
I CAN Children’s Communication Charity response to the SEND and AP Green paper.  
 
 

I CAN is the UK’s children's speech and language charity. We exist to help the million-plus 
children in the UK who face challenges in talking and understanding language. Each year we 
design programmes that support more than 60,000 children and we train over 6,000 people 
who work with children to develop their speaking and understanding. Our two outstanding 
schools help children with the biggest communication barriers to overcome them. We 
support families to develop their child’s speaking and understanding, and we push for the 
government to change policies to improve the life chances for children who struggle with 
their talking and understanding language.  
Speech, Language and Communication Needs present a formidable barrier to learning for 
many children and I CAN’s experience means we are well placed to respond to the questions 
in the consultation where we feel there is an opportunity to improve outcomes for this 
group of children and young people.  
 

Consultation Question 1: What key factors should be considered when developing 
national standards to ensure they deliver improved outcomes and experiences for 
children and young people with SEND and their families? This includes how the standards 
apply across education, health and care in a 0-25 system.  
 

Speaking and understanding language are essential skills which underpin teaching and 
learning throughout a child’s life. Children and young people who struggle with speaking 
and understanding language, will struggle to make progress at school.  The DfE identifies the 
most common type of need among pupils with SEN support as speech, language and 
communication needs (SLCN).  However, this is an underestimate - research shows that 1 in 
10 children or 1.4 million struggle with talking and understanding language.  
 

 Any National Standards must include:   
 

• Support for all children who struggle in this area, including those with:  
o short-term speech and language challenges, which could be resolved 
with inclusive teaching strategies and short-term in-school interventions   
o life-long speech and language conditions, such as Developmental 
Language Disorder  
o speech and language challenges caused by another condition   
 

• Identification tools: settings need access to cost-effective tools to measure 
and track progress. This means commissioning the development of an evidenced 
tracking tool for primary and secondary age cohorts which is freely available to 
schools.   
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• Interventions – settings need to know what in-school interventions are 
available and the evidence base behind them, possibly using the What Works 
evidence.   
• Workforce development - a benchmark of knowledge that all teaching staff 
need in order to adjust teaching and learning to the needs of the 1.4 million 
children who are struggling with speech and language  
• Referral – settings need to know how and where to refer children who need 
specialist provision beyond that available in school.   

  
  
Consultation Question 2: How should we develop the proposal for new local SEND 
partnerships to oversee the effective development of local inclusion plans whilst avoiding 
placing unnecessary burdens or duplicating current partnerships?   
  
To be effective, local SEND partnerships should build on existing good practice and consider 
the needs of children with speech, language and communication needs across the age 
range.  They should be required to:  

• Interrogate local data, for example from the Early Language Identification 
Measure2, on types of need and understand trends and predict future needs   
• Identify skills gaps in the workforce and gaps in sufficiency and plan for 
corrective action   
• Consider support at universal, targeted and specialist levels. For children with 
speech and language challenges, this would include:  

o Programmes to educate both professionals and families about the 
best way to promote children’s speech and language development. This 
could start from pregnancy onwards.   
o Targeted support for children who have been identified as having a 
challenge with speaking and understanding language. This could take the 
form of a group intervention led by a generalist member of staff who has 
been trained to deliver the intervention and follow a manualised 
approach.   
o Specialist support for children who have more complex or lifelong 
challenges – this could include support from a Speech and Language 
Therapist or specialist teacher within a mainstream or special school 
setting.   

• Develop and implement mechanisms for good practice sharing   
 

The government’s Best Start in Speech, Language and Communication3 guidance provides a 
very useful template for this this but needs to be rolled out nationally and a similar, linked 
approach is required for children from key stage 1 onwards.   
  
Consultation Question 3: What factors would enable local authorities to successfully 
commission provision for low-incidence high cost need, and further education, across local 
authority boundaries?  
 

A significant element of cost would be avoided if children who can thrive in mainstream 
were enabled to do so. The data on special needs currently includes a worrying trend 



whereby in primary-aged children speech, language and communication needs are 
predominant but by secondary age mental health needs are dominant. Professor Courtenay 
Norbury’s research4 suggests that lack of early language leads to a lack of emotional 
identification and regulation. We can break this vicious cycle and therefore free up local 
authority funds by:  
 

• Ensuring children’s needs are identified early. Developing a tracking tool for 
speech and language need that can be used by schools by a similar 
commissioning process to that used for the ELIM measure would allow all 
schools to have an evidenced tool which was free, to identify and track needs 
early.   
• Giving guidance to schools on what short-term interventions can be provided 
in-school by support staff. For example, our Talk Boost intervention provides a 
manualised approach that a staff member with minimal training can deliver to a 
group of children, helping 50% to catch up with their peers and reducing the 
need for further support.   

