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INTRODUCTION 

Any parent in Southend West and Leigh, or indeed across the entire country, who has 
attempted to navigate the system designed to support children with Special Educational 
Needs and Disabilities (SEND) would agree that it is broken. If they have been fortunate 
enough to secure an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP), the interminable battle and 
hurdles to securing the tangible support their child needs is just another struggle in a long 
line. 
 
The system did not crumble overnight – instead, it was subject to years of chronic 
underfunding, underappreciation, and being swept under the carpet as a non-priority. 
Indeed, for the previous government, SEND matters seemed to be an issue for other 
people’s children. Now, we see the Chair of Reform UK suggesting that these children are 
‘naughty children’ or a result of ‘bad parenting’. I know that this is not true; so do my 
constituents. I know that the Government and the Education Secretary are especially 
aware of the plight facing so many SEND families up and down the country and are 
determined to both reform the system and ensure that we have an education and SEND 
system that brings everyone up, with higher standards, and excellence everywhere for 
every child. 
 
For me, the SEND crisis was something I had been aware of before I had the privilege of 
being elected the Member of Parliament for Southend West and Leigh in July 2024 – but 
since then, after meeting with many different charities, parents, children, educators, and 
others, my understanding and genuine frustration has only grown. Indeed, my office and I 
have supported on more than 100 cases on behalf of constituents with SEND concerns – 
whether that be to do with the EHCP process, securing families with Education, Health and 
Care Needs Assessments (EHCNAs), or even assisting with tribunal submissions. I have 
witnessed first-hand how the system is entirely unsuitable for the SEND landscape, for the 
families and children it should be supporting and protecting, and for holding itself and 
other stakeholders to account when things do not go the way they should. 
 
It's because of this that in Summer 2025 I launched my See Every Need initiative, designed 
to amplify the voices of those in Southend West and Leigh who have seen the problems 
and want to be a part of the solution. At the end of August, I sat down with local parents 
and carers, educators, charities, and professionals to discuss what can and must be done 
to build a SEND system fit for purpose. I also asked for the views of a wider number of 
people, all of whom had signed up and shown their willingness to be a part of this initiative 
with me. This report is for them and their voices to be embedded at the heart of 
government policy. 
 
It is only by rooting reform and improvement in these voices that we can be certain 
change will come, and that it will be change for the better of every child. 
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I 
 

“If you were to step back and look at the system anew, 
what are the principles that would underpin your SEND 

system?” 
 
Contributors to this question all shared similar opinions on the state and efficacy of 
the SEND system that exists today, and which core principles should be either retained 
and better implemented or made starker. 
 
These included: 

• Every child needs and deserves and education that they can access – this 
includes alternatives to conventional schooling. This could vary from smaller 
education centres, tuition hubs, one-to-one support, dedicated spaces in 
mainstream schools, and home education. 

• Communication is the single-most crucial element of a successful and 
humane SEND system. 

▪ At present, the system does not actively provide guidance, support, or 
signposting for parents or teachers going through the process – this 
instead has to be sought or fought for. 

▪ Children themselves are left out of the loop and often the least informed 
about their own futures. 

▪ There has appeared to be a demonstrable and concerning lack of 
standardised teacher training and/or awareness of SEND or of the 
process. 

▪ Health services act entirely independent of any statutory process and 
can often be one of the main reasons why no progress has been made, 
owing to lengthy waits for appointments, lengthy waits for 
documentation or support, or lack of available information for 
healthcare professionals to access. 

▪ One of the core frustrations for SEND parents is the inability of other 
authorities to “join the dots” between each other. Instead, the onus is on 
parents to be the “dot-joiners” and experts. Instead, the relevant 
stakeholders need to be able to communicate in a timely and efficient 
manner, sharing relevant information and data between each other, 
and keeping the families at the heart of the process readily informed of 
developments. 

