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Executive summary

The Children and Families Act 20141 and the special 
educational needs and disability (SEND) 0-25 Code 
of Practice require that children and young people 
must be involved in “discussions and decisions 
about their individual support and local provision”2. 
The Communication Trust has been commissioned 
by the Department for Education to provide 
evidence and guidance for the children’s workforce 
regarding the involvement of children and young 
people with speech, language and communication 
needs (SLCN). This report presents the findings of a 
research project to determine good practice from 
the perspective of children and young people with 
SLCN and their parents within the context of the 
reformed SEND system. For those people who have 
been actively involved with children and young 
people with SLCN, many of the recommendations 
will feel familiar. The majority confirm and reinforce 
principles of best practice for communication with 
these children and young people. However, the 
unique value of the recommendations is that they 
are based on the perspectives of the children and 
young people themselves. The report therefore 
adds important evidence to our understanding of 
how best to support and involve children and young 
people with SLCN in decision making.    

The scope of the consultation
The project worked in small groups with 54 children 
between the ages of 7 and 16 years who had a 
range of SLCN. Children and young people were 
asked to talk about their experiences of starting 
school, learning in class, meetings, targets and 
people in school who are good at listening. 

Telephone interviews were carried out with 16 
parents; a further 100 parents from across England 
completed an on-line survey. These parents all 
had children who had a range of SLCN and were 
between the ages of 5 and 16 years of age. 
Parents were asked for their views on how their 
children had been involved in decisions about their 
individual support and their own experiences of 
being involved in decision making around their 
child’s needs and services they accessed. 

Once the research was completed, two sets of 
stakeholders were asked for their views on the 
findings. The stakeholders included practitioners 
and officers from health and education services and 
members of a school council in a secondary school 
for children who have Statements or Education 
Health & Care Plans. 

1          Exploring the involvement of children and young people with SLCN and their families in decision making 

T
54 CHILDREN BETWEEN 
THE AGES OF 7 AND 16

TOOK PART

T
100 PARENTS 

COMPLETED AN  
ONLINE SURVEY

16 PARENTS TOOK 
PART IN TELEPHONE 

INTERVIEWS



Children and young people’s perspectives
Asking children and young people with SLCN 
directly about their level of involvement in decision 
making can be challenging. They are not always 
aware of the possibilities for participation and 
can find it difficult to express their views. We 
therefore opted for a process which encouraged 
the children and young people to describe their 
experiences of school. Their discussions revealed 
some of the knowledge they have about their 
school, such as timetables and teacher’s names; 
the school rules and reward systems seemed to be 
particularly important; children also knew about 
the school council and the meetings that happen 
between their parents and school. We identified 
events which seemed to have an element of 
choice or absence of choice. These involved both 
routine activities such as where they sit in class 
as well as the bigger decisions such as selecting 
subject options in secondary school. Children were 
generally positive about their school. They had their 
favourite subjects (and non-favourite subjects) 
and sometimes, teachers. They had a variety of 
strategies for getting help but this was not always a 
positive experience. Children and young people also 
talked about the kinds of classroom atmosphere 
that were helpful.

Parents’ perspectives
Parents often described ongoing difficulties in 
establishing support that meets the complexity of 
their child’s individual needs. Despite this, parents 
had many positive experiences of teachers and 
therapists who they perceive to be working hard 
to involve them as parents in the decision making 
process and to provide appropriate support. 
Whether or not these processes are experienced 
as positive seems to rest almost entirely on the 
nature of the communications between services 
and parents. Where schools and other services are 
actively seeking parents’ views, inviting parents 
into schools, responding to parent concerns, 
taking forward parent suggestions and keeping 
parents informed, parents feel that they are 
suitably involved and happy about provision. Where 
parents feel there is little information, ideas are not 
followed through, or that they have to push to get 
a response from services, parents feel unhappy and 
concerned about the state of the provision.
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Reflections on talking to children and young 
people with SLCN

The process of working with children in small groups 
highlighted some points of good practice that can 
be applied to future research with children with 
SLCN, to future consultations and to the process 
of involving children and young people and their 
parents in decision making. The actions we suggest 
can be regarded as good practice for any child or 
young person but they are particularly important 
for children and young people with SLCN because of 
their communication and/or processing difficulties.

The use of objects and supporting 
materials
Whilst pictures and symbols that represent the 
issues can support discussions, having access to 
the actual objects or paperwork that the children 
use can increase their contributions. It provides 
additional supporting context that helps them to 
remember the right words and remind them of the 
activity or event. 

Talking about recent things
Where feedback is being sought, any exploration 
of a school system or process should take place 
as close as possible to the event, for example, if 
a school wished to explore children and young 
people’s views about the annual review process, 
carrying this out as soon as possible after the event 
would be crucial.  