  
Consultation Question 4: What components of the EHCP should we consider reviewing or 
amending as we move to a standardised and digitised version?  
 

NHS speech and language therapy provision is scarce across most of the country and many 
schools have either no or very little access to services.  Other specialist services, including 
special schools providing for children with the most severe and complex needs are also 
limited and difficult for parents to access. We need to ensure that this scarce service is used 
for children who can’t be supported to develop speech and language skills by generalists. A 
range of interventions for children with short-term speech and language challenges can be 
delivered by support staff. Every school should have free access to an evidenced 
identification tool enabling them to track children’s progress and refer for specialist 
assessment where required.  There needs to be adequate funding of specialist services, 
including speech and language therapy so that every child who is identified as having a long-
term difficulty with speech and language can be assessed promptly and appropriate 
provision is available.  Specialist support should not be contingent only on having an 
EHCP.   Often speech and language therapy services are commissioned only to provide for 
children and young people with EHCPs, consequently this drives parents and schools to 
demand an EHCP to gain access to specialist support, further reducing the availability of 
speech and language therapists for other children.     
The assessment process for an EHCP should ensure the right people are involved, for 
children and young people with lifelong speech and language conditions this will include 
speech and language therapists, specialist advisory teachers and Educational 
Psychologists.  Some will also need Occupational Therapy support. EHCPs should be 
outcomes led.    
 

Consultation Question 5: How can parents and local authorities most effectively work 
together to produce a tailored list of placements that is appropriate for their child, and 
gives parents’ confidence in the EHCP process?   
 

The view of I CAN’s Family Forum, made up of family members of children and young people 
with speech, language and communication needs, is that: ‘Local Authorities need to listen to 



parents as we know our child better than anyone. Placement should not be about 
cost.’   Parents should be listened to and involved throughout the process which should be 
collaborative, facilitating the school, family and the Local Authority to work together to 
determine the most appropriate placement.  In order to ensure this system functions well, 
parents need to be informed about their child’s needs and all the possible options available 
to support them. This should include Non Maintained Special Schools where appropriate. 
Parental feedback on schools, for example through the Ofsted parent surveys, should be 
considered in developing lists of appropriate placements.   
 

Consultation Question 6: To what extent do you agree or disagree with our overall 
approach to strengthen redress, including through national standards and mandatory 
mediation?   
For mandatory mediation to be meaningful, we need to ensure that it is conducted by 
people with expertise in the area of need that the child is experiencing. It seems reasonable 
that children who have one of the top 5 categories of need would be matched with 
practitioners who have a background in these areas. Practitioner standards should be set to 
allow this at least in these most prevalent areas of need.   
  
Consultation Question 8: What steps should be taken to strengthen early years practice 
with regard to conducting the two-year-old progress check and integration with the 
Healthy Child Programme review?   
  
Children with speech and language challenges may experience worse educational, mental 
health, employment and criminal justice outcomes. Language at age two predicts reading, 
maths and writing when children start school 5so identification and support in early years is 
crucial. The development of the Early Language Identification Measure (ELIM) is a positive 
step, however it is not used consistently, nor is the data aggregated to allow for local and 
national service planning. This inconsistent use and the lack of local, regional and national 
monitoring is leading to children either not being identified or services not being planned 
which can support children with speech and language challenges. This should form part of 
the national standards on speech and language.  Joining up services so that health, social 
care and education work together from the start to support children with SLCN and their 
families is the key to success.    
We would also like to commend the Government on the development of Best Start in 
Speech, Language and Communication guidance for local commissioners and service leads. 
For this guidance to have impact it needs to be embedded in practice at local level.   It 
should form part of the service specification for the new Family Hubs, used by Ofsted and 
CQC as part of their joint inspections of SEND processes and as part of any SEND national 
standard.   
  
Consultation Question 9: To what extent do you agree or disagree that we should 
introduce a new mandatory SENCo NPQ to replace the NASENCo?  
 