• The curriculum is accessible and flexible for children of different academic, 
physical, and emotional capabilities rather than a “one size fits all” approach. 
This could relate to lesson length and nature of the subject, as well as other 
reasonable adjustments. 
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• Funding allocated by an EHCP, or the equivalent legal document, is 

immediately accessible and unlocked for parents, school, or other authority to 
access. 

• Early intervention support standardised and available to all who need it. 
• Each school having embedded relationship and regulation policies, ensuring a 

positive and respectful relationship between SEND children and their school. 
• The principle of “Every teacher a SEND teacher” being standard practice across 

the profession. To achieve this, there should be mandatory and significant 
exposure to a variety of SEND needs during teacher training and education 
courses, with further refreshers and updated training after a certain amount of 
time in the profession. 

• Children should not be assessed “on a bell curve”. Children should not be 
compartmentalised into MLD, SLD, PMLD, etc. – at the heart of it, children have 
different and varying needs, not lower or higher which could then determine 
the amount of seriousness their applications/needs are taken with. 

• Crucially, there must be the same standards and levels of service across the 
UK, regardless of Local Authority. This should also equate to data sharing and 
process uniformity, meaning that a child will experience the same level of care 
and support in any place in the country, even if they move into a different area 
part-way through their education. 

 
Respondents to this question all agreed on the importance of key components like 
communication, understanding, training, and quality of service. At present, the system 
feels inaccessible at best, and actively working against parents and young people at 
its worst. 
 
A common theme amongst attendees was one of exhaustion. Exhaustion with the 
EHCP process, with school settings, with securing funding, with getting assessments or 
medication, and with having to explain their situation repeatedly to multiple different 
stakeholders and services. Any effective SEND system must seek to remove as much 
exhaustion and obstruction as realistically possible to relieve the burden on families 
and young people, as well as the services tasked and seeking to support them. 
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II 
 

“What should happen before children arrive at school, 
is there more you would like to see  

government doing to support families earlier?” 
 
Constituents spoke with noticeable uniformity on this particular question – early 
intervention and support is not only important, it is a necessity. Without it, the burden 
on families, young people, schools, and more broader services in a community is 
amplified and extended, which is unfortunately the norm today. 
 
Comments shared included: 

• It is hard to access early intervention as GPs and other professionals can show 
a reticence to label children early on in case it offends or upsets families. 
Without an early referral or query, it can be years before young people begin to 
access the support they need. Therefore, more accessible information and 
education for families and professionals alike would allow for less loaded 
conversations around SEND and support earlier on in a child’s life. 

• Parents and charities all mentioned that for many their health visitor was the 
last time they had an accessible named person they could go to and who 
could support them and signpost to other avenues for support. The access to a 
regular and informative health visitor service for new babies and young 
children would therefore be an invaluable tool in supporting families earlier. 

• Nursery and early years provision across the board need to be improved so 
that families with children of varying levels of need can have a safe and 
reliable childcare option. 

• The expediting of relevant services and applications, such as DLA, would save 
time, money, and stress. It should not require such large amounts of evidence 
and paperwork in instances where children have clear and profound levels of 
need; once again, this would be made easier by the existence of more 
routinely available Health Visitors/Family Support Workers. 

• The system needs to be robust, but should also allow for more flexibility – for 
example, where there is a necessity for an educational psychologist (EP) to 
assess a child but there is an incredibly long wait for one provided by the Local 
Authority (LA), many parents opt to obtain a private EP instead. In some 
instances, parents choose to have a private EP assess their child as well as the 
LA’s one. When evidence is assessed by the LA, any private reports are initially 
rejected until after appeal – this is a demonstrable waste of time, money, and 
energy when the outcome is almost always that the private reports are 
accepted. This thusly speaks to a rigidly inflexible system difficult to 
manoeuvre within. 
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III 
 

“How could the Government’s new Best Start Centres 
directly feed into early intervention?” 

 
Unsurprisingly, constituents believed that the Best Start Centres provide an 
immensely important opportunity to root early intervention into our communities here 
in Southend West and Leigh. 
 
Suggestions included: 

• Best Start having Health Visitors and Family Support Workers available for 
advice and support, as well as assessments, that can either have 
appointments/walk-ins at the centre but also able to offer home visits. 

