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Introduction 
This report responds to the growing emphasis in Government policy on inclusion to 
explore a critical and often underdeveloped dimension of reform: how schools support 
the transitions of young people as they move through the education system and into 
adulthood. As expectations rise and reforms take shape, schools are being asked not 
only to accommodate a greater diversity of need, but to fundamentally rethink how 
they enable all young people to belong, participate, and succeed over time. For pupils 
with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), this shift is particularly 
significant, requiring a broader and more flexible approach to progression that goes 
beyond traditional measures of attainment. Young people with SEND will have a wide 
spectrum of need linked to different impairments, chronic illnesses and other factors in 
their life that affect what support will work for them.  

At the same time, the nature of young people’s lives is changing. Transitions into 
adulthood are becoming more complex, less linear, and more uncertain, shaped by 
wider social and economic pressures. For young people with SEND, these transitions 
are often more fragile, with increased risks of exclusion, poor mental health, and ending 
up not in education, employment or training (NEET). This presents a profound challenge 
for schools: to prepare young people not just for exams or employment, but for 
meaningful, supported and varied adult lives. Inclusion, therefore, cannot be separated 
from how schools understand and support transition. 

Drawing on academic evidence and original research with young people with SEND, 
families, and professionals in the North East, this report explores what inclusive practice 
looks like in reality - and how it can be strengthened in the context of SEND reform. It 
argues that inclusion must be understood as both a cultural and practical shift. This 
should be grounded in relationships, belonging, and personalised support. A broader 
understanding of transitions can help schools deliver on the ambition of an education 
system that works for all. 
 

Context: Framing the Challenge and Policy Context 
 

Since the landmark Warnock Report (1978) and various legislation that has followed, 
government policy in England has emphasised inclusion in mainstream education for 
pupils with SEND as a central principle of the education system. This approach has been 
rearticulated in new reforms, including: 

• Changes to the Ofsted Inspection Framework that have given greater emphasis 
to inclusion, including of pupils with SEND needs in their assessment.    

•  SEND Reform White Paper (Department for Education, 2026a) 
• The Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper (Department for Education, 

2026b),  
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Collectively these reforms position inclusive practice not as an add-on, but as 
fundamental to high-quality education. Across these policies, inclusion is framed in 
terms of belonging, participation, and achieving positive outcomes for all children and 
young people, with a clear expectation that more pupils with SEND will be supported 
effectively within mainstream schools. This growing policy focus signals a move 
towards a more unified system - one that seeks to combine high standards with 
equitable access, ensuring that every child can learn, thrive, and feel part of their school 
community. 

This is all set against increased recognition of the growing scale of the inclusion 
challenge for pupils with SEND. Nationally, the number of children identified with SEND 
has increased steadily (Department for Education, 2024), alongside a marked rise in the 
number requiring Education, Health and Care Plans and specialist provision, placing 
increasing pressure on schools and support services (National Audit Office, 2024). This 
challenge is especially acute in the North East, which has some of the highest rates of 
SEND in England. The proportion of pupils with identified SEND in the region rose from 
12.6% in 2019/20 to 14.6% in 2023/24, while the proportion with an Education, Health 
and Care Plan (EHCP) increased from 3.5% to 5% over the same period, above the 
national average (Schools North East, 2024). Alongside these increases, school leaders 
report growing complexity of need and a system under strain, with services 
oversubscribed and schools often working reactively to meet demand (Schools North 
East, 2024). These trends highlight both the urgency and difficulty of delivering 
meaningful inclusion at scale, particularly in regions facing higher levels of disadvantage 
and longstanding pressures on school funding and support services (National Audit 
Office, 2024). 

The current Ofsted Framework explicitly assesses state-funded schools’ approaches 
to inclusion, including: 

• Setting of high expectations for all pupils, including those with SEND needs. 
• Early and accurate assessment of children’s needs. 
• Involvement of specialists to support children’s development.  
• Assessments linked to a continuous cycle of planning that reduces barriers to 

learning.  
• Working closely with parents/carers and pupils. 

From September 2026 (Ofsted 2026) the framework further extends the inclusion 
focus by assessing each school’s inclusion strategy – a new requirement being 
introduced by the SEND Reform White Paper detailed below.   

The reforms set out in the Government’s SEND Reform: Putting Children and Young 
People First White Paper (Department for Education, 2026a) are wide ranging and 
diverse for schools. The Paper emphasises that children with SEND needs should 
primarily remain in mainstream schools. The paper included the announcement that 
Mission North East would be established to ‘transform outcomes for children and young 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/send-reform-putting-children-and-young-people-first
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/send-reform-putting-children-and-young-people-first
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people locally and provide a blueprint for national change’. At the same time, the Every 
Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper (Department for Education, 2026b) sets out 
changes to overall educational provision with a focus on broader inclusion practices in 
schools to ensure students feel safe and like they belong in school.  

 

 
 
 SEND Reform: Putting Children and Young people first 
 

Every setting will become an inclusive setting.  