Given that speech, language and communication needs (SLCN) are the most common type of 
need, we would expect training in this area of SEND to form a mandatory component of the 
SENCo NPQ. This should include how to identify and support the 7.6% of children with 
Developmental Language Disorder, of which approximately 400,000 are currently 



unidentified. Successful qualification should also be conditional on achieving a good level of 
knowledge in this area  
  
However, SENCo training alone is not sufficient. The Green Paper should be considering 
workforce needs more generally as children will spend most of their school time with a 
classroom teacher. Despite the fact that 300,000 children and young people were identified 
as needing extra help in school because of SLCN in 2020/21, teachers tell us they don’t feel 
equipped to support pupils with these needs in their classroom. In a YouGov survey of 
teachers last year, 64% said they had ‘not very much’ or ‘not any’ training in this area as part 
of Initial Teacher Training, and 68% said the same of ongoing training. We need to see a 
commitment to strengthen Initial teacher training and Early Career Framework content on 
speech and language challenges as well as providing a national CPD programme for all 
teaching staff. This national programme could be used to roll out the new tracker tool which 
we have recommend the government commissions.  
  
Consultation Question 10: To what extent do you agree or disagree that we should 
strengthen the mandatory SENCo training requirement by requiring that headteachers 
must be satisfied that the SENCo is in the process of obtaining the relevant qualification 
when taking on the role?   
 

Given that 1.4 million children have a speech, language or communication need, all teachers 
need to be teachers of children with speech, language and communication difficulties. As 
well as SENCos therefore, Initial Teacher Training, the Early Careers Framework and ongoing 
professional development content on speech and language needs to be 
strengthened.  Putting this in place will ensure a strong foundation for any teacher wanting 
to become a SENCo.  Identification and support for children and young people with SLCN 
should form a key component of any new SENCo qualification.  Building on existing 
knowledge would mean that accessing the training required to progress to a SENCo role 
would be an easier process and therefore less likely to be a barrier to recruitment.  It is also 
vital that Head Teachers show a commitment to inclusion and the quality of SEND provision 
throughout the school, ensuring SENCos are part of the senior management team would 
help embed this. This will be achieved through support for the SENCo but also by ensuring 
all teachers have access to ongoing CPD in supporting children’s speech, language and 
communication.   
 

Consultation Question 11: To what extent do you agree or disagree that both specialist 
and mixed MATs should coexist in the fully trust-led future? This would allow current local 
authority maintained special schools and alternative provision settings to join either type 
of MAT.  
 

Whether they are mixed, mainstream or specialist, MATs must take a strategic approach to 
identifying and supporting children and young people with their talking and understanding 
language.  There is a continuum of need from those children and young people who fall 
behind their peers with talking and understanding language because of short term 
temporary difficulties to those who have lifelong conditions such as Developmental 
Language Disorder.  I CAN’s research in 2021  identified some 1.5 million children and young 
people are at risk of falling behind in speech and language, partly due to the covid 
pandemic.   The solution is for MATs to take a strategic approach to this key area of 



development which significantly impacts on attainment as well as behaviour and mental 
health.  This can be achieved by adopting an approach which involves developing high 
quality teaching and learning through a skilled workforce equipped with the tools to identify 
children who are falling behind, through informed access to evidenced, targeted 
interventions across the age range, to speedy access to specialist advice and input where 
this is required.   
The government needs to ensure that local accountability is maintained in any future MAT 
arrangements so that governance sits with the local community and is informed by local 
knowledge of need, in particular as we know that in areas of disadvantage children are over 
twice as likely to have an SLCN, it is vital that local data collection of speech and language 
needs and outcomes sits at the heart of planning and accountability.     
  
Consultation Question 12: What more can be done by employers, providers and 
government to ensure that those young people with SEND can access, participate in and 
be supported to achieve an apprenticeship, including though access routes like 
Traineeships?  
 

 Communication skills top the list of employers’ requirements and underpin many of the 
other soft skills they seek. 6 Work based skills such as being a team player, working 
independently and contributing creatively although commonly cited as skills required in the 
workplace, are less frequently understood to be underpinned by good communication 
skills.    
  
Without the right support to develop speech, language and communication skills, 
attainment for young people with SEND is reduced and young people with speech, language 
and communication needs become doubly disadvantaged in the employment market. The 
impact of a workplace that increasingly relies on good communication skills is that without 
these skills young people are less likely to be employed or remain in employment and are 
more likely to experience mental health problems and enter the criminal justice system.7 
"Young adults with DLD face more difficulties in the job search process, may experience 
longer periods of unemployment, lower job levels, and risk of lower income in the long 
term”.  
   
