
                                                                           

 

GMB Response to the Special Educational Needs and 
Disabilities (SEND) Reform Government Consultation 
GMB welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the government’s SEND reform 
consultation. As one of the UK’s largest trade unions, GMB represents thousands of 
school support staff working across education settings, including teaching assistants, 
learning support assistants, school business staff, lunchtime supervisors, pastoral staff, 
and specialist SEND support workers. Our members are on the frontline every day 
supporting children and young people with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities 
(SEND), often providing complex educational, emotional, behavioural, and personal care 
support in increasingly challenging environments. 

Over recent years, mainstream school provision for children with SEND has increased 
significantly. School support staff are now expected to meet a growing range of complex 
needs within mainstream settings, often without the staffing levels, specialist training, or 
pay that reflects the responsibilities they undertake. Despite the increasing demands of 
the role, pay has failed to keep pace. GMB is deeply concerned that many experienced 
teaching assistants and SEND support staff are leaving the profession because they can 
earn more in retail or other sectors with far less responsibility. This workforce crisis is 
having a direct impact on the quality and consistency of support available to children and 
young people with SEND. 

GMB has been actively campaigning to improve conditions for school support staff and 
to ensure children with SEND receive the support they deserve. Through our national 
SEND campaign toolkit, GMB is calling for: 

• S – Safe staffing levels to ensure schools have enough properly trained staff to 
safely and effectively support children with SEND. 

• E – Evaluate for fair pay, including parity with teachers where appropriate and 
recognition of SEND responsibilities through SEN payments and proper grading 
structures. 

• N – Nurture our future, including the introduction of neurodiversity policies for 
staff and creating inclusive workplaces that support both staff and pupils. 



• D – Develop our people through meaningful access to high-quality training, 
professional development, and career progression opportunities for school 
support staff. 

GMB has also been campaigning on the issue of clinical delegation within schools. 
Increasingly, school support staff are being expected to undertake medical and clinical 
tasks without adequate training, protection, or support. GMB believes responsibility for 
clinical care must not be shifted onto school support staff without proper safeguards. We 
continue to call on the Department of Health and Social Care to invest in qualified nurses 
in schools to ensure children with medical and complex needs receive safe and 
appropriate care from trained healthcare professionals. 

While GMB welcomes the government’s commitment to SEND reform, reform alone will 
not succeed unless it is properly funded. Any meaningful reform must recognise the 
critical role of school support staff in delivering inclusive education. Without investment 
in staffing, training, pay, and workforce retention, the pressures currently facing the SEND 
system will continue. School support staff must be properly valued and appropriately 
paid for the skilled and vital work they do supporting children and young people with 
SEND every day. 

Given the breadth of this consultation, GMB has chosen to respond only to those 
questions that have the greatest relevance and impact for our members. We have 
focused on areas that connect directly to the day-to-day experiences of school support 
staff, reflect GMB’s current campaigns, and align with our existing policy positions on 
SEND, school staffing, pay, training, inclusion and clinical support in education settings. 

 

Q7. How do you think early years settings, schools and colleges can best support 
the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people? 

GMB believes early years settings, schools and colleges can best support children and 
young people’s mental health and wellbeing by creating inclusive, well-resourced 
environments responsive to individual need. This requires sufficient funding, safe staffing 
levels and recognition of the vital role support staff play in wellbeing. 

Adequate staffing is essential to provide pastoral support, small-group work and trusted 
relationships. Training is also important, but it must be funded so staff can attend without 
leaving settings unsafe. Mental health support should also be reflected in the curriculum 
and school day, with greater emphasis on emotional literacy, creative learning, outdoor 
play and social interaction, rather than an overly narrow focus on attainment. 

Schools and colleges also need access to the right professional support, including better 
coordination with NHS services, GPs, CAMHS and local authorities, alongside improved 



communication with families. Staff wellbeing must be recognised too: children are best 
supported by a workforce that is properly paid, adequately staffed and not overstretched. 

Overall, GMB believes supporting children and young people’s wellbeing means investing 
in staff, valuing support workers and creating genuinely inclusive settings where both 
children and the workforce that supports them can thrive. 

 

Q8. Do you agree that the refreshed ‘areas of development’ will support educators to 
understand and address barriers to learning and participation? 

GMB agrees the refreshed areas of development could help educators better understand 
and address barriers to learning and participation, but only if they are backed by 
accessible information, clear responsibilities, joined-up services and enough trained 
staff. Without this, the framework may identify need without improving support for 
children, young people and families. 

Information must be clear, jargon-free, translated where needed and accessible to 
families with different levels of digital access and literacy. Good communication between 
schools, health services, local authorities and families is essential, alongside clear 
accountability. 

