
 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DRAFT 

  

Teacher Handbook: SEND 

  



DRAFT 

                                                                                                                                

Teacher Handbook: SEND 

 

Introduction  One of the most impactful experiences for learners with SEND (special educational needs and/or disabilities) 

is to have access to high quality, inclusive teaching. A significant proportion of the needs that teachers 

encounter in the mainstream classroom can be met through High Quality Teaching. This means removing 

barriers to learning, getting to know and understand individual learners, and ultimately bringing the graduated 

approach to life.  

The Whole School SEND consortium, hosted by nasen, has published a range of resources, research, and 

review guides, which have been successful in supporting   school-based professionals to improve inclusive 

practice and learning outcomes in their setting. The Teacher Handbook: SEND was commissioned to 

complement the existing resources and to answer a fundamental and recurring question: how can we, as 

teachers, meet the needs of our learners with SEND? 

The practical reality of classroom teaching is that  creating an inclusive classroom environment, implementing 

reasonable adjustments while planning to meet the needs of all learners is as much about a mindset as it is 

about a skillset.  

The handbook provides a digest of inclusive pedagogy alongside practical approaches for specific curriculum 

areas, as well as understanding and removing barriers to learning that relate to specific areas of need or 

support for transition between phases. A useful section on Intersectionality discusses the experience and 

overlap of vulnerabilities. 

When bringing an inclusive pedagogy to the classroom, the belief that optimising experiences and outcomes 

for all learners is the role of all teachers. By collating the practical examples, the underpinning pedagogy and 

legislative framework for SEND, the Teacher Handbook: SEND is an essential companion for all teachers. 

 

 

 

 

 

Annamarie Hassall, MBE  

Chief Executive Officer, nasen 

 

Please take time to read the lead authorsô foreword, as it will help you to maximise the impact of this 

Handbook. 
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Lead Authorsõ 

Foreword  

The approach we have taken to writing this handbook reflects the approach that is needed to embed inclusive 

practice across schools - a shared vision and true collaboration, underpinned by professional challenge and 

respect for everyoneôs strengths and expertise.  

This handbook has been developed as a resource for teachers to use over time as they embed inclusive 

practice in their classrooms: it is not intended that it is read cover-to-cover. It has been written for both 

primary, secondary and specialist colleagues: teaching assistants, teachers, senior leaders and 

headteachers. The handbook includes whole-school and whole-class approaches as well as subject-specific 

and condition-specific guidance. 

We have aimed to bring together, in one cohesive document, the perspectives of children and young people 

and their families, teachers and support staff, subject specialists, special educational needs co-ordinators 

(SENCOs) and other senior leaders, Headteachers, Educational Psychologists and specialist external 

agencies, including speech and language therapists, occupational therapists, mental health workers, 

physiotherapists and specialist teachers. 

The graduated approach is the golden thread of this handbook, and will support all school staff in noticing, 

and being curious about, the children and young people in their classes: their strengths and interests, times 

when they are successful and times when they experience challenges to engagement and curriculum 

accessibility. The graduated approach, the assess-plan-do-review learning cycle, enables teachers to create 

an environment where children and young people can maximise their potential and develop the skills needed 

to prepare for the next stage in education and beyond to adulthood. 

Throughout the document we refer to children and young people as ólearnersô rather than pupils or students; 

this reflects their place in the classroom as active participants and the commitment we take as teachers to 

ensure all children and young people have access to the adaptations they need to engage with and progress 

in the curriculum. We see the curriculum as more than subject-based learning, encompassing the lived 

experience of the children and young people in our schools, including supported access to wider opportunities 

that promote genuine personal, social, and intellectual inclusion. 

We are grateful for the support of the steering group: Tina Harvey, Margaret Mulholland, Julie Greer, Andy 

Lole, Elizabeth Denton, Felicity Dewsbery and Vicky Shires, who shared their expertise throughout the 

development and writing of the handbook, ensuring all content included stayed true to the intended ethos. 

This intended ethos was only achieved through the generosity of many who both contributed their expertise 

and provided constructive feedback from concept to creation. Contributors are listed, however there are many 

others including families, young people and professionals who provided insight and challenge through the 

writing of this handbook ï a heartfelt thank you from us both. 

 

Amelie Thompson  

Headteacher and Federation Head of Inclusion 

Regional SEND Leader - Southeast England 

and South London 

Katherine Walsh  

MAT Lead for Inclusion 

Regional SEND Leader - South Central 

England and Northwest London 
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  Section 1  

Understanding  your role  
In this section, we will cover: 
 

1.  Your role as the teacher  

2.  Relevant legislation  

3.  Ofsted  

4.  Wider professional responsibilities  

5.  Intersectionality  

6.  Safeguarding  

7.  The language we use with colleagues  
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Along with their family you will know your learners best. You will have 

noticed when they do well, and when they struggle. You will have a good 

idea of what challenges they face in order to achieve as well as they can. 

You will know when your teaching is most successful. Each learner with 

SEND is an individual, with a unique personality and profile as a learner. 

As you get to know them and how best to support them, your knowledge 

and skills as a teacher will be enhanced. 

The relationships you develop with your learners are key. You will be 

their champion and advocate, the person who believes that barriers can 

be overcome, and that good progress is possible. You must value 

learnersô views and opinions, and regularly check that they understand 

what your high expectations require of them. Your interactions should 

reinforce a positive view of high standards of behaviour and effort, whilst 

recognising the specific difficulties your learners face. You must show 

learners that you care about them, and that their feelings, wellbeing and 

progress are important to you. Proactive teaching of social codes or 

whole school approaches to teaching good learning behaviours as part 

of the curriculum, for example, could lead to more opportunities for 

learners to receive praise. This is much more likely to promote positive 

behaviour than criticism or reprimand. 

 

 

 

Your knowledge about each learner and their needs will be built on 

regular ongoing assessments. This will include frequent checks on what 

learners have retained from recent and more distant learning. As a result, 

your teaching will be based on learnersô current levels of understanding. 

Being an active part of your learnersô support networks is important; 

networks that include their families, and sometimes a variety of 

professionals who work with the learner. This will help you understand 

and consider learnersô holistic needs. Knowing what has happened to 

them outside of school, or earlier in their lives, may well help you better 

understand current difficulties they are facing. You need to use this 

information responsibly, being empathic and not judgemental. 

When you plan your whole-class teaching, always use approaches that 

are effective for learners with SEND. This will provide all learners with 

opportunities to learn in small steps, carefully building upon their prior 

knowledge. Be explicit with the language you use, providing clear 

guidance about what learners are expected to do. Check that the words 

you use are understood. Demonstrate what you want learners to do, to 

show them what you mean. Consider using physical resources to help 

abstract concepts become more accessible and meaningful. Use real-

life examples to which learners can relate. Make sure that you sequence 

learning, so that each new idea makes logical sense, based on what 

learners already know. Be careful to avoid overloading learnersô working 

memories, by making sure that they have the prerequisite knowledge 

and skills, ready to apply to new learning. Give lots of opportunities to 

practise new learning, so that knowledge and skills are more likely to be 

stored in learnersô long-term memories. Provide regular opportunities for 

learners to practise recalling what they have learnt, to help them easily 

access this information when it is needed. All of these will contribute to a 

good structure and support framework to your teaching, which will enable 

all learners to make good progress.  

 

 

 

There will be times when some learners, including those with SEND, will 

not be able to comply with whole-school rules, or will find it hard to 

engage in learning. This may well be due to underlying difficulties they 

have, rather than to challenging behaviour. At these times you will need 

to adapt what is expected, including teaching strategies and learning 

activities, so that learners can be successful and continue to feel 

included in your class. It is often helpful to gather ideas and get support 

from colleagues, who can share their experiences and examples of what 

has worked for them. The SENCO, school leaders, and external 

professionals all have a role in supporting you in this work. It is helpful to 

recognise that you may hold strong feelings, which can be evoked by the 

learners you work with and the challenges they present you with. It is 

important to talk with colleagues about this when this happens, to help 

you reflect on where the feelings may have come from. There are times 

when you can gain insight about how learners might be feeling, by 

reflecting on the feelings you have.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the teacher of a learner with special educational 

needs and/or disabilities  (SEND), you have the 

opportunity to  make a significant difference. 

Enabling all learners to do well within our inclusive 

school system is every teacherôs responsibility. 

 

Your role as the teacher  



  

Teacher Handbook: SEND 9 

The Equality Act 2010  

The Equality Act 2010  protects the rights of groups of people who share 

óprotected characteristics.ô For schools, the protected characteristics are: 

race, disability, sex, religion or belief, sexual orientation, pregnancy and 

maternity and gender reassignment. 

In England and Wales, the Act applies to all maintained and independent 

schools, including academies, and maintained and non-maintained special 

schools. The schoolsô duties also apply to pupil referral units. 

Schools must not discriminate and must publish information and equality 

objectives to show how they are complying with the ópublic sector equality 

dutyô. Schools can take positive action to address patterns of disadvantage 

- e.g., low participation in some school activities by particular pupil groups.  

Further duties apply specifically to disabled pupils. Schools must: 

¶ Publish an accessibility plan, covering the physical environment of the 

school, access to the curriculum and how information is being made 

more accessible for disabled pupils.  

¶ Publish disability information in the schoolôs SEN Information Report. 

¶ Make reasonable adjustments so that disabled pupils are not put at a 

disadvantage.  

Key points for teachers:  

¶ The definition of disability in the Equality Act is quite broad and includes 

more pupils than many of us realise. 

¶ We need to make reasonable adjustments in our classrooms to 

remove barriers to learning and to make sure disabled pupils arenôt 

disadvantaged.  

¶ We also have an important role in making reasonable adjustments to 

school policies and practices in every aspect of school life.  

¶ The reasonable adjustments duty requires us to think ahead and plan 

adjustments for disabled pupils before they miss out.  

 

 

This Handbook provides more information on how to put reasonable 

adjustments in place in a range of different teaching and learning contexts. 

To note: there are duties in the Equality Act that apply to staff employed at 

the school and to parents and other users of the school, but these duties 

apply differently from the duties to pupils in education. 

The Children and Families Act 2014  

The Children and Families Act  (CFA) provides the legal framework for 

special educational needs (SEN). The definition of SEN includes children 

and young people with a learning difficulty or a disability that means they 

need special educational provision; and special educational provision is 

something that is óadditional to or different fromô what is normally provided. 

Pupils with medical conditions are also covered by the CFA. 

Schools must: 

¶ Use their óbest endeavoursô to make sure that pupils have their 

needs identified and met. 

¶ óHave regard toô the SEN and disability Code of Practice which 

explains all the legal duties. 

¶ Publish a wide range of information about the schoolôs policies on 

SEN. 

¶ Make sure that pupils with special educational needs engage in the 

activities of the school together with those who donôt have special 

educational needs.  

¶ Make sure that arrangements are in place to support pupils with 

medical needs.   

 

 

 

 

 

Key points for teachers:  

¶ There are significant overlaps between pupils with SEN, disabled 

pupils, and pupils with medical conditions. 

¶ The more we can do through high quality teaching and inclusive 

classrooms, the less we need to intervene for individual pupils.  

¶ When we make special educational provision for pupils with SEN, 

we need to follow the graduated approach. 

¶ We need to make sure that the way we make provision for pupils 

with SEN keeps them involved in activities with their peers. 

This Handbook provides more information on high quality teaching, 

inclusive classrooms, the graduated approach and different learner needs.   

Children and Families Act, regulations and guidance:  

¶ The SEND Regulations 2014  set out the more detailed statutory 

requirements under the Children and Families Act 2014. 

¶ The Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of 

Practice 2015  provides statutory guidance on the duties in Part 3 

of the Children and Families Act 2014.   

