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Delivering real change for those affected by speech, language and 
communication needs
We change lives and unlock potential. We act on current research and create new 
evidence for the sector through innovative programmes and solutions.

Putting children and young people at the centre of everything we do 
We work in partnership to achieve systemic change that is sustainable and 
replicable. We are stronger together.

 
Nurturing and enabling children and young people, and ourselves, to thrive 
We nurture and enable as many children and young people as possible to 
thrive socially and academically. We are the UK’s leading charity in children’s 
communication, and we won’t compromise on quality or excellence.

 
Recognising that everyone has a valuable contribution to make 
We empower everyone to have their voice heard: whether I CAN staff, children 
and young people with speech, language and communication needs (SLCN) or 
their families. We are committed to ending any unlawful or unfair discrimination, 
and value the difference diversity and inclusion can bring to ensuring that no-one 
is left out or left behind.

I CAN is the children’s communication charity. 

Our vision is a world where all children have the 
communication skills they need to fulfil their potential.

Our mission is that no child is left out, or left behind, 
because of difficulties speaking or understanding.

Our core values:
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Collaborative

Aspirational
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Welcome
Welcome to the I CAN Impact Report 2019-20. 

As we write this, the entire nation is in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
The change to our daily lives has, for many of us, been the most profound 
we have ever experienced. Imagine the impact of this on children and young 
people – some were out of school for a full five months. Forming and nurturing 
friendships was put on hold. 

Imagine the further implications for those children who have difficulty 
communicating. Already behind their peers in vocabulary, listening and attention 
skills, for many of these children, staying at home exacerbated the gap. That’s 
why we are intent on improving our services for these children and their families. 
Our new Three Year Plan, introduced in this report, outlines our aims to reach 
more children with speech, language and communication needs in more ways. 
Looking forward, we can and must do more to give these children the support 
they need to thrive. 

This impact report, however, looks back on what we achieved in the last financial 
year. During 2019/20, we strengthened our commitment to evaluating our work 
by introducing our first Outcomes Framework, enabling us to show our overall 
impact across the organisation. We are delighted that we will now be able to 
share with confidence the reach and impact we have on children’s language 
development year on year.

We cannot do this work on our own. We are incredibly grateful to our supporters, 
volunteers, donors, funders and friends. We thank you and look forward to your 
continued support as we enter a new phase of development, for our organisation 
and the country as a whole.

Bob Reitemeier, Chief Executive 

Roy Blatchford, Chair
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Communication is the most fundamental life skill, yet over  
1.4 million children and young people in the UK have speech, 
language and communication needs (SLCN). Despite being 
one of the most common special educational needs, SLCN 
remains poorly understood and under-diagnosed. 

Children with SLCN may have difficulties speaking clearly, 
using and understanding language, and interacting with 
others. It can also be associated with another condition, such 
as autism or learning difficulties. The latest research shows 
that an incredible 7.6% of children have Developmental 
Language Disorder (DLD). This equates to one million 
children whose language difficulty is long-term and requires 
specialist help, but is not due to another underlying condition.

Children can also have delayed language, meaning they  
are behind what is expected for their age. This can affect  
over 50% of children starting school in some socially 
disadvantaged areas.

Without the right support, the impact of SLCN on children’s 
lives can be devastating. It affects children’s achievement 
at school, ability to form friendships, career prospects, and 
mental health.

Why we exist
What it means to have speech, 
language and communication needs: 

“I find thinking about the right words 
difficult... I talk really fast sometimes, 
and I have other things with my speech 
like I miss saying words a lot.”
Carlton, aged 10

I CAN exists to change the outcomes for these children
We do this by:

Working with the  
36 member 
organisations of 
the Communication 
Consortium to ensure 
that the issues that 
impact children and 
young people are 
heard.

Running two special 
schools for children 
and young people with 
severe and complex 
communication needs.

Creating and 
distributing intervention 
programmes to support 
children with delayed 
language.

Supporting parents 
by providing online 
advice and guidance, 
and running a free 
telephone enquiry 
service with a speech 
and language 
therapist.

Influencing 
government and 
policymakers to 
improve the provision 
available to children 
and young people 
with SLCN.

Working in local areas 
across the UK to raise 
public awareness and 
improve services for 
children and young 
people with SLCN.

