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Special Needs Jungle (SNJ) is a volunteer-created and run blog/website, creating easy-to-

understand resources, articles and information about special educational needs, disabilities (SEND) 

and health conditions. We help parents/carers of children with SEND to navigate the education, 

social care, and health systems. It’s also aimed at improving the understanding of these complicated 

systems and their legal context for anyone working with disabled children and their families. 

As parents of children with SEND ourselves, we know how vital it is for families to have correct 

information, so they can advocate effectively for their children. It’s our mission to “cut through the 

jungle”, deconstructing SEND news, law, and resources clearly, to families and those who support 

them.   

To do this, we use accessible language and colourful visuals delivered in a clear, lively, and human 

style. It’s our goal to inspire, educate and empower people to advocate confidently and secure the 

support needed for families to live the best life they can.  

Special Needs Jungle has been at the heart of the SEND community for almost 12 years. As well 

as living within it ourselves, we have had a unique insight into the effects government policies and 

procedures have had on parents and their children. The coronavirus has, undoubtedly, affected 

everyone in unprecedented ways, none more so than parents of children with additional needs and 

disabilities. Despite the specific challenges that lockdown brought this community, very little 

guidance or support was made available to them. Special Needs Jungle responded by becoming 

an invaluable resource providing advice, information, guidance, and resources to help keep the 

SEND community informed about how the rapidly changing policies would impact their families 

and children. 

Having an active and engaged community almost 40,000 strong on Facebook alone, gives us a 

direct insight into a wide range of concerns families have faced over the past few months.  

Special Needs Jungle has produced this survey to help ensure the true costs of the government’s 

response to the pandemic on the families of children with SEND are captured. 

  

ABOUT SPECIAL NEEDS JUNGLE 
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We decided to do this survey after hearing parental accounts of risk assessments being utilised by 

schools during lockdown, to prevent children with special educational needs and disabilities 

(SEND) returning to school1. We wanted to determine how widespread this was, as well as 

capturing other experiences of families mid-pandemic.  

Key Findings 

Risk Assessments: 

During lockdown, children and young people with Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) were 

among those who the Government allowed to continue to attend their educational settings. To 

ensure a safe environment for the child, the Department for Education (DfE) issued guidance for 

risk assessments to be carried out, in co-production with families. Risk assessments should not act 

as a barrier but are intended to highlight actions to address any potential risk. Despite loosening 

of EHCP duties during the pandemic, reasonable adjustments are still required under the Equality 

Act 2010.2 

Our survey revealed the implementation, process, and application of risk assessments are all areas 

that raise significant concerns, for the following reasons: 

• 75% of respondents said that their child had not had a risk assessment, or they did not 

know if one had been conducted. 

• Of the parents whose children had undergone a risk assessment, only 9% said they had 

been fully involved. 

• Even if they knew a risk assessment had taken place, most parents were not involved at 

all.  

• In their comments, a number of parents indicated that a risk assessment had been used to 

actively dissuade them from sending their child in, or to prevent their child’s attendance. 

 

1 https://www.specialneedsjungle.com/send-risk-assessments-preparing-return-to-school/ 
2 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



 

www.specialneedsjungle.com                                Coronavirus & SEND Education, a survey, June 2020 6 

Lockdown learning for children with SEND 

Unexpectedly having to supervise home learning is a challenge for any parent. This can be made 

even more so by family circumstances, especially if there is limited access to internet-enabled 

devices. For families of children and young people with disabilities the sudden closure of schools 

and support services brought even greater difficulties, including lack of access to one-to-one 

teaching assistants, regularly-used equipment, and a lack of differentiation of lessons. Some families 

also lost access to respite activities and support workers that families depended on.  

In addition, even if a place was made available for a child with an EHCP, many were classed as 

“extremely vulnerable” and required to be shielded from any increased chance of infection. 

Our findings highlight specific areas that impacted parents of children with SEND found particularly 

challenging. 

• 68% of respondents told us that they really struggled to educate their child at home.  

• Only 28% of surveyed parents agreed that their child’s educational placement had 

provided very good support during lockdown. More than half said their school had not 

provided good support at all.  

• Only 18% reported their child or young person’s school or college had offered them the 

SEND provision they needed in order to complete their work 

§ Fewer than one in four surveyed parents reported that schoolwork had been differentiated 

for their child's needs. This reduced to just one in six if their child was in mainstream 

provision. Many parents said there had been no differentiation at all, which meant their 

child couldn’t complete work set.  

Differences in educational setting  

Our survey revealed that the type of educational setting attended played a significant role in how 

positive families found remote learning.  

§ 19% of parents with children in independent or non-maintained special schools (INMSS) 

strongly agreed their children had experienced very good support, with a further 29% 

agreeing the support was at least good. 

§ In state mainstream, just 7% parents strongly agreed their child had experienced very good 
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support, with a further 16% saying it was good.  

§ Similarly, in state special schools, just 8% said their child had been given very good support, 

with a further 18% agreeing it as at least good. 

Amount of work set 

§ Almost half in INMSS reported an appropriate amount of work being set, compared with 

only 16% whose child attended a mainstream setting and 26% in state-run special schools. 

§ Of those in mainstream, 75% disagreed or strongly disagreed that the right amount of work 

had been set and 54% in state-run special schools. 

Differentiation of work set 

Differentiation is one of the key factors in ensuring a child can overcome barriers to learning. While 

remote learning may make this more challenging to achieve, a substantial percentage of parents 

reported their child’s school hadn’t even tried to differentiate work. This is one of the most 

concerning results in our survey.  

• Perhaps as you might expect, INMSS schools did relatively well at differentiating their 

pupils’ work, with almost half of all respondents (49%) agreeing their child’s schoolwork 

had been suitably differentiated for them. 

§ What was less expected, is that only 26% of parents with a child in state-run special schools 

had a similar experience. In fact, over half of them (54%) disagreed or strongly disagreed 

this was the case.  

§ A very substantial majority of parents with children at mainstream schools (including 

mainstream schools with specialist SEND units and resource bases) experienced very poor 

efforts to support individual learning needs. Only 16% said there was at least some attempt 

to differentiate work. Three-quarters disagreed or strongly disagreed that the work had 

been differentiated.  

We heard of both impressive, and not so impressive levels of support from all types of settings. 

However, the significant overall disparity between state and independent lockdown provision for 

children with SEND warrants further exploration.   

Many schools will have been impacted by staff shortages and access to resources. Access to the 
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internet has also proved problematic, with parents having to request printed work. Others with only 

a mobile phone found some of the activities set to be inaccessible.  

We strongly believe children with SEND should not be in the position where they are 

disadvantaged simply because of their type of setting. We hope those independent schools (and 

others) who did particularly well, will be encouraged to publish their methods as learning resources. 

Access to therapies 

Many children in all types of settings who usually received therapies, missed months of sessions 

during lockdown. While we heard of some whose speech and language therapy (SaLT) moved 

online, only 12% of parents reported that their child received some form of SaLT, occupational 

therapy, or physiotherapy. Much of this was because NHS staff were redeployed into Covid-19 

response teams. However, the impact of loss of therapies should not be underestimated, with many 

children likely to need intensive support to regain skills lost or not progressed during this period.  

Access to teaching assistant support 

For children who normally had 1:1 teaching assistant support, once again, those in independent 

or non-maintained special schools tended to fare better with online 1:1 teaching assistant support. 

Nevertheless, the numbers of children and young people who received 1:1 online teaching assistant 

support during the lockdown are still surprisingly low.  

22% of INMSS pupils had 1:1 teaching assistant support online compared to 17% in post-16 

settings, 9% in mainstream settings and 8% in state special schools. This indicates that the large 

majority who would have usually had some teaching assistant (TA) support had none.  

As a result, many children & young people children who need 1:1 TA support to help them learn 

would have relied on their parents to step into this (often specialised) role. This is likely to have 

added significant stress to that already experienced by parents when home-educating during 

lockdown.  

When considered alongside families’ experiences of differentiation and support from the school, it 

could widen the gap in outcomes for children with SEND compared with those without SEND.  

Parents also raised questions over lack of TA contact when their child’s EHCP specifically funds 

teaching assistant hours or posts. As this funding did not cease, it is legitimate to ask what 

reasonable endeavours were made to try to support their allocated children during lockdown. 
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Anxiety 

The pandemic is reported to have increased anxiety in children generally.3 Surprisingly, however, 

our survey has identified that for some children with SEND, school closures have had a beneficial 

effect on their anxiety levels. 

• 37% of parents said their child’s anxiety had increased, while a similar amount, 38%, 

reported their child’s anxiety had actually reduced during lockdown  

• Reasons given for increased anxiety levels included concerns about COVID-19, disruption 

to routine, the breakdown of separation between school life and home life, and anxiety 

about the prospect of returning to school  

• A number of parents said their young person’s school set so much work they experienced 

anxiety-driven meltdowns 

• Reasons given for decreased anxiety were a less formal learning environment, more 

inclusive way of learning, less pressure, better understanding of the child’s needs, and 

reduced sensory issues 

• Some parents whose children were more settled during lockdown said they were now 

considering home education as a long-term option 

Relaxation of SEND duties 

The Government’s decision to relax duties under s42 of the 2014 Children & Families Act caused 

widespread concern in the SEND community4. It temporarily removed the legal duty for councils 

and local health bodies to secure or arrange the provision set out in Education Health and Care 

plans (EHCPs).  

Many parents were angry that this decision had been taken. However, over half (56%) of 

respondents said the move had not affected their decision about returning their child to school. 