¶ Supporting Pupils with Medical Conditions at School (2017)  

provides statutory guidance on schoolsô duties to pupils with 

medical conditions.  

Working Together to Safeguard Children  

Working Together to Safeguard Children (2018)  explains how schools 

work with other partners to safeguard all children. In schools we should be 

alert to potential need for early help for a child who is disabled and has 

specific additional needs or who has special educational needs. 

 
 

Relevant legislation  

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2014/6/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2014/1530/pdfs/uksi_20141530_en.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-pupils-at-school-with-medical-conditions--3
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-safeguard-children--2
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At the beginning of the inspection school leaders will be asked to explain 

how the curriculum prepares learners with SEND for their future lives. 

Inspectors will check that the school is both ambitious and realistic in its 

aspirations. During visits to lessons, and in conversations with teachers 

and subject leaders, inspectors will see if planned learning in different 

subjects is sequenced so that teachers know the order in which to teach 

specific skills and knowledge. They will ask learners what you have 

taught them in recent lessons, how much of this they can remember, and 

how well this has prepared them for what they are currently learning on 

that day. They will look at examples of work to see if this correlates with 

what they have seen and heard about the curriculum. 

Judgements are made about how well learners with SEND are 

progressing, drawing on a variety of evidence gathered during the 

inspection. Inspectors recognise that learners with SEND may have 

different starting points to their peers, and that progress will be measured 

from this point. It is important that you have accurate knowledge of what 

they can do, and what they need to work on next. Personal and academic 

development are equally important. Inspectors do not use information 

that teachers have gathered through school-based assessments when 

making their judgements. However, they will be interested in how you 

assess learning, and what you do with this information. 

 

 

 

Inspectors will expect you to explain how learnersô individual SEND 

needs are being planned for. They are likely to look at some examples 

of Education Health and Care Plans (EHCP), and how annual targets 

from these are incorporated into lessons. Be prepared to talk about how 

you are doing this: how you structure your lessons so that all learners 

understand what you are teaching and make progress. Give examples 

of what individual learners have learned over time. Use examples of 

individual work to illustrate this. Inspectors will be keen to know how well 

senior leaders, subject leaders and the SENCO support you in your work, 

and what impact this has on pupilsô learning. Collate simple case studies 

over time for a few learners with SEND. This can be a useful professional 

talking and learning point within the school. Case studies should be brief 

and illustrative. They can support useful conversations during the 

inspection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pupil safety and wellbeing is always at the centre of an inspection. Be 

prepared to answer questions about the schoolôs approach to 

safeguarding, and how this reduces the risks and protects learners with 

SEND in your class. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You need to understand how the inspection 

process works, and your role within this.  

The Ofsted inspection handbook  outlines how 

schools are inspected, and what criteria are used 

to make judgements.  

 

Ofsted  

https://www.gov.uk/children-with-special-educational-needs/extra-SEN-help
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-eif/school-inspection-handbook
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A teacherôs role is never in isolation. Our task at hand can be challenging 

at times. However, there is a wider community to support and encourage 

us as we learn and develop in the role. This wider community should not 

be seen as uniquely a top-down structure, in which highly experienced 

teachers share their expertise with teachers new to the classroom. It is a 

community for us all to share and participate in, where we engage with 

others to ask questions to support our practice and share our learning. 

Some of our most meaningful learning opportunities may not come from 

a CPD session, but are instead realised through informal professional 

dialogue, reflection and shared observations within our own classrooms. 

Engagement within the wider community begins during our initial teacher 

training; our responsibility is documented within Teachersô Standard 8. It 

continues throughout all stages of our careers, outlined for Headteachers 

within Standard 9. 

Our teaching community starts within our own school through the 

professional relationships we develop with colleagues in our department 

and/or phase and the support staff working within our classrooms. 

Effective collaboration across the whole school community is an 

essential component towards fulfilling our shared responsibility to 

support all learners to maximise their potential. Effective collaborative 

professionalism ï through which we create stronger and better 

professional practice together1 ï involves recognising that our roles and 

responsibilities extend beyond our own classrooms. Through this we feel 

empowered to ask for help when needed, as well as share our own 

expertise and insight, as respected fellow professionals at whatever 

stage in our career. 

When a challenge or concern presents itself in our classroom, whether it 

be how to teach a new topic, or how to meaningfully include all learners, 

we can draw on the advice and support from those around us. Do not be 

afraid to ask for help. Help can come in a variety of ways. Sometimes 

something as simple as a conversation or observation (a colleague 

observing your teaching, or you observing a colleague) can enable us to 

think differently about a situation.  

Actively engaging in the wider professional network is not just for support 

when we are faced with challenges but is integral to our continuing 

professional development. Teachersô Standard 8 sets out that we all take 

responsibility for improving teaching through appropriate professional 

development, responding to advice and feedback from colleagues. This 

does not solely come from within our own schools/trusts. Organisations 

such as the Education Endowment Foundation publish Guidance 

Reports for teachers with evidence-based recommendations to improve 

teaching and learning, amongst other resources including a podcast and 

blog. The Maths Hubs Programme, co-ordinated by the NCETM, brings 

together professionals in a collaborative national network of 40 hubs, 

each led locally by an outstanding school, to develop and spread 

excellent practice. The 34 English Hubs offer support to schools to 

improve the teaching of phonics, early language and reading in 

Reception and Year 1. The Whole School SEND Consortium develops 

resources and leads CPD to support teachers and school leaders in 

ensuring that every child and young person with SEND can maximise 

their potential. This is not an exhaustive list of organisations to support 

our practice. There are also local networks and hubs that we can engage 

in, and further organisations to support our practice are included in both 

Section 5 and Section 7 of this Handbook. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wider professional responsibilities  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/665520/Teachers__Standards.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-standards-of-excellence-for-headteachers/headteachers-standards-2020#section-2-headteachers-standards
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/
https://www.ncetm.org.uk/maths-hubs/
http://www.englishhubs.org/
https://www.sendgateway.org.uk/page/about-whole-school-send-1
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Intersectionality is the complex, dynamic way in which the effects of 

multiple vulnerabilities combine, overlap or intersect. This deeply impacts 

an individualôs lived experience, including the specific barriers to access 

that they face.  

Understanding intersectionality  is not about knowing and ólistingô 

learnersô multiple vulnerabilities, and then reflecting and responding to 

the impact of each. It is about understanding that the experience of the 

overlap  of those vulnerabilities  will shape the learnerôs identity, as well 

as their engagement and participation in education and as a member of 

their community.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Complex, co-occurring needs or ósimultaneous intersectionsô increase 

the risk for individuals. We as teachers are in the best position to meet 

the needs of our learners both by using proactive approaches that 

prevent those who are at-risk from falling behind academically or 

maladapting behaviourally or socially, and in the present. We can 

support their journey towards adulthood, by understanding 

intersectionality as a multi-dimensional approach. 

When reflecting on our knowledge of our learners and how to meet their 

needs, it is essential to consider how our learners are experiencing the 

intersectionality of their needs. For example, a learner with ADHD living 

in poverty, with little access to outdoor space and opportunities for 

regular physical exercise, will have a different lived experience to the 

learner with ADHD who was taken into care at the age of six, following 

significant neglect. By taking a one-dimensional approach to the learner 

with ADHD and only óseeingô the ADHD, we risk compounding, rather 

than alleviating, barriers to their learning, engagement, participation and 

inclusion. In a similar vein, we might assume access to resources or 

protective factors that might not be available to the learner or, 

conversely, we might assume that perceived protective factors alleviate 

the risk of harm or disadvantage in a way that is not reflected in reality. 

Our relationships with - and our knowledge of - our learners is key to this 

process.  

 

 

Each learner with a special educational need is an individual. The lived 

experience of the overlap of multiple vulnerabilities will be equally 

individual, complex and dynamic. Two of our greatest tools as teachers 

when meeting the needs of our learners are curiosity and openness . 

We move away from assumption and move towards aspiration and 

partnership in the learning journey, by engaging in a process of 

understanding, getting to know, and learning alongside our learners. 

However, this can only be done in partnership with the learner  and 

their  familie s. The learnerôs voice and their views are extremely 

important in determining the support they receive to ensure they can 

effectively engage with the curriculum and meet their goals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Intersectionality  
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A recent report by the NSPCC referenced research that shows that 

disabled children are three times more likely to be abused than non-

disabled children.3 We also know that disabled children and those with 

SEN are more likely to experience bullying in school (Anti-Bullying 

Alliance). Part 2 of KCSIE sets out that children with SEN and disabilities 

can face additional safeguarding challenges and additional barriers can 

exist when recognising abuse and neglect in children with SEN and 

disabilities. These can include: 

¶ Assumptions that indicators of possible abuse such as behaviour, 

mood or injury relate to the childôs disability without further 

exploration. 

¶ Being more prone to peer group isolation than other children.  

¶ The potential for children with SEN and disabilities being 

disproportionately impacted by behaviours such as bullying 

without outwardly showing any signs. 

¶ Communication barriers and difficulties in overcoming these 

barriers. 

 

 

Contextual Safeguarding  

In a recent report, the Contextual Safeguarding Network stated: 'An 

extensive evidence base on extra-familial harm [harm that occurs to 

children or young people outside their family system] and adolescent 

development suggest that peer relationships, school and community 

contexts (both online and offline), as well as familial contexts, shape the 

welfare and safety of young people.'  

For all our learners to experience safety, our safeguarding duty extends 

much further than sharing welfare concerns linked to the home/family 

context; it requires us to understand whether our learners are 

experiencing safety at school, in their interactions with their peers, and 

within their neighbourhoods and communities. This also requires us to 

reflect on the difference between vulnerability and risk: vulnerability 

suggests an increased exposure to the possibility of being harmed ï this 

can be counterbalanced by a range of protective and safety factors; risk 

suggests an exposure to harm and is more immediate. Our response to 

vulnerability or to risk must be equally nuanced. 

Taking a contextual approach to safeguarding and ensuring the voice of 

the child or young person is heard  through any process is essential, 

especially when working with learners with SEND. This allows us to work 

with the child or young person to understand where the actual harm or 

risk of harm is situated and therefore how we can work with them to 

improve safety and wellbeing. For example, if several young people 

reported feeling unsafe at lunchtime or in the playground, steps would be 

taken to understand why this is a particularly vulnerable time or place for 

young people and how we could increase safety for them: increased 

supervision, removal of any overgrown shrubs that impede/obstruct view, 

review of the timetable, the use of safe spaces, etc. A whole-school 

approach could be taken to promote the safety of all, for example through 

the teaching of playground games. The Contextual Safeguarding 

Networkôs Beyond Referrals self-assessment toolkit and guidance 

provides a framework to support schools to self-assess the enablers and 

barriers to effective safeguarding responses as well as capture the views 

of young people, parents and staff. 

 

Working in partnership with the Designated Safeguarding Lead and 

(where relevant) external professionals, as teachers, we need to be alert 

to possible increased risk or vulnerability for our learners with SEND. We 

need to actively work in our classes and schools to ensure that our 

learners are safe and are experiencing safety throughout their day. We 

need to facilitate opportunities and support to ensure that our learners 

feel that they can share concerns in a meaningful and accessible way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Safeguarding  

As teachers, we have a legal duty to safeguard all 

learners in our care and to have an understanding 

of the statutory safeguarding guidance  

Working Together to Safeguard Children  and 

Keeping Children Safe in Education  (KCSIE). 