• A £1.6 billion Inclusive Mainstream Fund over three years will give schools, 
colleges and early years settings funding to deliver an improved inclusion 
offer.  

• All staff will benefit from national SEND training, backed by over £200 
 million over three years.  

• Early years settings, schools and colleges can benefit from £3.7 billion of 
capital investment from 2026 to 2030 to create tens of thousands of new 
places in Inclusion Bases in mainstream settings, make buildings 
accessible and create new special school places.  

• New National Inclusion Standards and early identification tools will  
support earlier, more consistent help.  

• Every school will be required to publish an Inclusion Strategy, setting out  
how they will remove barriers to learning to support inclusion.  

• Inclusion will be further embedded in Ofsted inspections and  
national data. 

 

 

Evidence on what works 

There is clearly a huge deal of detail to be unpacked to ensure that the inclusion 
ambition can become a reality, yet as the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF, 
2026) highlight, the evidence is scarce on what actually works to integrate SEND 
children and young people into mainstream schools. The Foundation’s Guidance 
Report on supporting special educational needs in schools identifies five 
recommendations to support mainstream schools review their approach 

 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/every-child-achieving-and-thriving
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/every-child-achieving-and-thriving
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Evidence Spotlight:  
What Works for SEND in Mainstream Schools (EEF, 2020) 

• High-quality teaching is the foundation 
The strongest evidence shows that adaptive, high-quality classroom teaching 
has the greatest impact on pupils with SEND —and benefits all learners. 

• Inclusion is built through relationships and belonging 
Positive relationships, engagement, and wellbeing are central to effective 
inclusive practice. 

• Know the learner 
Ongoing, holistic understanding of pupils—through the assess, plan, do,  
review cycle and engagement with families—is essential. 

• Targeted support should complement, not replace, teaching 
Interventions are most effective when carefully chosen, time-limited, and 
aligned with classroom learning. 

• Effective staff deployment matters 
Teaching assistants should supplement high-quality teaching and be  
supported with clear roles and training. 

• Use flexible, evidence-informed strategies 
Approaches such as scaffolding, explicit instruction, and flexible grouping 
support diverse learners and promote independence. 

 

 
This report seeks to contribute by digging deeper into inclusion practice to support the 
transition of young people through the education system and beyond. It seeks to place 
the ambition to improve the inclusion of pupils with SEND within mainstream schools in a 
broader cultural and social context. The findings outlined draw on original research from 
the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) project Exploring the Inequalities 
and Diversities in Disabled Young Adult Transitions (Pearson et al., 2025). 
 

Exploring the Inequalities and Diversities in Disabled 
Young Adult Transitions 
 

Exploring the Inequalities and Diversities in Disabled Young Adult Transitions was a 3-
year (2022-2026) ESRC project that examined transitions to adulthood for young 
people with SEND in Scotland and North East England. The research sought to 
understand more about all aspects of their lives – including education and training, 
housing, employment and volunteering, health and social care, social lives and 

https://disabilityandyouthtransitions.co.uk/
https://disabilityandyouthtransitions.co.uk/
https://disabilityandyouthtransitions.co.uk/
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relationships – exploring what works and what does not work in supporting young 
people with SEND during this crucial period. 

The project followed 43 young people with SEND aged 16 to 29, their families and 
professionals around them for 18 months. Amongst the young people there was a mix of 
experience of mainstream and special school environments. Unless otherwise 
indicated, all quotes below are from young people, family members or stakeholders 
from this project. All names used are pseudonyms.  

The project findings demonstrate that there is extensive evidence that youth transitions 
for young people with SEND have been made more complex and uncertain by the social 
conditions they have grown up within. This includes austerity and the cost of living crisis 
and the known challenges many young people face making a transition into secure 
employment. Based on the experiences collated through the research we present a 
broader understanding of youth transitions that are not only focused on educational 
attainment and movement into work. Ultimately, we argue that all young people can 
benefit from this broader understanding of successful transitions. As schools reflect on 
how to respond and enact the reforms announced in the SEND Reform and Every Child 
Achieving and Thriving White Papers they should be supported to adopt this approach. 

The project produced a number of policy briefings focussing on different aspects of 
the transition challenge including EHCPs, support into employment, and local support 
services. The briefings can be found on the project website. 
 

Actionable insights 
The research identifies the following actionable insights for mainstream schools. Many 
of these draw on learning from the work of special schools to capture life skills and 
development alongside the focus on educational attainment. As noted above the White 
Papers make commitments via the Inclusive Mainstream Fund, dedicated funding for 
SEND training, and capital investment to support schools manage change. What 
schools can enact of the insights listed below will be shaped how much funding 
ultimately reaches them, the other priorities they face and the particular needs, 
including beyond SEND, of their pupils. It is recognised that every school will adapt and 
prioritise depending on their local contexts and resources available.    
 