• Some parents who chose to send their children back commented that some provision was 

better than none at all 

• Other parents said as their child’s EHCP had not been fully implemented prior to lockdown, 

the easement of the legal duties made no difference to the provision their child would 

 

3 https://youngminds.org.uk/find-help/looking-after-yourself/coronavirus-and-mental-health/ 
4 https://www.specialneedsjungle.com/coronavirus-ehcp-laws-temporarily-relaxed-as-las-told-to-just-do-their-best/ 
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receive. 

• There was widespread recognition that it was an extraordinary time and those who had 

experienced good provision pre-pandemic were happy to trust their school or college to do 

their best 

• Many parents based their decision not to send their child back to school on concerns over 

their child’s safety in relation to COVID-19  

• Just under a third, 32%, said that the relaxation had directly affected their decision about 

whether to send their child. Many parents in this category stated their child would not be 

safe in school without the full provision in their EHCP, and therefore their child would be 

better, and more safely, educated at home than in school 

This supports the widely-held view that the Government’s “relaxation” of disabled children’s rights 

was without sufficient cause, and without due consideration to the implications for their support. 

Our survey indicates that the consequences of many public bodies withdrawing all disabled 

children’s provision have been far-reaching, with families unable to access educational provision, 

exacerbated by the misuse of risk assessments. It has also impacted on transitions to new settings 

and left many children without educational placements for next year.  

Government Guidance 

During the period that this survey covered, the government issued and updated a large amount of 

guidance and advice in a short amount of time. We asked parents for their views on government 

advice over lockdown.  

• 20% of respondents were not aware of any government advice about disabled children 

during the pandemic. Some had only heard about it because of Special Needs Jungle’s 

coverage during this period. 

• For the 80% of respondents who were aware of government advice, just 5% were happy 

with its quality. Only two people said they were “very happy” 

• 80% expressed some degree of unhappiness, with 59% of these respondents describing 

themselves as “very unhappy”  

Comments included that the advice was “too vague” or that the removal of legal duties was a “kick 
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in the teeth” for disabled children.  

 

 

It is clear that a great number of disabled children were failed in the most basic ways, in terms of 

educational provision and support. We hope our snapshot survey will serve as a starting point for 

researching where there was exceptional practice, analysing where there were failures, and finding 

out why.  

Though the pandemic created extraordinary circumstances, it would be foolish to believe this is a 

one-off. A pandemic is not the only reason for a national crisis. It is imperative that everyone tasked 

with providing educational and support for children and young people with disabilities reviews 

their practice, learns from successes and mistakes during lockdown and prepares for the next time, 

even if it is “just” a local lockdown. 

From what we have found, Special Needs Jungle recommends the following: 

1. National government recognises that families with children who have SEND need clear 

guidance that is timely, unambiguous and written after consultation with a wide range of 

stakeholders. This should include: 

1.1. An independent review of the decision to temporarily modify s42 of the Children and 

Families Act to consider appropriateness and how the relaxations were used or abused, 

both before and after the announced easements were put into force. This is crucial to 

ensure future crises do not leave disabled children without any provision for months. 

1.2. A national consultation with all disabled adults and families of disabled children, to 

understand their experiences during the pandemic and how they could be better 

supported and protected during national crises.  

2. A wide-ranging review into how local and national public services for children with special 

educational needs operated during lockdown. To focus on: 

2.1. why some services were unavailable or had limited availability, whether this was 

avoidable, and if alternatives could have been found;  

2.2. how effective communication was with families during this time and how it could have 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
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been improved; 

2.3. the support that was offered to families during this period; 

2.4. what worked well during this period and how this can be continued; 

2.5. the effect of service disruption on children with SEND and the projected time and costs 

involved in reversing the effects of these lost services; and 

2.6. development of a base service that can be provided in emergency situations, including 

assigning roles that have extra training and the expectation that these skills will be 

maintained.  

3. Research to ensure a better understanding of who needs to shield and how they can be easier 

to identify and reach. Council disability registers for both children and adults could be used 

and expanded to support this. 

4. Ensuring that guidance for clinically-vulnerable children is considered equally as important as 

guidance for adults, and should not be an afterthought; 

5. National research interviewing the schools that did exceptionally well for their disabled 

students during lockdown and the reasons others did not. This can be incorporated into well-

evidenced guidance for remote or blended learning for future crises and to better support 

children who are unable to go to school. 

5.1. That government investment in any online or blended learning offer, such as Oak 

Academy, includes a requirement for differentiation of lessons. 

6. Schools should contact their SEND families to ask what worked well and what did not. This 

feedback should be used to improve the school’s offer going forward, including: 

6.1. reviewing differentiation for pupils with SEND both in remote learning and classroom 

learning; 

6.2. reviewing how risk assessments were used by the school; 

6.3. the support offered for families with children who have SEND, and if this was the support 

the families actually wanted; 

6.4. how teaching assistants were deployed during this period, specifically those assigned to 

specific children; 

6.5. what worked well for families in lockdown and how that might be incorporated into their 

educational offer; 

6.6. the training or resources the school needs to make better use of IT in education; 

6.7. what percentage of pupils have access to the right technology to take part fully in online 
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learning, and what can the school do to support those who do not; 

6.8. return to school strategies for pupils that may find it difficult, including offering flexible 

learning for those who found learning at home beneficial; and 

6.9. introduction of an emergency response policy for each school to be instigated if the 

school is forced to shut down. This policy should specifically outline how the needs of 

vulnerable children will continue to be met. 

We would like to emphasise that the current SEND crisis long predates the pandemic. Coronavirus 

has simply exacerbated existing issues for families. We would therefore recommend a strategic 

five-year plan to improve SEND education and embed collaborative working across education, 

health and social care. While there will be short-term consequences of the pandemic for children 

with SEND, families need long term solutions that they have been involved in producing, to tackle 

the wider issues that they face.  

Tania Tirraoro FRSA, Renata Blower FRSA 

Special Needs Jungle Ltd 

July 2020 
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At the beginning of our survey period, in early June, schools had already been closed to the wider 

pupil population for over two months, closing on 20th March 2020. During this time, many schools 

had remained open for children of keyworkers and those considered “vulnerable”. This included 

children with special educational needs and disabilities who had a statutory education, health, and 

care plan (EHCP).  

This meant local authorities, schools, and health services, who had to respond to the crisis quickly 

at the end of March, had had time to adjust, as best as they could, from the initial closure of schools. 

The spur for the survey was information we received from parents that risk assessments were being 

used actively to prevent children being returning when schools reopened more widely on June 1st. 

We heard that, in fact, this had been happening from the beginning of lockdown, and some children 

with SEND who were entitled to a place under the guidelines, and whose parents wanted them to 

be there, were told they couldn’t be supported in school at that time.  

Rather than just ask this one question, we took the opportunity to also ask a broader range of 

questions related to SEND education and coronavirus mid-pandemic.  

During this time, some professionals in local authority SEND departments had been redeployed to 

deal with pandemic needs, while others were shielding, self-isolating or ill themselves with COVID-

19. Many, if not most, staff would have been working from home.  

Many teachers were working also from home, while some were at school, supporting the small 

numbers of children who were attending. However, records from the time show around 18% of 

children with an EHCP or a social worker were attending an education setting on 11 June, up from 

15% on 4th June. However, figures show that less than half of this total proportion were children 

with an EHCP.5 6 

We would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the enormous efforts that very many 

 

5 On 11/6/20, 51,000 children with an EHCP were attending school, and 53,000 of children with a social worker. However, the total was 92,000 presumably because some 
children have both.  
6 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-attendance-in-education-and-early-years-settings 

INTRODUCTION 
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teachers, support staff, council and health staff did put in to support disabled children during this 

unprecedented time. Many were also caring for their own children and families at home, while 

simultaneously doing their best to support more “vulnerable” children and their families. Families 

comments in this report reflect great gratitude when they did experience good support and 

recognised it was delivered in difficult circumstances. 

Unfortunately, this was far from the experience of all children with SEND. Our survey has 

highlighted areas where children had little contact from staff, and when parents asked for their 

child to attend, were told they couldn’t do so because of the “risk”. The question for us was, risk to 

whom? When we review the relevant guidance, as outlined in this report, it is clear that the risk 

assessment is to determine what needs to be put in place to enable children to attend, not to assess 

that it’s too difficult to provide for the child and they must therefore remain at home.  

We found that many parents were exhausted, dismayed, and isolated. We have tried to include as 

many comments from parents as possible. It is important their voices are heard and reflected upon 

by government, education providers and local authorities. Because there were too many to include 

in this report, we have included all comments and collated data in an annexe to this survey.  

 

 

 

This survey was conducted by Special Needs Jungle (SNJ) to answer the question, ‘How has the 

education of children with SEND been supported since schools have been closed due to the 

pandemic? 

It was designed to capture a “snapshot” of some of the issues experienced by families who have 

children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) mid-pandemic. 

The survey utilised an online survey tool and ran from 3-30 June 2020, open to all families who 

identified themselves as caring for a child or young person with SEND in England. Key areas of 

concern were sourced using a variety of methods, including, but not limited, to our various social 

media channels, speaking to other parent carers and email correspondents. 

The questions were constructed to allow for factors that might unduly influence participants’ 

METHODOLOGY 
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responses. For example, many disabled children and young people have existing anxieties around 

school, and some were already out of school through lack of available provision.  