KCSIE is clear that safeguarding is everyoneôs 

responsibility and that all staff have a 

responsibility to provide a safe environment in 

which  children can learn.  

https://anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/tools-information/all-about-bullying/at-risk-groups/sen-disability
https://anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/tools-information/all-about-bullying/at-risk-groups/sen-disability
https://contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/a-2020-update-on-the-operational-strategic-and-conceptual-framework/
https://www.csnetwork.org.uk/en/beyond-referrals-levers-for-addressing-harmful-sexual-behaviour-in-schools
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-safeguard-children--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/keeping-children-safe-in-education--2
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The language of SEND can be tricky to navigate at times. Labels change 

and at times can appear politicised: for example, the use of óconditionô or 

ódisorderô in relation to autism can provide hours of debate. The truth is, 

we cannot and do not always get it right, but within education, we do 

have an obligation to use language that is respectful and clear within our 

school communities. It is also important to recognise when we do not get 

it right and to apologise when we get it wrong. Referring to a learner as 

challenging, when the learner struggles to comply in the same way as 

others in the class, is not okay. Recognising that the same learner has 

needs, which sometimes might challenge the way you feel about that 

learnerôs behaviour, is okay. Articulating that you do not like that 

behaviour is also okay. Inferring that you do not like the learner through 

your language or tone is not okay.  

Talking to colleagues about learners and their needs is an everyday part 

of the job. However, using language that is judgemental or devaluing to 

a learner should be checked and amended. Transpose your own name 

into the sentences used and see if that makes you uncomfortable. This 

can be a good barometer of whether the language being used is 

acceptable. óHe just doesnôt try!ô negates the responsibility of the teacher, 

who would be upset if anyone were to say that they were not trying 

themselves.  

Because meeting needs is hard and emotional work, it can be easy to 

have an emotive reaction to the frustrations that can arise. Avoid 

negative emotional reactions by understanding learnersô feelings and the 

reasons for those feelings at the time. Work with colleagues to agree 

checks and balances in your professional conversations. Consider 

circumstances that may drive conversations about what a learner (e.g. 

Noah) ócannot doô in the classroom, reframing to identify if additional 

support is needed: such as, óDo you want me to look at Noahôs provision 

plan with you?ô or óHave you tried letting Noah look at a print-out of the 

slides?ô. It may be appropriate to check on a colleagueôs wellbeing, if you 

feel that their language or tone is a reflection that they are finding things 

hard at the moment, particularly when it is out of character.  

 

The language we use with colleagues  



DRAFT 
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                     Section 2  

Knowledge of the Learne r 
In this section, we will cover: 
 

1.   How we learn  

2.   Pupil voice  

3.  The language we use with families  

4.  Working with families  
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Both education and psychology research have 

established an evidence-based understanding of how 

people learn. As a teacher it is important to have a 

theoretical basis of how people learn, in order to reflect 

on your practice and monitor its effects when a child or 

young personôs learning does not appear to be 

developing as expected. The theories described in this 

section are applicable to all learners and will help you to 

better understand the additional needs of a child or young 

person with SEND.   

Child development theories focus on how children and 

young people change over time: intellectually, socially 

and emotionally. To understand how individuals are 

learning in class, teachers must consider the interaction 

and impact of several factors: opportunity to learn 

(curriculum, teaching input, assessment), the learnerôs 

personal characteristics (age, gender, disposition, 

genetics), time factors (growth, maturity, time spent on 

an activity) and environment (class, school, local area).1  

 

 

 

 

 

The interaction of these wide-ranging factors will have 

different effects on an individualôs learning and 

developmental outcomes over time. Across all the ages, 

including in the earliest yearsô, teachers should consider 

whether lack of development is due to lack of one, some 

or all of the conditions mentioned in the second 

paragraph, rather than an inherent feature within the 

learner. Getting to know your learnersô strengths and 

needs enables you, the teacher, to ensure all learners 

have access to the best quality teaching within the best 

learning environment. 

Learning in its simplest terms is the developmental 

movement from not knowing to knowing and is applied to 

all areas of a human developmental life span. As we will 

see from the theories outlined, learning requires 

exposure to opportunities to learn, a safe environment in 

which to learn, and opportunities to practise and succeed 

so that learning can be applied to new situations with 

confidence and perseverance. Social interaction with 

families, friends and teachers is essential during all 

stages of learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this section, we will cover how we learn:  

¶ In relationships with others  

¶ In interactions with our environment  

¶ Using cognitive and thinking skills  

o Schema  

o Working memory  

o Cognitive load theory  

o Attention  

o Shallow versus deep processing  

o Mastery learning  

¶ To be learners  

o Metacognition  

o Mindset theory   

How we learn  
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The pace of development is more rapid in the very early years of life than 

at any other time. Culture, family, home and community are a childôs first 

teacher. They play an important role in childhood development, 

impacting on a childôs experiences and opportunities. Differing values, 

priorities and practices in caring for children will influence individual 

development and the learning of skills and behaviours.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Attachment theory  

Developed by John Bowlby,3 this theory tells us that a strong emotional 

and physical bond to a primary caregiver (parent, carer, sibling, 

grandparent) is critical to childhood development. If children have ógood 

enoughô care (sensitive, attuned care which meets their physical and 

emotional needs), they feel safe to explore the world in the knowledge 

that they have a secure base to return to. With this secure attachment, 

children receive and develop a positive óinternal working modelô of 

themselves, others and the world around them. These very early 

interactions (food when hungry, warmth when cold, comfort when 

distressed) teach the child about adults and whether they are helpful or 

not. Therefore, when a child starts school, they will already have an 

experience of what adults are like and will come with expectations of 

what you, the teacher, will be like. Attachment theory can be transposed 

onto the teacher-child relationship.  

 

 

The diagram illustrates the impact of interrupted attachment cycles. 

Teachers who are attuned to the social, emotional and cognitive needs of 

their individual learners create safe spaces to learn. In the classroom, 

securely attached children, through safe learning interactions with the 

teacher, build a view of themselves as someone who has potential and 

can learn. They will try out new ways of learning and are happy to answer 

questions because their prior experience of doing so has been positive. 

Secure attachment relationships correlate strongly with higher academic 

attainment, better self-regulation and social competence.4  

This attachment cycle can be interrupted for many reasons (e.g. 

experiences of loss, socio-economic stressors, child health and disability, 

trauma) and children may develop insecure attachments that influence 

how they see themselves, others and the world around them. Children 

develop different coping strategies to manage these difficult experiences. 

For example, learners who are insecure -avoidant  may find it difficult to 

trust a teacher, focus only on the task, and rarely ask for help because 

they have learnt that adults are not helpful to them. This affects their ability 

to seek and use feedback because they have learnt to trust only 

themselves. Learners who are insecure -ambivalent  may be preoccupied 

by fears of separation and show attention-needing behaviours from adults 

because they have learnt that adults become anxious or cross when things 

go wrong. As teachers we know that ógetting things wrongô is part of 

learning something new and that children and adults need to tolerate the 

uncertainty we face in any new learning in order to persevere to the point 

of knowing.  

You will be aware of learners in your classroom who have had very difficult 

starts to their lives. However, it is important to understand that research 

shows us that even if they have had a difficult early experience and formed 

insecure attachment patterns, the power of a good relationship is healing.5 

This means that children and young people can, when exposed to a 

consistently thoughtful and attuned adult, build a different and new 

internalised model of what adults can be (trusting, helpful, calm etc.) and 

also what they can be as a learner, for example through access to goals, 

hopes and aspirations coupled to an excellent curriculum delivered in an 

inclusive classroom. 

Key considerations:  

Children and young people learn when they feel safe, secure 

and have positive, trusting relationships with their teachers and 

peers.  

The child or young personôs relationship with their teachers and 

support staff, and the sense of belonging created in a whole 

school ethos, acts as a secure base. From here, the child or 

young person can explore their learning, knowing they can 

return to where they feel safe if something is challenging.  

Close and supportive relationships with teachers have the 

potential to mitigate the risk of negative outcomes for children 

and young people who may otherwise have had difficulty 

succeeding in school.  

 

We learn in relationship with others  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WjOowWxOXCg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WjOowWxOXCg
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Social -cognitive theories  

These theories view learning as an interaction between the child or young 

person and their environment. They tell us that children and young people 

learn in social relationships (with family, teacher, peers) and their physical 

environment (opportunities, language exposure) which both have a direct 

effect on learning and learning behaviour. A learner coming to your class 

will have observed many interactions and made connections between 

what behaviour is acceptable and what is not. Learned behaviours happen 

constantly throughout our lifespan becoming more sophisticated over time 

as learners begin to observe that some behaviours are only appropriate in 

specific circumstances or within specific relationships. Research shows 

that adolescents are particularly susceptible to social influence and are 

more influenced by their peers than they are by adults.6  

Social learning theory   

Social learning theorist, Albert Bandura,7 proposed that children learn 

through observation of others. However, it is not a given that a child or 

young person will learn just from observation, they need to give the 

behaviour attention, retain that behaviour in memory and then use it in a 

different circumstance. The key element to this learning is how the 

behaviour they are trying out is responded to. If it leads to a positive 

feeling, then the child is motivated to do it again, e.g., telling a toddler 

with a smile, óGreat sharing!ô If it leads to a negative feeling, then the 

child is less motivated to do it again, e.g. telling a toddler with a frown, 

óNo, hot!ô when they reach for your coffee cup. These positive and 

negative associated feelings are nuanced and need to be considered 

alongside what we know about attachment, therefore teach the learner 

what they need to be successful so that they come to understand the 

difference between wanted and unwanted behaviours. A child or young 

person who has had very little adult attention may well be motivated just 

as much by your negative consequence as your positive one, as for this  

child or young person, your attention is perceived as positive feedback.   

Socio -cultural theor y 

Social interaction plays a fundamental role in the development of 

cognition. Learners can only develop their cognitive skills when 

interacting with more knowledgeable others . This forms a bridge 

between what they can do independently and what they can almost do, 

with the right help from others; we call this óscaffoldingô.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scaffolding can be explained as the role that adults, peers and resources 

play in supporting the learner to achieve a new skill that is within their 

reach. The teacher, or more knowledgeable adult, is tasked with 

identifying what a learner can do independently and what they could 

almost do, with the support of others, through both formal and informal 

assessment as part of the graduated approach to learning. The teacher 

then uses their teaching skills to help the learner to stretch beyond it. The 

idea of scaffolding may sound simple, but it is a skill that requires 

teachers to carefully decide what kind of support is needed to lead to 

success. If a task is outside of what a learner is able to almost do, with 

the support of others, then no amount of scaffolding will get the learner 

to their goal, and they will experience failure. If a learner is repeatedly in 

this situation and can only reach the goal of completing the task with lots 

of adult support, they learn they can only do tasks with support and 

become overly dependent. If the task is set at the right level of difficulty 

and scaffolding supports the learner to achieve the goal as independently 

as possible, they will experience new learning and feelings of success 

as they associate their own effort with the success. 

The ability to set tasks at the right difficulty level and provide the 

appropriate scaffolding in combination is ódifferentiation ô and is the 

essence of Quality First Teaching. When we experience moments of 

success, we are motivated to engage again on future tasks. Success 

associated with personal effort and awareness of improving proficiency 

builds the child or young personôs self-efficacy - their belief that they can 

learn. This is an important point and goes back to tasks being set that 

are too difficult; it is not real success in the child or young personôs mind 

if the adult does the work for them. By thinking about task difficulty and 

the appropriate scaffolding required, the teacher shows that they are 

attuned to the individual needs of the learner and creates a safe 

environment for them to learn.   

 

 

Key considerations:  

Children and young people observe behaviours that they see in 

their environment and try them out. Therefore, the behaviours that 

you value, display yourself or respond to in your class, will 

influence an individualôs learning behaviour. How can you 

demonstrate to your class that it is okay to get things wrong when 

learning? How do you demonstrate good listening? Do you 

demonstrate how to tolerate uncertainty in knowledge when you 

do not know an answer immediately? How can you demonstrate 

perseverance with a task or building effective rapport? 

