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GLA and Whole School SEND Seminar for London 
Schools on Improving Support to SEND Pupils 

14th October 2019, City Hall, GLA  
 

Seminar Report 
 

 
Chair: Anne Heavey, National Director, Whole School SEND 
 
Welcome address: Joanne McCartney AM, Deputy Mayor for Education and Childcare  
Joanne opened the seminar saying it was an opportunity for us all to share what it really 
means to offer the right early – and sustained – support for pupils with special educational 
needs and disabilities (SEND).  
 
She cited statistics in the Mayor’s London Education Report that show how, despite so much 
good work being done in mainstream and special schools, our SEND pupils fall behind their 
peers over the course of their education. In London, pupils with special educational needs 
(SEN) do achieve higher results than similar pupils elsewhere in the country. Yet, they are 
still achieving lower results than their peers in London, both in terms of attainment and 
progress. Pupils with SEN are also significantly more likely to be excluded from school.  
 
Joanne hoped participants would share what they learned today back in their schools, 
colleges and boroughs. That is very much the philosophy behind the Mayor’s Schools for 
Success, with half a dozen of them participating and speaking at the seminar.  
 
Margaret Mulholland, SEND and Inclusion Specialist, Association of School & College 
Leaders (ASCL) – Inclusive pedagogy for ALL 
 
Margaret spoke about the systemic challenges to ensuring all pupils receive the support they 
deserve. The 2019 National Audit Office report points to a financially unsustainable system, 
one that is breaking. It cites that pupils with SEND who do not have EHC plans are 
particularly exposed due to poor resources and the limited skills of mainstream teachers to 
teach complex learners.  
 
However, the Director of the Council for Disabled Children rightly cautions us not to be 
distracted by the ‘noise’ around the funding of SEN and instead, look at what we can achieve 
through more effective leadership and teaching. 
 
Margaret’s presentation highlighted: 
   

• The danger of deskilling new teachers, expecting them to be experts on a range of 
diagnosed SEND. 

• The nature of SEN in our schools has changed – simple labels of dyslexia or ADHD 
no longer adequately reflect the needs of pupils. The work of international 
educational consultant Barry Carpenter highlights what many SENCOs articulate – 
that today’s children are ‘wired differently’. Their learning is challenged by 
overlapping, interlocking multiplicity of needs. 

https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/education-and-youth/london-education-report/london-education-report-16-19-education-and-training
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/education-and-youth/london-education-report/london-education-report-16-19-education-and-training
https://www.nao.org.uk/report/support-for-pupils-with-special-educational-needs-and-disabilities/
https://www.nao.org.uk/report/support-for-pupils-with-special-educational-needs-and-disabilities/
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• A more inclusive pedagogy is needed (see Florian & Black Hawkins1) that challenges 
labeling children by group or need. 

• The term ‘built in, not bolt on’ came from the work Margaret led with the Teacher 
Training Executive (UCET) and has now been adopted by Nasen as one of their key 
principles.  

• Ofsted too are talking about the need to ‘thread’ SEND through the inspection 
framework, not to look at it as a separate strand. To see it as ‘baked into the 
classroom’. 

• These changes and adoption of inclusive teaching principles indicate a change in 
approach to supporting young people who learn differently.  

• To support this the role of the SENCO must change from operational support for 
SEND to a whole school strategic role that develops teacher capacity to support 
pupils, all pupils, who learn differently. 

 
Margaret’s slides can be downloaded from the GLA website here.  
 
Alternative Provision (AP) response: Oran Blackwood, SENCO, ELATT, a training school in 
Hackney 

• It is the fifth-year anniversary of the SEND Code of Practice (2014), yet young people 
with SEND are still marginalised and excluded, and disproportionately end up in the 
criminal justice system. 

• Also, it is 30 years since the adoption of the National Curriculum, which stated that 
every child should receive the same educational entitlement2, bringing a welcome 
mainstreaming of the aspiration of schools to “transform to accommodate each 
learner’s needs”. 

• At ELATT they “give the curriculum to young people” and seek to make exams more 
practical. 

 
Professor Philip Garner, Brunel University London / Talent4Transition – Effective 
Leaders for Effective Inclusion 
 
Philip started his presentation by saying that we can agonise too much about the problem, 
and we should start with what we can change. Young people need a different script and 
schools should be encouraged to take risks to improve their practice. It is the context that 
determines what inclusion looks like – and “inclusions” (plural) is always a process and not a 
terminus. 
 
