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Summary Briefing 

Key Findings and Questions for Scrutiny 
The success of Special Educational Needs (SEN) reform in Northern Ireland will not be 
determined by whether systems change.  It will be determined by whether children 
experience education differently as a result. 

The central challenge facing government is not designing reform. It is delivering reform 
consistently, accountably and visibly in every school, every classroom and for every 
child. 

 

Introduction 

This summary briefing is provided in response to the Education Committee's 
commitment to engage with the Independent Autism Reviewer as part of its Strategic 
Review of current SEN provision and the SEN Reform Agenda. 

The Committee is undertaking an important examination of both the challenges within 
current SEN arrangements and the extent to which proposed reforms are likely to 
improve outcomes for children and young people.  

This presents an opportunity to consider not only the structures and processes that 
support children and young people with SEN, but also the wider conditions required for 
meaningful participation, genuine belonging and measurable improvements in 
outcomes. 

While this briefing focuses primarily on evidence relating to autistic children and young 
people, many of the observations and conclusions are equally relevant to 
neurodivergent pupils, and children and young people with SEN more broadly. 

This briefing draws upon research literature, departmental publications, oversight and 
inspection reports, professional and academic evidence, international practice, lived 
experience evidence, stakeholder engagement, and the Reviewer's own monitoring, 
survey and polling activity.   Sources and supporting evidence can be provided to the 
Committee upon request. 

 

Scope and Approach 

In preparing this briefing, I considered not only the formal structures and processes 
associated with SEN provision, but also the conditions that evidence consistently 
identifies as necessary for successful inclusion and improved outcomes. 

The evidence reviewed included consideration of: 

• culture, belonging and relational safety; 

• workforce capability and autism-informed practice; 

• early identification and needs-led support; 
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• inclusive environments and anticipatory adjustments; 

• participation and partnership with children, young people and families; 

• integrated health and education support; 

• visibility, data and accountability; and 

• consistency of experience across schools and classrooms. 

These themes are closely interconnected in practice.  Taken together, they point 
towards a broader conclusion: 

Children and young people do not experience legislation, strategies, 
governance structures or reform programmes. 

They experience classrooms, relationships, and support.  

They experience participation and belonging. 

 

The Central Question 

The success of SEN reform will depend not solely upon new legislation, structures, 
processes or guidance.  It will depend upon whether those reforms are translated into 
consistent everyday experiences for children and young people. 

The central question must remain: 

How will we know that reform has improved the lived experience, 
participation and outcomes of children and young people rather than simply 
changing administrative processes? 
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Key Findings 
 

Key Finding 1: Reform Must Be Judged by Children's Experiences 

Several recurring findings emerged across the evidence base I examined. These findings 
may assist the Committee in considering both the strengths and challenges within 
current arrangements, as well as the conditions likely to be required if reform is to 
deliver meaningful, sustainable and measurable improvements in outcomes. 

Throughout the evidence, a distinction emerged between: 

• activity and outcomes; 

• compliance and impact; 

• placement and participation; 

• attendance and belonging; and 

• consultation and influence. 

Children and young people do not experience reform through legislation, governance 
structures or delivery plans. 

They experience reform through classrooms, relationships, support, participation and 
belonging. 

The ultimate test of reform is therefore whether children experience earlier support, 
greater participation, improved wellbeing and better outcomes. 

 

 

Key Finding 2: Culture Is the Foundation of Effective Inclusion 

Evidence consistently demonstrates that culture is one of the strongest determinants of 
whether inclusion succeeds in practice. 

Culture influences: 

• how needs are recognised; 

• how distress is interpreted; 

• whether adjustments are made; 

• whether families are trusted; and 

• whether children experience school as a place of belonging. 

Schools operating within the same policy and funding frameworks can produce 
markedly different experiences because culture differs. 
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Culture should therefore be viewed not as a peripheral issue, but as an inclusion issue, 
a safeguarding issue and an outcomes issue. 

 

 

Key Finding 3: Workforce Capability Is the Critical Enabler of Reform 

Every reform programme ultimately arrives at a classroom door.  Children experience 
teachers, classroom assistants and school leaders, not policy documents. 

A broad range of evidence shows that most education professionals want to support 
children effectively. The challenge is not commitment. The challenge is capability, 
confidence and support. 

The Committee may therefore wish to consider whether sufficient attention is being 
given to workforce capability as a prerequisite for successful reform. 