Teachers who can create a learner-centred environment use 

teaching strategies to create a safe space to learn, where 

opportunities for all to succeed outweigh failure. Knowing your 

individual learnerôs prior knowledge, teaching the knowledge that 

the learner needs to be successful in the next stage of education, 

and setting tasks with appropriate challenge and scaffolding to 

enable success is skilful. This is the assess, plan, do, review cycle 

required for all learners. 

Reflect on this statement: a child or young person who grows up 

to describe themself as an unsuccessful learner has experienced 

lessons without the appropriate pitch, scaffolding and challenge. 

 

We learn in interactions with our environment  
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So far in this section about learning theories we have seen how 

relationships and the environment into which a child and young person 

is placed can affect their learning. We now turn to think about what is 

happening in the mind during learning. One of the aims of learning is to 

give the child (and adult they will become) the knowledge and skills they 

need so that they can apply them to new situations. This places us in the 

realms of problem-solving. Cognitive theories  help us as educators to 

understand what we need to ensure is in place to allow applied thinking 

to happen. As you read this section, keep in mind the importance of the 

teacher-learner relationship and the learning culture you create within 

your classroom and your lessons to maximise successful learning 

experiences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chris Athey directed the Froebel Early Education Project over a five-year 

period during the early 1970s and published findings in her seminal text 

published in 1990.8 Athey and her team were interested in what children 

ócan doô and made 5,000 observations for analysis. Athey demonstrated 

that, rather than óflittingô from one activity to another, young children were 

ófittingô ideas together through their repeated actions. Atheyôs definition 

of schema is: óa pattern of repeatable behaviour into which experiences 

are assimilated and that are gradually co-ordinated. Co-ordinations lead 

to higher level and more powerful schemasô and are the basis for 

conceptual understanding.9 

Schemas can be dynamic (moving as in the ótrajectoryô of throwing) or 

figurative (static as in a ólineô of objects). Schemas are biological and 

some cannot be taught. Here are some commonly observed examples: 

¶ Trajectory/line ï moving in or representing straight lines, arcs or 

curves 

¶ Transporting ï moving objects or oneself from one place to another 

¶ Enclosing ï enclosing oneself, objects or space 

¶ Enveloping ï enveloping or covering oneself, objects or space 

¶ Rotating ï turning, twisting or rolling oneself or objects 

¶ Ordering ï placing objects, people or events in order 

¶ Going through a boundary ï causing oneself or material to go 

through a boundary and emerge at the other side 

¶ Connecting ï connecting oneself to objects and objects to each 

other 

¶ One-to-one correspondence ï placing objects in a one-to-one 

correspondence.10 

Children need to become familiar with these patterns in order to 

understand concepts, for example we can teach children to ócountô in a 

rote fashion, but in order to fully understand ócountingô, children need 

guided opportunities to explore, practise and co-ordinate ólinesô, óone to 

one correspondenceô, óquantityô, óorderingô and óseriationô (smallest to 

biggest). 

 

 

Creating a line, which gets longer as each object is placed on it  

(addition in action as well as equivalence). 

 

 

 

 

 

We learn using cognitive and thinking skills - Schema  

Key considerations:  

¶ Children come to school with a great deal of knowledge. 

¶ It is critical to interact with carers in order to share 

knowledge about each child. 

¶ Children explore through patterns or schemas in order to 

ófitô information together. 

¶ New information can be added to existing schemas by a 

process of assimilation and accommodation.  
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Using ponies to place on cards making a 1:1 correspondence  

(as you do when counting). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Objects that can be sorted in size order 

(symbolic of increases in quantity when counting) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The óformô and function of a ólineô is also a concept that underpins 

understanding of days of the week, the way that time progresses, the 

need to queue, and other more complex ideas. 

As a teacher, you need to know about what children know and can do to 

offer them further resources and opportunities to develop their 

knowledge and understanding of the world around them. The wider the 

experiences we offer, the deeper the understanding. 

Childrenôs schemas can be developed in different ways: 

¶ Sensory motor (through actions) 

¶ Functional dependency relationships (if I do this, then that 

happens) 

¶ Symbolically (using one thing to stand for another, as in role play 

and language) 

¶ Thinking as something spoken about in the absence of concrete 

reminders ï however we now know that babies can demonstrate 

thinking although they cannot articulate their thoughts. 

This is not a linear progression as we draw on our actions all of our lives 

to understand.11 Schemas develop in a web-like fashion, as we make 

links between learning in school and interactions outside of school. 

Children with autism, for example, find familiar knowledge and 

experiences within their schemas to be a source of comfort. 

With regard to SEND and, specifically, children with autism, schemas are 

quite obvious and are currently viewed as positive, providing comfort and 

learning for children.12 There are also links within the emotional domain, 

which Athey, chose not to follow. However, in a longitudinal study of eight 

children, Arnold found that young children unconsciously symbolise 

using repeated actions ófor comfort, to give form to and begin to 

understand complex changes and life events in the emotional domainô, 

for example, becoming interested in óconnectingô around the time of 

parents separating.13 

 

 

We learn using cognitive and thinking skills - Schema  
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Memory theory is useful for any teacher and could take a whole chapter 

for itself. Without going into the extensive literature here, we think it is 

important to note that there are different kinds of memory other than the 

most common ones that most of us are aware of: short-term, long-term 

and working memory. When thinking about the strengths and needs of a 

learner in your class, classifying a learner as having a good or weak 

memory may be too general and not be telling you the whole story. It is 

worth building your general knowledge by going to memory models today 

when assessing what memory capacity you are seeing in the learners in 

your class.   

An understanding of working memory  is essential to develop effectively 

differentiated lessons. Working memory refers to our ability to hold in our 

minds a limited amount of information for a short period of time, whilst 

carrying out effortful mental processing using the information in both 

working memory and drawing information stored in long-term memory. 

Working memory is made up of three components: verbal short -term 

memory  (words and numbers), visu al-spatial short -term memory  

(images, pictures and location information) and the central executive  

(attention control, co-ordination of information from the verbal and visuo-

spatial short-term memory). Information that is held in working memory 

is temporary and can easily be disrupted and displaced by other 

information. When it is gone it cannot be retrieved, the learner must 

source the information again.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Working memory is like a mental page of a note pad on which we can 

make verbal and/or visual jottings. Research14 shows that childrenôs 

working memory capacity tends to increase over time. Working memory 

capacity is measured by a 'digit span test' which presents a series of 

numbers to be repeated back, increasing until the child or young person 

cannot recall them all. Typically, adults can recall up to 7 items in working 

memory, plus or minus two items. This and other tests are explained in 

a series of videos called óHow Working Memory Worksô by psychologists 

at Bristol University. Research shows that the average 4-year-old can 

recall two digits whilst the average 15-year-old can recall four and 

sometimes up to five digits. These are averages, however, a rule of 

thumb. This is because research shows that there are large differences 

in the working memory capacity of children and young people. Despite 

large differences in working memory capacity, for all age groups it is 

important to remember that working memory is very limited. Further, it 

can be negatively impacted by extraneous information, such as noise 

and classroom disturbance. Teachers can help all children and young 

people, including those with SEND, by designing schemes of learning 

and rehearsal that make the most of long-term memory capacity. 

Not all remembering relies on working memory; once knowledge and 

skills such as riding a bike, reading, following a familiar route home, are 

learned to automaticity, they can be accessed without much mental 

effort. This is because these óitemsô of knowledge are stored in long-term 

memory. Long-term memory is distinct from working memory, but it is a 

vital resource that has the potential to protect and free-up working 

memory capacity. Long-term memories form part of the complex, web-

like schemas that children and young people have been building over 

time. Teachers can help children and young people to make the most of 

their working memory capacity by helping them to learn, to automaticity, 

core knowledge and skills so that these óitemsô are stored in long-term 

memory, rather than having to be included in limited working memory 

capacity. 

 

Key considerations:  

Working memory holds a limited amount of information for a 

short amount of time whilst mental effort is given to work on 

that information. 

Information in working memory can be lost when a child or 

young person is distracted, or they are over-loaded with 

information to work on. 

The working memory component, called the central executive, 

gives attention to and co-ordinates the visual and verbal short-

term memory information. 

To reduce cognitive load, ensure the child or young person has 

the right domain-specific knowledge before asking them to 

solve problems in that subject area. 

 

We learn using cognitive and thinking skills ð Working memory  

https://cognitiontoday.com/2018/06/memory-models-in-psychology-understanding-human-memory/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/psychology/public-engagement/working-memory/what-working-memory/
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This brings us onto Cognitive Load Theory proposed by John Sweller.15 

This theory is based on the limited capacity of working memory to work 

on new  information and existing  information at any one time (i.e., once 

the space has reached capacity, it cannot take in or hold anymore). In 

simple terms, if we ask learners to consider too many pieces of 

information at once to do a task, they will not be able to. Picture a learner 

given the task of tidying up all the PE equipment and putting it in the 

cupboard; they cannot hold all the balls and sticks and cones in their 

arms at once, and items will fall off.  Sweller used cognitive load theory 

to illustrate how we can facilitate problem-solving in education by 

comparing the novice approach to the expert approach; the expert being 

someone who has domain-specific knowledge in the area to which the 

problem relates.   

If a learner does not have the domain-specific knowledge in their long-

term memory (schemata) to carry out a learning task, they will expend a 

lot of mental effort (working memory), and not necessarily reach a 

successful conclusion. Think back to what has already been said about 

creating lessons that are just challenging enough and scaffolded to 

support independence and success. Understanding how working 

memory operates and the limit to its capacity is key to creating a safe 

environment to learn. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We learn using cognitive and thinking skills ð Cognitive load theory  

Considerations for your classroom: Cognitive Load Theory and Deafness  

Take some time to consider Cognitive Load Theory, specifically in relation to deaf learners. Will their access to language have an 

impact on the capacity of their working memory? Consider the process a learner with deafness may go through to understand spoken 

language: 

Listening: The learner will listen using their residual hearing, hearing some sounds in words. 

Lipreading: The learner will watch the teacherôs (or peerôs) mouth closely to lipread, applying their knowledge of lip shape and 

movement to gather more information about the language being communicated. Whilst sounds may sound very different, there may be 

very little difference in the lip shape or movement, as shown in a video lesson by Lipreading Practice.   

Calculating: The learner will try to sort out the lipreading shapes that look the same, e.g., m, b and p, and then apply common sense 

to fill in the gaps and correct misunderstandings, before finally putting everything together. 

Imagine now, that this process is needed to determine the learning objective for the lesson. Some phrases, used consistently, will 

become familiar and need less processing time, e.g. óToday we will beéô, however the second part of that sentence, where the teacher 

is introducing the learning of the lesson, will need time to be processed and understood. Multiple information channels can overwhelm 

cognitive load and can create a barrier to engagement and learning.   

How can you make language in your classroom more accessible to deaf learners, so that their working memory capacity is focused on 

the content of the lesson, and not just understanding spoken language?  

  

 

 

http://lipreadingpractice.co.uk/Lip-Reading-Exercises/Consonants/m-p-b-sounds/
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As we have seen, classroom learning requires mental effort. A large part of 

this effort involves directing attention to the information necessary to learn 

and keeping it there. Attention is like shining a torch into a dark space; the 

torch can only light up a limited amount of that space. Our brains cannot 

focus on all the information coming to us through our senses. To understand 

attention, theorists have categorised different types: selective, sustained, 

alternating (switching), and divided (multi-tasking). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Divided attention  is what people sometimes call multi-tasking. The 

Khan Academyôs film on models of attention ï Spotlight model of 

attention and our ability to multitask ï provides an explanation of this. We 

know from studies that divided attention creates cognitive load. It is 

therefore important for you, the teacher, to understand what it is and 

when such situations exist in the classroom. When attention is divided 

the limited capacity that a learner must use is divided up into smaller and 

smaller amounts of attention. This means that the two tasks together will 

not be done as well as with single-focused attention. 