The survey was also designed to examine how government risk assessment guidance for managing 

children and young people with an education, health and care plan (EHCP) or complex needs was 

being implemented by educational settings.7 This was with a view to ascertaining the awareness of 

families of the process, how many had knowingly participated, and in what way. We also hoped 

to understand whether risk assessments were facilitating, or impeding, children’s return to school 

Participants were given the option to name the local authority that they are in, but were not asked 

for any other identifying information. This decision was made to both ensure GDPR compliance, 

and to allow participants to answer freely without concern about their anonymity. Respondents 

were given the option to submit their email address at the end of the survey in order to sign up to 

our mailing list.  

The survey settings enabled parents to take the survey more than once if they had more than one 

child or young person with SEND. We used IP addresses to ensure any multiple respondents were 

not exact duplicates. This information could not be used to identify individual participants and will 

not be retained after the conclusion of the analysis.  

The survey was designed primarily as a multiple-choice questionnaire, encompassing a wide range 

of possible responses to each question. Some questions allowed for only one possible answer to 

be selected out of the options available, while others allowed for multiple options to be selected 

with an option for “other” when appropriate. 

To capture both qualitative and quantitative data, the survey included multiple opportunities for 

participants to include further information in optional open text boxes. This allowed the survey to 

capture a wider understanding of families’ experiences.  

Analysis considered evolving government guidance. As updates to relevant guidance on gov.uk 

overwrote the previous iteration, we used the Wayback Machine website to check the relevant 

versions8.  

To promote the survey, we relied on organic social media, our contacts and our own website. 

 

7 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-send-risk-assessment-guidance 
8 http://waybackmachine.org 
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However, we know that by this time, many families were tired, somewhat switched off and 

overwhelmed. Nevertheless, more than 1000 people participated. However, of those, a small 

number were in Scotland, Wales, and N. Ireland, which were outside of the scope of the survey, 

so haven’t been analysed for the purposes of this report 

Limitations of the survey 

The data produced provides a snapshot view of respondents’ experiences during this short time 

period of under a month. It does not claim to be representative of all families’ experiences. 

Participation also depended on access to the internet to both learn about and complete the survey. 

 

 

Given the aims of the survey, it was important to ensure our analysis reflected the context of 

government guidance available to the public up until the end of June 2020.  

 Guidance during the pandemic has understandably changed to reflect the rapidly unfolding 

situation. Understanding the wider context that might influence families’ experiences during this 

time is an important part of the data analysis. 

School closures 

Schools and colleges were temporarily closed to pupils during the Coronavirus pandemic from the 

end of Friday 20th March 2020. Children of key workers and “vulnerable” children could continue 

to attend. Gavin Williamson, Secretary of State for Education, announced,9  

“After schools close on Friday they will remain closed until further notice for all children, 

except keyworkers and children who are most vulnerable…. Vulnerable children include 

those who have a social worker and those with Education, Health and Care Plans – a 

legal document that describes a child’s special educational needs and the support they 

require….”  

 

9  https://www.gov.uk/government/news/schools-colleges-and-early-years-settings-to-close 

CONTEXT FOR GOVERNMENT GUIDANCE 
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At the time, Special Needs Jungle expressed surprise 10  that children with EHCPs were included in 

those who could keep attending, given that many would have medical conditions that may increase 

susceptibility to infection or that required one-to-one support from a trained adult.  

Risk Assessments 

On 22nd March, the Government published guidance for “Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance on 

vulnerable children and young people”11 (currently entitled “Supporting vulnerable children and 

young people during the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak - actions for educational providers and 

other partners”12)  

This original document has been updated numerous times since first publication. However, the 

Wayback Machine website shows the guidance at the time as follows: 

“Vulnerable children include those who have a social worker and those children and 

young people up to the age of 25 with education, health and care (EHC) plans. 

“Those who have a social worker include children who have a child protection plan and 

those who are looked after by the local authority. A child may also be deemed to be 

vulnerable if they have been assessed as being in need or otherwise meet the definition 

in section 17 of the Children Act 1989 

“Those with an EHC plan should be risk-assessed by their school or college in 

consultation with the local authority (LA) and parents, to decide whether they need to 

continue to be offered a school or college place in order to meet their needs, or whether 

they can safely have their needs met at home. This could include, if necessary, carers, 

therapists or clinicians visiting the home to provide any essential services. Many children 

and young people with EHC plans can safely remain at home.” 

This document also noted those with an EHCP should be risk-assessed by their school or college, in 

consultation with the local authority (LA) and parents, to decide if their needs should be met at 

 

10 https://www.specialneedsjungle.com/curious-decision-keep-disabled-children-at-school-despite-coronavirus-crisis/ 
11 http://web.archive.org/web/20200329162638/https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-vulnerable-children-and-young-
people/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-vulnerable-children-and-young-people 
12 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-vulnerable-children-and-young-people/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-vulnerable-
children-and-young-people 
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school or college, or if they could safely have their needs met at home. This could include, if 

necessary, carers, therapists or clinicians visiting the home to provide any essential services.  

On 19th April, the Government published guidance entitled “Help children with SEND continue their 

education during coronavirus (COVID-19)”13 It included the following: 

“If your child usually goes to school but is currently at home, their school should be 

working to provide them with work and giving them feedback in a format that meets 

their needs. Contact the school if you are not already in touch.”  

Also, on 19th April, risk assessment guidance was published, entitled “Coronavirus (COVID-19): 

SEND risk assessment guidance”14. It included:  

Where the risk assessment determines a child or young person with an EHC plan will be 

safer at home, the Department for Education (DfE) recommends they stay at home. 

Where the risk assessment determines a child or young person with an EHC plan will be 

as safe or safer at an education setting, DfE recommends they attend the education 

setting. 

This was updated and renamed on 7th May to “Conducting a SEND risk assessment during the 

coronavirus outbreak”.15 It added that, “The risk assessment should incorporate the views of the 

child or young person….” 

It also said, risk assessments should consider which children and young people with EHCPs may 

benefit more from remaining at school or college than at home, including if it is not sustainable for 

parents/carers to manage a child with a high-level of needs full-time for an extended period.  

Although this DfE risk assessment guidance understandably evolved over time, it always indicated 

that parents should be involved in any risk assessment, that the risk assessment remains the duty of 

the local authority, and that it was always centred on the wellbeing of the child.  

 

13 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/help-children-with-send-continue-their-education-during-coronavirus-covid-19 
14 http://web.archive.org/web/20200419233237/https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-send-risk-assessment-guidance/coronavirus-
covid-19-send-risk-assessment-guidance 
15 http://web.archive.org/web/20200511010750/https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-send-risk-assessment-guidance/coronavirus-
covid-19-send-risk-assessment-guidance 
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On 25th May, guidance was again updated and renamed for a second time to, “Supporting children 

and young people with SEND as schools and colleges prepare for wider opening”16 It reflected the 

announcement that some primary children would be going back to school from 1st June and 15th of 

June for specialist colleges.  

This guidance assumed all children with EHCPs had already had a risk assessment undertaken as it 

now referred to ‘updating’ risk assessments. It also makes clear that it should also include children 

with SEND without an EHCP, whose setting or LA had “exercised their discretion to carry out a risk 

assessment for them, for example due to the complexity of their needs.”  

This further updated guidance, said after 1st June (or 15th for specialist colleges): 

Vulnerable children and young people are expected to attend, if it is appropriate for 

them (for example where there are no shielding concerns for the child or young person 

or their household, and/or following a risk assessment for children or young people with 

an EHC plan). This is so they can access the educational and wellbeing benefits of 

attending. Vulnerable children and young people – regardless of year group – who 

have not been attending in the recent period are expected to return to nursery, early 

years, school or college provision if it is now appropriate for them to do so. 

This document also recognises that some disabled children and young people present behaviours 

that are difficult to manage during a pandemic, “such as spitting uncontrollably.” However, it does 

not say that these children should be told to stay at home, but that staff should increase hand-

washing and other hygiene measures, clean surfaces more regularly and maintain existing routine 

use of personal protective equipment.  

The guidance was once again updated on 18th June, to instruct educational settings not to seek 

medical evidence before allowing a child to return, unless it is to help them to support the child or 

young person more generally. For those children “voluntarily” remaining at home for shielding 

reasons, the setting, “should continue to ensure that these children and young people continue to 

engage in learning as far as possible, for example through remote education, and that an 

increasing focus is put on preparing the way for their return.” 

 

16 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-send-risk-assessment-guidance 
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Risk assessment guidance has again been updated since the survey was carried out in a new 

document, “Guidance for full opening: special schools and other specialist settings,” published 2nd 

July 2020. While this is out of the scope of this report, it is worthwhile noting this paragraph for 

anyone reading: 

Whether individual risk assessments are used to help plan for the autumn term or not, 

education settings should, in the spirit of coproduction, contact parents and involve them 

in planning for their child’s return to their setting from September. They should also 

contact and involve young people over 16 who have EHC plans. That might include visits 

to the setting, social stories, and other approaches that specialist settings normally use 

to enable a child or young person with SEND, who has spent some time out of education, 

to return to full provision. 

Easement of SEND legal duties and timescales for EHCPs  

On April 30th, the Secretary of State for Education issued a notice under the Coronavirus Act 2020 

to modify section 42 of the Children and Families Act 2014. This temporarily relaxed the legal duty 

on local authorities or health commissioning bodies (CCGs) to secure or arrange the provision set 

out in EHCPs, to a duty to use ‘reasonable endeavours’. 