    Build trust as a foundation for inclusion 

• Prioritise relationship-building between staff and pupils, particularly for 
those with negative past experiences of education. 

• Ensure positive relationships with families through transparency and include 
in developing support mechanisms. Having more pastoral staff can help with 
this. 

https://disabilityandyouthtransitions.co.uk/policy-and-practice-engagement#policy-briefs
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• Create time and structures for staff across the educational setting to get to 
know pupils as individuals, including their interests, aspirations, and support 
needs. 

• Recognise that rebuilding trust may require flexible, phased engagement 
with school environments. 

   Adopt genuinely person-centred approaches 

• Ensure support planning is developed with young people and families, 
focusing on their goals, preferences, and wellbeing. 

• Move beyond standardised approaches by recognising that pathways and 
outcomes will differ across pupils. 

• Embed person-centred thinking into Individual Support Plans and everyday 
school practice. 

   Address barriers to belonging and participation 

• Take proactive, whole-school action to prevent and respond to bullying, 
particularly where it leads to disengagement and poor mental health. 

• Ensure schools can adapt flexibly to pupils’ needs, avoiding “one size fits all” 
approaches that alienate learners. 

• Recognise and address the erosion of trust from families, particularly where 
needs have previously not been met. 

                     Embed inclusive cultures, not just provision 

• Shift from viewing inclusion as simply SEND students attending a mainstream 
setting to focusing on how pupils experience school culture and 
relationships. 

• Promote environments where pupils feel safe, recognised, and able to 
participate meaningfully. 

• Foster positive peer relationships and social interaction as a core dimension 
of inclusion. 

Recognise and support diverse transition pathways through education and 
to adulthood 

• Broaden definitions of success and markers of adulthood to include social 
participation, independence, and wellbeing, not just qualifications or 
employment. 

• Support young people to develop confidence, identity, and future 
aspirations through varied experiences. 
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• Value, support and track varied transitions into adulthood using alternative 
measures like life skills, particularly for those with complex needs. 

 

   Embed development of life skills and independence 

• Integrate opportunities to build practical everyday skills (e.g. decision-
making, communication, independent living). 

• Recognise that these skills are essential foundations for supported 
independence and adult life, not secondary to attainment. 

• Learn from approaches used in specialist settings that capture and celebrate 
incremental progress. 

   Support social engagement and community connection 

• Enable access to peer networks, extracurricular activity, and community-
based opportunities. 

• Recognise the role of volunteering and informal activities in building 
confidence, skills, and future pathways. 

• Understand that social participation can be a critical stepping stone to 
education, training, or employment. 

                     Acknowledge the wider lives of young people 

• Recognise that young people may have caring roles within families, which 
shape their priorities and transitions. 

• Take account of broader contexts, including family dynamics, health, and 
social care needs, in planning support. 

• Ensure that school expectations are flexible enough to reflect these realities. 

                    Start early and sustain transition support 

• Begin planning for adulthood early in a young person’s school journey, not 
just at key transition points. 

• Provide continuous, joined-up support across phases of education and into 
post-school destinations. 

• Allow flexibility in pacing, recognising that successful and sustainable 
transitions may require longer time frames. 

  Strengthen collaboration beyond the school 

• Work in partnership with families, social care, health services, and community 
organisations to support holistic transitions. 
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• Build shared understanding across services to avoid fragmented or 
inconsistent support. 

• Recognise that successful transitions depend on aligned systems, not just 
school-level action. 

 

Understanding transitions 

Young people’s transitions into independent adulthood have changed.  
Research on young people’s lives show that transitions into adulthood have changed. 
This is due to long term trends in society: changes in technology, employment, and 
education, and short-term changes: COVID-19, welfare austerity, cost of living crisis 
(Bramhall et al., 2022; Cuervo et al., 2023; Furlong et al., 2018).  
 
Transitions are becoming more varied and elongated. Aspects of this expand 
possibilities for young people as they explore different interests and opportunities. 
However, complex transitions also bring challenges especially for those experiencing 
intersecting inequalities such as poverty, family instability, domestic violence, racial 
marginalisation, disability and chronic illness. A central challenge lies in how reduced 
human or social capital can reshape young people’s pathways into adulthood, making 
stable transitions and coherent life trajectories more difficult to achieve (Worth, 2009). 
 
One consequence of the complex and challenging transitions is that more young 
people have become NEET. The Young People and Work: Interim Report (DWP, 2026) 
provides the latest data on NEET young people (16-25):    

• By the end of 2025 close to 1 million young people were classified as NEET.  
• Young people with Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCP) carry the highest 

risk of becoming NEET 
• Recent increases in the number of young people who are NEET have been driven 

in part by rising levels of disability and ill-health among young people (Diniz & 
Murphy, 2025).  

The Experiences of transition for young people with SEND can look different 
Education can play a role in transitions to adulthood beyond qualifications and 
employment, especially for young people with SEND. The broader value of education 
are for example: 

1. Practicing life experience: young people with SEND can learn and practice life 
skills in school that may or may not help them in employment but will help them 
be engaged in everyday activities such as going to the shop. 