“DLD can be hard because I find it 
difficult to have conversations, and 
I sometimes forget some words, and 
I also get them mixed up. Asking for 
help is hard, sometimes I just wait.”
Dawn House School Pupil

45%  
of young people 

referred for mental 
health services have 

communication 
difficulties.
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What we achieved this year 
Supporting children and young people with SLCN is at the heart of what we do.  
Our Outcomes Framework has been developed to ensure that we can show that we are 
not just reaching those who need our help, but we are making a real difference to the 
lives of the children, families and professionals we support.

In 2019-20, we directly supported an incredible 84,435 children and young people.

Helping children and young people find their voice

93%  
of families changed the way 
they support their two-year-old’s 
communication after attending our 
‘Tots Talking’ sessions. 

children and 
young people who 
took part in our 
interventions in 
early years settings 
and schools.

children indirectly, through 
teachers and childcare 
professionals who were 
trained to recognise and 
support SLCN by our 
licensed I CAN trainers.

children living 
in socially 
disadvantaged  
areas who 
participated in  
our regional projects. 
(See page 11).

pupils with severe 
communication 
difficulties who 
attended our 
specialist schools, 
Dawn House and 
Meath School. 

children from 
families we advised 
on our free helpline. 

Including…

But that’s not 
all, as our model 
means we also 

reached an 
estimated…

The difference we made 

74%  
of children and young people with 
language difficulties became more 
engaged with learning after taking 
part in our projects.

84%  
of children made good progress in 
their language after taking part in a 
Talk Boost programme or attending 
one of our schools.

77%  
of children with delayed language 
reached expected levels after 
taking part in a Talk Boost 
programme.

889 482
82,925139

48,180
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Finding the right words at Meath School
Ollie was four when he started at I CAN’s Meath School, but he had the 
language skills of a two-year-old. He used a few sounds, but no recognisable 
words.

Ollie responded immediately to the approach at Meath, where teachers and 
speech and language therapists work together to help each child communicate 
and understand through a combination of speech, signs and symbols.  

Individual speech therapy has helped Ollie with vocabulary, speech sounds, 
sentence building and story-telling, meaning he can now join in lessons with 
his friends. 

Ollie’s parents have appreciated the strong partnership between parents and 
school – and they’ve joined a wider support network of parents.

Ollie can now say every speech sound, he joins sentences together, and uses 
sign language when he can’t find the words. 

His parents have seen amazing progress – he can tell them what he’s learnt at 
school and what is important to him.

“We had the best Christmas present of all, something 
I had waited five years to hear him say – ‘mummy’!”

Ollie’s story

I CAN’s Meath is a specialist primary school based in Ottershaw, Surrey, 
for children aged 4 – 11 with severe and complex SLCN. The team at 
Meath work with each child to unlock their potential, so their speech, 
language and communication needs do not become a barrier to learning.
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Gary’s story

I CAN’s Dawn House School is a special school based in Rainworth, 
Nottinghamshire, for children and young people aged 5 – 19 with severe 
and complex SLCN. Each pupil at Dawn House is encouraged to learn 
effectively by focusing on the development of good communications 
skills. They achieve this through the integration of education, therapy 
and care to ensure that every pupil feels valued and motivated.

Fitting in at Dawn House School
Gary* has a language disorder associated with 
autism and ADHD. On the surface, he has good, 
clear spoken language, but this masks the 
difficulty he has understanding social situations 
and relationships. 

At age six, he found the busy, noisy environment at his primary school difficult 
to understand. He reacted by acting out, lasting only two hours a day before 
having a ‘meltdown’, and was eventually excluded. 

He joined I CAN’s Dawn House School, where the specialist team used a play-
based approach to communicating, with concrete, visual explanations. All the 
staff understand Gary’s specific communication difficulties and use the same 
approach. They helped him understand and express his emotions positively. 

Gary now stays in school all day, knows what to do to calm himself down, and 
has even made close friends.

 100%  
of pupils leave 
Dawn House to 
go on to further 

education, 
employment or 

independent living.

* names and photos have been changed in some instances to protect identity.



Over 6,300 professionals who work with children.
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Creating a chain reaction for children
Those who work with children in nurseries, schools, healthcare settings, and the community play a crucial 
role in their language development. When it comes to children’s communication, we couldn’t achieve our 
mission without changing professional practice and understanding.

Empowering professionals

In 2019-20, we reached…

Including…

1,100
OVER

3,4981,718
licensed tutors who  
completed I CAN training  
and professionals who  
took part in our projects.

who took part in ‘SLCN  
in Early Years settings’ 
training.

professionals who were 
trained by our licensed 
tutors to support children’s 
communication.

83%  
of professionals taking part in our 
projects improved their practice.

56%  
work in the 
early years.