Additionally, legal timescales were relaxed for producing or amending EHCPs. The Special 

Educational Needs and Disability (Coronavirus) (Amendment) Regulations 202017, temporarily 

downgraded a number of regulations from a duty to one of where “reasonably practicable” 

  

 

17 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/471/contents/made 
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The survey received over 1000 responses over the 27 days. Of the respondents from England, we 

analysed 953 complete responses. These complete responses came from parents in 139 of 151 

English local authorities, as illustrated left. 70 respondents did not provide a location (top right) 

Of those who did, there was a broadly representative regional split: North-East & London was 

slightly underrepresented; the South-East was slightly over-represented (top left) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Location of respondents 

ABOUT THE RESPONDENTS 

We asked if anyone in their home had 
suffered from COVID-19.  Did anyone at home have COVID-19? 

13%
8%

5%
1%3%
1%62%

7%

Respondent

Partner

One or more disabled child/ren age 0-16

One or more disabled young person 16-25

One or more non-disabled child/young person

Other adult in our household

Possibly. Immediate family members were unwell but unsure if Covid-
19
Other

Had COVID-19
19%

Not had COVID-19
81%

Has anyone in your 
household had COVID-19?
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946 respondents provided answers to this question. Of those: 

• 50% of their children and young people attended mainstream settings (including units & 

resource bases) 

• 39% attended special schools. In this survey, families with a child or young person in 

independent special schools were strongly over-represented. While we’re not sure why 

this is, it may be that these parents have often had to learn more about the SEND system 

to secure placements. Therefore, they’re more likely to be SNJ readers 

• Families with young people in maintained post-16 settings were strongly under-

represented 

• 3% of children were already “education other than at school (EOTAS). Most home-

educated because of no suitable educational placement  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

School year of their children or young people? 

937 respondents provided answers when we asked in which school year their child or young person 

was. (‘Unknown’ indicates no answer for this question) 

• If the child didn’t have a school placement, we asked what school year they would be in 

• The spread of children or young people of compulsory school age generally reflects the 

50%

23%

16%

3%
3%

5%

Mainstream school

Maintained special school

Independent (mainstream or special)

EOTAS / home education

Post-16 (inc FE)

Other

TYPE OF SCHOOL ATTENDED BY RESPONDENTS' CHILDREN

Which schools do the respondents’ children and young people attend? 
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distribution of school-age SEND population18  

• Children in the Early Years & Key Stage 1 are slightly over-represented 

• Young people in Key Stage 4 are slightly under-represented 

• Post-16 young people who are outside of a school setting are probably under-represented 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As outlined in the section on context of government guidance, councils had a responsibility to carry 

out a risk assessment at the start of lockdown for “vulnerable” children. In practice, schools were 

told to carry out the risk assessment on their behalf. This was supposed to be done in co-production 

with the parent.  

While the Government asserted that children with EHCPs were able to be in school all the way 

through lockdown, it was subject to an assessment of whether the risk of attending was the same 

or less than being at home. The Government clarified that if a child was safe at home, they should 

remain there and most parents who could be at home chose this option. Not all schools remained 

open and, in some cases, parents who wished their child to remain in school were unable to 

 

18 hhttps://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/special-educational-needs-in-england-january-2020 
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because a suitable school was not available, or they were unable to transport their child without 

school transport services running. 

The guidance is clear that parents of children with EHCPs should have been involved in deciding 

whether their child attended school during this period. For many parents, the variability in schools’ 

approaches to risk assessments meant they were unaware if one had even taken place.  

Has your child had a risk assessment? 

At the time this survey was carried out, the guidance had changed to allow certain year groups in 

primary back in a socially-distanced classroom. All children with EHCPs, who were not shielding, 

were expected to be back in school.  

• 890 (93%) respondents provided answers to this question. Possible answers were: No; I 

don’t know; One is scheduled; Yes, I was fully involved; Yes, but I wasn’t involved 

• At the time of this survey, every child with SEND should have had a risk assessment 

completed and co-produced with the family. However, 91% of our respondents said that 

this had not happened. 

•  51% of respondents said that their child had not had a risk assessment. 

• 24% said that they did not know if there had been a risk assessment. 

• 9% said that one had been scheduled but had not happened at the time this survey was 

running 

• Only 23% of the participants were confident that their child or young person had had a 

risk assessment about returning to their placement (n=202/890) however the vast majority 

of these (59%) said that they were not involved in this process. This means, shockingly, 

only 9% of respondents’ children had both undergone a risk assessment and been 

involved as a family in co-producing it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

24%
51%

2%

9%
14%

I don't know

No

One is being scheduled

Yes and I was fully involved

Yes and I wasn’t involved

HAS YOUR CHILD HAD A RISK ASSESSMENT? 
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These results suggest that there have been serious failures at school level in implementing risk 

assessments for children with SEND. It is clear that a large number of schools have not understood, 

or have ignored, the principle that a risk assessment is intended to support children with SEND to 

attend school, not to find a reason to keep them away.  

This should raise serious concerns. Without a risk assessment to understand needs, a disabled child 

in school is potentially at risk. Without a risk assessment, a disabled child at home has had no 

chance of having had their needs considered or mitigated so they can be in school.  

It must be ensured that this is remedied by September so that, with full EHCP duties in force, 

provision is back in place and children are back in school, unless they are of the very few who are 

still shielding 

It is also significant co-production of risk assessments has occurred so infrequently. This means 

schools have made decisions based on children they have had little contact with for several months, 

without asking parents how their situation may have changed  

This inevitably raises two further concerns. Firstly, risk assessments are being used to exclude SEND 

children from school where resources are stretched, with little or no thought to the child and family’s 

input or needs. Secondly, schools are making outdated assumptions about children’s needs and do 

not believe involving parents is an important part of understanding what might need to be in place 

to facilitate a child’s safe return. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

“A risk assessment is in place for her transfer to 
and from her placement for home visits 
(alternate weekends and school holidays). I was 
impressed with the detail the school included.” 

“The risk assessment was written without our 
input and had to request a copy. No information 
about a return risk assessment" 

“We had a letter to say a risk assessment has 
been undertaken and it is deemed not safe 
for him to return to school at the present 
time. I haven’t received any further details.”  

What did parents say about risk assessments? 

“I don’t know, they have so many measures in place 
and I totally trust them.”  

“My input was added once the decision that my 
son had to stay home had already been made.” 
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To understand families’ experiences of attempting to home educate their child with SEND during 

lockdown, we made a number of statements (below) and asked how much respondents did or did 

not agree. The options were: Strongly agree; Agree; I feel neutral; Disagree; Strongly disagree. 

Questions were formatted to avoid “leading” critical answers. 

§ Around 900 respondents provided data for each of these four statements  

§ After more than two months of lockdown, 68% of respondents agreed with the statement, 

“We’ve really struggled to educate our child at home.” 45% strongly agreed that they’d 

found home educating their child/young person with SEND very difficult.  

§ A total of 69% of parent carers disagreed with the statement “My child’s education has 

EXPERIENCE OF HOME EDUCATING 

“We were sent a questionnaire about whether 
our child was at risk but no direct contact or 
response to my questions.” 

“We were surveyed and I chose part-time return. I 
would take him and provide lunch. I was hoping for 
1-2 days a week. I thought it would help him to be 
around some other people albeit at a distance. I was 
told he was the only request to return from his class 
& the teacher was shielding. He would also have to 
have passed a risk assessment, which the person who 
I was speaking thought he might not.  
I was then informed by email that there was not a 
suitable place for him. He will not be returning before 
he was due to leave. I don’t know what will happen 
with regards his next placement. He has a named 
placement on his EHCP finalised just before lockdown 
but the education dept. and social services had not 
yet agreed the funding for the placement.” 

“It was done initially without any parental 
input stating it would be more risky for him 
to return than remain at school. We contested 
it and they re-did it with parental input” 

“Yes but...I was phoned by school and told what 
they had scored him in across the four 
categories and asked if that was ok, rather 
than being 'fully involved'.” 

“We were told but didn’t have much input but 
agreed with school in their risk assessment.” 

“I don’t know. I asked to 
see it but the head teacher 
didn't reply.” 

“[School] made it very clear they were an absolute last 
resort and actively told me and another SEN parent they 
didn’t want our children because they could stay at home.  
No consideration for how they were coping, mental 
health, family support.”  

“We received a very negative letter 
saying he could return and they could 
carry out a risk assessment. However, it 
was discouraging parents to do this.”  
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not suffered because of lockdown.” 50% of all respondents strongly believed their child’s 

education had suffered.  

§ 11% felt their child’s education generally hadn’t suffered. Only 9% strongly believed their 

child’s education hadn’t suffered. What it is not possible to disseminate from this 

information is whether or not these children’s educational experience had been positive 

because of the successful involvement of the school and remote learning resources being 

provided, or whether instead the child responded positively to learning outside the school 

environment. We recommend this data is therefore considered alongside the data relating 

to children’s anxiety levels and support from schools. 

§ 18% agreed or generally agreed their child had been given the provision they needed to 

do their schoolwork, but 66% didn’t agree (42% strongly disagreed) 

§ Nearly half agreed or generally agreed that they had been able to access a range of 

online educational resources.  

§ Almost half (47%) said they’d been able to access online activities. Several parents 

mentioned the Twinkl resource, in particular. One parent said they would be considering 

home education as a long-term thing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When we break down the answers to these statements in turn, there are some interesting findings 

• There were consistently high levels of disagreement with this statement across all 

education sectors, with most respondents strongly disagreeing 

50%

42%

17%

8%

19%

24%

16%

10%

12%

16%

18%

14%

11%

13%

33%

23%

9%

5%

14%

45%

"My child's education has not suffered because of
lockdown"

"My child has been given the provisions they need in
order to be able to do their work"

"We have been able to access a range of online
educational resources"

"We have really struggled to educate our child at
home"

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

“My child’s education has not suffered because of lockdown”  

EXPERIENCES OF HOME EDUCATING DURING LOCKDOWN 
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• There was slightly less disagreement and slightly more agreement for parents with children 

and young people in the independent & non-maintained specialist sector (INMSS) 

• There was slightly more disagreement (73%) in the post-16 sector 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s clear that in general, parents of children with SEND have consistently found home education 

really difficult.  