Dynamic activities support engagement 
It is helpful to include physical actions and dynamic 
activity that reflects the verbal activity, such as 
sorting cards for voting or indicating choices, 
choosing stickers to indicate preferences or moving 
levers or counters to show a score on a scale. 
This supports children’s engagement with the 
involvement activity.
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Advantages and disadvantages of having 
someone who knows the child and their 
context
Careful selection of the adult facilitator is needed 
to support effective involvement and participation; 
they need to know the child well enough to be able 
to act as a facilitator. However, if the activity is 
looking to gain feedback, this should preferably not 
be the person who delivers the service or activity 
that is being discussed. A commitment to the 
confidentiality of the child’s responses is vital.

Small group versus individual
Within any consultation, it is necessary to create 
a relaxed conversation context. This is particularly 
important if the adult is unknown to the children 
and young people. Depending on the time available 
for the consultation, it may be possible to see 
children and young people on multiple occasions. 
In this case, it may be possible to establish an 
appropriate conversational context with individual 
children and young people. However, if a single 
consultation meeting is planned, then a small 
group may be more effective to reassure children 
and young people and to get conversations started. 
However, with children who have SLCN, group 
work can often be challenging in terms of taking 
turns and being able to contribute within a group 
setting. Some children may dominate or some may 
prefer to speak to the adult directly. It is therefore 
necessary to have additional adults available who 
can listen to children as individuals and support 
the dynamics of the group work to facilitate 
participation from all children and young people.  

The language used
Checking children’s understanding of words that 
are to be used in consultations will ensure that 
interpretations of their responses are more likely 
to be valid.  Further research concerning children’s 
interpretations of the vocabulary to be used in 
discussion of targets and outcomes would be 
helpful for future consultations. 

The process of working 
with children in small 
groups highlighted some 
points of good practice 
that can be applied to 
future research with 
children with SLCN, to 
future consultations and 
to the process of involving 
children and young people 
and their parents in 
decision making. 
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Recommendations

Recommendations are organised using three 
themes from the children and young people’s 
perspectives. These recommendations will be 
useful to all those working with children and 
young people with SLCN and their families and 
are transferable across different settings and 
contexts.

Knowledge of children and young people’s 
role in decision making
1.  There is a need for accessible, relevant and

interactive information to support children’s
involvement in decisions. The materials need
to convey information about the process of
involvement, the possibility and expectation
that children and young people have a part
to play and clear information about how they
can express their preferences and wishes.

2.  There is an ongoing need to work
collaboratively with parents and parent
organisations to support parents’ awareness
and understanding of the reformed SEND
system and its impact on practice.

Relevant decisions
3.  It would be useful for schools and/or services

to conduct an analysis of the decisions made
within their context in order to map the range
of pupils that have been actively involved in
those decisions and to highlight if and where
children and young people with SLCN are
being left out or even excluded.

4.  There is a need to identify the most appropriate
level of involvement in decisions for any
individual child or young person. This requires
practitioners and parents to understand the
different levels of involvement in decision
making so that the most appropriate level can
be selected, in association with the child or
young person and with their parent.

Responsive to children and young people’s 
preferences 

5.  Account should be taken of the child or young
person’s preference regarding their level of
involvement.

6.  Processes of involvement should involve action
and physical movements to support their level
of engagement with the process.

7.  There is a need to make the short term
steps (or targets) between a child’s current
achievement and their potential longer term
outcomes more explicit so that everyone
understands the purpose of a short term
target, where it is leading and what future
achievement will be.

8.  Teachers and parents should work together
with children and young people to identify
manageable and timely processes to identify
targets collaboratively.
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This project has identified evidence of the 
involvement of children and young people with 
SLCN, and their parents in decision making within 
SEND frameworks and more broadly in school 
decisions. Children and young people with SLCN and 
their parents all indicated a desire to be involved in 
decision making. Children and young people in the 
stakeholder group expressed their views forcibly:

“the worst part is that they don’t tell us” 

“I hate the fact that, that, some parents don’t 
respect your choices, and if you want to do it you 
should do it. But there are some cases where 
parents don’t respect it because they want you to be 
something else, and that’s what I hate about. That’s 
what I hate”

However, the level of involvement varied; some 
children and young people were put off by the talk-
centred processes and some parents sometimes 
felt that they were ill-equipped to play a part in 
decision making. Practitioners have worked hard to 
listen to and include the voice of children, young 
people and their parents, but there is still much 
to be done. For the future, we need to identify the 
full range of decisions in our systems that could be 
opened to the involvement of children and young 
people and their parents. 

The systems include classrooms, whole schools 
or settings and indeed whole services. We need 
to identify appropriate levels of involvement and 
provide information so that children, young people 
and their parents can take an informed part in the 
process. Finally, we need to initiate action oriented 
processes that reduce the emphasis on talk and 
promote the engagement of children and young 
people. These recommendations can be applied not 
only by schools and settings but can also provide 
a useful starting point for services who wish to 
improve the level of involvement of children and 
young people with SLCN in service development. 

Conclusion
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1  Children and Families Act, 2014.  http://www.
legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2014/6/contents/
enacted 

2  DfE (2014) SEND Code of Practice 0-25 years. 
Crown Copyright.
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