 

 

Key Finding 4: Children Should Not Have to Reach Crisis Before They 
Become Visible 

A recurring theme across research is that the strongest systems identify emerging need 
before difficulties escalate into crisis. 

Children should not have to fail before they become visible. 

Particular scrutiny may be required regarding: 

• children awaiting assessment; 

• children on reduced timetables; 

• children experiencing prolonged absence; 

• children educated through EOTAS; 

• children whose needs remain unrecognised; and 

• children whose difficulties emerge gradually rather than dramatically. 

The Committee may wish to ask: 

Which children remain invisible within current systems and how would we 
know? 

 

Key Finding 5: Inclusion Requires Educational Environments to Adapt 

Evidence is increasingly demonstrating that successful inclusion depends not solely 
upon helping children adapt to school, but upon helping schools adapt to children. 
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Many barriers can be reduced through: 

• predictable routines; 

• accessible communication; 

• anticipatory adjustments; 

• sensory awareness; 

• structured transitions; 

• flexibility; and 

• psychologically safe environments. 

Inclusion should therefore be judged not simply by placement, but by participation. 

 

 

Key Finding 6: Educational Participation Depends Upon Effective 
Health and Education Integration 

For many children, participation in education depends upon access to health-related 
expertise. 

Children do not experience communication needs, sensory processing differences, 
emotional regulation difficulties or physical health needs as separate educational and 
health issues.  They experience them as barriers to participation.  

 The critical question is not: 

Who owns the service? 

The critical question is: 

Who owns the outcome? 

 

 

Key Finding 7: Northern Ireland Measures Activity Better Than 
Outcomes 

Through my work as the Autism Reviewer it is evident across systems that Northern 
Ireland is currently stronger at measuring activity than outcomes. 

Within education, existing systems can often report: 

• referrals; 

• diagnoses; 

• waiting lists; 
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• placements; 

• enrolments; and 

• service activity. 

However, they are less able to demonstrate: 

• participation; 

• belonging; 

• educational access; 

• lived experience; 

• pathway effectiveness; 

• long-term outcomes; and 

• whether support is improving children's lives. 

A mature system should be capable of demonstrating not only what services were 
delivered, but whether children's lives improved as a result. 

 

 

Five Areas for Committee Scrutiny 
There are five clear areas which will warrant ongoing and careful scrutiny: 

1. The Enhanced Support Model 

How can Northern Ireland transition towards more inclusive models of support while 
continuing to discharge its duties to individual children and young people? 

2. Health and Education Accountability 

How can Health and Education jointly own educational participation and outcomes 
where health-related barriers affect a child's ability to access education? 

3. Consistency Across Schools and Classrooms 

How can reform be implemented consistently across Northern Ireland so that children's 
experiences do not depend upon geography, school, classroom or teacher? 

4. Visibility Before Crisis 

How will the system identify and respond to emerging need before children experience 
crisis, exclusion, prolonged absence or placement instability? 

5. Outcomes and Accountability 

How will Northern Ireland know whether reform is succeeding and what evidence will 
demonstrate that children are genuinely better off? 
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What Would Success Look Like? 
By the end of the current reform programme, government should be able to 
demonstrate: 

• earlier identification of need; 

• fewer children reaching crisis before support is provided; 

• fewer reduced timetables; 

• fewer informal exclusions; 

• improved attendance; 

• greater participation; 

• stronger feelings of belonging; 

• improved family confidence; 

• more consistent experiences across schools; 

• better access to health-related support; 

• improved transitions; and 

• stronger post-school outcomes. 

These are the measures by which reform should ultimately be judged. 
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Concluding Reflection 

 
The challenge facing Northern Ireland is not a lack of commitment to children and 
young people with Special Educational Needs. 

The challenge is ensuring that this commitment is experienced consistently in practice. 

Successful reform will not be demonstrated by the publication of guidance, the 
completion of workstreams or the implementation of new processes. 

It will be demonstrated when children receive support earlier, participate more fully, 
experience a genuine sense of belonging and achieve better outcomes. 

Ultimately, the test of reform is not whether systems change.  It is whether children 
experience education differently as a result. 
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Annexes 
The following annexes provide additional analysis and context to support the 
Committee's scrutiny of current SEN provision, the SEN Reform Agenda and the 
conditions required for successful implementation. 

 

 

 

Annex A 

The Enhanced Support Model: Transitioning from Individual Adult Support to 
Inclusive Practice 

Focus: Legal safeguards, workforce capability, accountability, implementation risk and 
outcome measurement. 