His research project is examining 15 locations demonstrating positive impacts on limiting the 
number of exclusions or making settings more resilient, so they are less likely to have 
exclusions. There has been a huge appetite to take part. Philip has met seven schools so far 
and collected interview data from SENCOs and school information (e.g. policy and practice 
documents). 
 
He has undertaken a literature review from 1999-2019, from Ofsted, DfE, charities etc., and 
found that there is significant consistency about what the challenges have been and what 
has worked in overcoming these. 
 

                                                           
1 Florian, L., and K. Black-Hawkins. 2011. “Exploring Inclusive Pedagogy.” British Educational 

Research Journal 37 (5): 813–828. 
2 Full citation: ‘to ensure that every child, irrespective of social background, culture, race, gender, 
differences in ability and disabilities received the same education entitlement’, National Curriculum for 
England. 

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/margaret_mulholland_presentation_-_city_hall_send_seminar_141019.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/margaret_mulholland_presentation_-_city_hall_send_seminar_141019.pdf
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He shared provisional findings from these promising areas of practice against six key factors 
that help insulate and build resilience in children and young people against the risk of 
exclusion: 
 

• Curriculum – relevant, understood and in line with young people’s goals. Shifting 
focus to the learner. 

• Supporting positive behaviour – across the whole school culture; forging 
relationships and making a connection. 

• Engaging with parents and families – it’s not often a partnership. Schools need to 
be realistic and engage when parents want to, not when schools need to. 

• Skilling all staff – need all to take responsibility not just a small group of teachers. 

• Connect with others – about lines of communication, and who can support/guide 
even if only through a conversation. 

• School leaders – leadership function is the glue. Can be at all levels including young 
people themselves. 

 
Philip has drafted 153 elements of exclusion resilience practice so far to provide some 
exemplification where they have modelled positive approaches. Key quotes:  
 

• “We know what the problem is – needs to be about intervention that provides 
teachers with intervention and hope.” 

• “Inclusion is a journey, never a destination.” 

• “Dealing with matters re exclusion is a collective whole school responsibility” 

• “Inclusion is not a fixed point or a single explanation”. 
 
Some final messages from the research to date are to encourage risk taking; ensure young 
people’s aspirations are central to school policy and practice; school reviews identify gaps 
and audit what they provide; need to be flexible to students’ needs; champion professional 
reflection; and emphasise that all have responsible for at risk students. 
 
Philip’s slides can be downloaded from the GLA website here. 
His final report when published will be available on the Whole School SEND website.  
 
School response: Dr Kulvarn Atwal, Headteacher, Highlands Primary School, Ilford, LB 
Redbridge 

• Need to make sure we aspire for children – they will know your expectations and 
internalise our (low) expectations of them and so be less likely to succeed. 

• Strong leaders can mediate national and regulatory expectations for our children – 
and allow for risk taking with learning. 

• Value of collaborative peer learning and communities of practice (teachers 
developing together) and lesson study within his school, which is a three times 
School for Success through focusing on every child not just low prior attaining 
learners. 

• Teaching in a way that children want to learn and working as a community with 
parents.  
 

AP/PRU response: Yomi Adewoye, Headteacher, Southwark Inclusive Learning Services 
(SILS), LB Southwark 

• Majority of her students and their families have unmet SEND needs, Adverse 
Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and low expectations. 

• Teachers do the heavy lifting and as a leader she needs to make sure they have the 
skills and the resources, i.e. to be creative, to advocate for SEND young people. 

• Young people need someone to believe in them – it’s about the quality of our 
relationship with them. Time for home visits and to be able to sit down and listen. 

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/philip_garner_presentation_-_city_hall_send_seminar_141019.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/philip_garner_presentation_-_city_hall_send_seminar_141019.pdf
https://www.sendgateway.org.uk/whole-school-send/
https://www.sendgateway.org.uk/whole-school-send/
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• 69 young people are excluded from Southwark secondary schools and at SILS they 
aim to re-engage them with education, in the context of inter-generational experience 
of educational disengagement with schooling. 

 
Chair introduced table discussions: 

• First round: Anne asked colleagues to consider how they “manage competing 
priorities”, relating to slide 4 of Margaret’s presentation. 

• Second round: Anne introduced Whole Schools SEND’s draft “SEND Leadership 
Guide”. It was developed because many leaders lacked experience in SEND. 

• 10% of SENCOs surveyed complained that leaders don’t understand their role and 
wanted to be offered growth and challenge.  

