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Aim
To conduct a stakeholder evaluation of the SEND Advocacy training programme across 2 cohorts in Year 1 (2024) and Year 2 (2025), with a particular focus on the impact of the training for participants, their settings and their work with families. This includes:

· Stakeholder interviews with participants, the SIL training team, settings and a sample of parents/families.
· Review of underpinning literature and training content.
· Analysis of current qualitative and quantitative data from participants.
· Methodological model as a realist evaluation, focusing on why the training programme has impact, identifying any potential barriers, contextual enablers and support factors.
· Ethical evaluation design, adhering to all data protection protocols, confidentiality and anonymity, seeking appropriate consent from all participants for dissemination.
· Guidance and support for gathering future data and impact.


Context
School Improvement Liverpool (SIL) offers a new training programme for Early Years teachers/practitioners to be trained as an Early Years SEND Advocate (EYSA) to support the work of the SENCo in the setting. The EYSA training is new from January 2024 and was advertised via Headteacher emails. This training offers practitioners both theoretical and practical aspects of support across 6 weekly sessions, whilst further developing their skills, knowledge and understanding of SEND in Early Years Education.

The SEND Advocacy training aims to support teachers/practitioners to know and understand more about supporting children with SEND. As an EYSA, participants can then work closely with the setting/school’s SENCo to support the early identification of individual need and to offer tailored and/or graduated support to children and their families. 



The SIL training aims to support EY SEND Advocates to:
· Gain an understanding of the principles, statutory guidance and legislation underpinning practice for children with Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) in an Early Years setting. 
· Understand how participants can support and assist the school Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCo), including supporting staff and working with families across early years education to understand the school’s vision for SEND. 
· Understand partnership working and support the SENCO to enable this across early years education. 
· Understand early identification and action for children with SEND. 
· Develop an understanding of the Local Offer.

Literature Review: SEND Policy and SEND Advocacy for young children and families 
Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) is a term widely used in the UK to refer to Children and Young People (CYP) who might require special educational support due to learning difficulty or a disability. The main policy document for the identification and support for Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) is the SEND Code of Practice (DfE, 2015).   

The SEND Code of Practice (DfE, 2015) identifies four broad areas of need. These are:  
· Communication and Interaction: includes, speech, language and communication needs; 
· Cognition and Learning: covers moderate and severe learning difficulties as well as specific learning difficulties (e.g. dyslexia, dyspraxia); 
· Social, Emotional and Mental Health difficulties (SEMH): usually linked to underlying mental health issues demonstrated by certain behaviours (e.g. disruptive behaviour, withdrawal); 
· Sensory and/or Physical needs: disabilities that usually make it difficult for the individual to access certain facilities in schools (e.g. hearing impairment, vision impairment). 

The above categories, although not clear-cut, can support educational providers, local authorities and whoever is involved in the assessment and support of CYP with SEND (Martin-Denham, 2021). However, the criteria set out for SEND labels does not consider SEND variability (Squires, 2025). What is more, the assessment and identification processes tend to focus on ‘within child’ factors (Stanbridge & Mercer, 2022) and ignore environmental conditions that might cause or create such difficulties. Some of the initiatives that preceded the SEND Code of Practice (DfE, 2015) such as the Warnock Report (1978) and the Education Act (1981) resulted in a more interactionist approach of disability to be followed (Frederickson & Cline, 2009): disability is seen as the result of the interplay between environmental and within child factors. 





Consequently, the SEND Code of Practice has a prescriptive nature (Norwich & Eaton, 2014) and defines SEND focusing exclusively on learning and attainment; SEND children are those who experience ‘significantly greater difficulty in learning than the majority of others of the same age’ (DfE, 2015, p.16). This, in combination with the limited guidance offered (SEND assessment and support crisis, 2023), poses challenges for educators in assessing and supporting SEND learners (Florian at al., 2017). The latter contradicts the fact that mainstream professionals tend to be the ones who work closer with CYP and hence, will be the first ones to notice CYP children that respond differently to educational standards. 