GMB also supports one joined-up system across hubs, doctors, schools, colleges and 
local authorities so information follows the child and support is not disrupted when 
families move, especially those in temporary accommodation. Transition meetings 
between settings should be standard practice. 

There must also be enough trained professionals to respond. GMB supports more 
educational psychologist training places, proactive recruitment and clearer career 
pathways for support staff into specialist roles. Children should receive early diagnosis, 
and support should not be delayed while waiting. Interim funding, more nurture units and 
wraparound support are all needed. 

Overall, the framework will only succeed if backed by practical improvements, workforce 
capacity and proper funding. 

 

Q9. What arrangements would best support effective joint working between early 
years providers, Best Start Family Hubs, health and local authorities and parents for 
children with SEND in the early years? 

GMB believes effective joint working for children with SEND in the early years depends on 
accessible, coordinated and properly resourced services, with clear accountability and 
enough professional capacity to meet need. 



Families must receive information in plain language, free from jargon, translated where 
needed and available in formats that reflect different levels of digital access and literacy. 
Without this, inequalities may widen. 

GMB supports one integrated system across Best Start Family Hubs, health services, 
schools, colleges and local authorities, so information follows the child and families do 
not have to repeat their story when moving setting or area. This is especially important for 
children in temporary accommodation. Clear communication and shared 
responsibilities across services and families are essential. 

Transition meetings between nurseries, schools and colleges should be standard 
practice to support smoother moves. Workforce capacity also matters, more educational 
psychologist training places, proactive recruitment and supported career pathways for 
school support staff into specialist roles are urgently needed. 

Early identification must be matched by early support. Children should not wait for help 
while assessments or EHCPs are pending. Interim funding, funded nurture units and a 
wraparound team approach are all needed. Overall, joint working will only succeed if 
backed by integrated systems, skilled staff and proper funding. 

 

Q10. How can the early years foundation stage (EYFS) two-year old progress check 
and The Healthy Child Programme development review be improved so that 
children’s needs are identified and supported more quickly? 

GMB believes the EYFS two-year progress check and Healthy Child Programme review 
must be strengthened so children’s needs are identified and supported earlier, especially 
those who may otherwise be missed. Progress checks should take place at both ages two 
and three, recognising that not all children attend early years provision at the same time. 

Best Start Family Hubs should be local, welcoming and easy to access, with strong links 
to nurseries and schools so families are clearly signposted to support. Schools and 
nurseries should be able to raise concerns and refer to hubs, GPs and health services 
without being left to manage wider system failures alone. 

Checks must be meaningful, longer than ten minutes and include professional 
observation, not just parental report. Staff should be supported to raise concerns early 
with families, as early identification and support can prevent needs escalating. 

Workforce capacity is also vital. GMB supports more HLTA roles, with pay that reflects 
their skills and responsibilities, recognising their key role in observation and intervention. 
Catch-up checks should also be prioritised for children who missed face-to-face 
assessments during Covid. Information from the two-year-old health check must be 
shared effectively across services. 



Overall, improvement requires time, trained staff, clear referral routes and joined up 
working across education, health and family support. 

 

Q12. What are the most important issues for national training to cover, to help 
support children and young people with SEND?  

In early 2026 GMB surveyed 1999 members who work as teaching assistants, or 
equivalent roles, in schools. Almost a quarter of them had not received training on 
supporting pupils/students with SEND. Therefore, it is important that national training 
does not take an existing knowledge of SEND for granted – though many members of 
support staff will have this. The report of this survey was shared with the DfE. 

Respondents said the most useful SEND training to receive would be: working with 
pupils/students with barriers to learning and adjusting/adapting practices; 
understanding specific needs; specialist skills or areas; delivering targeted interventions; 
supporting pupil’s/student’s independence and scaffolding learning. 

We also argue that training on recognising the signs and symptoms of domestic abuse 
and neglect is necessary for the school to play a role in supporting the health and 
wellbeing of a child. SEND training should include learning about the availability of local 
services so the school can work in a joined-up way with them. 

The survey highlights substantial variation in the training available, some experience 
strong support and high-quality development, many face gaps - particularly around SEND 
training, access to funded development, and inconsistent recognition of training time. 
We found that the cost of training is the biggest barrier for school support staff who have 
tried to access extra training at work.  

 

Q13. What practical actions can help teachers, educators and leaders manage 
workload whilst implementing these changes? 

Prior to any workplace change, risk assessments should be completed. We know there is 
a significant risk of emotional and psychological harm on support staff working and 
supporting pupils with SEND. This practical action would ensure manageable workload, 
reasonable breaks, and consideration of support for emotional wellbeing. 

Clear guidance on staffing ratios is essential where children with identified needs are 
present, so schools can deliver safe, inclusive and effective provision rather than absorb 
extra responsibilities within existing structures. Time must also be built into the working 
day for planning, teamwork, meetings and communication with other services. This time 
should be available to support staff as well as teachers. 