• She was keen to know whether the documents work and for schools to offer to trial 
them.  

• Specific feedback on these documents from the table discussions has been shared 
with Whole School SEND 

 
Summary of key table discussions by theme:  
 
Funding issues / increasing numbers of SEND pupils / levels of need 

• Most agreed that this year feels different, as the funding cuts “start to really bite”. 
Unsustainability of SEND funding was found in the NAO report.  

• 44% of pupils have some SEN diagnosis at one time, from a dyslexia assessment to 
full EHCP. At the same time, across all stages, there is an increasing trend of 
children with very complex needs with EHCPs. 

• Not enough funding to meet the needs of children, even within specialist provision, 
and those on SEN support being neglected. Under-funding means schools may be in 
breach of their responsibilities. 
 

SENCOs – workload / status 

• There is an expectation that the SENCO does all the work in the school. SENCO 
workload survey, ‘It’s About Time’, found systemic issues to be repetitive workload 
and lack of time to support teachers to own their SEND pupils in their classroom.  

• SENCO provision can become very operational to the detriment of time for 
influencing pedagogy and improving quality first teaching. 

• Discussions over whether SENCOs were members of the SLT in schools and the 
positive difference in impact if they were. A sense of frustration when SENCOs were 
not budget holders. Comparison of levels of support in different boroughs, with some 
SENCOs feeling there were operating in isolation.  

 
Teacher pedagogy / training / knowledge on SEND 
 

• A change mindset is needed in schools and among teachers – it should not just be 
about prioritising support if a pupil has “got a diagnosis or not” and “every teacher is 
a SEND teacher” should be the mantra. 

• Huge number of issues that teachers face – they can’t be expected to be expert in 
ALL the issues (see slide 4 of Margaret’s presentation) that face pupils who learn 
differently or have different barriers.  

• This risks de-skilling teachers and it should be more about making opportunities to 
get to know them and their individual needs – e.g. on a walk to the swimming pool. 
“Know your kids, know their profiles and build on it”. 

• We need to ask NQTs how effective was their ITT for pupils that learn differently, as 
a starting point for ongoing support on SEND for them.  
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Whole school ethos – individual needs / potential exclusions / frameworks / pupils / parents 
 

• What works for SEND kids – will work for everyone – and supporting SEND pupils 
should be everyone’s responsibility – not send teachers, or SENCOs.  

• Share approaches across the teaching team where you find something that works – 
about tactics and tools, as much as in-depth expertise on conditions. This collates 
wide school support around the individual.  

• “Two-way consistency” is important; as SEND pupils “know in which classroom they 
are being included best”. Spaces are important: a safe space in the classroom may 
be next to the tutor, yet settings face physical constraints of their buildings.  

• Genuine collaboration is needed with parents, not lip-service to partnership. 
 
Final panel discussion – what don’t we talk enough about? 
 
Exclusion and safeguarding 

• Ofsted and DfE don’t adequately recognise the work involved in preventing 
exclusions and the success achieved by schools, which needs to be reported and 
embedded. 

• Can’t turn a blind eye to year 10 spike in exclusions. Lower attaining pupils can 
“count against” school results. 

• Need to talk more about why there is a SEND and Black disproportionally within 
excluded pupil cohorts, and there needs to be a greater focus on belonging and roots 
young people in, their communities.  

• Managed moves are a predictor of exclusion, estimated at 9000 per year in a 2017 
EPI report, but we’re not tracking student mobility and don’t know how many moved 
and how many times.  

• Lobby to implement the Timpson Review report recommendations. The moment of a 
permanent exclusion should set off a range of support, such as SEND, child 
protection and with the family, and not just be a punitive intervention. 
 

SENCOs 

• Inclusion managers in schools tend to sit on SLT, but SENCOs are less likely to do 
so. This can mean a lack of direct access to key pupil / school data and analytical 
information.  

• Well-being of SENCOs and teachers is important, given the high levels of need 
they’re supporting and extreme behaviours that may present. They should have the 
same access to professional supervision as in special schools. Looking after their 
well-being is vital for retaining teachers.  

• All SENCOs should have opportunities for action learning or coaching, on issues and 
situations they can often end up “taking home” through second-hand trauma.  

• Every leader should be a leader of SEND – line managers of SENCOs can be 
hampered in providing effective line management by not knowing enough about the 
experience of supporting SEND pupils. 

 

https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/many-children-send/
https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/many-children-send/