2. Reducing isolation, promoting autonomy: educational settings help reduce 
vulnerability and isolation, promoting autonomy and belonging. 
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Employment pathways also have a different dynamic for young people with SEND: 

1. Local labour market demand: the local job market may not have appropriate 
jobs.  

2. Employment is not always best route to independence: it can be the case that 
employment is not the best option, either at a particular point of time, or over a 
longer time frame, for a young person with SEND to live a good and meaningful 
life.  

3. Any job is not a good job: Employment that is insecure, lacks career 
progression, or where young people with SEND face discrimination or 
exploitation can have negative consequences that hamper longer term 
engagement with employment and participation in social life. 

This being said, qualifications and employment are important for all young people.  
Young people with SEND who do not gain relevant qualifications or are not able to 
secure appropriate employment will be at risk of, for example, financial insecurity and 
health and well-being challenges. Ultimately, all young people can benefit from a more 
open and flexible approach to progression into independent adulthood.  

 

Alternative markers of transition to 
adulthood 
Looking at transition possibilities 
more broadly encompasses the 
importance of social participation 
and being part of friendship 
networks. In the following sections we 
present different aspects of 
transitioning to adulthood that go 
beyond moving from education into 
employment. 
 

Being socially engaged 
When children and young people with SEND have access to activities beyond the 
school setting it improves their confidence and sense of belonging. Spending time with 
other young people, particularly those who share similar experiences or overlapping 
interests is an important way that young people with SEND get to develop confidence 
and positive ways of thinking about themselves and their capabilities. In the ESRC 
project several young people spoke of the significant difference support groups and 
other communal spaces were having on their lives and their plans for the future. 
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Ollie, (late teens) was someone who had found school very difficult due to ongoing 
bullying, he discussed the importance of the games nights he went to for finding a 
community of people like him: 
 

They’re also very inclusive of neurodiversity people. Basically, what they do  
there is they play games… and they do crafts. They’re basically very inclusive. 
 

Ollie also attended a support group for neurodivergent young people and volunteered 
at a group that was for younger people who were neurodivergent. Through these 
different activities he had developed an interest in psychology and supporting 
neurodivergent people as a career and had started a degree in psychology.  

As can be seen from Ollie’s experiences, volunteering can be an important activity for 
young people with SEND as they transition towards adulthood. Volunteering can 
develop work related skills, a connection to local community, and in Ollie’s case inspired 
his educational trajectory. Participating in volunteering activities enriches young people 
with SEND’s lives, contributes to local communities and can lead to the development of 
human and social capital that can be a pathway towards education, employment and 
training.  

Developing a supported independent life  
Living a happy, meaningful, adult life is also about being able to develop and express a 
level of independence, defined as being able to make meaningful choices about one’s 
life. Research on the importance of independence for disabled people has long 
emphasised the enabling role of support structures (Morris, 2004). 

Independence is made possible with ongoing support via social care in terms of 
supported housing, and/or having access to personal assistants that enable 
participation in social life. It is also about gaining practical life skills that are not always 
recorded in educational attainment measures, but which are important foundations to 
having access to this kind of life. 

While special schools and specialist further education colleges do see this kind of life 
skill development as an important aspect of their curriculum, in mainstream spaces, 
they can be seen as less important than other attainment priorities and measures that 
they are judged against. For young people with SEND, skills development opportunities 
can provide important building blocks towards an independent life in the future – 
whether paid employment is part of that future or not. 

It is also hugely important for families that their children are developing skills that can 
enable supported independence – particularly as they look to the future. A senior social 
worker from the ESRC project provided an example of a good transition to adulthood 
that involved a young person being supported to live independently – a move that 
helped him and his family:  
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Mam was at the end of her tether, with what was happening, been through 
everything, to cut a very long story short, he's in his own property with his own 
support team and he's absolutely flourishing. And Mam said ‘I've never seen him 
so happy, which then makes us happy that we're not constantly, when that phone 
goes, what's happening’. He is always going to need support. But he's living in his 
own property, doing his own thing. When he wants to go out with his staff, you 
know, he really is flourishing.  
 

The SEND Reform and Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Papers include a 
welcome emphasis on the importance of extracurricular enrichment opportunities, 
including developing wider life skills. They also encourage mainstream schools to learn 
from the ways that special schools embed such activities in curricular and extra circular 
activities. Fully engaging with life skill development is an important way to ensure young 
people with SEND can develop supported independence for an adult life. The 
government has now published Guidance on Enrichment Benchmarks (2026c) to 
support schools evaluate their provision of enrichment opportunities and identify 
scope for improvement.  

Being involved in supporting and caring for others  
The importance of family in providing care and support for children and young people 
with SEND is well-recognised (McLaughlin et al., 2016; McLaughlin et al., 2008). This can 
take multiple forms: practical care, emotional support, financial security, advocacy in 
gaining support from others and accessing social capital.  