The Department could signal to schools the importance of speech and language skills in 
gaining future employment.. Investment in programmes such as I CAN’s Talk for Work which 
bring young people and employers together to explore communication skills would enable 
providers and employers to ensure young people with SLCN are prepared to succeed in the 
world of work. The Department for Education’s package of professional development for 
employers should include reasonable adjustments for young people with speech and 
language challenges.   
  
Consultation Question 13: To what extent do you agree or disagree that this new vision 
for alternative provision will result in improved outcomes for children and young people?  
 

The SEND Review states that around 80% of children placed in AP have an SEN, primarily 
SEMH.  Evidence shows that 81% of children with emotional and behavioural disorders have 
significant language deficits, often unidentified8. Whilst we welcome the aim of putting AP 
on a more sustained footing, unless the need for support for these children’s speech and 



language skills is recognised and met they will not make the progress they are capable of. 
This is particularly important given that poor speech and language skills have been identified 
as contributing to a low skills in emotional regulation. The integrated SEND and alternative 
provision system should have SLCN clearly recognised in the National Standards and linked 
to standards on mental health needs.  Workforce training would ensure that staff working 
across AP and mainstream settings are able to identify speech and language challenges and 
put in school-based interventions early so that children’s behaviour does not worsen and 
repeated use of alternative provision can be avoided.   Assessment of children’s speech, 
language and communication skills should be a standard requirement on entry to an 
AP.  The continuum of support which AP offer should include targeted support for children 
with SEMH and SLCN in mainstream schools as well as the AP itself.   The Behaviour in 
Schools guidance should be updated to include information on speech, language and 
communication needs, including Developmental Language Disorder and the links to 
behaviour and mental health. (250)  
  
Consultation Question 15: To what extent do you agree or disagree that introducing a 
bespoke alternative provision performance framework, based on these five outcomes, will 
improve the quality of alternative provision?   
 

Children with persistent language disorder from preschool to early primary school may be 
more likely to have social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (particularly behavioural 
difficulties9).  Between 40% and 54% of children with language impairments have been 
found to have behaviour problems10. Given the likelihood that large numbers of children in 
AP will have speech and language challenges, any consideration of outcomes should include 
one which has a focus on the identification and support of speech and language difficulties. 
This could easily be achieved by adopting the 5 Good Communication Standards from Royal 
College of Speech and Language Therapists in all APs. Including an outcome measuring how 
provisions meet these should be an essential component of measuring the quality of 
provision11. These standards cover how to communicate with individuals as well as guiding 
staff practice and supporting children to discuss their needs.   
 

Consultation Question 17: What are the key metrics we should capture and use to 
measure local and national performance? Please explain why you have selected these. 
   
The proposed inclusion dashboards must capture data about how many children have 
speech and language challenges and what educational and wellbeing outcomes they are 
achieving. Ensuring that the existing Early Language Identification Measure (ELIM) is fully 
implemented, and that data is routinely collected both nationally and locally is a start.  In 
addition, we also propose the creation of a tracking tool for schools to use at the start of 
KS21 and KS2 in all mainstream Primary schools. The introduction of the tool could form 
part of a national programme of CPD for all teachers. This would ensure that children who 
are struggling with speaking and understanding language would be identified earlier and 
interventions planned so that children catch up early. I CAN would be keen to work with the 
DfE in developing this new source of data and we could suggest possible academics to work 
with the Department on its creation. Data dashboards including regional and national 
reporting of data from these measures would allow the new DfE regions group and SEND 
inclusion partnerships to develop joined-up solutions across their networks. Children in 
areas of disadvantage are over twice as likely to have speech, language and communication 



needs12, having this data source at a local and regional level allows targeting of resources 
and planning to meet the needs of children across education, health and social care.     
  
  
Consultation Question 19: How can the National SEND Delivery Board work most 
effectively with local partnerships to ensure the proposals are implemented successfully?   
 