▪ They can also simply introduce concepts like autism and ADHD to 
parents who have not come across them before. 

▪ This allows for the opening of communication channels and early 
intervention. 

▪ This will ensure that children’s details are retained earlier for monitoring 
and flagging for later intervention. 

• This in itself will relieve the pressure on families to refer their 
children multiple times at later dates. 

• Best Start Centres could also include dieticians, Speech and Language 
Therapists (SALT), Occupational Therapists (OTs), local charities, and others. 

▪ This would provide holistic support for new parents and children and 
ensure early intervention can be sought in any identifiable area of need. 

 
Constituents were interested and encouraged by the fact that the Government are 
seeking to roll-out Best Start into Southend and across the country, however there 
was a concern around speed of implementation and the delivery of the essential 
services that they have identified as necessary. 
 
Many recalled the impact of Sure Start at the start of the century and were pleased to 
see that the Government also recognise the positives of this type of provision – the 
onus was on the Government to demonstrate the swift delivery that resolving the 
SEND crisis requires. 
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IV 
 

“Are EHCPs the best route to getting children support, 
or are there better alternatives that could be put in 

place?” 
 
Attendees identified both positives and negatives of the existing system related to 
Education, Health and Care Plans, but they also made the point that they are only 
effective when the delivery system they exist within actually functions. If there is no 
demonstrable output from the local system after an EHCP is secured, then outcomes 
are few and far between, and even less likely to be specifically what their child needs. 
 
See Every Need respondents noted the following: 

• Legal protections and the aim of cross-service collaboration is a huge positive, 
especially with this underpinned in a singular document. 

• The design of a collaborative process between parents, education setting, and other 
local services is key in ensuring that parents can continue to engage with their child’s 
provision. 

• The length of time it can take to pin down and outline the various roles and 
responsibilities of each constituent component in an EHCP can mean that it is 
outdated by the time it is finalised. 

• The current process feels as if it is designed “as a war of attrition” to “punish parents 
who can’t fight hard enough” – the expectation is on parents to be experts in the 
process, understand legal and practical aspects and deadlines, and continuously 
challenge, chase-up, and solely advocate, which is both exhausting and unfair. 

• An EHCP should provide more weight to a parent’s submissions and their experience 
of raising their child. 

• Education, Health and Care Needs Assessments (EHCNA) should be started 
automatically after a child is diagnosed and should not have to be requested by 
parents. 

• EHCPs have been observed to be poorly written by services and/or authorities which 
affects the confidence in them and the system by parents. This is exacerbated by the 
demanding levels of writing required by parents for the EHCP also. 

• The fact that EHCPs provide clear and evidenced legal protections makes them an 
attractive thing for parents of children who do not necessarily need one in practice. 

• The process has become “clogged up” by parents “leveraging the legal 
process in order to protect their children” 

• This can be resolved by providing alternative provision and reasonable 
adjustments without needing an EHCP 

• There is an imbalance on the importance placed on professionals who have never 
met the child at the centre of an EHCP over the evidence of parents and carers. 
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• Repeatedly during the discussion, the need for more educational psychologists (EPs) 

was raised by parents, professionals, and charities alike. The shortage of EPs, which 
has been widely reported and is a national issue rather than local, has meant that 
parents who wish for their children to be assessed quicker often spend money on 
private EPs to provide extensive reports to the Local Authority as part of the draft EHCP 
process. When the LA decline to accept this as it is not from an EP allocated by them, 
parents/carers then have to appeal this decision – which almost always concludes 
with the private report being accepted. If this is the case in the vast majority of 
instances, then the EHCP process should not embed obstacles within itself that 
prevent a child accessing support sooner. 

• Attendees concluded that the answer to solving this is either by allowing for 
private EP reports to be accepted in lieu of an LA-sourced one, or by 
addressing the national shortage of EPs in general. Owing to backlog and time 
constraints, a combination of both solutions may be the most appropriate. 