Young people with SEND do not just receive care within their families, they can also be 
providers of care. This involvement can influence their priorities as they look towards 
their futures and think about the traditional markers of transitions to adulthood, 
particularly leaving home and focusing on employment. The care roles of young people 
with SEND needs can be very important to them and something they take great pride in 
playing.  

Jamie (late teens), another participant in the ESRC study, was a young person with SEND 
who had experienced long term bullying in school, which led to significant time away 
from school and serious mental health challenges. Part of his recovery from those 
experiences, occurred through ways in which he was involved in a range of care 
practices with different people in his extended family. His aunt had once told him, in the 
context of discussing the impacts of the bullying he had experienced, that he was a 
great person. He couldn’t understand at first why she thought this, but realised she 
meant that he was great because of how much he cared for other people: 
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I used to think this poor older lady, doesn’t 
she know I’ll never do anything or be 
anything?...And for a while I thought she 
meant I was going to be a superstar, but what 
she really meant was how I was as a person. I 
try to be kind to everyone, try to do favours. 
Even if it’s not my responsibility, I try to help 
people.  

 
 

Recognising the care roles young people with SEND can play is important for 
understanding some of the contexts within which they are pursuing their education and 
making plans. It is also something to factor into the Individual Support Plans.  

The SEND Reform White Paper emphasises the genuine inclusion of pupils with SEND 
needs in mainstream schools, this report advocates that this includes supporting 
different aspects of transitions into adulthood. It is important to acknowledge what can 
sometimes make this difficult for mainstream schools to achieve and how mainstream 
schools are already adopting practices that make it possible to do so. Drawing from 
research, key barriers and enablers to inclusion are highlighted below. 
 

What are the barriers to inclusive school 
cultures and practices that enable 
successful transitions? 
In this section, drawing from the ESRC project, we detail experiences of young people 
with SEND needs in mainstream schools that have been negative, including feeling 
alienated from those educational settings. Material practices and cultural norms can 
form barriers to creating inclusive educational spaces, affecting all pupils in the school. 
With the educational reforms coming, schools need to actively address bullying, 
educational adjustments and build trust with parents/carers to support all pupils to do 
well at school on their terms and foster a sense of belonging.  The next section will 
discuss how schools can achieve this.  

As the research discussed below acknowledges, these barriers are often not 
deliberately placed there but emerge within the challenges mainstream schools face 
managing competing priorities, significant resource restraints, staffing turnover and 
gaps in training and large and varied student cohorts. This is why it is important the 
funding promised by Government reaches individual schools for the SEND Reform 
promise to become a reality.  
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Sustained bullying  
Ongoing bullying can lead to children and young people not feeling safe, their mental 
health struggling and can feed into regular school absences and poor educational 
attainment. In the ESRC project experiences of bullying were regularly shared, as well as 
the impacts this had on participants’ mental health. Andy (late twenties) explained: 

I did have a really awful time when I went to middle school. Just the bullying were 
very intense and there was a point where I even considered suicide but 
eventually I was able to get out that school. 

 

What was also shared was a perception that teachers and schools did not do enough to 
respond to such experiences and children and young people were left to manage the 
experiences on their own. This lack of response itself contributed to the mental health 
issues that followed.  

Mainstream schools not able to adjust 
Aligned to the Government’s diagnosis, the ESRC project also surfaced the frequent 
battles of parents/carers trying to get mainstream schools to adjust to the needs of 
their children, including when Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCP) were in place. 
Sandra was the mum of 3 adopted children all with varied special needs. Her son had a 
EHCP, but she still felt the mainstream school he attended did not do enough to adapt 
their practices to acknowledge his needs. This led to significant anxiety and school 
absence. 
 

Even though he’s got an EHCP with a very clear diagnosis on it, that lack of 
understanding, which is another issue that I have. If you’re a child with an EHCP 
but in a mainstream provision, which increasingly is the case because of the lack 
of specialist provisions then what you’re having is young people that are very 
complex, in a mainstream environment with staff that aren’t qualified or trained. 
They don’t understand their conditions. Your child is constantly being that round 
peg square hole, being forced, this is what we need to do.  
 

Families felt that such unwillingness to adapt to children and young people with SEND 
contributed to significant mental health issues they saw emerging for their children. 
One mother expressed her frustration: 
 

I think probably the main thing that I feel is it’s not acceptable that there was 
nowhere for her to be educated in [location] and ultimately the mainstream 
schools here contributed massively to her very poor mental health. 
 

The significance of this lack of engagement is evidenced by the frequency within which 
other research has highlighted the problem. McLaughlin et al. (2025) demonstrate ways 
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in which inflexible delivery impacts on children with SEND. In this case the young child’s 
mental health struggled from the early stages of primary schooling, leading to school 
absence and the ultimate withdrawal of the child in favour of home schooling.  
 