37%  
work with children 
in primary schools.

7%  
work with children in 
secondary schools.

We also indirectly reached...

Almost

250,000  
professionals who accessed 

‘Talking Point’, our online 
speech, language and 

communication  
advice centre.

Of the professionals we reached, approximately… As a result…



I CAN make change for children’s communication!
Fawn took part in Early Voices, a programme which trained health visitors to 
become Communication Leaders in their areas.

Health visiting is usually the first point of contact that parents have for support 
and advice around their child’s development. Yet until recently most health visitors 
didn’t receive specific training around speech, language and communication. 

Following her training with I CAN, Fawn noticed that many of the parents she 
worked with didn’t understand the importance of playing with their child and 
the difference it makes to early language development.

She started talking to parents about how they could make a corner of the 
home stimulating for the child, and how responding to their interests is key 
so that communication is child-led. In one home, she saw how a mum had 
invested in the recommendations she had made. 

She’s also able to pass on her knowledge to other health visitors in the area: 
“One of my top tips is to talk to parents about modelling. For example, if your 
child is pointing, you can say ‘What would you like? Would you like water or 
juice?’, and parents can learn that’s a good way to speak with their child.”  

She is even encouraging the parents she works with to pass on what they’ve 
learnt to their friends to spread the programme’s impact even further.

Fawn’s story

Training professionals who work with children is one of the key ways 
we expand our reach and impact across the UK. Early Voices was one 
of 19 programmes we ran this year to equip professionals with the 
knowledge and experience they need to support speech, language and 
communication development.

“One of the differences I’ve seen is that mum is really 
enjoying that little session, or that little opportunity to 
talk, sit and play with her child. She’s actually looking 

forward to doing that.”

9
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I CAN’s interventions, delivered by teachers and teaching assistants, 
ran in almost 6,000 schools and early years settings across the country 
last year. Our Talk Boost series is an intervention aimed at children in 
nurseries (Early Talk Boost) and primary schools (Talk Boost Key Stage 
1 and 2). The programmes are structured to help children with delayed 
language catch up with their peers.

Gaining the confidence to join in 
At seven years old, James was behind others 
in his class. He had difficulty forming sentences 
and having a conversation. He couldn’t focus 
in lessons and staff were concerned about his 
behaviour.

Luckily one of James’ teaching assistants had been trained to deliver Talk Boost. 
James loved Talk Boost groups, and very soon, he started getting on with the 
others; they formed their own ‘Talk Boost club’. The sessions helped him see 
how listening carefully and sitting still helped him learn and make friends. 

Now, staff see a completely different James – 

 

“He’s much calmer, his talking is clearer and  
he’s more confident. Everyone has noticed a  

difference in his behaviour.” 

James’ story
 77%  

of children with 
delayed language 
reached expected 
levels after taking 
part in Talk Boost.
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Reaching the places where children need us most 
In some areas of social disadvantage, over 50% of children start school with delayed language. 

We know that to truly change the life chances of children with SLCN we need to change the support systems 
that surround them. 

In our last three year plan, we set out our aim to support children’s speech, language and communication in 
the communities most in need. By building relationships with local people and organisations, we made sure 
to adapt our approach to local needs.

Communication in the community

Project highlights 
A snapshot of just a few of our local projects: 

Changing the Conversation about Language
We introduced the ‘Changing the Conversation about Language’ project, funded by the Department for  
Education, to help parents give their children the best start in life. The project took place in the key target  
areas of Bristol and South Gloucestershire, Peterborough and Cambridge, Liverpool and Knowsley.

Working in partnership with the Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists and EasyPeasy, we combined 
face-to-face and online interventions to impact the way parents communicate with young children. 

Let’s Get Oldham Talking
We launched ‘Let’s Get Oldham Talking’ (LGOT) in October 2019 in partnership with Oldham Council to raise 
local awareness of the importance of children’s speech, language and communication to their development. 
Community engagement included a public advertising campaign and a series of face-to-face and virtual Q&A 
events for parents and professionals. 

Early Years SEND programme
We delivered the Early Years Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) programme in partnership with 
the Council for Disabled Children and the National Association for Special Education Needs (nasen) across the 
East Midlands, West Midlands, North West, North East and Yorkshire and the Humber. The programme aimed 
to improve access and inclusion for children with SEN and disabilities in the early years by training the early 
years’ workforce and providing strategic support to local areas.