In daily life and school lessons, children and young people are required 

to alternate  or switch their attention between pieces of information. Think 

about the times when you have stopped independent work to explain a 

point. The learner moves their attention from the task in front of them, to 

what you are saying or demonstrating, and then back to their own work 

where they must apply it in some way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once the learner has selected the information they need to attend to, 

they have to sustain  that attention long enough to process information 

and complete tasks. This relates to what we know about working memory 

and cognitive load. For all of us, we will find this easier for information 

that we find interesting, meaningful, that we feel capable of doing or that 

has importance to us. How might a learnerôs ability to sustain attention 

be affected if the lesson task is outside of what they can almost do with 

the support of others? Or if the scaffold is not sensitive enough to help 

them achieve successfully? 

Selective attention  is our ability to focus on the specific information we 

need whilst filtering out the sensory information that we are constantly 

being bombarded with. Classrooms are full of distractions: visual images 

on walls, sounds inside and outside of the classroom, the temperature of 

the classroom, how our bodies are feeling, etc. Theories of selective 

attention, by the Khan Academy, explains the current theories on how 

children and adults manage to filter out incoming stimuli and focus on 

specific information. 

Key considerations:  

There are different types of attention, many of which are still 

developing throughout childhood and into early adulthood.   

How can we make learning relatable and meaningful for a 

learner to ensure their best attention?  

How can distractions be limited in your classroom to help 

learners sustain their attention?  

How can your lessons be structured so that learners are 

focussing solely on one aspect and not having to divide their 

attention between multiple tasks? 

 

We learn using cognitive and thinking skills ð Attention  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=THJgaznSBu8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=THJgaznSBu8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qpsaHE_uZic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qpsaHE_uZic


 

Teacher Handbook: SEND 24 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shallow versus Deep Processing  

A question that teachers should ask themselves is, óWhy are some 

things learnt and retained better than others , and how can we 

maximise the former? ô  Craik and Lockhart's influential work16 proposed 

that what a learner retains is dependent on how deeply the information 

has been processed. Their ódepth of processingô model illustrates how 

perception of incoming stimuli happens at several levels (think back to 

what you now know about types of attention). Firstly, we analyse the 

physical and sensory features, such as lines, pitch, tone, brightness. 

Next, we match any new input with what is already known, searching our 

memory (schema). If we recognise something, the new information then 

undergoes some more processing called óenrichmentô or óelaborationô17 

(when we assimilate or make accommodations to our schema). So, what 

the learner remembers depends on how deeply they have processed the 

information. When the learner has analysed only the physical features 

(for example, sounds in a word, or letters in a word, or the shape of the 

word), we call this shallow processing  as it will lead to only short-term 

retention. However, if the word is encoded for its meaning, the meaning 

may trigger associations already known about that word and lead to 

deep processing  and better retention. 

The more techniques that a learner or teacher uses to stimulate deeper 

processing, the better the retention will be. One such technique is to use 

priming, when learners are reminded of what they already know about a 

subject before being presented with new information. In this way 

associations can be made, and existing knowledge found, on which to 

build. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mastery Learning  

Hopefully from the learning theories so far you have seen the importance 

of understanding the children and young people in your class as 

individual learners. Benjamin Bloom was an educator working in the 

1960s and 1970s, thinking how best to teach children and young people 

so mastery  is achieved in subjects by all learners. He had noticed that 

learners needed to be given the time they needed on learning concepts 

to be able to achieve to the level required. This meant that some learners 

needed longer than others. As well as being given more time to master 

topics, Bloom advocated for formative testing along the way to mastery, 

to ensure that gaps in knowledge were picked up and feedback was used 

to support learning to the next step. More detail can be found in the 

Education Endowment Foundationôs Toolkit on Mastery Learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key considerations:  

Whether an individual retains information or not depends on how 

deeply they have processed the new information. 

Selective and sustained attention are required to give time to 

processing information. 

We all need to be able to switch our attention, but it can lead to 

more opportunity for distraction. 

We learn using cognitive and thinking skills ð Processing and Mastery Learning  

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit/mastery-learning/
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We know that learners interact with their environment all the time. The 

exploration of theories in this section has focused on the importance of 

the relationships between teacher and learner, and the creation of a safe 

learning environment that is built around a good understanding of the 

cognitive architecture that learners come to the classroom with (memory, 

attention, processing). We now turn our attention to thinking about the 

ways in which a learnerôs own thinking about how they learn can be 

enhanced so that they become successful learners. The Education 

Endowment Foundation has produced a useful guide: Metacognition and 

Self-regulated Learning Guidance Report. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Metacognition  

Metacognition ï thinking about thinking ï refers to a learnerôs 

understanding of their own abilities and their attitudes towards learning 

(myself as a learner); what strategies are available to them that they know 

to be effective (my knowledge of strategies); and their knowledge about 

specific kinds of tasks (my knowledge of this task). When confronted with 

a maths problem a learner will think: What is my approach to maths 

problems? What do I know about this kind of maths problem? What 

strategies can I use? The learner then needs to plan how to carry out the 

task by organising themselves, monitoring how they are doing it and 

evaluating their performance. This sounds sophisticated, and it is, but this 

is not only for older learners, as there is evidence that children as young 

as three years old are able to demonstrate metacognition in their approach 

to tasks.18 Most learners will self-regulate by finding ways of persevering 

when they become stuck. This ability will mature over time and can support 

further motivation because of the success felt through learning.   

Although all learners may well acquire metacognition to some level, it will 

not be spontaneous, and it will not be the same for all learners. Therefore, 

it is important that learners are explicitly taught the metacognitive 

strategies of planning, evaluating and monitoring which is best delivered 

through a combination of explicit teacher input, interactive questioning and 

feedback. An important theory to support the development of good 

metacognition and self-regulated learning in children and young people is 

Carol Dweckôs mindset theory. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mindset theory  

Mindset theory was developed by Carol Dweck19 who was interested in 

how children and young people coped with difficulty and challenge. She 

proposed a theory that learners can develop a ógrowth mindsetô or a ófixed 

mindsetô dependent on their response to challenge, which is in turn 

dependent on the feedback and response of others. Dweck observed in 

her studies that learners with a ógrowth mindsetô do not perceive difficulty 

or challenge as failure, that they believe that they are on a learning curve, 

and that their abilities will develop. Learners with a ógrowth mindsetô 

persevere with new challenges and show more engagement over time. As 

a result, they exert more effort and spend more time over tasks and 

therefore develop neural pathways and their skills. They also learn from 

criticism and see inspiration in the success of others. Learners with a ófixed 

mindsetô, when presented with a challenge, may believe that their abilities 

are fixed and avoid feelings of failure by giving up easily. These learners 

will show less perseverance and are likely to experience a decline in 

performance over time.  

We know from social learning theory that children and young people will 

behave in a certain way depending on what they observe and how people 

respond in their feedback to theirs and othersô behaviours. Dweck 

suggests praising wisely, following episodes of teaching and rehearsal that 

give learners chances to become successful and proficient ï praise for the 

process, effort, perseverance and strategies used, rather than 

óintelligenceô, e.g. óI like the way you tried out different ways of solving the 

problemô. Growth mindsets can also be promoted in the way new learning 

is presented, e.g. óThis may be difficult right now, but as you learn, youôll 

find it gets easierô. When learners are struggling, in your feedback, think 

about the power of saying ónot yetô, e.g., in response to a learner saying, 

óI canôt do it!ô you could reframe with óYou canôt do it yetô or óItôs okay that 

you havenôt quite got it yet, I expect you to make mistakes when youôre 

learning new thingsô. The Education Endowment Foundation guide on 

feedback20 shows that it can have a very powerful effect on learners, and 

more positively when it is linked to the process of the activity or the child 

or young personôs management of their learning or self-regulation.  

We learn to be learners  

Key considerations:  

How do you demonstrate mindset thinking in your classroom?  

How does feedback help children and young people manage 

their own learning?  

How can children and young people develop different mindsets? 

 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Metacognition/EEF_Metacognition_and_self-regulated_learning.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Metacognition/EEF_Metacognition_and_self-regulated_learning.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit/feedback/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit/feedback/
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What is pupil voice?  

 

We can use pupil voice to empower learners by providing appropriate 

ways of listening to their concerns, interests and needs in order to 

develop personalised educational experiences.  

It is important to listen to all children and young peopleôs voices 

regardless of their age or ability. You could consider working in 

partnership with learners with SEND and adapt learning and the support 

you give to incorporate strategies they say help them learn the best. 

Pupil voice is not about learners demanding to be heard, nor about 

professionals abdicating their responsibility and authority. Feedback 

from learners can be used in partnership with, or alongside, teachersô 

expertise, intuition, skills, and experience (co-construction). 

óResearch increasingly suggests that when children and young people 

have more agency and are able to shape their own learning and 

education this can result in benefits for all learners, educators, the 

institution and the education system as a wholeô.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benefits for learners with SEND  

Listening to and acting on feedback from all learners, including learners 

with SEND, can: 

ω Build trust and relationships between learners and staff 

ω Help staff personalise learning and support based on what 

learners say most helps them learn 

ω Improve learner engagement and progress 

ω Empower learners by giving them opportunities to use their voice 

in positive ways 

ω Build confidence and self-esteem of learners. 

 

 

 

 

 

óPupil participation is about developing a culture 

in schools where all children and young people 

have a voice and have the opportunity to play an 

active role in decisions that affect their learning 

and wellbeingô. 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child   

Consider your experiences as a learner:  

Did you ever struggle with any aspects of your school work?  

Did you ever feel frustrated, or disengaged with your learning? 

Did staff ever ask you to give feedback about your learning? 

How might you have felt if they had? 

 

Can pupil voice help challenge unconscious bias?  

We can only genuinely commit to listening to feedback from 

learners if we check our own systems to ensure opportunities 

are meaningful and not tokenistic, and that every child and 

young personôs voice is equally valued.  

Consider using pupil voice as a tool to help us check our 

expectations of learners with SEND.  

ω Can pupil voice give us insights about the way our 

learners view themselves and their learning?  

ω Can pupil voice help us challenge stereotypes about how 

learners with particular needs behave and learn?  

Pupil voice  
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Supporting learners to give effective feedback  

Planning authentic and meaningful opportunities for learners with SEND 

to give feedback may seem daunting. As teachers, we need to think 

creatively to overcome barriers such as language and communication. 

We would not expect learners to write without being taught how to first. 

Equally we need to teach learners to be able to express their views of 

their own learning. 

Some tech niques to encourage learners to give effective feedback:  

Learning to give effective feedback is a skill that can develop over time. 

Below are some techniques you may wish to use to help children and 

young people develop this life-long skill. 

¶ Encourage learners to ask questions in class and during 

interventions. 

¶ Use puppets with young learners to model how they might speak 

about their learning. 

¶ Show learners examples of high- and low-quality feedback from 

other learners and ask them to tell you why one might be more 

helpful for teachers than the others. 

¶ Plan opportunities for learners to give feedback, and then ask 

them to evaluate what they share. 

¶ Create opportunities for learners to reflect on their learning in 

class and through the interventions they have. Learners could be 

asked to consider what they think is going well, what areas they 

are struggling with, and where they feel they may need more 

support. 

¶ Work collaboratively with learners to agree how to give feedback. 

Rules that could be included are: óBe honest but not rudeô; óAsk 

for help if you donôt understand the questionô; or óSay how you 

are feeling about your learningô.  

 

 

Barrier  How I might overcome it  

óI havenôt done this 

before & I am fearful of 

getting it wrongô. 

Ensure learners are clear that there are no right or wrong answers when giving feedback. Tell them 

that their feedback is really important to you, and you want them to speak honestly. This is particularly 

important with younger learners as they can sometimes change their answer if they feel it would 

please the adult.  