When he went into year two, we had a teacher who was more concerned with him 
not causing any disruption in the class rather than giving him the support he 
needed. And he became extremely withdrawn and started talking about wanting 
to die, asking how he could die. Things that were very, very disturbing to be 
coming from a 7-year-old. (Mclaughlin et al., 2025) 

 

Erosion of trust in mainstream schools  
When families and children and young people with SEND see that support is not 
provided in mainstream spaces, or that it is not properly implemented, this leads to a 
lack of trust in such spaces to provide what the child or young person needs.  

A lack of trust towards mainstream environments due to the problems outlined here is a 
common reason why families or the children and young people request a transfer to 
special schooling. When requests to move to special schooling are due to mainstream 
schools not doing enough to create safe and inclusive cultures, it points to a failure in 
such schools to integrate children and young people with SEND into their environment. 
One mother in the ESRC project spoke of how she believed the mainstream 
environment and the teachers within it were not ready - or able - to adapt to her child’s 
needs, leading to her favouring special schooling:  
 

I feel that the [mainstream] schools are too big, the staff aren’t trained. They 
don’t even, in general teacher training, they don’t even get taught about Autism 
but how many kids are there now with Autism, foetal alcohol, ADHD in 
mainstream schools. All they’re doing is being penalised…. If you’re in a special 
school, you get access to OTs, physio, rebound therapy, counselling. If you’re in 
mainstream, you get none of that. But our kids still need all of that.  

Both the SEND Reform and the Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper are clear 
they expect mainstream schools to take more seriously the need to create inclusive 
cultures and to build belonging for all pupils in their environments. A safe, flexible and 
inclusive environment is better for all children and will be an important step to build the 
trust necessary for parents and carers to believe mainstream schools will provide a 
good quality education, and for the children to have positive educational experiences.    
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What enables inclusive school cultures and 
practices that support positive transitions? 
The previous section outlined the barriers to SEND young people being able to have 
positive experiences of mainstream schools, and the challenges for the schools to 
effectively support their needs. The ESRC project also followed young people with 
SEND who remained in mainstream education. This section explores that data and other 
available evidence to outline what mainstream schools can do to create inclusive school 
practices that support positive transitions for all pupils, but especially those with SEND.  

Building trust 
An important step in supporting young people with SEND develop different skills and try 
out new possibilities to help them think about the future is building trust with them. This 
is crucial when they have experienced some of the negative experiences detailed 
above. Different research has picked up on the difference a particular teacher, or class 
assistant or youth worker can make in reaching a young person with SEND in a way that 
helps them start to think about what might be possible for them. Kyle, from the ESRC 
project, had experienced bullying and an unresponsive environment when in school, but 
once in college, found teachers there made the time to get to know him, understand his 
needs and encourage him to consider university (which he did then do, gaining a degree 
in IT).  
 

I remember finishing College happy and satisfied, and they gave me support to get 
into University. I'll always remember an email I got from one of my lecturers. He said 
I'm going to do great and he's like: "I wish you the best." He said that he thought I was 
great and he's like: “I'm going to miss you.” 
 

While it is positive that young people like Kyle come across a teacher who engages with 
them as a person, this culture of fully engaging with young people with SEND and their 
interests, needs to more widespread within the mainstream environment. Implementing 
this approach in mainstream schools would benefit all pupils and their educational 
experiences.   

Person centred 
An important part of creating trust and knowing pupils is about taking a person-centred 
approach to working with them – and their families. For example, a Kids Report from 
2023 emphasised the importance of meaningful support for young people with SEND 
(Bibby and Blair, 2023). The report highlights that meaningful support is: 

• Personalised 
• Relationship Based 
• Timely  
• Explorative and Collaborative 
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• Clear and Honest 

This is echoed by the 
Principles of Good 
Transition developed in 
Scotland by the Scottish 
Transitions Forum (in 
partnership with disabled 
young people), supported 
by the Scottish 
Government and being 
implemented in local 
authorities. Their first 
principle is that any activities that aim to support disabled young people’s needs as 
they make transitions should be person-centred: 

To achieve their full potential, young people often require support in different 
areas of their lives. There are professional considerations associated with the 
move from school or college or the transfer from child to adult services. These 
may include identifying and achieving positive destinations in employment, 
education or training, managing welfare and housing changes, reviewing 
healthcare needs, providing information and advocacy, assessing capacity and 
managing risk. These processes should have the young person’s personal 
outcomes, aspirations and wellbeing at the centre. When their wellbeing is fully 
supported, they will be better able to achieve their full potential. (ARC Scotland, 
2017) 

Inclusive learning environments are positive and possible in mainstream education. 
Educational researchers have demonstrated that place based approaches 
underpinned by values of connectedness, recognition of difference, supportive 
classroom environments and working in genuine partnership with everyone around the 
school are possible (Todd and Rose, 2025; Laing et al., 2025, Forbes et al., 2019). What 
this means in an education context is understanding the importance – and putting into 
practice – sustained connections between teachers and other staff to work together to 
explore interests, abilities and potential. 

