needs, aspirations and learning styles of 21st Century children are very different and we need to ensure that our teachers are trained to meet their needs. Currently there are no modules on Child Development, teaching children to read or how to identify learning difficulties and disabilities.
Many teachers are unable to identify specific needs, they may understand that a child cannot speak or is badly behaved but does not have the knowledge and skills to identify a speech and language difficulty or a child with ADHD. The SENCO plays a very important role here because they will have some of that specialist knowledge (or will know where to go to get it) and will be able to support teachers. The National Award for SEN Co-ordination was set up to address this need for a national standard. The issue currently is that this is only open to new to role SENCOS and there are a large number of longer standing SENCOs who have not been able to access this training.
1. How far are you able to help class and subject teaching to do this more effectively?
A large number of SENCOs, especially those based in primary schools have very little time to undertake their role effectively. They are often full time class teachers and may get a day to undertake the SENCO role. (one SENCO member gets half  a day per term!) This means that the time available away from their teaching commitment is limited and often meetings with colleagues have to take before or after school or during lunch breaks. Within secondary schools it is often dependent on the willingness of subject teachers to take on board the advice and support they are given. The current drive towards increased exam results means that teachers are under pressure to get children to certain levels. SENCOs play a very important role in ensuring that children are able to access a curriculum that is appropriate for their needs – this is often in conflict with the school’s drive to achieve higher results.
Changes to the way the system works
While support for children has improved, the system is still complex to navigate, with different assessments at different times and for different reasons. More can also be done to bring together education, health and social care to meet the needs of children and families.  There also needs to be a greater use of available resources by minimising bureaucracy to free up professionals and encouraging local solutions to reflect local needs.
1. From your perspective, what do you think needs to change and what elements of the system are currently working well? 
The Common Assessment Framework (CAF) is well intentioned and where it works it can be very effective in offering multi-agency support for an individual. There is great inconsistency across the country as each local authority appears to use the CAF in different ways and this can cause tensions when SENCOs are trying to get external advice or support for a child and have to spend hours completing a CAF before any support is forthcoming. One of the greatest frustrations for SENCOs is the lack of support from health services. Speech & Language Therapists, Occupational Therapists and CAMHS are all vital services that schools need to seek professional help, advice and support from but often these are not available due to financial constraints and there is no statutory duty to provide these services (even if written into a statement).  It is vital that whatever system is in place there is the legal obligation of all professionals to provide the support needed to meet the needs of the individual child.





6. Accountability 
Linked to transparency, we expect parents to be able to see how decisions are made and how their child is progressing.

1. Given the leading role that SENCOs have within mainstream schools for ensuring that children who have SEN get the support they need from external sources and/or within their school, what do you think needs to be strengthened in terms of school accountability? 
The SENCO role needs to be strengthened so that their status within a school is raised and school leaders need to acknowledge that the SENCO has the knowledge, skills and understanding to co-ordinate the provision effectively. They need to be given the time and resources to be able to do the job well. SENCOs need to be trained to manage the financial aspects of the role and be accountable for how that money is used to support the children. There needs to be much more emphasis on outcomes and progress not just around academic results but also on child well- being (reducing the growing incidence of mental health). There also needs to be a review of the curriculum – is it accessible for all – if not how should it be changed?

7. Transition 
Many young people with SEN and disabilities find it very difficult to make the transition from school to an adult life.  Through the right support and a culture of high expectations, these young people can fulfil their potential and live independent and purposeful lives.
1. What changes would help you to support young people with SEN and their parents at these challenging points? 
There needs to be a robust transition process that starts early in a child’s educational journey. Each individual needs to be able to achieve to their full potential and gain the skills they will need in adult life – these will not necessarily be academic. As stated earlier 21st children are more complex and diverse that those of previous generations and we need to ensure that the curriculum and the expectations we expect match the needs of the child. Many of these children will, if not given the appropriate educational opportunities end up as NEETS or within the Youth Justice System. The education system will have failed them.
The review of vocational education is welcomed and our SENCO members hope that this will provide more appropriate courses for those not able to access the more academic routes.
One of the key services that can support the transition of young people is Connexions, but again this can differ from local authority to local authority. With current cuts SENCOs are very concerned about where this support for parents and children is going to come from in the future. 
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