• Whilst it is positive that an EHCP includes all services pertinent to a young person’s 
early life, it was observed that both the Health and Care elements of the process are 
often lacking if not entirely absent from the process. This leaves a child at a detriment, 
especially if they have more complex needs, as the process takes much longer to 
finalise and there is an accountability gap between different services. 
 
It was also important to note that the Government have made it abundantly clear 
that children and young people with SEND will always have their legal right to 
additional support protected, and that any reforms to the system will operate within 
that. 
 
Nevertheless, the current EHCP landscape within Southend is important context 
behind the need for reform and improvements: 

• In 2020, Southend Council maintained 1,361 EHCPs – by 2025, this had risen to 1,992 
• Whilst it should take a Local Authority 20 weeks to issue an EHCP, in 2024 only 16.1% of 

EHCPs were issued during the statutory timeframe – 62.5% were issued within 20-52 
weeks, and a further 21.4% were issued after more than 52 weeks. This is 
comparatively worse than England as a whole. 

• In Southend West and Leigh specifically, 11.2% of children are in receipt of SEN support 
– just 2.8% of children have EHCPs. 
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V 
 

“Is there any particularly good practice locally that 
ministers should know about?” 

 
Whilst of course there were lots of comments about what needed to be improved and 
introduced in local SEND provision and practices, attendees were also quick to praise 
individuals and specific services that they observed to have been incredibly helpful, 
empathetic, and supportive during their respective journeys. 
 
These included but were not limited to: 

• A local private SALT who meets with children regularly and supports them. 
• Attendees wanted to make it clear that there are good people in the system, but that 

there does not seem to be a standard of quality across the system. 
• Praise was given for Raw Learning (https://rawlearning.co.uk/) in Rochford. 
• The Lighthouse Child Development Centre also received praise – particularly for its 

Paediatric Physiotherapist and Neurodivergent Occupational Therapist. They were 
also praised for their Occupational Therapy helpline and parent sessions. 

• The new headteacher and SENCO at Chalkwell Hall Junior School were mentioned as 
being fantastic in supporting children with SEND, allowing for a “common sense 
realistic approach” to reasonable adjustments. 

• Jigsaws Play Therapy were noted as having had a significant positive impact on 
young people as they were exceptionally experienced, knowledgeable, and highly 
practical in the training and therapy they delivered. 

• The special schools across Southend were all praised, with particular mention to St 
Christopher’s School and Kingsdown School. These schools were noted for ensuring 
their targets always matched-up, that the standards within school EHCP submissions 
remained high-quality, and that parents and the LA were given regular and 
accessible updates. A special mention was made of the Deputy Headteacher at St 
Christopher’s for her work in ensuring all staff were prepared and aware of everything 
necessary to support children and each other. 

• Staff members at Southend SENDIASS, Sensory OT Services, and Teaching Services at 
Southend City Council were all mentioned by attendees as having provided great 
support and demonstrating best practice. 

• Finally, it was also noted how invaluable support can be found outside of the services 
specifically designed with SEND in mind – for example, a local Brown Owl at Brownies 
had had a particularly positive impact on young people and parents/carers with their 
advice and support. 
  

https://rawlearning.co.uk/
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VI 
 

“Labour have put £1 billion into high needs support 
this financial year to improve support for SEND 
children – how should that money be spent?” 

 
In responding to this question, attendees first noted that even though this extra 
money was welcome, it was not seen as being a game-changer as far more was 
needed – both in terms of structural reform and better resourcing. 
 
Attendees responded to this question with the following suggestions: 
 

• More spaces in existing schools as well as the building and staffing of new schools; 
these should not be a binary choice between special schools or mainstream, and 
instead should also be an option for a middle-ground to allow for more integration. 

• Money for respite is needed, as well as investment in necessary equipment for 
children with more profound and/or complex needs. 

• Money should be allocated to existing support services and charities that are 
currently picking up the workload from failing services – these charities and other 
groups exist on limited funding and would benefit from formalised financial support. 