§ Around two-thirds of respondents (67% total) agreed with this statement, 43% strongly 

agreed 

45%

42%

56%

51%

27%

23%

15%

19%

8%

14%

11%

13%

12%

11%

11%

9%

7%

11%

6%

8%

Dedicated post-16 providers

INMSS special

State special schools

State mainstream (inc units & Resource Bases)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

“I have felt enormous pressure to home educate 
my son on the days I am not in work, because for 
most of lockdown he was in school part time, but 
received no education and very little EHCP 
provision. The requirement to try and fit 5 days 
of learning into 2 days each week has been 
catastrophic for the other aspects of our home 
life, especially given the fact that as an essential 
worker, I have had to work additional hours.” 

“The school has been using Google Classroom, 
however for weeks it was dependent on literacy 
skills – ie, read task and type your work. No 
videos, no Google Meets.  In the beginning there 
was no expectation set about what work would 
be set each day.  Considering they are a special 
school their provision has been appalling.”   
 

“Despite the fact our son was at 
school with supposedly enhanced 
provision for Autistic children, 
and had provisions for an 
individualised curriculum, no 
attempt was made to offer him 
the support he needed.” 

“My child’s teacher has been fantastic. I do feel my son’s education 
has been affected but that is more about his willingness to do 
schoolwork at home - we have had to look at different ways of 
working to avoid meltdowns/heightened anxiety and to preserve 
his mental health as best we can.” 

“MY CHILD’S EDUCATION HAS NOT SUFFERED BECAUSE OF LOCKDOWN”  

 

“We have really struggled to educate our child at home” 
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§ There was little difference in levels of agreement between mainstream and special, or 

between different specialist sectors 

§ There was also no major difference in levels of agreement between primary (70% 

disagreed /strongly disagreed and secondary (67% disagreed/strongly disagreed phases 

in either mainstream or special.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

8%

8%

7%

7%

11%

14%

9%

9%

19%

11%

14%

16%

21%

24%

15%

24%

40%

44%

54%

43%

Dedicated post-16 providers

INMSS special

State special schools

State mainstream (inc units & Resource Bases)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

There was talk of children getting access to 
laptops, but we have bought a computer 
ourselves. 
 

“Son is in Year 8 at a specialist ASC school. 
Working at Year 9 / Year 10 level, but sent 
some Year 1 work.  He went into meltdown 
over injustice of it. When I mentioned it, the 
teacher said she set same work for all 7 
children in class. No differentiation at all! I’ve 
left [my son] to source appropriate work while 
working two jobs.” 

“We were able to email his teacher and then 
paper resources were sent home. We did that 
twice but all the online work set he couldn’t 
access as he can’t read and just started to write 
and is deaf and it has been hard finding things 
with sign language.” 

“WE HAVE REALLY STRUGGLED TO EDUCATE OUR CHILD AT HOME” 

 

“We have been unable to educate our daughter 
at home with full-time jobs (my husband is a 
key worker) and 2 other small children. She 
usually has 1:1 full time at school as well as 
various interventions. The work that the school 
have provided to all children is all on Teams 
which my daughter can't access (she has a visual 
impairment). 
There was zero differentiation for her - I told 
the school at the beginning that I couldn't do the 
classwork with her so they just printed off some 
word searches and sent them home and said 
that the most important thing was her mental 
health.  
We ended up buying a printer so we could at 
least do some maths with her. Her SLT started 
about six weeks into lockdown and then only 
once a week for half an hour (her EHCP specifies 
2 hours a week). At least we got this one half 
hour a week.” 
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We asked how the support from children and young people’s settings had been. Around 900 

respondents provided data for each of four positive statements, as shown in the graph below.19 

• In all statements, over half of respondents disagreed with the statement. 32%-42% of 

respondents strongly disagreed with each statement. 

• 23%-32% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statements 

• Disagreement was strongest with the statement that schoolwork had been suitably 

differentiated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

19 37-80 respondents described one or more of the statements as not applicable to them 
 

“We haven’t had any! We got work online but it was not 
suitable, and we ended up looking up or using resources we 
already had. My son finds it very difficult to do any work at 
home, he needs constant input and support, but we have two 
sons with additional needs and it is a struggle to support 
both.” 

“We've encountered good intentions and sympathy, but no-one 
knows how to do this effectively. Underlying ongoing lack of 
engagement never addressed pre-lockdown, now effectively 
everyone else is ignoring his education as much as he does.” 

“We’ve had a great lockdown experience. My daughter has really 
enjoyed home schooling and has been able to do more than she 
would at school. It’s the social aspect she’s missed but we are 
shielding.” 

“I had no printer. I'm on income 
support I asked for my son’s work 
to be sent in the post. Two pieces 
turned up two months into 
lockdown and from subjects he 
hates. I'm also aware he is at a 
lower level than school have said he 
is. The amount of work he hasn’t 
been able to do is immense.” 

“I only hear from them if I contact 
them first, even though my other 
child has died due to COVID-19 
complication, school know but still 
haven’t tried to contact either of us to 
see if he needs extra support.” 

33%

32%

32%

42%

22%

22%

22%

21%

17%

18%

15%

13%

19%

19%

22%

14%

10%

9%

10%

9%

"School has provided very good support for my
child"

"School has provided very good support for the
whole family"

"School has provided an appropriate amount of
work for my child"

"My child's school work has been suitably
differentiated for them"

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

SUPPORT FROM SCHOOL

 

HOW HAS YOUR CHILD’S SUPPORT FROM SCHOOL BEEN DURING LOCKDOWN? 
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“My child’s school has provided very good support” 

In this and following sections, we will break down the answers to see which schools provided better 

support, to see if there is a correlation between the type of education provider and the child’s 

experience. Options ranged from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree” with the above statement 

(see chart legend). 

• Over half with children/young people in maintained, academy or free schools, and those 

in dedicated post-16 provision disagreed or strongly disagreed that school had provided 

very good support. 

• In mainstream and state special schools, parental sentiments were broadly similar to the 

above. 

• In state primaries, slightly more parents disagreed with the above statement than in state 

secondaries 

• Parents whose children attend independent/ non-maintained (INMSS) special schools 

were most likely to agree their children had had good support. This was the only sector 

where parents strongly agreed more often than they strongly disagreed. In fact, aside 

from dedicated post 16 providers, INMSS was the only sector where more parents 

strongly agreed their child had had very good support, than those who 

disagreed/strongly disagreed combined.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

28%

17%

35%

35%

23%

15%

20%

25%

16%

19%

20%

17%

22%

29%

18%

16%

12%

19%

8%

7%

Dedicated post-16 providers

INMSS special

State special schools

State mainstream (inc units & RBs)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

“MY CHILD’S SCHOOL HAS PROVIDED VERY GOOD SUPPORT” 
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What parents say about the support their child has received 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Options again ranged from strongly agree to strongly disagree with this statement (see chart 

legend). The responses to this statement were very similar to those who felt their child/ young 

person’s school had provided good support   

• Only 5% of respondents strongly agreed their child’s mainstream school provided an 

appropriate amount of work, with a further 11% saying they agreed. 75% disagreed, 

51% (224) of them strongly. 

• State special schools fared only a little better with only 8% saying their child’s school had 

provided very good support. 34% strongly disagreed their child had had good support 

• Once again, in independent/non-maintained special schools, a much greater proportion 

of parents responding agreed or strongly agreed (total 49%) than disagreed that their 

child had received an appropriate amount of work 

• For Post-16 providers, while 16% felt their young person had been given very good 

support, 36% felt the opposite 

• However, even though a school may have provided an appropriate amount of work, it’s 

“Our child cannot cope with change AT ALL. 
We were on our knees as a family two weeks 
into lockdown with increased violence and 
aggression. School have saved us, their support 
has been fantastic and we are extremely 
grateful for them allowing our child into school 
during term time and during half term 
holidays. They've been a lifesaver and we 
couldn't have asked for more. Yes, our child’s 
school placement is an independent specialist 
one which costs the LA an absolute fortune, 
but they've earnt every penny. They 
understand our child’s needs 100% and they 
cope with more than anyone should have to 
really.” 
 

“The college sent four worksheets at the 
start of lockdown. That is the entire 
provision my son has received in almost 12 
weeks..” 

“Our daughter has an EHCP due to [specific 
SEN redacted]. She has been suicidal throughout 
and has been self-harming. We have social 
worker, CAMHS and school involved but nobody 
has mentioned her EHCP once throughout this 
and support is very little due to the lockdown, 
so I feel we are alone as a family in crisis 
struggling through.” 

“My child’s school has provided an appropriate amount of work” 
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clear that that doesn’t mean it was accessible to all children. These responses therefore 

need to be considered alongside the responses concerning differentiated work and the 

numbers of parents who reported that their child wasn’t able to complete work without 

support  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What do parents say about the amount of work provided? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

“My son’s (state special primary) school 
have been brilliant having loads of 
videos and online resources with ideas 
for activities for the children in all 
classes. They’ve continued their “star of 
the week” assemblies online with 
parents sending in contributions of 
achievements of their children. If it was 
possible, the resources were there. 
However, my son is very fixed about 
people belonging in the “right” place so 
he’s largely refused to do schoolwork 
because teachers belong at school and 
home is to play.” 