 

You can help build confidence by sharing questions in advance, allowing time for peer discussions 

and by empowering learners to decide how they want to share their feedback with you. 

óI donôt want to give 

feedback or I donôt 

trust that you will act 

on what I sayô. 

Learners are more likely to engage with this task if they feel you really value what they say. Stress 

how important this task is and explain how you aim to act on the feedback that they share. However, 

take care not to over-promise as this can lead to a breakdown of trust and may result in further 

disengagement. 

óI am unsure what 

words to useô. 

There are numerous ways you can help learners overcome communication and language barriers 

when giving feedback. Some of these include: using an adult or peer as a scribe to record 

discussions; creating word banks; sentence starters or prompt cards; using film or photographs; 

asking learners to draw instead of writing their feedback; giving them sound buttons or voice 

recorders; using graphics for multiple choice responses; or marking themselves on a line of opposite 

statements (Salmon line), e.g. óI work best when I am with my friendsô at one end, to óI cannot work at 

all when I am with my friendsô. 

óI donôt understand, I 

donôt know what you 

want from meô. 

Spend time ensuring learners understand the purpose of the task you have set. If the feedback you 

receive does not reflect the questions that you posed, then you will need to change your approach 

and the questions that you ask. This may include re-thinking teaching sequences and/or giving 

assurance to the child that what is not known will be taught and rehearsed so that they can be 

successful in the future.  

 

Pupil voice  
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Turning theory into practice 

How, when and where you might capture pupil voice:  

Before a lesson 

Ask learners about their existing areas of interest, as well as 
areas of interest that they would like to know more about, and 
use these, where appropriate, to personalise learning. 

 

During a lesson 

You may ask learners to choose which resource or strategy 
they use when tackling problems in class. 

You could create a traffic light or other system where learners 
put either red, yellow or green cards on their table to 
demonstrate understanding. This is a quick way for you to 
clarify who needs support and can avoid the embarrassment 
some learners with SEND feel about asking for help. 

If communication or language barriers make pupil voice 
difficult you may wish to consider observing learners during 
interventions with others. This approach may help you identify 
what support or resources they rely on or respond to the 
most. 

 

At the end of a lesson 

Ask learners to reflect on their learning at the end of a lesson: 
óHow did (strategy) help you learn about (topic)?ô óDo you feel 
confident about (topic) or do you need more time to learn this 
skill?ô 

 

After a lesson 

Ask learners to consider how they approached problems or 
tasks to determine how confident they feel about tackling 
tasks independently. 

Ask learners to take photos or order photos you have taken 
about their learning to show which resources or strategies 
most help them learn. 

 

Other times that you can capture pupil voice:  

¶ Ask learners about the progress they think they are making in 

their classes and interventions. Consider setting targets together. 

¶ Ask learners about their classroom environments to determine 

what impact it has on their learning. 

¶ Ask learners to take you to the resources or places (walking tour) 

in and out of their classroom(s) that most help them learn. 

¶ Ask learners to discuss the support they receive in school and at 

home. Can they explain what helps them the most? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Things to remember when asking for feedback :  

¶ Are you clear why you are asking learners for feedback?  

¶ Do learners understand what you are asking them to do?  

¶ Have you considered the needs of learners you are seeking 

feedback from?  

¶ How will you adapt your approach to ensure you can capture 

feedback in meaningful ways? What must you be mindful of? 

¶ Have you shown learners your questions in advance?  

¶ Have you thought about the appropriateness of requests for 

feedback, e.g., if learners are not confident? 

¶ How will you use learner feedback to inform your planning of new 

learning? 

 

Interview  with a secondary learner:  

Adult: What lessons do you most enjoy in school and why?  

Learner : I like drama, P.E and music mostly because they are active, and I donôt have to do much writing.  

Adult:  What do teachers do that most helps you learn in class?  

Learner : When they send me the PowerPoint ahead of the lesson or print it out, it means that I can take my time on things, and I donôt have to go at 

the same speed as the rest of the class. I donôt like asking for help because I feel embarrassed and people might judge me, especially if itôs an easy 

question for them. My teachers have told me to leave my planner open on the red page if I want help but donôt want to put my hand up. 

Adult : How do we support you with work out of the classroom?  

Learner : I go to an English intervention. We sometimes go through what we are going to do in the lesson in advance, and it helps me get prepared. 

Sometimes we go over things I have questions about or that I was stuck on. This really helps me as sometimes the teacher goes through (explains) 

things too fast or does not give enough explanation for me.  

Adult : How do teachers help you wi th home learning?  

Learner: Itôs helpful when teachers put my homework on Teams as if I forget to write it in my planner it helps me remember that itôs been set. I also 

sometimes used to lose worksheets. Also, one of my teachers sends me an email reminding me to do my homework three days in advance as she 

knows I sometimes forget when work needs to be handed in.  

 

Pupil voice  
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The language and tone used with families can have a positive impact on 

the learner and their family, as well as their teachers. Contacting a family 

with a cross tone of voice is unlikely to ever be productive, whatever the 

learner has done. Making a family feel responsible for the behaviour of 

the learner during the school day is rarely helpful. Describing the needs 

of the learner in a structured conversation with regard to the views of the 

learner and their family is a more useful platform for planning and 

implementing effective provision. 

Compare the following scenarios where a teacher needs to give 

feedback to the family of a learner in Reception with a global delay. The 

teacher has observed that the learner may be expressing frustration that 

another learner wonôt play with her.  

Scenario 1: The teacher calls the parent before the end of the day to 

suggest they pop in when the other parents have gone. The teacher 

starts the conversation with, óIôve noticed that Keri likes to sit really 

closely to one learner and this has made the other learner feel upset at 

times today.ô 

Scenario 2: The teacher sees the parent on the playground at the end of 

a school day, while dismissing the class, and calls across to her óCan I 

have a quick word please?ô When the parent comes across to collect 

their child, the teacher adds, óKeri has really upset Trent today as she 

keeps going up to him, even though we have told her not to!ô 

The teacherôs approaches in the two scenarios are very different and can 

directly impact the outcome of the conversation. In the first scenario, 

calling ahead gave the parent the chance to have the conversation with 

the teacher in a private manner, without feeling that they are being 

summoned in front of the other parents. 

After a constructive start to the conversation, the teacher and parent may 

be able to think about the learner together. The teacher could continue óI 

would like to encourage Keri to play with one or two other learners, to 

build her confidence that other learners are fun to be with too. Does she 

talk about other learners in the class at home that she likes? Are you 

happy for me to include Keri in some small group work on turn taking?ô  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The language we use with families  

Case Study: The impact of the language we use with families  

My son was in Year 1 when the SENCO asked me if it would be OK to put him on the SEND register. She spoke to me in the playground 

at morning drop-off. Even though I already had a child with autism and my son had been seeing an Occupational Therapist, it still came 

as a total shock.  I had to work hard to hold back the tears. I think itôs easy to underestimate just what a blow it can be to a parent to hear 

those words ï even one already in the system. Knowing earlier that the school had developing concerns might have softened the way; 

being told privately with anticipation that this might be hard news to hear would also have helped.  

The emotional rucksack  

The emotional rucksack represents some of the emotions, 

experiences and memories carried by families of children and 

young people with complex needs, accumulated along the 

journey. This can impact on every interaction with 

professionals. Our past experiences can transfer into the 

present moment. This can result in families presenting possibly 

more intensely than might seem appropriate to the actual 

situation ï past emotional experiences may be colouring the 

present moment. As teachers it is in our power to come from a 

position of empathy and understanding.  

When teachers understand the óemotional rucksackô that 

families  are likely to be carrying alongside the profound 

love for their child, then a more effective partnership can 

be achieved ï a partne rship that benefits all.  

Some of the emotions might be:  

¶ Grief  of seeing your child not having the life you might 

have expected them to have, or the life you think other 

people are leading. 

¶ Experience of the journey to diagnosis  ï not always 

being believed or heard by professionals. 

¶ Trauma of appointments and the responsibility of 

making medical decisions.  

¶ Feeling overburdened by the workload  involved in the 

management of the administration linked to all the 

appointments and other aspects of support. 

¶ Fear of the future  ï will their child be able to manage 

independently? 

¶ Families may experience loneliness  when their childôs 

developmental path is acutely different from that of their 

peers. A separation from other families may occur. 
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It is well known that family engagement in their childrenôs learning and 

the quality of the home learning environment are associated with 

improved outcomes at all ages.1 However, the importance of working 

with families goes far deeper than this. If we reflect on the importance of 

knowing our learners, then the importance of working in partnership with 

families is evident. The learner is at the centre of this process, and 

education cannot be achieved with the school or family acting in isolation.  

 

 

The Pen Green Loop demonstrates how teachers can work alongside families 

to better understand a learnerôs individual needs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Study : Family Perspective  

Every parent I know who has a child with SEND feels the need 

to be their advocate when it comes to school.  As a parent of 

three children with SEND and a school governor with 

responsibility for SEND, I see both sides. I see the enormous 

and ongoing commitment and hard work put in by staff. I see 

how children most in need are rightly prioritised. And I see how 

schools canôt do everything ï but can sometimes do more when 

parents are vocal.  Even better would be a proactive approach 

from schools, encouraging feedback about their provision and 

having honest conversations about what is possible. The better 

the communication and collaboration, the better the 

relationships and outcomes for the children. 

Sometimes Iôve only found out about changing provision for my 

child when Iôve sought feedback. For example, that my son was 

now on a blue fidget cushion or that my daughter was being 

allowed to doodle during carpet time to help her maintain focus. 

These may feel like small adjustments to teachers but to parents 

these are essential nuggets of information in understanding our 

children and their developing needs. To not share information is 

potentially damaging to the sense of partnership and trust we 

need between us. We want to support our children as best we 

can! 

My son is now in Year 8 and I think that for every school report 

heôs had there have always been comments along the lines of 

óHe needs to focus moreô or óHeôd do even better if he paid more 

attention,ô or, now that heôs in secondary school, that heôs not 

sufficiently organised. I know these comments are meant to be 

helpful but to a child with ADHD (and their families), they can be 

demoralising, as if the teacher doesnôt understand the inherent 

challenges or their own role in supporting them. More 

constructive would be acknowledging the challenges by 

including information on how the teacher is working alongside 

my child to support their focus or their organisational skills.  

Case Study : Family Perspective  

For learners with complex additional needs, setting up effective, 

regular home -school communication channels is essential. 

This supports efficient information-sharing and can avoid 

situations escalating unnecessarily. Knowing from a parent that 

a learner has had a bad night's sleep can totally change the way 

that we interact with that child, and therefore the sort of day that 

everyone will have. A parent knowing that unkind words were 

directed at their child following a missed goal at breaktime can 

make the difference between an evening of dysregulated 

behaviour, stress and anxiety and an evening where feelings 

could be explored, named and worked through. A 

communication book can be a useful tool to support effective 

and efficient information-sharing. Through the communication 

book, you are providing a visual cue and a model to the child of 

an effective, trusting partnership between their school and their 

family. It is advisable to agree with parents and carers how it will 

be used, and what the expectations are in terms of its use. For 

example, would they like a short comment daily or only when 

something significant has happened? Are there particular 

situations when they would still prefer a phone call? Make sure 

to agree with families before making adjustments to the way 

communication books are set up, when changes are needed. Be 

flexible and open to responsive adaptations. 

 

Working with families  

NHS Ask, Listen, Do  

'A guide to making conversations count for all families' is 

intended to help build a mutually respectful partnership built on 

trust between families and the school, college or other 

education settings. 

See Ask Listen Do. 