 

Annex B 

Integrated Health and Education Support: Moving from Collaboration to Shared 
Accountability 

Focus: Educational participation, shared accountability, enforceability, and support for 
children with and without Statements of Special Educational Needs. 

 

Annex C 

A Reasonable SEN Process: From Identification to Outcomes 

Focus: Early identification, needs-led support, specialist advice, graduated intervention, 
escalation pathways, transition planning and outcome monitoring. 

 

Annex D 

From Policy to Practice: Ensuring SEN Reform Reaches Every School, Every 
Classroom and Every Child 

Focus: Implementation fidelity, consistency across schools and classrooms, culture, 
leadership, governance and whole-school inclusion. 
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Annex A 

The Enhanced Support Model: Transitioning from Individual 
Adult Support to Inclusive Practice 
A recurring theme within the Department's evidence is that one-to-one support should 
not be regarded as the sole route to inclusion, independence or positive educational 
outcomes. 

The available evidence broadly supports this position. Research suggests that excessive 
reliance on individual adult support can, in some circumstances, unintentionally 
reduce independence, limit opportunities for peer interaction and increase dependence 
upon a particular adult. 

However, the evidence does not support the opposite assumption that reducing, 
replacing or reorganising one-to-one support will automatically improve outcomes. 

The key question is therefore not whether one-to-one support is inherently good or bad, 
but how Northern Ireland transitions towards more inclusive models of support while 
continuing to meet its legal duties to individual children and young people. 

The Central Principle 

The Department is not required to preserve a particular support model.  It is required to 
continue meeting its duties to individual children and young people throughout any 
transition. 

The safest route is therefore a phased, evidence-informed approach that: 

• maintains accountability; 

• builds workforce capability before flexibility; 

• monitors outcomes closely; and 

• ensures that no child experiences a reduction in educational access, 
participation, safety or opportunity during implementation. 

Scrutiny Questions 

Evidence and Rationale 

• What evidence demonstrates that the Enhanced Support Model will improve 
outcomes? 

• What evidence from Northern Ireland supports the proposed approach? 

• What specific outcomes are expected to improve? 

• What evidence would trigger modification or pause? 

Legal Duties and Safeguards 

• How will the Department ensure that no child experiences reduced access or 
participation during implementation? 
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• What safeguards will exist for children currently dependent upon existing 
support arrangements? 

• How will concerns be escalated where reform is not working? 

Accountability 

• How will support be specified and monitored? 

• How will parents know whether support has been delivered? 

• What constitutes non-delivery under the new model? 

Measuring Success 

• Attendance. 

• Participation. 

• Belonging. 

• Educational progress. 

• Placement stability. 

• Independence. 

• Parent confidence. 

• Post-school outcomes. 

The key scrutiny question 

How will the Department demonstrate that children are better off under the 
Enhanced Support Model than they were previously? 
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Annex B 

Integrated and Embedded Health and Education Support: 
Moving from Collaboration to Shared Accountability 
Many barriers affecting educational participation do not sit neatly within either health or 
education.  Communication differences, sensory processing differences, emotional 
regulation, anxiety, motor coordination, eating and drinking difficulties, continence 
needs, physical health needs and transition challenges can all affect attendance, 
participation, learning and inclusion. 

Children do not experience these as separate health and education issues.  They 
experience them as barriers to participation. 

The question for reform is therefore not whether Health and Education collaborate, but 
whether both systems accept shared responsibility for the outcomes children 
experience.    

At present the proposed reforms do not appear to create a sufficiently clear shared duty 
between education and health where health provision is necessary for educational 
access, participation or progress. 

The shift across SEN reform to needs-led and school-led delivery, itself makes the case 
for increased health responsibility.  

The Children’s Services Co-Operation Act (NI) 2015 establishes a framework for 
cooperation between children’s authorities, but while cooperation language can sound 
strong, it does not secure integration, governance or enforceability. 

The Central Principle 

The critical question is not, who owns the service?  It is, who owns the outcome? 

Without ownership there cannot be accountability. 

Where health-related support is necessary for educational participation, attendance, 
communication, regulation or progress, there is a strong argument that both systems 
should share responsibility for achieving those outcomes, and do through a joint 
education-health model. 