“I feel we’ve just been abandoned whilst the [ind. Specialist 
secondary] school is still receiving 140k a year” 

“Minimal actual work sent, sometimes online resources -
but I thoroughly enjoyed creating our own curriculum. 
Home-schooling is definitely an option going forward.” 

“School have offered activity ideas, sent videos, and 
arranged access to online resources.  However I find it 
impossible to do any of it with two younger children, as 
my SEN child has such high needs. All therapies have been 
stopped, meaning my son’s physical health has 
deteriorated as well as his academic development falling 
further back. 
 

36%

20%

34%

51%

18%

12%

20%

24%

22%

18%

20%

9%

9%

27%

18%

11%

16%

22%

8%

5%

Dedicated post-16 providers

Independent & Non-Maintained Special Schools

State special schools

State mainstream (inc units & Resource Bases)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

“MY CHILD’S SCHOOL HAS PROVIDED AN APPROPRIATE AMOUNT OF WORK” 
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Options ranged from strongly agree to strongly disagree with this statement (see chart legend) 

Differentiation means adapting the lesson to the child's starting point and making is accessible, so 

they can participate and progress.  

• Levels of agreement with this statement were broadly similar to previous questions for 

specialist and post-16 sectors 

§ Parents of children and young people in mainstream schools disagreed more often, 

compared to previous statements – and disagreed much more strongly 

§ Slightly higher disagreement for state primary (77%) vs state secondary (71%) making up 

the total average of 75% 

 

   

36%

20%

34%

51%

18%

12%

20%

24%

22%

18%

20%

9%

9%

27%

18%

11%

16%

22%

8%

5%

Dedicated post-16 providers

INMSS special

State special schools

State mainstream (inc units & Resource Bases)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

“[Mainstream FE] College timetable (17 hrs per week) has 
continued online with constant assignments. The demands of 
bringing full online learning into the home (his safe place) has 
been very detrimental to the point of breakdown. The workload 
is too much, not differentiated and has had a very negative 
impact on us all. Me, as parent, becoming educator too instead 
of safe support has overwhelmed my son. His anxiety has 
rocketed and mental health plummeted.” 

“My child’s teacher has been generally supportive where she can, 
but he hasn’t been provided with differentiated work. Since his 
class returned to [mainstream primary] school, the interaction 
via the online app has ceased which means he’s had no specific 
interactions with his teacher or TA since then” 

“Superb quality, 1:1 or 1:3 
lessons continued via MS Teams. 
No break in education. Cannot be 
more grateful.” [Ind. special 
secondary] 

“[Mainstream primary] School 
have given us some work but it is 
too difficult. No input from 1:1 
TA. I've struggled to home educate 
while working a full day at home 
as there's little my son can do on 
his own.” 

I have designed their education myself. Their work has not been 
differentiated at all. [Mainstream primary] School have however 
supported my decisions, and we’ve had calls weekly to check in.” 

No differentiated support and 
[mainstream primary] school 
seem very reluctant to have my 
daughter back, despite her 
having an EHCP. 
.” 

“My child’s schoolwork has been suitably differentiated for them” 

“MY CHILD’S SCHOOLWORK HAS BEEN SUITABLY DIFFERENTIATED FOR THEM” 
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“My child has been given the provisions they need to do work” 

§ There was a comparatively higher level of disagreement with this statement in all sectors 

except mainstream 

§ Two thirds of parents in state settings disagreed with this statement – most of them strongly 

§ Half of respondents with CYP in the independent & non-maintained sectors disagreed with 

this statement 

§ However, anecdotally, some parents explained how their schools had supported their 

child 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

41%

27%

48%

41%

26%

24%

19%

28%

12%

13%

20%

16%

14%

24%

8%

12%

7%

13%

4%

3%

Dedicated post-16 providers

INMSS special

State special schools

State mainstream (inc units & RBs)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

“In the first two weeks of lockdown the 
school wasn't ready (understandably so) 
they then used Edmodo and uploaded 
teaching material and coursework and gave 
a platform for my child to engage with the 
teacher. This was excellent and my son 
really thrived and accessed the wider 
curriculum. Since teachers are back, the 
school has now just given six weeks’ worth 
of PowerPoints and no Edmodo access. Now 
my son is struggling without a decent 
structure to lessons or work.” 
 
 

“My son has received teacher support, not 
teaching assistant support during lockdown. My 
son attends [a specialist college] and I cannot 
fault them, everything has been done on Google 
Drive, with 2 virtual tutorials a day on Google 
Meet, one to set work, the other to see how it’s 
going and support. Lots of photos to provide 
evidence of cooking / cleaning/exercising” 

“For the first month my son's school rang once a 
week, but the only resources they sent to enable me 
to support him was a list of websites and a pencil in 
an envelope. I was very angry and felt very let down 
at that point. I had no resources such as paper and 
pens at home and we don't have a computer so we 
couldn’t use the various educational websites you need 
a keyboard for. I purchased some education 
workbooks online and a charity gave us a bag of art 
and craft materials. Later, the school sent some 
exercise books and responded to my request to print 
out worksheets by sending a big envelope full of 
activities which was much more helpful.” 

“School have been great, they've sent work, 
they've been available to video call, I've had phone 
calls and emails. But she has full-time one-to-one 
at school, and I'm struggling to educate her and 
her brother who also has additional needs. Just 
because the support is good, doesn't mean 
everything is OK.” 

MY CHILD HAS BEEN GIVEN THE PROVISIONS THEY NEED TO DO WORK 
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Home Experience of Education: Therapies & TA support 

Between 780 to 840 (82 – 88%) of respondents provided data for each of these statements. There 

was an option for n/a for the therapies, and none of these questions were required to be answered 

to reflect that not all children with SEND receive therapeutic support. Therapies refer to speech and 

language, occupational therapy and physiotherapy. While many NHS paediatric staff may have 

been redeployed to support key areas of the Covid-19 response, some children continued to 

receive speech and language therapy remotely. 

It is concerning that so many children who normally have teaching assistant support funded as part 

of their EHCPs, did not hear from their TAs during lockdown. This funding did not cease during this 

period, so if it was specific to a pupil, it is reasonable to expect some contact. 

• Just 5% strongly agreed that their child had received teaching assistant support during 

lockdown, with a further 8% agreeing (total 13%).  

• 64% strongly disagreed that their child had received teaching assistant support, with a 

further 17% disagreeing, a total of 81%. Bear in mind that teaching assistants usually 

provide much of the support in mainstream. 

• Of those who received 1-1 therapies such as speech and language or occupational 

therapy, only 4% strongly agreed their child had received them, with a further 19% 

agreeing (total 21%) 

• 64% strongly disagreed their child/young person had received usual therapies with a 

further 19% disagreeing (total 83%) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

64%

64%

19%

17%
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7%

9%

8%

4%

5%

"We've had 1-1 therapies online during lockdown"

"We've had TA support online during lockdown"

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

HOME EXPERIENCE OF EDUCATION: THERAPIES & TA SUPPORT 
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Parents’ thoughts on therapies & 1:1 TA support during lockdown 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“We've had TA support online during lockdown” 

Drilling down the question on 1:1 teaching assistant support, it’s possible to see how this breaks 

down according to school type and year group. 814 respondents (85%) responded to this 

question. A further 81 respondents said it was not applicable, with 58 leaving the question 

blank.  

• Agreement levels were lower in mainstream (10%) and state special schools (8%) than in 

independent special (22%) and post-16 (17%) settings. 

• The pattern of better support in independent/non-maintained special schools is clearly 

seen again. 

 

 

“Our children need therapy and help. It’s impossible for parents 
to become specialist teaching and do our usual daily jobs in the 
same time 

“I’m a primary head. My child’s 
school has done nothing. The 
LA have finally provided his OT 
remotely. No differentiation. 
No resources, nothing. I’ve had 
to do and find it all myself. I 
am so cross and feel so let 
down.” 

“Speech & language 
therapy weekly was 
negotiated via Zoom 
worked really well and 
gave loads of positive 
feedback to school how 
well it was delivered.  It 
was exemplary if all 
children were able to 
access salt via Zoom 
would make a huge 
impact.   

“He has received no direct 
therapy from other services, 
but an SLTA did provide online 
support sessions to enable me 
to carry out SLT with him.” 

Therapies like OT and SLT 
have been good but given at 
home over Zoom I have not 
been able to work while those 
are online - also there is 
quite a bit of coordination 
and prep. 

I provide funding and therapists have done Zoom 
calls. Not as effective as one to one at school but 
keeps programme going and good socially to see 
faces he trusts. gives me a break! Only sessions 
where I can step away as used to working 1:1 with 
them and they are skilled at keeping attention. 

I provide funding and therapists 
have done Zoom calls. Not as 
effective as one to one at school but 
keeps programme going and good 
socially to see faces he trusts. gives 
me a break! Only sessions where I 
can step away as used to working 
1:1 with them and they are skilled 
at keeping attention. 
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Parents’ views on 1:1 TA support online during lockdown 
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6%

5%

8%

13%

6%

6%

10%

14%

3%

2%

11%

3%

Mainstream (inc units) - (422 resp)

State Special (189 responses)

INMSS (88 responses)

Post-16 (63 responses)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

“WE'VE HAD TA SUPPORT ONLINE DURING LOCKDOWN” 

“Have been sent some resources but unable to implement them 
because my child needs intensive one to one support and I also 
have a baby to care for” 

 

“No contact with our son from 
1:1 or teacher verbally online 
or in writing since he stopped 
going to school”  

The lockdown has revealed how 
disengaged from schoolwork our son 
has become since transitioning from 
primary to secondary, and so losing 
his teaching assistant support. 