 

https://www.sendgateway.org.uk/resources/ask-listen-do-guide-making-conversations-count-all-families
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A relationship built on trust between the family and the school benefits 

everyone, but especially learners with SEND and/or other vulnerabilities. 

As teachers, we are the driving force in building these relationships. The 

time invested at the beginning of our journey alongside a learner lays the 

foundation for effective collaboration.  

To achieve effective partnership when working with families, it is 

essential that families are respected and recognised as experts on their 

own children.2  

Key considerations for effective partnership  

¶ Be aware of your own unconscious bias and adjust your 

interactions if necessary. Avoid judgment and assumptions. 

¶ Make contact before you óhave toô, to ensure that you establish a 

positive relationship with the family. Do not wait until you have 

óconcernsô to share. 

¶ Listen to and engage with the contributions of families. Be mindful 

that some children and young people present very differently at 

home to school. 

¶ Be open, honest and transparent with families ï parents and 

carers have a right  to know. Be sensitive when sharing concerns 

and seek advice from the SENCO as appropriate. Respect 

professional boundaries ï for example, we are not health 

professionals and do not have the expertise to diagnose! 

¶ Be mindful of the imbalance between the institution of school and 

the family. You represent the institution, and to the family it can 

feel as if you hold the power, even if you do not feel that you do! 

¶ Be mindful of any specialist language or jargon ï establish a 

shared understanding of the language with the family. 

¶ Always act and communicate in the best interests of the child or 

young person. 

Co-production  

Co-production is defined as a strong and equal partnership between the 

users and providers of public services to achieve a valued outcome3.  

Co-production should not just be reserved for certain processes, such as 

the EHCP assessment process or the annual review; it should be 

embedded into the fabric of our interactions. Co-production is a process 

in itself. If we are to be successful in co-production, learners and their 

families need to ófeel that they have participated fully in the process and 

have a sense of co-ownershipô. 4 

Within a philosophy of co-production: 

¶ Everyone has something to contribute. 

¶ Reciprocity is important. 

¶ Social relationships matter. 

¶ Social contributions are encouraged. 

 

 

 

 

 

Co-production at primary school ï a parentôs view 

A good rapport is the key to my daughter being successful in 

class. She wants to please ï even if thatôs not always obvious! 

When she and a teacher have struggled to click, a managed 

conversation where theyôve shared their perspectives has 

worked well. She struggled for a while with the PE team. They 

used the school traffic light system more liberally than class 

teachers and this, plus some shouting, would put my daughter 

on edge ï even if it wasnôt directed at her. It then made it harder 

for her to engage and manage herself and it became a 

downward spiral. The school provided more training for the PE 

staff and the SENCO facilitated a talk between my daughter and 

the PE teacher. They both came away with a much better 

understanding of what the other was experiencing in lessons 

and the softer interaction made my daughter feel less óunlikedô 

by the teacher. It made a positive difference. 

Co-production ï a young personôs view 

The PATH (Planning Alternative Tomorrows with Hope) 

meetings are very helpful to me because they help me set out 

my goals for the future and they give me steps to follow to 

achieve the goals of what I want to become. The PATH meetings 

help plan steps like where I am going to live and what am I going 

to do after this course and what skills I need to do this. When in 

these meetings, I feel what I want to do in the future is my choice 

and that I have control of my ideas.Ο 

These are tough decisions like what I want to do next, however 

I am not alone and I have my Mum, Dad and staff who I work 

with to help me. The PATH is also a chance to celebrate all the 

achievements I have done throughout college and my school 

years.Ο 

There are also other reviews where I also get a chance to 

change my decision and adapt and contrast my plan as time 

goes on. It is flexible and it helps me to understand details of 

what I need to do to have greater opportunities for the future and 

to achieve the goals I need for my course and for life. 

Co-production at secondary  school ï a parentôs view 

My son had the most fantastic transition to secondary school 

(having had a previous cataclysmic transition mid-way through 

primary school). As well as extra pre-visits, he met with all the 

significant adults, including a SEND TA who was going to be his 

ógo toô person. The first week she checked in on him every day 

and would text me updates. Sheôd speak to teachers in classes 

where he was struggling to self-regulate or was feeling lost. Heôs 

now in Year 8 and they meet weekly for lunch. She continues to 

support him (and his teachers) with good routines, working 

memory issues and any frustrations. Heôs had an incredibly 

successful start ï in part down to him but a significant factor has 

been this pre-emptive support. It might look resource heavy (he 

doesnôt have an EHCP) but itôs effective and far less of a drain 

on school resources than the repeated involvement of senior 

leaders which we had in the past.  

Working with families  
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Section 3  

Planning inclusive lesson s 
In this section, we will cover: 
 

1. Quality Inclusive Pedagogy  

Inclusive teaching and learning approaches  

Unconscious and conscious barriers  

2. The language we use with learners  

3. Working with Teaching Assistants  

4. Remote education   
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In this section we will explore inclusive pedagogies to 

support our high-quality teaching of learners with SEND. 

When considering pedagogy ï how we teach ï it is 

essential to remember as the backdrop to any pedagogy, 

the curriculum ï what we teach. The way we teach 

supports our learners' experience of the curriculum and 

how they access this and consequently make progress. 

Conversely, careful curriculum choices ensure that our 

efforts are focused on the key foundational skills in any 

given subject. This will have the biggest impact on our 

learner's ability to progress.  

Later in this Handbook, we look at the graduated 

approach in more detail. The graduated approach 

(assess ï plan ï do ï review) is central to all our teaching 

practices. It is crucial that it starts with 'assess'. When we 

are assessing our learners formatively, we are getting to 

know them as learners and how we can adjust our 

practice so that we can break down barriers to learning 

that they might be experiencing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Central to teaching is also how the 'assess ï plan ï do ï

review' cycle informs curriculum choices. It is essential 

that we know our learners' starting points (through our 

assessments) and have a clear idea of the endpoint to 

our journey - the endpoint being considered might be a 

long-term outcome, at the end of a lesson sequence, or 

at the end of a lesson. By understanding our learners' 

'goal', our learner and our learners' starting points, we 

can plan óthe whatô and óthe howô that are intrinsically 

linked to each other. Adjustments and adaptations will be 

made continually as we go on this journey in partnership 

with our learners and the role of continual formative 

assessment is central to this.  

The framework of a well-designed and well-sequenced 

curriculum to support the effective delivery of Quality First 

Teaching is a whole-school responsibility.  

Collaboration to achieve this is essential. Seeking advice 

from colleagues, such as subject leaders and heads of 

department, to understand the curriculum design and 

model of progression will support your decision-making 

in delivering and adapting your curriculum to effectively 

meet the needs of all learners and prepare them for their 

next stage, be this in education or for adulthood. The 

subject-specific guidance also gives insight into key 

curriculum considerations when planning inclusive 

lessons.  

Quality First Teaching is referred to in the SEND 

Code of Practice as being the first step to 

responding to learnersô needs. When considering 

Quality First Teaching, pedagogy does not exist 

without curriculum and vice versa - when pedagogy 

is disconnected from the curriculum and the subject, 

then learners might appear 'engaged' but may not 

actually be learning meaningfully. For our most 

vulnerable learners, careful curriculum choices are 

essential ï a fine balance between ensuring that our 

learners have acc ess to an ambitious, broad and 

balanced curriculum as well as ensuring that our 

learners have sufficient opportunities to build key 

foundational skills to ensure wider access to a 

broader curriculum, including opportunities for 

over -learning and repetition . These curriculum 

choices have to be made against a clear model of 

progression in each of the disciplines.  
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Every body learning!  

When we use the phrase óQuality First Teachingô, we refer to key 

principles that underpin best practice. In this section, we will focus on the 

principle of inclusive pedagogy , addressing the values, attitudes and 

approaches that ensure mainstream classrooms are geared towards 

supporting those who find learning difficult. 

Inclusive pedagogy is an approach to whole-class teaching that is 

accessible to all learn ers . It should enable learners to keep up, feel 

included, progress and be successful. This approach should foster an 

open-ended view of each individualôs potential to learn and recognises 

the difference between individuals as a given and a strength. It 

challenges deterministic approaches that exclude certain learners from 

a positive classroom experience because of adverse labelling by ability, 

or by diagnosis.  

As teachers we can feel disempowered by the expectation to teach 

learners with such a variety of needs. 

However, we do not need to become experts in every SEND diagnosis 

to succeed. We do need to seek to know each learner, to find out how 

they learn best, and then seek to create classroom strategies that 

maximise their learning. By thinking about quality in this way, mainstream 

classrooms can become environments where teachers can plan, teach 

and assess for all  their learners with equal confidence.  

Why Inclusive Pedagogy is prerequisite for     

Quality First Teaching  

We are moving away from an approach that views learners with SEND 

as outliers that always need to be catered for and taught differently. 

Separating learners with SEND out for numerous interventions or over-

relying on teaching assistants to deliver teaching to a group of learners 

with identified SEND, can in fact be detrimental. Evidence tells us the 

most important contribution to improved outcomes for learners with 

SEND is quality teaching.2 

We are also seeing an increase in the co-occurrence of needs exhibited 

by children and young people. Research tells us there are increasing 

numbers of learners in mainstream who demonstrate complex SEND 

profiles due to a number of factors (e.g., better neonatal care and more 

complex conditions affecting neurodevelopment).3 More and more 

learners have what might have been described as spiky or jagged 

learning profiles. 

The new Education Inspection Framework (EIF) reflects this shift too. It 

no longer looks at SEND as a department or additional provision within 

the school, but reviews teaching of learners with identified SEND within 

each subject area and every classroom. It requires evidence of SEND 

teaching that permeates curriculum delivery, óbuilt inô not bolted on. 

 

What do we need to change?   

We need to focus on academic engagement for learners with SEND to 

achieve genuine inclusion and strengthen learner achievement. 

Learners with SEND need access to the best teachers and the strongest 

teaching. Currently, many mainstream school processes focus on the 

social and emotional aspects of inclusivity rather than zooming in on the 

teaching and learning process. 

Inclusive pedagogy can improve this. Responsibility for effective 

teaching and assessment of learners with SEND should not be the 

isolated preserve of the SENCO. Teachers are the key to progress. 

Teachers are generally supportive of the principles of inclusion, yet 

anxious about working with an increasingly diverse range of learners. 

Adopting an inclusive pedagogy offers a way of thinking about effective 

whole class teaching and meeting the needs of individual learners. 

Research has helped highlight the reliance on planning and teaching for 

the majority of learners who learn typically, and then doing something 

slightly different for the outliers: those at the top or bottom of the 

distribution curve (who are sometimes described as lower or higher 

attainers). Inclusive pedagogy highlights the flaws in this teaching, that 

default thinking of planning for most of the class and then doing 

something additional or different for some. óMostô and ósomeô thinking 

risks limiting our belief in what young people can achieve. Inclusive 

pedagogies encourage us to build in, not bolt on. 

 

 

Quality Inclusive Pedagogy  

The notion of inclusive pedagogy is not a call for a return to a 

model of whole-class teaching where equality is notionally 

addressed by providing identical experiences for all. Instead, it 

advocates an approach whereby the teacher provides a range 

of options which are available to everybody. Human diversity is 

seen within the model of inclusive pedagogy as a strength, 

rather than a problem, as children work together, sharing ideas 

and learning from their interactions with each other. The 

inclusive pedagogical approach fosters an open-ended view of 

each childôs potential to learn.1 

There is a new generation of children with complex learning 

needs, who do not fit neatly into an understandable category.4 

Professor Barry Carpenter 
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Letôs move away from stereotyping and fixed-ability thinking about what 

learners with SEND can achieve. Where differentiated lesson planning 

leads to learners recognising, they are forever stuck on the red table for 

low prior attainers, or consistently given the bronze activities for in-class 

completion never the gold, (or the ómildô never the ôspicyô or the óhotô) then 

we limit expectations of what these learners can achieve. Consideration 

of learners with SEND who find learning tricky must be core to planning 

and teaching, not peripheral. 