The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF), in its report on SEND support in mainstream schools (EEF, 2020), notes that it is difficult for mainstream teachers to assess the needs of children alone. Collaboration with other professionals and their input on a child’s needs is important.  To be able to do that, educators need knowledge and training on SEND characteristics that will allow them to form a holistic profile of a child and identify strengths and difficulties (Coates et al., 2020; Dimitrellou et al., 2020).  However, current policy and practice in the field of SEND faces challenges particularly regarding funding, parental involvement, access to resources, increased year on year rise and teacher training (Lamb, 2019; Norwich, 2019; Lindsay et al., 2020).  
SEND Advocacy, focuses on Special Educational Needs (SEN) and Disabilities (D) law, policy and practice.  Advocacy refers to a specific type of communication and action, designed to influence the educational rights of children and young people and in particular, advocacy can be invaluable for very young children and their families. It means that CYP are supported to express their views, secure their rights and participate in decisions affecting their lives (Boylan & Dalrymple, 2009). In a report by the Department for Education (2021) on the experiences of CYP with SEND in mainstream schools it is noted that, in addition to the support offered by the SENCOs the multi-agency support offered includes the use of SEND advocates (e.g. Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Information, Advice and Support Service - SENDIASS) for CYP who learn differently and who require additional support in order to access and/or progress in education. 
Very young children with SEND often face additional barriers to advocacy, such as communication difficulties or assumptions about their capacity (Boylan & Dalrymple, 2009). Advocacy for diverse CYP can enhance inclusion and address educational barriers such as lack of teacher training, insufficient resources and rigid curricula (Hay, Beamish & Chambers, 2025). Advocating for SEND means that SEND support and inclusion is not seen just as a pedagogical choice but a human right where CYP with SEND and their families are involved consistently (Hay, Beamish & Chambers, 2025), given that advocacy encourages professionals to listen, respect and act on the views of CYP (Boylan & Dalrymple, 2009).




SEND advocacy in the early years is a critical component of inclusive education. It is essential for ensuring equitable access to quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) to support the needs, rights and voices of CYP with SEND. Research consistently highlights that early intervention can significantly improve outcomes for children with developmental challenges (Zeanah et al., 2016). Here, advocacy in this context refers not only to speaking on behalf of children and their families but also to fostering inclusive practices, challenging barriers, and supporting policy implementation to uphold children’s rights under frameworks such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989). For advocacy to be effective, professionals need to be able to identify and support the diverse needs of children so that they can be fully included in learning and social environments. 
The Role of the Practitioner in SEND Advocacy 
Early years practitioners are key advocates in identifying needs early and tailoring provision accordingly. The importance of early identification is well-documented: developmental screening and responsive pedagogy can mitigate long-term disadvantages (Tickell, 2011; Law et al., 2017). Practitioners are also crucial in shaping inclusive environments that recognize neurodiversity and reduce stigma. According to Hodge (2016), effective practitioners act as “boundary spanners,” mediating between children, families, and support services to ensure coordinated and child-centred support. Moreover, working in partnership with families is essential for effective advocacy. Parental involvement in early intervention has been shown to enhance both academic and social-emotional outcomes for children with SEND (Sharma & Cocks, 2014). However, families often report feeling disempowered in formal settings, particularly during the Education, Health and Care (EHC) planning process (Morton & Myers, 2020). Practitioners must therefore adopt empowering, culturally responsive approaches to communication and collaboration. 

Barriers to Advocacy 
While policy frameworks support inclusive practice (e.g., SEND Code of Practice, 2015), implementation is often inconsistent. Penfold et al., (2021) highlight barriers such as inadequate staff training, limited access to specialist services, and systemic inequalities in funding. In some cases, practitioners report feeling underprepared to support children with complex needs, especially in private or voluntary early years settings (Carroll-Lind & Angus, 2011).  Additionally, broader societal attitudes toward disability can influence practice and pedagogy. Studies by Baglieri et al. (2011) and Norwich (2013) argue that the medical model of disability still subtly underpins many early intervention strategies, whereas a social model approach would better support advocacy by focusing on environmental change and rights-based inclusion. 










Conclusion 
Effective SEND advocacy in early years education requires a robust understanding of child development, inclusive pedagogy, and the ability to navigate multi-agency systems. It is grounded in relational practice, research-informed strategies, and a commitment to equity and children’s rights. To enhance advocacy, practitioners understand that they need ongoing professional development, institutional guidance and support, and opportunities to engage in high-quality reflective and collaborative training and practice, such as the SIL Early Years SEND Advocacy programme. 

Analysis and Findings 
SIL have provided EYSA training for 2 cohorts to date, with a total of 34 participants overall across 33 settings/schools. 