Increased staffing requires central government funding. More support staff, fair pay and 
greater funding for one-to-one support are all necessary. Support staff often take on 
additional responsibilities when supporting children with SEND and pay must reflect this. 
Fair pay is key to workload management, retention and morale. 

Training is another important factor. Staff should receive in-person training during 
working time, including on INSET days, which should be used for professional 
development. 

Finally, workload can be reduced by providing adaptable, accessible resources for 
children with SEND. High-quality, ready-to-use materials can save time, improve 
consistency and reduce duplication across settings. 

 

Q14. How should the Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO) role evolve to 
better meet the needs of children and young people with SEND? 

GMB believes the SENCO role must be strengthened and properly supported if it is to 
meet the needs of children and young people with SEND effectively. SENCOs play a vital 
role but cannot be expected to deliver this work alone or without adequate resources. 

SENCOs need more staff and greater resources. Rising levels and complexity of need in 
mainstream settings mean current expectations are often unrealistic. Additional staffing 
is essential so SENCOs can focus on strategic leadership and coordination rather than 
constant firefighting. 

SENCOs should also have regular access to other professionals in schools and local 
hubs, including health and specialist services. This would strengthen early identification, 
improve joint working and reduce delays in support. SENCOs should not be treated as 
the sole expert, especially where needs are complex or clinical. 

GMB strongly supports dedicated administrative support for SENCOs, as excessive 
admin reduces time with staff, pupils and families. SENCOs also need time to build 
meaningful relationships with parents and carers, ensuring they feel informed and 
involved. 

SENCOs should be fully integrated into school leadership and not expected to hold 
multiple additional responsibilities. The pathway into the role should also be widened to 
experienced support staff, without requiring a teaching qualification. Overall, 
strengthening the role requires investment, leadership status, wider professional support 
and inclusive career pathways. 

 

 



Q20. Through the Experts at Hand offer, we want to ensure that mainstream settings 
can get quick specialist support for children and young people. 

What arrangements are needed between local area partners (education, health, 
social care) to deliver this Experts at Hand offer effectively? 

GMB is clear that the Experts at Hand offer must include health professionals. GMB’s 
joint union school nursing service campaign, argues that children’s needs cannot be met 
without access to health expertise in education settings. Our position is that a needs-led, 
NHS-commissioned school nursing service embedded in all state-funded schools is 
essential to ensure children receive safe, appropriate care, while protecting school 
support staff from being expected to carry out complex clinical procedures without 
proper training, regulation or oversight. Experts should be working in schools on a regular 
and sustained basis, not limited to brief or infrequent visits. 

Workforce capacity is critical. We support funding more educational psychologist 
doctorate placements, alongside proactive recruitment to address current shortages. 
Without enough specialists, the Experts at Hand offer risks becoming another referral 
route with limited impact due to long waits and constrained availability. 

Effective delivery depends on a joined-up approach across all services, including 
education, health and social care. Clear communication between all parties is essential 
so that advice is consistent, responsibilities are understood and support plans are 
implemented effectively rather than fragmented across services. 

Addressing the CAMHS backlog must also be part of this offer. Schools and families are 
currently experiencing long waits both to access CAMHS and to receive diagnosis or 
follow-on support.  

 

Q23. We propose that EHCPs will guarantee educational provision set out in a 
Specialist Provision Package, with day-to-day provision captured in Individual 
Support Plans. What is needed to make these proposals work effectively? 

These proposals will only work if they are backed by sufficient staffing, clear guidance, 
strong accountability and funding. Without this, commitments in plans risk becoming 
aspirational rather than deliverable. 

Clearer national guidance is needed on what qualifies a child for an EHCP or an ISP, 
alongside access to a second opinion. At present, thresholds and interpretations vary 
between professionals and areas, causing inconsistency, delay and frustration for 
families and staff. Roles and responsibilities must be clearly defined, so it is understood 
who is responsible for assessment, delivery, monitoring and review. 



When an EHCP is developed, the wider team, including staff who work directly with the 
child, must be involved. GMB reports that support staff are often excluded from this 
process and sometimes are not even shown the EHCPs for children they support. This 
undermines effective delivery and fails to recognise the crucial role support staff play. 

The proposals must address children who do not attend school, including those 
experiencing emotionally based school non-attendance, through flexible approaches 
such as flexi-schooling. Clarity is needed on how ISPs will work for children with physical 
disabilities who do not meet the definition of SEN, so they are not left without support. 

GMB also supports a community-based approach, with accessible services and 
information for families. 

 

Q24. We propose creating a more direct route to Specialist Provision Packages and 
EHCP assessments for children under 5 with complex needs. 

How can we make sure this works in practice? 