• High needs funding needs to be extended to two-year olds; attendees explained that 
many (if not all) nurseries cannot take children with more “severe” needs because of 
capacity issues and lack of formalised financial support. 

• Investment in learning environments outside of the traditional school environment 
that still allows for children to access educational opportunities. 

• Money needs to be sourced for better and more standardised training for teachers, 
Occupational Therapists, and Educational Psychologists. 

• Money could also be allocated to ensure that services, both in terms of support and 
alternative provision, are available around work schedules so that parents can better 
access them. 
 
Whilst attendees noted that these elements required more than just financial 
investment to prove successful, nevertheless these suggestions all underpinned how 
further monies should be allocated with the aim of improving the overall SEND system. 
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VII 
 

“If you could put one measure, just one, into the 
government’s Schools White Paper, what would it be 

and why?” 
 
Understandably, this question was the most thought-provoking and difficult question 
for attendees as they strained to identify just one aspect that had to be included. 
Each and every individual contributed, and they stated the following: 
 

• Accessibility for all – including everyday objects like exercise books and classroom 
tools, as well as other reasonable adjustments. 

• Refocus school environments away from a “fixation” on attendance. Parents and 
carers noted that having attendance officers chasing on SEND children’s attendance 
can be stressful, blameful, and belittling with no appreciation or understanding of 
additional needs and unique circumstances. 

• Standardised SENCO and teacher training around SEND across the country, ensuring 
high standards and holistic understanding anywhere. 

• Clearer signposting and ownership of the process, ensuring transparency and cross-
departmental data access. 

• “Every teacher a SEND teacher” as previously explained. 
• One Best Start Centre per authority allocated as a SEND hub, providing healthcare, 

education, charity support, and training opportunities. 
• Accessible and funded one-to-one support. 
• Grants provided for teachers and Learning Support Assistant training instead of 

taking from each particular school. 
• An accessible hub/service for parents on education settings and the EHCP process, 

providing education, understanding, assistance to make important decisions and 
judgement calls. 

• Communication is key. Key stakeholders should have access to all relevant 
information on the young person in question; this would rectify a major obstacle at 
present which is that all stakeholders speak a different language. 

• Relationship and regulation focus in school through policies. Schools should be safe 
spaces for SEND children, rooted in communication, understanding, and respect. 

• Schooling capacity by looking at finding new schools rather than solely funding 
existing ones. 

• Redefining the three-tier school model by acknowledging that sometimes something 
alternative is better placed to support children; this could manifest itself as having 
SEND schooling be an option at the outset of a child’s educational journey separately 
from the existing model. 
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CONCLUSION 

Clearly, the SEND crisis is deeply felt and routinely experienced by so many in 
Southend West and Leigh. Whether it be the dedicated support and teaching staff 
who work alongside SEND children in their education settings, the charities and 
support services providing invaluable support and advice to SEND families, or the 
inspirational parents and carers who strive day in and day out to ensure their 
children have equal access to education and opportunities in and amongst a 
system that feels as if it is geared against them, everyone knows the system is 
broken. 
 
I was personally energised by the fantastic suggestions and explanations 
provided by the See Every Need attendees, which not only demonstrates the 
depth of feeling on this subject amongst my constituents, but also crystallises the 
determination of everyone to see this reform and improvement bring 
fundamental and positive change. 
 
There is a lot of work to be done around all aspects of the system. We heard about 
the need for change in: 

• The EHCP process 
• Early intervention 
• Teacher training 
• SALT, OT, EP provision 
• Community-based support 
• Education setting variety 
• Reasonable adjustments 

And so much more. 
 
I know that this will not be a quick and easy fix, but I am confident that by embedding 
Government action into communities like mine, which are full of people exactly like 
the See Every Need respondents, we can ensure that we build a SEND system that 
benefits every single young person in this country. 
 
I want to thank all of those who attended my See Every Need discussion event, 
everyone who had expressed an interest in attending but we sadly could not 
accommodate, and anyone who took the time to answer these questions for this 
report in their own time. 