 
McLaughlin et al., (2025) identified mainstream spaces that did enable young people 
with SEND to thrive. At the centre was time spent getting to know the young person – as 
well as also involving broader family in that process. One mother discussed the 
difference between the mainstream school her son with special needs was in, in 
comparison to the school her daughter was in: 
 

 

I don't know where they get their teachers from. But they do seem to get a really 
good batch of teachers that seemed to really care about the kids. I do have my 
daughter’s school for contrast. And like James’ maths teacher, we're having 
parents evening and his opening gambit was, ‘I just need to let you know, I'm 

https://arcscotland.org.uk/resource/principles-of-good-transitions-3/
https://arcscotland.org.uk/resource/principles-of-good-transitions-3/
https://arcscotland.org.uk/resource/principles-of-good-transitions-3/
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actually number one fan of your son, he's really cool.’ Oh great. And that just 
seems to be, throughout the school, that level of care, whereas going into my 
daughter's school, they really, it’s like they honestly don't know who she is. 
(Mclaughlin et al., 2025) 
 

This research demonstrates that creating inclusive environments for young people with 
SEND does not have to be complicated or costly. However, building trust and inclusive 
learning environments requires long term thinking and comes with challenges. 
 
 

Strong reciprocal relationships, that are built, strengthened and sustained over 
time are needed to establish and maintain the trust necessary for successful 
partnership working.... In order to create change, relational learning processes 
require interaction and engagement… but this can be difficult in the face of 
inequities in knowledge, power and resources. (Laing et al., 2025:  2-3) 
 
 

Developing life skills  
Developing skills for everyday life and supported independence have a stronger 
presence in special schools than they have in mainstream spaces. Rather than see this 
as something that belongs only in those spaces, there is much that mainstream schools 
can learn from the approach taken here to developing these skills. As the SEND Reform 
White Paper makes clear it should not require a move to special schools to have such 
skill development available.  

Special schools have approaches to developing, capturing and celebrating 
incremental improvements in a young person’s skill development. Both because that 
skill development can be an important stepping stone to further educational 
attainment, but also because this skill attainment can be central to being able to 
transition to a supported independent life. A head teacher and teacher at a special 
school in the ESRC project pointed out that their local authority sometimes suggested 
they had ‘low expectations’ of their pupils. In response they argued they were 
prioritising enabling the young people to have skills and interests that could support 
them have a meaningful adult life, embedded in their community. This sat alongside a 
strong stream of work supporting their pupils into employment.  

A Family Liaison Lead at another special school in the project spoke in similar ways at 
starting with developing everyday skills that can be the foundation for independent 
living: 
 

Yeah, I think that independent part from the start really from year seven and from 
things just eating with a knife and fork. You know, just doing life as independently 
as possible. We obviously know students who are not gonna be able to do 
certain things, but actually they physically couldn't do something, but could they 
make their own choices? You know whether that is using a different 
communication tool to make a choice.  
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Trust was highlighted earlier as a key component to supporting varied transitions. A 
deputy teacher at another special school spoke of how trust building and flexible 
person led provision was central to their approach to working with their pupils, including 
when new to the school: 
 

Other times it can be a longer process where you have to build the trust in 
education again, ‘We are aware that you are working at this. This is what we will do 
to support. Would you like to meet 2 or 3 students? Do you want to meet 2 or 3 
members of staff?’ Then the next week it might be 4 students. ‘Do you want to 
stop for lunch’, and sometimes it can take a long time as well. It is totally 
dependent on how the child reacts when they walk in the doors. Sometimes we 
can't even get them in the doors for a couple of weeks. And it might be sitting in 
the carpark, come into the doors, come into reception, get into the dinner area. 
As much as you can plan, that plan has to be fluid. 
 

This holistic and flexible approach sat alongside a strong ethos focused on still planning 
for educational attainment and career development.  
 

From our youngest class they access careers, they access employment 
opportunities, they access being an adult already at that time. We're very much 
aware everybody is different. So you will hit these milestones at your pace, if you 
hit these milestones. But let's all have the ambition to be employed, and to 
transition into some sort of employment, whether that's volunteering or paid and 
we start that off, very, very young, and ready to listen, ready to learn together, 
supportive of each other's needs. 
 

What enables the combination of approaches to supporting broader transition 
possibilities and existing foci around academic and vocational skill development is that 
each can be developed in flexible, holistic and person-centred ways. The career advice 
that is being practiced in some special schools retains the same personalised approach 
present in everyday skills development in how vocational profiling is developed. 

A head teacher at a Special school remarked: 
 

We have a career advisor who works with us now, absolutely brilliant, she works 
with parents to really unpick what it is the students want to do. So she will work 
out vocational profiles with them and work really heavily with myself. Saying what 
is it, what is it they're really like about that job, about that future. And then we 
unpick it because we have got some that's still want to be a teacher. We've got 
this young man, at the moment he is desperate to be in the army, but his medical 
needs will not allow that. So it's working, unpicking and thinking like, what is it 
then that he does like about that, that he maybe can do? And I think we do that 
really, really well.  
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Creating cultures of support and belonging in schools that work for the specific needs 
of children and young people, are sustained by approaches to all pupils that are 
inclusive and holistic. 
 