 

1. Ban the average  

Banning the idea of óaverageô is an important step towards adopting a 

more inclusive approach to teaching. Instead of quickly categorising 

learners with SEND as óbelow averageô, the successfully inclusive 

teacher realises the notion of an average, above average or below 

average learner is not helpful . The inclusive teacher challenges that 

mindset that seeks to predetermine the capacity of each learner, 

replacing it instead with a curiosity  about what the learner can achieve. 

As teachers we should approach teaching with a sense of openness, 

looking to be surprised by our learners and what they can achieve. We 

cannot develop quality teaching unless (and until) we challenge this 

oversimplification. 

 

2. Think about transforming learnersô lives as the job 

Reframe how you approach your role as teacher. It is one that transforms 

lives, rather than simply ótopping upô knowledge. Plan and teach based 

on the belief that futures are not predetermined by innate ability, and that 

every learner can make progress given the opportunity. Work with 

learners as co-agents in learning. Commit to nurturing trust between you 

as the teacher and your learners. 

 

3. Difficulties in pupil learning are a professional 

challenge  

As teachers we can be influential change agents in transforming schools 

if we regularly reflect on our pedagogical practices. Look for 

improvements that will help all learners reach their full potential. Barriers 

to learning simply present an opportunity to develop new ways of 

working, rather than a óproblem with the learnerô. A complex learner 

presents a professional opportunity to learn! 

4.  Learners  are pilots, not passengers  

A study of 4000 fighter pilots to identify the óaverage sizeô for cockpit 

design discovered that on a ten-point criteria, not a single one was the 

same on every dimension. These ójagged profilesô are applicable to 

learners in the classroom. Difficulty with maths does not mean a struggle 

in literacy; poor working memory might not mean poor articulation. When 

you recognise these spikey or jagged profiles, there is less risk of 

labelling and a greater opportunity to identify learner potential. 

 

5. Less deficit labelling, more ability profiling  

Good teaching requires adopting an individual, holistic view of each 

learner. Be wary of labelling learners with their diagnosis or behaviour 

trait, or by assumptions of what they cannot do, particularly learners with 

SEND. Such labels reinforce stereotypes and lower expectations of what 

they can achieve. Instead of describing learners with autism as having 

difficulties making friends, or dyslexic learners as reluctant writers, profile 

learners by what they can achieve  and how they can learn .   

Catch yourself quietly if you label or limit a learner by the language you 

use, but positively reinforce yourself and your colleagues when remarks 

are made about what a learner can do (rather than what they cannot). 

6. Ask better questions (be a detective in classroom)  

Adopt an inquiry mind-set. This is about asking investigative questions 

around the learner. What do I know about how this particular child or 

young person learns? What are their strengths in maths and how do they 

differ in geography? What are successful hooks to get them interested? 

What motivates them to learn? What aspects of their learning behaviours 

need to be developed? This helps break the cycle of starting with 

questions about what we know about a learnerôs diagnosis or condition.  

7. Catch your learners doing the right thing  

Notice a learnerôs strengths and build on these, however small.  

 

 

Inclusive teaching and learning approaches  

 

óSuccess for all édepends in large part on a belief that children 

learn to high levelsô. 6  

It is tempting to talk about the challenge of SEND as a specific 

and distinct issue. Yet, far from creating new programmes, the 

evidence tells us that teachers should instead prioritise familiar 

but powerful strategies, like scaffolding and explicit instruction, 

to support their pupils with SEND. This means understanding 

the needs of individual pupils and weaving specific approaches 

into every-day, high-quality classroom teaching ï being 

inclusive by design not as an after-thought.5 

 

https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/ed/15/08/beyond-average
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8. Use co -operative learning  

Adopt an approach to classroom management where learners can learn 

together in small heterogeneous teams. Learners encouraging each 

other to succeed is inclusive and highly motivational.  

9. Design lessons that target the outliers  

Rather than designing lessons with the majority of the class in mind (back 

to the difficulty with average), make your prime concern those learners 

who are most likely to struggle with what you are teaching. Focus first on 

what  you want to teach (expectations) and then who  to teach. Use 

knowledge of your learnersô profiles to support planning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Use short -cycle formative assessmenté 

be a detective every day  

Constantly adapt your teaching. Assessment for learning feeds you with 

the information needed to make small but meaningful adaptations to 

teaching. Teaching should be contingent on responses from learners. 

Use formative assessment to gather more evidence about what 

individual learners can do and how you can build on this. 

The graduated approach is often applied in schools as a long cycle of 

formative assessment, but in fact it is used effectively to support inclusion 

as a micro-teaching tool to inform and adapt teaching in response to 

individual learners. 

 

 

 

óAdapt the mainstream to suit all pupilsô.7 
 

For further guidance please refer to Section 5 , 

which contains subject specific g uidance for the 

following subjects:  

¶ Maths  

o Primary Guidance  

o Secondary Guidance  

¶ English  

o Phonics Guidance  

o Primary Reading Guidance  

o Primary Writing Guidance  

o Secondary Guidance  

¶ Drama 

o Primary Guidance  

o Secondary Guidance  

¶ Science  

o Primary Guidance  

o Secondary Guidance  

¶ Music  

o Primary Guidance  

o Secondary Guidance  

¶ Art and Design  

o Primary Guidance  

o Secondary Guidance  

¶ Physical Educa tion  

¶ Comput ing  

¶ Modern Foreign Languages  

Inclusive teaching and learning approaches  

 

Inclusive teaching and learning approaches  
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There are mindsets that we might need to change in order to establish 

more inclusive daily practices.  

Avoid bell -curve thinking  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who do we have in mind when we plan?  

Schools often make the mistake of teaching to the perceived majority in 

each classroom, to the average learner whose attainment sits in the 

middle of the group, and then doing something different for those at either 

end of the bell curve. This has led to many learners being excluded from 

achieving their potential. The notion of typical or average learners is 

systemic. For many years, schools have used lesson plan templates that 

contain two very unhelpful boxes - one headed with SEND or Lower Prior 

Attainer, and the other with Gifted and Talented or High Prior Attainer. A 

good way to avoid this unhelpful thinking is to build the lesson around 

the outliers.  

 

The language we use defines us  

When teachers use language such as, óI have two dyslexics and three 

with autism in my classô, it depersonalises these learners and suggests 

the teacher has limited expectations of them. It also indicates they have 

fallen into the trap of believing that every learner with these conditions is 

inherently identical. How we describe learners shapes our attitudes 

towards them. We vary our teaching and respond differently towards 

learners viewed as óbrightô, óaverageô or óless ableô. Fixed-ability thinking 

of this kind reduces the sense of our own power to promote learning and 

development using our expertise and professional judgement. Instead, 

seek to understand how each learner is different. Get to know their 

individual strengths, motivations, difficulties, barriers, and how they 

learn, especially for learners with SEND. This is an imperative quality 

skill that we must continually develop as teachers. 

 

 

Grow teacher confidence  

We develop valuable expertise about the learners we teach. Whether a 

new or experienced teacher, we can often feel overwhelmed by the 

challenge of teaching learners with SEND who struggle to learn. New 

teachers believe they lack knowledge of SEND, leaving teachers feeling 

deskilled.10 Adopting an inclusive pedagogy can reaffirm our 

professionalism by recognising the development of expert knowledge in 

the context of our current classroom and knowledge of the learner. 

Working with learners, families and professionals to learn more and 

problem solve together provides us with deep expertise that is not 

dependent upon deep diagnostic knowledge.  

Inclusive teachers do not assume that knowing more about a condition 

will automatically shape how we teach. We use assessment for learning 

strategies to build ever stronger evidence of how children and young 

people in our classrooms learn. The knowledge we value is that which 

increases our understanding of what works for a learner and supports us 

to adapt our teaching to secure better outcomes. SENCOs offer valuable 

support with this, but the teacher remains the member of staff most 

knowledgeable about the learnerôs development in lessons - pedagogic 

expertise that has great value and should be shared with other teachers, 

professionals and the family.  

A start ing  point for change  

The recommendations in this section are a non-exhaustive guide for 

thinking differently about how we support learners with SEND to 

maximise their potential. By strengthening teacher confidence to believe 

we can teach everyone and developing a mindset to see difference as a 

strength possessed by all learners, real change can be enacted. 

Inclusive pedagogy supports us to draw upon context-independent 

knowledge, as well as to develop an inclusive mindset that celebrates 

differences in what teachers do through their everyday pedagogy, to 

increase the learning and engagement of all children and young people. 

Unconscious and conscious barriers  

The preoccupation with standardised assessments, league 

tables, and competition, reinforces school structures which are 

underpinned by óbell-curve thinkingô and notions of fixed ability.8  

 

This system contributes to the legitimisation of ability grouping 

and the provision of additional support, which serves to reinforce 

marginalisation of learners with learning difficulties. 9 
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The language and tone we use in life is always important, but never more 

so than when we are in front of children and young people. We model to 

them in powerful ways through the words we say (and often the words 

we leave unsaid). óWhy have you not started your task yet?!ô spoken with 

exasperation can add shame and humiliation to a learner who may 

already have struggled to comprehend the instruction given for any 

variety of reasons. óWhat do you need to start you off?ô or óLetôs start this 

task togetherô, spoken gently and with a smile, allows a learner to indicate 

if they require some help to start.  

When planning a lesson, we decide how each task will be scaffolded, 

how to break down the task again for the learner, offer additional 

resources, show a model of what the intended outcome might look like, 

or include an incentive. For a learner with SEND, it may be that their 

processing makes it hard to comprehend more than one step of an 

instruction at a time. It may be that a learner with SEMH needs finds it 

hard to concentrate and focus their thoughts on verbal instruction, whilst 

maintaining a hypervigilance on the rest of the class. There will always 

be the occasional learner who we know to be capable, who is finding it 

hard to start the task. If the task is well structured and interesting, then 

this should be rare, or can be tackled with the óteacher lookô and a 

positive redirection. So, for the learner with SEND who is not focused, 

the first responsibility lies with the teacher  to amend the language and 

the tone to engage that child or young person in their learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A good skill to learn early on is to put the information -giving words  we 

need the learner to understand at the start of our sentence. As teachers, 

we often rely on talking, and can use a significant number of words over 

the course of a lesson. For some learners this may help to increase their 

vocabulary, but for other learners we will need to emphasise keywords 

at the start. óThis is a thought bubbleô [draw one]. óWrite the words the 

man is thinkingô, will focus learners more effectively than, óYouôve all 

watched the little film clip and weôve talked about how the elderly man at 

the piano might be feeling. What I want you to do now, is to get your 

English books out, find a sharp pencil, draw a thought bubble and write 

what you think would be in his headô. You can still use the second set of 

instructions, but practise focusing the instruction into short, clear, 

uncluttered sentences to share with the class first. 

Being careful of the language we choose to use is not the same as 

lowering our expectations of language, or only using simple language 

with learners. Expanding a learnerôs vocabulary is a key part of raising 

their social capital as well as their learning. We need to consistently 

remember to structure new words with explanation, context and practice, 

similar to any new learning. For example, óI like the way you used the 

word brown to describe the dog. I like the word óscratchyô too. My dog 

scratches himself like this, behind his ears. Can you do that? [laughing 

together]. Shall we say the brown, scratchy dog together? Hereôs a funny 

picture of a scratchy dogô. Having access to wonderful words should not 

be something a learner has to reach a ólevelô before having access to. 

óGargantuanô can be made just as available to the learner with dyslexia 

as ólargeô. óWords to get your mouth aroundô can create fun and laughter 

in a classroom too, helping to embed learning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The language we use with learners  

 






























































































































































































































































