Children with Statements of Educational Need 

The Committee may wish to seek assurance that where health-related provision is 
necessary: 

• responsibilities are clearly defined; 

• provision is sufficiently specified; 

• monitoring arrangements exist; 

• review arrangements are established; and 

• escalation routes are available. 
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Children without Statements of Educational Need 

The more significant challenge may concern children who do not have Statements of 
Educational Need. 

If reform successfully reduces reliance upon Statements, what mechanism will ensure 
that health-related barriers remain: 

• visible; 

• recorded; 

• monitored; 

• reviewed; and 

• enforceable? 

Children should not lose access to accountability simply because they do not have a 
Statement. 

 

Scrutiny Questions 

Shared Accountability 

• How will Health demonstrate its contribution to educational outcomes? 

• Where barriers prevent participation, who is accountable for improvement? 

Children without Statements 

• What accountability mechanisms will exist? 

• How will needs be monitored and reviewed? 

• How will escalation occur? 

Measuring Success 

• Attendance. 

• Participation. 

• Reduced timetables. 

• Placement stability. 

• Communication access. 

• Family confidence. 

• Educational outcomes. 

Reform must ensure that children receive the support necessary to participate in 
education.  

 



 

19 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

20 
 

Annex C 

A Reasonable SEN Process  
A reasonable SEN process should be judged not by how efficiently children move 
through administrative stages, but by whether they receive timely support, participate 
meaningfully and experience positive outcomes. 

 

What Should a Reasonable SEN Process Comprise? 

1. Early Identification and Visibility 

Children should become visible before crisis. Identification should include: 

• pupil voice; 

• family concerns; 

• attendance and participation; 

• wellbeing indicators; and 

• recognition of emerging barriers. 

 

2. Understanding Need 

The focus should be understanding the child's experience, including: 

• strengths; 

• communication; 

• sensory experiences; 

• participation barriers; 

• wellbeing; and 

• environmental factors. 

 

3. Immediate Needs-Led Support 

Support should begin when needs emerge. 

Children should not be required to wait for assessment before receiving reasonable 
support. 

 

4. Graduated Support and Review 

Review should focus on: 
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• implementation; 

• participation; 

• attendance; 

• wellbeing; 

• educational progress; and 

• lived experience. 

 

5. Access to Specialist Advice 

Where required, children should have timely access to educational psychology, speech 
and language therapy, occupational therapy and other specialist expertise. 

 

6. Escalation and Accountability 

Escalation should not require crisis.  Children and families should understand: 

• when concerns can be escalated; 

• who makes decisions; 

• how decisions are reviewed; and 

• what rights exist. 

 

7. Transition Planning 

Planning should begin early and continue throughout key transitions. 

Success should be judged by whether transitions succeed, not whether plans exist. 

 

8. Monitoring Outcomes 

The final stage should focus on: 

• participation; 

• attendance; 

• belonging; 

• wellbeing; 

• educational progress; and 

• transition outcomes. 
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Annex D 

From Policy to Practice: Ensuring Reform Reaches Every 
School and Classroom 
The challenge facing Northern Ireland is no longer whether reform exists – it is whether 
reform is, and will be, experienced consistently by children and young people. 

The Central Principle 

Consistency is not uniformity.  Every child should be able to expect a consistent 
minimum standard of: 

• dignity; 

• participation; 

• understanding; 

• support; 

• accessibility; 

• safety; and 

• belonging. 

 

The Challenge 

Many reforms fail not because policy is flawed.  They fail because implementation is 
inconsistent. 

As reform travels through the system, intentions can gradually become diluted, 
interpreted differently or applied unevenly. 

A key issue is implementation fidelity. 

 

Scrutiny Questions 

Implementation 

• How will the Department know that reform has reached every school? 

• How will implementation drift be identified? 

Leadership 

• How will Boards of Governors scrutinise inclusion? 

• How will school leaders be held accountable? 

Classroom Consistency 
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• How will agreed supports be implemented consistently? 

• How will consistency be maintained across subjects and staff? 

Whole School Experience 

• How will inclusion be monitored beyond lessons? 

• How will participation be supported throughout the school day? 

Measuring Success 

• Attendance. 

• Reduced timetables. 

• Participation. 

• Belonging. 

• Wellbeing. 

• Family confidence. 

• Educational outcomes. 

The ultimate test: 

If two children with similar needs enter two different schools in Northern Ireland, 
can they reasonably expect the same standard of inclusion, participation and 
opportunity? 

If the answer is no, reform will not yet have achieved its purpose. 

 

__________ 
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