“Fortnightly TA chat/catch up for 30 minutes. No work”  
 

Apart from not being able to attend study placement due 
to virus, my son hasn't seen much difference as he is happy 
to carry on with his studies at home with his TA skyping 
him regularly throughout the day.  
 

We have been offered up to 2 
hours support with TA per day 
but the internet connection is 
poor and my child really struggles 
to engage with online learning. 
Teacher not engaging and work 
not differentiated. No feedback. I 
am spending hours every day 
printing and preparing and 
struggling to give any support at 
all to my other children. Huge 
expense on tech, educational 
supplies and breakages. 

We had no online differentiated support from SENCO, 
teacher or TA, no support whatsoever from child’s 1.1 TA... 
No speech and language support basically received the same 
link to school website home learning links as children that 
don't have SEN needs....SENCO sent 4 generic emails in 12 
weeks but no provision attached, no work attached, no links 
to support absolutely shocking basically failed by school and 
local authorities  
 

We were told he could go back, but he would not have 
his familiar TA's, possibly not his teacher,  might be 
mixed with unfamiliar children, and not in his class 
where he has hid den, there were too many factors that 
would cause him to struggle. 

We want him to [go back] but his usual TA has been moved to teach a bubble so he wouldn’t 
have a TA if he went back. The school say they don’t have enough teachers 
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The survey has shown an interesting divide in families’ experiences when asked about their child’s 

anxiety levels during lockdown. 38% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their child’s 

anxiety levels had improved since starting home education – evenly balanced by 37% who said 

their child or young person’s anxiety had increased during the pandemic. 

• What is clear from the comments is that for many children, removing them from the 

educational environment had a profoundly positive effect on their mental health, leading 

to a number of parents considering home education as a possible option for their child 

after lockdown. 

• For other children, the loss of routine, isolation from peers, fears about their own safety 

and the safety of those around them have made lockdown a very difficult experience. 

Given that support services were limited during this period, this may have a much longer-

lasting impact on these children after schools reopen.  

• For both these groups of children, schools are likely to need to offer considerable support 

and careful reintegration. 

 

 

 

 

 

Parents’ thoughts on their disabled child’s anxiety during lockdown 

 

 

 

 

 

  

ANXIETY IN LOCKDOWN 

 

“Online home education has been fantastic. My child is so 
much happier, motivated and relaxed. They have made 
amazing progress and it’s really illustrated how much a 
different style of teaching that departs from the formal 
school based, one-size-fits-all approach, has absolutely 
changed my child's life... The school has provided nothing at 
all and no contact, but really hasn't made a difference.  

Her anxiety was higher at home as she feared for the safety 
of the teachers & pupils. The SaLT saw her challenging 
behaviour to me the first week and made self-regulation 
part of every week which helped us all a lot.” 

Our son has suffered terrible isolation 
as all his socialisation is structured in 
school, sports clubs, etc..  

My child is very hard to engage with 
schoolwork. I informed them I will not 
push it, and have only been doing 
child-led activities. I send in pictures 
each week, and school have accepted 
this. My child's anxiety & anger have 
massively reduced during this time. We 
have had no support at all 

18%

25%

18%

17%

20%

18%

20%

21%

23%

19%

"My child’s anxiety levels have improved since we 
started home educating"

"My child couldn't/can't wait to go back to
school"

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

MY DISABLED CHILD’S ANXIETY DURING LOCKDOWN 
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On May 1st, 2020, the Secretary of State for Education moved to temporarily reduced the legal duty 

for councils and local health bodies to secure or arrange the provision set out in an EHCP. Instead, they 

were expected to make “reasonable endeavours”.   

We asked parents how this had impacted their decision-making when it came to sending their 

children to back to school. We also wanted to find out how the relaxation of the duties had affected 

their child/young person.  

• 76% of respondents answered this question. 56% of parents who had children with EHCPs 

said that it did not impact their decision. The reasons for this were varied but a theme was 

that any provision was better than none.  

• 32% of parents said that the relaxation did affect their decision to send their child back to 

school. The main reason given was that those parents believed their children would be 

safer and better educated at home until the relaxations ended. 

• 12% were unsure, or hadn’t yet made up their minds. 

• Many were worried that there would be insufficient provision or support would be given 

by unfamiliar teachers in unfamiliar classrooms 

• A common theme was that EHCP provision had never been met so what difference did it 

make? 

• Some parents whose children are in specialist placements are happy to trust that their 

needs will be met in that environment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

HOW HAVE THE EHCP CHANGES AFFECTED PARENTS’ DECISIONS? 

12%

56% 12%

14%

7%

32%

Unsure

No

Yes - I do not feel my child will be safe at school

Yes - I feel my child will be better educated at home until
the provisions are back in place

HAVE THE EHCPS CHANGES AFFECTED WHETHER TO SEND YOUR CHILD TO SCHOOL/COLLEGE NOW OR AFTER JUNE 1ST? 
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Parental comments on whether the changes to EHCP duties 

affected their choice to send their child to school  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of those parents whose child who were offered a remote annual review (198), there was better 

news, a large percentage (71%) took this up, while others who were offered an one remotely 

decided to wait to do it face to face.  

However, parents commented that transitions to other education phases were worrying their 

children.  

Meanwhile, of those families going through the EHC assessment process (105) 78% had their 

“He wasn't getting the support as per 
EHCP even before this, so I'm not sure 
how much worse it can get anyway. Will 
wait and see.” 

“We don't feel we have the luxury of waiting for full 
provision. Any provision currently is better than none.” 

“As a special school I trust that when they return their 
needs would be met” 

“I am lucky, I trust my school to do the right thing. 
BUT I’m not happy with the decision to replacement 
with 'best endeavours'. I think it’s a smack in the teeth 
for kids with SEND. It really highlights the lack of 
worth for people with SEND that the public have. 

“Very little provision is now being 
offered and I am concerned about the 
behaviour policy not being inclusive” 

“We want our child to return. The school have not 
made reasonable endeavours to meet his provision at 
all and said he can have 30 minute Zoom teaching at 
home per day with a different TA than normal” 

OTHER FINDINGS 

 

My local authority sent a letter dated 
10th may which arrived on 4th June 
2020 informing of the relaxation of 
the law on EHCPs the only 
communication I have had and not 
worth the paper or postage due to 
the timing of the document. 

The school have repeatedly said they are not a special school and in the email to reopen have stated 
that they do not have a legal duty to supply Sen needs support so won't while the covid 19 pandemic 
is happening.. No support means no help so we are looking at alternatives for provision. 

I am willing for my 
child to return with 
reduced provision for 
the time being 

There really is no alternative to school to implement EHCP. We need 
school to start reverting back to full time education and the current 
provision is far below what is acceptable. We Are all physically fit and 
healthy and have no Covid fears or worries. 
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children’s plans finalised remotely, while the others felt it was impractical. We don’t know at what 

stage the individual assessments of those who chose to delay were at, or the quality of the final 

EHCP of those who finalised remotely.  

Comments included the following: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

“Year 11 child is transitioning to 6th form but 
Annual Review hasn’t happened, EHCP has been 
delayed & the 6th form Head has told us that they 
don’t need to provide the support outlined in EHCP.” 

“The LA have been silent on whether they will fund our choice of sixth 
form. They are not contactable by phone and the caseworker does 
not respond to emails. We and the school have sent them numerous 
emails since early 2020. Our son has a college he wants for September 
and ..fully expects to go there. But the LA have not named it yet on 
EHCP although deadline should have been March 31st. It’s adding to 
his and our anxiety level, and his anxiety can lead to him being 
suicidal.  

“[The Annual Review] was rather simple. We 
all completed our relevant sections and then 
had a 45-minute teleconference to discuss. 
Extremely smooth.” 

“I have contacted the secondary school to find 
out what is going on. They couldn't commit to 
anything, & I’ve had no updates My daughter is 
extremely worried about going to secondary.” 

“Her EHCP is in the final stages of completion. 
Thankfully, the process did not take long at all, in 
fact, it was supersonic!” 

“We were originally told all 
annual reviews had been 
cancelled until September so 
all the professionals & reports 
were cancelled. Then a few 
weeks ago we got the call to 
say they still have to do it and 
will be doing this remotely in 
a few weeks (3 months late).” 

“Currently mid-way through EHCP assessment 
process (requested assessment end September 
2019). EP assessment been done remotely with 
meetings with SENCO and parents. Querying 
how the process will proceed from this point 
because I'm concerned that his needs will not be 
fully assessed in this way, and we will either get 
application refused again or poor EHCP as a 
result.” 

I am preparing for my son to fail all his GCSE's, 
as his school lowered all his target grades, due 
to his SEN status. It will be impossible for him 
to do resits in October as he has huge gaps in his 
knowledge due to school closures. I'm not having 
any joy in contacting the [SEN officer] at the 
LA, my calls/emails go unanswered. My son is 
adamant he wants to do A Levels and go to 
university. Sadly, he has been cast adrift.” 