Capturing alternative transitions  
Collecting and tracking children and young people’s progression is essential to 
understand if the reforms outlined in the Every Child Achieving and Thriving and SEND 
reform White Papers are to be successful. Currently, central data gathering primarily 
look to factors such as educational attainment, school absence and the number of 
young people within the category of NEET. If schools are to embed support that is 
useful to transition possibilities beyond education to employment, they need 
mechanisms that can capture the steps towards this. 

Various reports and studies into the elements that support more effective transitions 
speak of the benefits of good data gathering and sharing (The Youth Futures 
Foundation, 2025; Children’s Commissioner, 2023). If we are to recognise the value of 
appreciating the spectrum of positive transitions discussed above, and the micro steps 
that are involved in getting there, good data gathering and sharing is an important 
component. 

At the same time, it is important that any data gathering can draw as much as possible 
from existing mechanisms to avoid additional cost and resources that are not feasible. 
Existing approaches are available that schools can consider implementing.  

The Individual Support Plans to be put in place as part of the SEND Reform may partially 
respond to this, but schools will benefit from also thinking about other ways to capture 
how they are developing the skills of young people with SEND and producing inclusive 
cultures around them. Tools that are primarily used in special school environments to 
capture everyday skill development are a useful starting point for mainstream schools 
as they respond to SEND Reform and develop Individual Support Plans.  

• ASDAN – courses and 
accreditation developed by 
ASDAN charity to support 
learners with diverse needs, 
from pre-entry to Level 3.  

• Boxall Profile- a tool for 
teachers to get to know their 
pupils and to assess and 
track emotional, social and 
mental health of pupils.   

 

 

https://www.asdan.org.uk/
https://www.boxallprofile.org/
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Conclusion 
The SEND and Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper reforms set a clear 
direction: a more inclusive mainstream system that works for all learners. This report 
shows that achieving this ambition depends less on new structures and more on how 
inclusion is delivered in everyday practice. 

Where schools succeed, they build strong relationships, understand pupils as 
individuals, and create environments where young people feel safe, recognised and 
able to participate. Where they struggle, pupils experience inflexible provision, weak 
responses to bullying, and a loss of trust that undermines engagement and outcomes. 
These barriers must be addressed if mainstream inclusion is to work in practice. 

At the same time, transitions into adulthood are changing. They are more complex, less 
linear and more uncertain. For young people with SEND, this means that traditional 
markers of success—qualifications and immediate entry into employment—are not 
enough. Schools and colleges need to recognise a broader set of outcomes, including 
social participation, independence, confidence and wellbeing. These are not additional 
aims; they are essential foundations for long-term success. 

For school staff, the implication is clear: inclusion is not separate from core business. It 
is how education is delivered every day. This requires a shift in focus: 

• from provision to experience 

• from standard pathways to flexible progression 

• from short-term attainment to long-term transitions 

In practice, this means acting on a clear set of priorities. 

Prioritise relationships and trust 
Schools should invest in consistent pastoral support and create time for staff to 
understand pupils and families. Rebuilding trust—particularly where experiences 
have been negative—is foundational to engagement and progression. 

Embed person-centred approaches 
Schools and colleges should work directly with young people and families to 
shape support, goals and pathways. This should be reflected in everyday 
practice, not only in formal plans. 

Create inclusive cultures 
Leaders should focus on how pupils experience school. This includes tackling 
bullying, ensuring safety, and promoting belonging and participation across the 
whole school environment. 

Integrate preparation for adulthood 
Careers education, life skills and independence should run through the 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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curriculum from an early stage. Careers advisers play a central role in broadening 
pathways and aligning them with individual strengths and aspirations. 

Broaden progression pathways 
Schools and colleges should recognise that positive destinations may include 
further learning, supported employment, volunteering or community 
participation. Progression should reflect individual needs and local 
opportunities. 

Strengthen transition planning and partnerships 
Planning for adulthood should start early and continue over time. Schools, 
colleges and careers services should work closely with families, employers, FE 
providers, and health and care services to provide joined-up support. 

These actions are achievable, but they require capacity and consistency. The 
reforms create the conditions for change, but they do not guarantee it. Delivery 
will depend on whether schools can prioritise relational practice, whether 
careers systems support flexible pathways, and whether progress is measured in 
ways that reflect the real experiences of young people with SEND. 

The opportunity is significant. The practices that underpin effective inclusion -
strong relationships, inclusive cultures and flexible pathways -benefit all 
learners. By embedding these approaches, schools and colleges can not only 
meet the expectations of reform, but improve outcomes across the system. 

  

5 
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