Researchers conducted 11 stakeholder interviews with a range of participants, the teaching team, guest speakers and Head teachers. All interviews were transcribed anonymously, coded and analysed thematically (Braun and Clarke, 2016, 2019). The themes identified from this data were then aligned with the participant feedback data. 

Cohort 1 Evaluation Headlines 
All participants would recommend this training programme to their colleagues and others. 
All participants feel equipped to carry out the role of EYSA in their setting after this training. 
All stakeholders believe that the EYSA programme has met the aims and/or exceeded the aims and is as intended and were able to clearly articulate the aims.
Data on previous training in SEND has not been captured for Cohort 1.

Cohort 2 Evaluation Headlines
All participants would recommend this training programme to their colleagues and others. 
All stakeholders believe that the EYSA programme has met the aims and/or exceeded the aims and is as intended and were able to clearly articulate the aims.

10 participants have already taken part in some form of SEND training prior to attending. 
2 participants have already taken part in a substantial amount of SEND training prior to attending.
3 participants have noted minimal or no training in SEND previously. 


SEND Advocacy Training
All participants were encouraged to attend the training by their HT or Senior Leaders to support the SENCo in their setting. 

All participants note varying degrees of confidence in supporting children and families with SEND at the beginning of the training programme, with a clear shift to feeling much more confident and knowledgeable about supporting children and families with SEND at the end of the training programme. 



The teaching team highlighted ‘confidence building’ as an outcome of their sessions.

Qualitative data from participants outlines that the training provides:
A well thought out structure, with visiting speakers providing context and depth for participants;
Visits to specialised provision in settings providing invaluable insights and context;
Listening to setting leaders who are focused on inclusive practice in their own settings, sharing insights – practical and theoretical supports participants’ reflections;
Bespoke curriculum design features;
Access to real expertise in practice;
Better partnerships with families and external agencies;
Increased confidence in meeting children’s individual needs.


All participants enjoyed learning about processes, systems, pedagogy and adaptive teaching within the content of the programme.  

Most participants commented on the skills, depth of knowledge and enabling nature of the programme delivery team. 

Themes identified from the stakeholder data are:
Well organised and timely training programme;
Immediate impact in setting and on children – wide range of examples provided; 
New knowledge gained every session;
More aware of the struggles families face in navigating the SEND system;
More compassionate approach with children and families;
Advocates gained a fuller understanding of the challenges across the city and this put into context some of their own challenges and successes in school. 

Impact in setting and on children – what participants have done during and since the training:
Adapted the curriculum
Changed transition policies and approaches
Implemented a graduated approach
Implemented nursery visits to support transition arrangements
Professional recognition and progression
Cascaded the training to colleagues, as appropriate
Introduced and implemented zones of regulation lanyards – impact on language and feelings
Implemented bucket therapy 
Reduced timetables – adapted the curriculum and routine
Led parent and family information sessions
Improved whole setting SEND provision, consistency and approach.




Benefits of the EYSA noted through thematic analysis are:
Websites provided ensure that we have continued learning after the training;
Peer to peer support enables learning;
Guest speakers and experts provide context and richness to discussions;
Networking – testing out ideas and strategies together;
Building relationships with like-minded colleagues and communities;
The structure of fortnightly sessions ensured that participants were able to “share strategies with each other, which enhanced practice in school with colleagues and our children”;
Positive relationships with children and their families;
Children feeling more secure, understood and included;
Identifying and spotting early signs of SEND. 


Challenges encountered or experienced are:
Time to focus and time to do better in settings;
Lack of time or resources to do the best for the children;
The training was developed in recognition of the increased level of need in early years settings and the different pressures this subsequently places on the staff team. With this in mind, stakeholders raised challenges “that SENCo's in schools were not able to support as much in early years as in the rest of the school”;
Supporting parents and families with understanding the terminology of the SEND process – can make advocacy feel overwhelming;
Cultural and/or language barriers;
Not all staff have had equal exposure to the SEND Advocacy programme, leading to some inconsistencies in practice.

The programme team highlighted that challenges included the amount of content to fulfil the aim, deciding on the balance of best use of Guest Speaker slots and ensuring reflective engagement of all participants.

Headteachers noted the challenge of teacher release cover, but recognised the justification alongside the impact of the programme. 
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