GMB believes a more direct route to Specialist Provision Packages and EHCP 
assessments for children under five could improve early identification and support, but 
only if it is properly resourced, inclusive of all settings and supported by joined up working 
and effective training. 

Reviews at ages two and three are essential, recognising that children develop at different 
rates and not all needs are identified at one point. This is especially important as children 
access early years provision in different ways and at different ages. 

Any new arrangements must apply equally across private, voluntary and independent 
settings and state-funded provision. Access to assessment and support should not 
depend on the type of setting a child attends. All providers must be included in pathways, 
guidance and funding. 

Increased staffing and funding are vital. Without enough capacity across early years, 
health and specialist services, faster routes to assessment may simply create 
bottlenecks elsewhere. 

Partnership with parents and carers is also crucial. Health professionals should follow 
up missed appointments, so responsibility does not fall solely on families. Assessments 
should take place in local, accessible locations. Staff across services must share a clear 
understanding of referral thresholds and processes, with good information sharing and 
clear training to support timely, fair decisions. 

 



Q30. How should settings be held accountable for how they spend their inclusive 
Mainstream funding? 

National guidance should set out clearly how this funding is intended to be used, with a 
strong link to improving outcomes for children and young people with SEND. This would 
reduce inconsistency between settings and local areas. 

Regular monitoring and reporting should show how funding is spent and the difference it 
makes, focusing on meaningful measures such as progress, inclusion, attendance and 
wellbeing. Inspection frameworks, including Ofsted, should place greater emphasis on 
inclusion and effective use of funding, using existing systems to avoid extra workload. 

Parents and carers should also have access to clear information about how funding is 
used in their child’s setting. This would build trust, strengthen local accountability and 
help families understand the support available. 

Where funding is not used effectively, there should be support and proportionate 
intervention, alongside opportunities to share best practice across settings. 
Accountability must also be balanced with professional trust, allowing schools flexibility 
to meet pupils’ needs while demonstrating impact. GMB also believes schools should 
not be using expensive agency staff, and inclusive Mainstream funding should be used 
for permanent, secure employment. 

Overall, GMB supports a transparent, outcome-focused and supportive framework to 
ensure Inclusive Mainstream funding improves experiences and outcomes for children 
and young people with SEND. 

 

Q31. Do you agree that more SEND funding should sit directly within mainstream 
budgets? Please explain why. 

GMB has long campaigned for central government funding for local authority and school 
pay rises, and that position shapes our response to proposals to place more SEND 
funding within mainstream budgets. 

In principle, GMB agrees this could support earlier intervention, quicker responses to 
children’s needs and greater inclusion in local mainstream settings. It could also give 
schools more flexibility to tailor support as needs change. However, this will only work if 
mainstream budgets are sufficiently funded and backed by access to specialist 
expertise. 

GMB has consistently raised concerns about accountability and funding adequacy. In our 
submission to the SEND Select Committee in January 2025, we warned that local 
authorities often distribute funding and then step back from responsibility for how it is 



used and how SEND children are supported. As we stated, schools are often held 
accountable for SEND provision when funding has not even covered the basics. 

That remains a key concern. Holding schools accountable for SEND outcomes without 
ensuring they have enough funding to meet statutory duties places unfair pressure on 
settings and staff and risks weakening support for children. 

Any move towards greater mainstream funding must therefore come with clear guidance, 
effective monitoring, staff training and strong leadership. Overall, GMB believes this 
approach can work only if funding is adequate, clearly targeted, supported by specialist 
input and backed by shared accountability. 

 

Q32. In relation to pooled funding, we propose that every school becomes part of a 
local SEND group. Do you agree that this proposal aligns with our aim for all schools 
to be part of high quality, community-based trusts? 

Although the proposal may align with the government’s aim for all schools to be part of a 
trust, GMB does not agree with that aim. 

GMB opposes the government’s aim for all schools to be part of trusts and believes 
linking SEND reform or pooled funding to academisation is wrong. There is no clear 
evidence that academisation improves outcomes for children, including those with 
SEND, while there is evidence of rising senior executive pay. Resources should be 
focused on high-quality SEND provision and outcomes for children. 

That said, GMB does support the principle of local SEND groups where they enable 
genuine partnership between schools, local authorities, health services and community 
partners. A local model could help share expertise, improve early intervention and reduce 
variation in support. 

However, any pooled funding model must include fair distribution, recognising that some 
schools support more children with complex needs. Clear accountability, equitable 
funding and strong local authority oversight are essential to prevent inequality. 

Collaboration must not reduce school autonomy or create extra bureaucracy. Local 
SEND groups should be focused on inclusion, transparency and outcomes for children 
and young people with SEND. Pooling resources should be possible regardless of school 
structure and driven by children’s needs, not governance reform. 