South Gloucestershire

Cambridgeshire

Knowsley

Bristol

Leicestershire

West Somerset

Oldham
Blackburn

Nottinghamshire

Surrey

Norwich

 
In addition to our local 

community projects, almost

6,000  
schools and early years 

settings nationwide benefit 
from our intervention 

programmes which support 
children’s language 

development.



Becoming a parent champion 
“Parent Champions” is one strand of our Changing the Conversation about 
Language project, which helps parents living in socially disadvantaged areas 
learn how to give their child the best start in life.

In I CAN’s Parent Champion sessions, we talk about how important it is to 
speak to your baby right from the start. It helps parents to see the value and 
impact of talking and listening.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By becoming a Parent Champion, Lisa has not only learnt how to communicate 
with her child but has passed this knowledge on to other local parents. She 
knows that the messages spread best when shared among friends rather than 
just from professionals.

“We can’t go through life without communicating, 
you need to be able to express yourself,  

it’s just so important.

“Coming to the groups has brought my confidence 
up, you realise you’re not alone. Before I started 

going, I would walk with my daughter in the pram 
and wouldn’t say a word. Now we’re talking about 

trees, leaves, the sky, everything!” 

Lisa’s story

12
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Our Three Year Plan
In the aftermath of a global pandemic which closed 
schools across the country, we know that children who 
have difficulties speaking and understanding are even 
more at risk of being left behind. 

We know that there are still thousands of children 
whose speech, language and communication needs 
remain unidentified, mislabelled, and under-supported. 

But we also know that by coming together, we can 
achieve far more for children with speech, language and 
communication needs. 

We CAN do more for children 

Our five strategic 
objectives, 2020 to 2023

With the help of our donors  
and partners, we can...
Support vulnerable children 

Develop our schools as centres of excellence 

Champion the needs of children 

Deliver new services

Be the best we can be 

Raise 
awareness of 

speech, language 
and communication 

needs (SLCN) 
across the UK

Develop a 
digital strategy 

to transform 
the way we 

work

Establish a 
research centre 

in our two 
schools

Develop 
targeted

 interventions to 
improve children’s 
social, emotional 

and mental 
health

Develop 
a project to 

support the 7.6% 
of children with 
developmental 

language 
disorder (DLD)

Supporting 
Vulnerable 

children1

By 2023,
increase our reach 

and support to 
children with SLCN

Delivering new 
services and 
programmes4

Being the 
best we 
can be5

Developing 
our schools 

as centres of 
excellence

2
Championing 

the needs 
of children and 
young people

3

from 100,000
       to 250,000
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The Albert Hunt Trust

Ian Armitage & Johanna Cunningham

BBC Children in Need 

Beatrice Laing Trust 

Simon Bucknall 

The Careers & Enterprise Company 

Andy Cawker 

The Clara E Burgess Charitable Trust 

Copley May Foundation 

Huw and Jacqui Davies 

Department for Education 

The Derrill Allatt Foundation

The Edward Gostling Foundation

The Harrison Family

Hg 

The Hiscox Foundation 

Carole Miles Lovelock 

The Morrisons Foundation 

Mum & You 

The Patrick & Helena Frost Foundation 

The Promotion of English Trust 

SHINE (Support and Help in Education)

The Social Business Trust 

Somerset Community Foundation  
(HPC Community Fund) 

The National Lottery Community Fund

The Thomas J Horne Memorial Trust

Toyota (GB) PLC

Travers Smith LLP

Vanguard 

The Zochonis Charitable Trust

Thank you to our supporters 
It’s all down to you! 

We couldn’t have achieved these incredible outcomes for children with SLCN without the generosity 
of the following people and organisations, and all those who wish to remain anonymous: 



Total 
income:

£7,960,000

Total 
expenditure:
£8,021,000

17%

68%

9%

66%

1%
3%

22%

Donations and 
legacies

I CAN schools

Programme delivery
Investments

Programme 
delivery

Raising awareness

I CAN schools

Fundraising

14%
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Our Income and Expenditure
We work to ensure that each pound we spend helps create change for children with SLCN, whether it goes into providing 
specialist education, reaching new areas with our programmes, or generating more income to help us grow.

How we raise money and what we spend it on 

We spent it on the  
following activities: 

Our income came from the 
following sources in 2019-20:
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31 Angel Gate 
Goswell Road 
London 
EC1V 2PT

info@ican.org.uk
020 7843 2510

I CAN Charity
Company limited by guarantee

Company Registered Number 00099629

Charity founded in 1888

Registered under the Charities Act 1960 

England and Wales Charity Registered Number 210031

Scottish Charity Registered Number SCO39947 
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