Given that children with SLCN are the biggest group of children with SEND, the proposals 
will not be effective unless the National SEND Delivery Board ensures that the reforms are 
identifying children with speech and language challenges and providing essential support 
early.   
This means:  

• Developing data on the number of children with speech and language 
challenges. This could include aggregating data from the existing Early Language 
Intervention measure.   
• Commissioning tools to identify children at KS1 and KS2. Currently there is no 
standard, national measure for schools to use when they are concerned about a 
child’s speech and language skills. This leads to schools paying private providers 
and no national datasets are available.   
• Developing national standards based on the data  
• Developing recommendations for workforce development based on the data, 
including Initial Teacher Training as well as specifically for SENCos.   
• Considering what national preventative interventions are required to achieve 
the aspirations of the Green Paper, for example campaigns to educate families 
about how to promote good speech and language development   
• Recommending development of NICE guidelines, for example, there are 
currently no NICE guidelines on Language Disorder despite its very high prevalence 
and the evidence on the cost-effectiveness of early intervention.   
• Recommending changes to the SEND Code of Practice where there is evidence 
that an area of practice is poorly understood by practitioners   
• Recommending changes to the Ofsted framework where there is a need for 
new specific focus either within mainstream or special settings   

   
Consultation Question 20: What will make the biggest difference to successful 
implementation of these proposals? What do you see as the barriers to and enablers of 
success?   
 

The biggest barrier is teaching staff not knowing how to identify and support children with 
speech and language challenges. What would make the biggest difference is increasing and 
improving the content on speech and language in Initial Teacher Training, Early Career 
Framework and Continuous Professional Development Programmes. Without this teachers 
will not be able to identify children earlier or adapt their practice, allowing more children to 
make progress and more to thrive in mainstream settings. This is a serious gap in the 
proposals that needs to be reconsidered.   
Every teacher will encounter children with speech and language challenges. In some parts of 
the country up to 50% of children start school struggling to speak and understand language 
at an age-appropriate level. If they continue to struggle, this will affect their socialisation, 



mental health, educational and employment outcomes. If their needs are identified early, 
low cost spoken language interventions can be put in place, allowing most to catch up with 
their peers, improving their outcomes and saving on costly public services in the long-term. 
Evidence shows that on average, pupils who take part in spoken language interventions 
make approximately five additional months’ progress over a year. These interventions have 
an additional benefit as we know that those children who are still struggling at the end of an 
intervention are more likely to need longer-term help, which we can then plan and deliver 
at an early stage, thus preventing the escalation of difficulties that will arise if children’s 
needs remain unmet.  
 
Consultation Question 21: What support do local systems and delivery partners need to 
successfully transition and deliver the new national system?   
 

Given government’s ambition to improve literacy and numeracy and meet the needs of 
more children with SEND in mainstream schools a focus on speech and language challenges 
is an essential component at both national and local level. .  This requires:   

• Tools to identify, track and collate the numbers of children with SLCN, so that 
local partnerships can make informed plans.  This would start with a national 
implementation of the training and use of the ELIM for 2 yr olds. However, we 
also recommend the development of an easy to use, evidence based tracker for 
KS1 and KS2.   
• Investment in a CPD programme for all teachers in talking and understanding 
language, including SLCN and DLD. How to identify children who are struggling 
and teaching and learning strategies to support them. This training would form 
the mechanism for rolling out the new schools tracking tool.  
• Access to an evidence base of what works at all levels from systems 
improvement through CPD to targeted interventions at all ages and stages for 
children and young people with SLCN. I CAN’s What Works database supported 
by the Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists is   suggested as an option 
for this.   
• Appropriately funded and jointly commissioned specialist services for those 
children and young people who requite them, including speech and language 
therapists and specialist advisory teachers.   
• Leadership from the Department of Education so that the primacy of speech 
and language skills to achieve educational outcomes for all students is recognised 
across the education system   
 

Consultation Question 22: Is there anything else you would like to say about the proposals 
in the green paper?  
 

The Review provides a unique opportunity to provide support to over a million children with 
speech and language challenges and prevent escalation of their needs. To achieve this, we 
need to see Government commitments to:  
 

• Creating a tracking tool for spoken language development for schools. 
Ensuring schools identify children who are struggling and can plan interventions. 
This could reduce the funds needed for reading recovery as one barrier to literacy 
would be resolved.   



• Developing regional and national reporting of this data. Allowing the new DfE 
regions group and MATs to develop solutions across their networks of settings.   
• Giving more guidance to schools on the type of interventions available for 
different age groups. Currently NELI is the only programme recommended, schools 
need a variety of options depending on their circumstances and both before and 
after Reception.   
• Reviewing Initial Teacher Training, the Early Careers Framework and 
Continuous Professional Development to include more content on supporting 
children’s speech and language. Almost two thirds of teachers told us that their 
training was inadequate in this area.  
• Developing Language Disorder NICE guidelines  
• Department for Education providing clear leadership and signalling to the 
education that we need to prioritise speech and language challenges for its 
laudable aspirations to be met across the Green Paper, the White Paper and the 
work on early years and family hubs.   