All advice has been vague and has generally been 
about reducing disabled children’s rights to 
support 
 

The advice is clear but the downgrading of LA 
duties (CFA 2014 s42 etc) has meant my LA 
has felt they can ignore all duties. 
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“The LA tried to pull the funding for his personal 
budget for EOTAS (education other than at 
school) and they were not going to replace it 
with any provision until I reminded them that 
at the time the Corona bill had not yet come 
into place.  We have still lost most of the 
provision so my son has received very little 
education since lockdown.” 

I don't think Government advice or services 
regarding disabled children and adults 
comes close to where it should. They simply 
do not care about disabled people all their 
actions demonstrate this. Not least the lack 
of a signer at the press briefings. 

I'm particularly outraged that despite most 
people I know with an EHCP being STRONGLY 
encouraged not to apply for keyworker/ 
vulnerable child provision and told it would be 
childcare at best and not any teaching, the press 
have repeatedly reported the take up of these 
places has been scandalously low. 

Would appreciate some respite planning - 
widowed mum of two SEN children. No need for 
Social services involvement for formal respite 
but summer school/camps with low numbers 
would be a huge relief if available. Concerned 
than when such provisions do open, neurotypical 
kids will take up all places (as parents desperate 
to get rid of them!)  and providers won't 
prioritise those most in need and would benefit 
the most as can make money more easily by 
taking neurotypicals.  

I am really disappointed that the LA 
responsibilities have been reduced to 
reasonable endeavours. It is hard enough to 
get the right provision and support in place 
let alone erode it when it is needed more 
than ever. 
 

The reduction from secure provision in an EHCP 
to reasonable endeavours is not proportionate 
and should not have been applied. 

All open to manipulation by schools who 
do not want to support vulnerable 
children I’m afraid 

I have not received any information from the 
government and only knew about the change 
to entitlement for EHCP holders via SNJ. So 
thank you. 
 

[Transport] is the thing that’s worrying 
me the most! My daughter goes in a taxi 
with a driver and escort. I have had no 
communication by transport service to 
explain how things will be cleaned/how 
to reduce the risk of her catching or 
spreading the disease while in the taxi 
 

He has returned but the transport hasn't been 
provided and we have had no contact from the 
transport team. We have requested …several 
times but have not heard anything yet. We are 
transporting him ourselves at the moment, but 
it is causing lots of issues. We are also frightened 
that if transport is finally agreed he won't now 
use it as he has got used to us taking him. 

We are in limbo. My child is transitioning 
into adulthood without the therapies that 
could help make them a fully functioning 
member of society. Unfortunately my child 
Will not accept these therapies from his 
parents preferring to spend all day every 
day playing computer games. 
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We asked parents what their views were of the advice and guidance that had been issued by the 
Government during the coronavirus crisis. 20% of respondents were not aware of any government 
advice about disabled children & their education, health & social care during the pandemic. 

• For the 80% of respondents who were aware of government advice: 

• 5% were happy about the quality of government advice. Only two people said they were 

very happy. 

• 80% expressed some degree of unhappiness, with 59% of these respondents describing 

themselves as “very unhappy”.  

 

 

 

 

A cross-section of parents’ views of government guidance  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

47% 33% 15% 5%

Very unhappy Generally unhappy Neutral Generally happy Very happy

0.3%

GOVERNMENT GUIDANCE VIEWS 

The removal of the legal requirements to meet my 
three children's educational and social care needs 
has far teaching ramifications yet to be felt in full. 
I don't trust the LA and I don't trust the 
government with my children’s futures as we have 
had to take them to court so many times to get 
them to follow the law before this was relaxed so 
what chance do we stand now. 

I feel they have completely forgotten them during their 
advice and unaware of the complex and individual 
needs. I’d like to know what’s happened about the 
funding schools receive for SEN and what it’s being 
spent on if the children it’s there for are not at school. 
The new guidelines do not take their support needs into 
consideration. 
 

It was slowly evolving, but they got there in 
the end. It is the school that has been so 
obstructive and went all out to avoid to have 
to stay open. 

My son has an EHCP and I was expecting 
him to attend school after the lockdown 
as a vulnerable child- with EHCP & a 
social worker but the W/c 23 March I 
was phoned by the SENCO to ask me to 
keep him at home as the criteria had 
narrowed and he was safer at home! 

'Reasonable endeavours' has given all local 
authorities and schools an excuse to translate 
this as 'no endeavours' - and that's what has 
happened for us. 

The government’s advice has been good 
but hasn't worked in practice. They said 
that vulnerable children could attend 
school but in our Area the majority of 
special schools and Units closed. 

My daughter probably should have an EHCP but 
because she only gets sen support we have been 
completely left to our own devices 
 

PARENTS’ VIEWS ON GOVERNMENT GUIDANCE 
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We are very grateful to all the parents who took time to complete our survey. It was devised quickly 

and designed to capture the mood and experiences of families who have children and young 

people with special educational needs and disabilities during the middle of the coronavirus 

pandemic, in June 2020.  

What struck us throughout, was how overwhelmed families felt. While some families found tangible 

benefits from home education, others felt dismay and even outrage that their disabled children had 

been let down.  

Where families have had good support, the positive effect on the whole family is clear. It is wholly 

apparent that no one expected “service as usual”, but many families received little or nothing from 

their child’s school.  

There has been widespread anger that the removal of their children’s hard-won legal support 

seemed to be a priority for the Government. The EHCP relaxations appear to have contributed to 

parents deciding their children couldn’t attend school because they wouldn’t be properly 

supported. The removal of the legal duty created the need for risk assessments and made it easier 

for schools and local authorities to justify a lack of provision. 

While children with EHCPs were allowed to go to school, most families found this was made very 

difficult, if not impossible. Reasons included lack of available provision as a result of the EHCP 

relaxations, lack of access to transport, and closure of some special schools. Other families who 

wanted their children to attend, found schools actively dissuading them by citing staff shortages or 

using risk assessments inappropriately to prevent children from returning.  

Few parents were included in a risk assessment and most of those who were, said they didn’t feel 

they had had much input, or it seemed like something that had to be “passed”. It was clearly used 

by some schools as a barrier to returning. The majority of parents didn’t even realise a risk 

assessment had been carried out. The Government advice on risk assessments was clear, but it 

seems this message either didn’t get through to schools, or some schools didn’t understand that it 

was to support a child’s return, not to be used to prevent it.  

Our findings were that parents understood that support was unlikely to be the same, especially 

remotely. If, as we understand, the removal of EHCP duties came because of council pressure over 

CONCLUSION 
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fears of legal action from parents, it seems this would, in reality, have been quite rare. From our 

survey, parents seem to have been grateful for just some level of provision. This leads us to conclude 

that the Government’s relaxation of duties to “reasonable endeavours” was not only unnecessary, 

but that it had negative consequences, such as increased worry for families, withdrawal of 

provision, and the problematic use of risk assessments. 

We found some schools, particularly independent and non-maintained special schools provided 

excellent support, with some mirroring the school day at home. This provided some level of 

continuity for children and ensured they didn’t miss out on schoolwork. It wasn’t just independent 

schools that got things very right, however. One parent remarked about her young person’s 

mainstream secondary that it had been, “gold standard” from day one and kept the same timetable 

as the children would have had, but delivered it remotely, similar to the best independents we 

heard about.  

In contrast, many other schools seem to have found it extremely difficult to provide very much at 

all. One parent whose child is at in INMSS provision remarked that their child’s independent school 

was charging tens of thousands of pounds a year for essentially nothing. It is difficult to understand 

how some schools can have got it so right, while others appear to have found it very challenging. 

While acknowledging the variation in pupil populations, we strongly suspect that some of the 

difference is down to strength of leadership in individual schools, whether they are state or 

independent. 

Independent and non-maintained special schools are the clear leaders in providing suitable 

education for children with SEND during lockdown, coming out ahead in every category. While 

these schools generally have smaller class sizes, and sometimes their own in-house therapists, this 

does not explain the breadth of discrepancy in provision, including in the support that was given 

to both the children and parents. 

One particularly heart-rending comment came from a parent who said that even though her 

disabled son’s school knew his sibling had died due to COVID-19 complications, they hadn’t tried 

to contact either her or her son to see if he needed extra support. And while this is a devastating 

and extreme case, the lack of interest, care and support is one that is echoed by many others.  

For many families, school provides a lifeline as well as an education. A number of families 

mentioned the struggle to get food, particularly if they were shielding, and how they relied in the 
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Government’s food voucher scheme. Unfortunately, this wasn’t available in independent settings, 

overlooking the fact that independent special schools have many families who are just as in need 

of this kind of support.  

Many parents commented that they felt schools and LAs were using COVID-19 as an “excuse”. 

Whether this is the case is impossible to say, but it certainly seems that there has been a lack of 

communication and transparency about why some services have not been available 

The pandemic has been a difficult time for everyone, for some, devastating. Everyone in local and 

national government, in schools and colleges, were faced with a sudden crisis that demanded 

immediate response, while they were dealing with their own, possibly hard-to-deal-with 

circumstances.  

We don’t believe anyone set out to offer less than their best. Indeed, we know from comments 

outside of our survey that teachers across the country worked incredibly hard to support their pupils 

in the most challenging circumstances. This report is not intended to criticise the work of individual 

teachers or support staff. Its intention is to highlight the experience of families who have children 

with disabilities and who are always working at their limit, often 24/7. The expectations on them 

to provide educational support at home were more demanding and far more complex than for 

other parents. 

The cost of the pandemic has taken a heavier toll on these families. Support will be needed to avoid 

long-term consequences. It is vital that services at all levels work together with families to ensure 

that lessons are learned, good practice is shared, and policies are put in place to ensure that 

children with SEND are a priority, not an afterthought.  

 

 


