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Executive Summary 
 

Aims  
The overarching aim of this study is to review the role of Special Educational Needs 

co-ordination (SENCO) in the early years (EY) and Further Education (FE) sectors, 

with a view to extending the National Award for Special Educational Needs Co-

ordination (NASENCO1) to both sectors.  

The early years sector covers maintained nurseries, including school-based 

providers and children’s centres, along with private, voluntary and independent 

settings (PVI’s) and childminders; this report considers the views of those working as 

SENCOs/ managers/practitioners within all these types of settings.  

Data was collected from 99 early years SENCOs/managers through survey 1-this 

included those from 71 PVIs, 10 school/ school based nurseries (maintained), 8 

childminders, 6 maintained nurseries and 4 children’s centres; 18 early years 

SENCOs/managers through survey 2 and 58 early years SENCOs/managers/ 

practitioners through seven focus groups (these tended to be managers/owners of 

settings or senior practitioners/ practitioners with SENCO responsibilities). 

The FE sector includes general FE colleges, specialist FE colleges (maintained), 

independent specialist colleges, independent learning providers (including employer 

providers), community learning and skills providers2, Sixth Form colleges, 16-19 

academies, dance and drama colleges, higher education institutions, National 

Careers Service contractors, prison and youth offenders institutions (Ofsted, 2017). 

This report considers the views of those working as FE SENCOs/ equivalent and FE 

Managers in general FE colleges, specialist FE colleges (maintained), independent 

specialist colleges, community learning and skills providers and Sixth Form colleges. 

Data was collected from 37 FE SENCOs /equivalent through survey 1, which 

included 26 general FE colleges, 3 specialist FE colleges and 8 Sixth Forms; 10 FE 

SENCOs/equivalent through survey 2 and 8 FE SENCOs/equivalent through 

interview. Data was also collected from 33 FE Managers, 4 specialist colleges, 2 

specialist (land based) colleges, 4 Sixth Form colleges and 2 community learning 

and skills providers (there was one nonresponse to provider type); 20 FE managers 

from survey 2 and 2 FE managers through interview.  

 

                                                           
1 Between 2009-2014 twenty-five providers of NASENCO training were accredited to deliver 
NASENCo training by the Training and Development Agency (TDA). From September 2014 national 
accreditation of NASENCo providers ceased and an open market for NASENCO training was 
initiated. 
2 Community learning and skills providers include local authorities, charities, voluntary, not-for-profit 

companies and community organisations, specialist designated institutions and community interest 

companies. 
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It should also be noted that those in the FE sector working within a 
SENCO/equivalent role tend to work as part of a team, often called Learning Support 
and are generally not referred to as SENCO; for the purposes of the current research 
we refer to the role as that of SENCO. 
 
Method 
The study involved a mixed method approach and generated 484 responses. Data 

was collected from: early years SENCOs/managers/practitioners (these tended to be 

managers/owners of settings or head teachers of school based settings or senior 

practitioners with SENCO responsibilities); FE SENCO practitioners and FE 

managers (these tended to include executive principals, assistant principals, heads 

of education, additional learning support managers and team leaders of learning 

support services; 84% (18/110) of all FE SENCOs/equivalent and FE managers 

were from FE colleges); Local Authority Area SENCOs/equivalent; along with 

members of the NASENCO provider group. This included two surveys to early years 

SENCOs/managers/practitioners, FE SENCO’s/equivalent, FE managers and local 

authority Area SENCOs/equivalent - a phase 1 survey (to explore participant views 

on the role of the SENCO in early years and FE settings and open to respondents for 

three weeks between mid-September and early October 2016) and a phase 2 survey 

(to explore views on a National Award adapted for the early years and FE sectors 

and was open to respondents for six weeks from early February until mid March 

2017).  

 
Data was also collected through telephone interviews with 40 Local Authority Area 
SENCOs/equivalent; focus groups with 58 early years 
SENCOs/managers/practitioners; 10 FE SENCO’s/managers and two focus groups 
with the NASENCO Quality Standards provider group3 (of between 5-6 participants; 
one person could not attend the second group and gave her views through a 
telephone interview soon after) and one focus group with the wider provider group4.  
 
The tables below outline the total number of responses to the study employing  this 
mixed method approach: 
 
Table I: Total number of responses 

Study data collection Total  

EY SENCO/Manager5 175 

FE SENCO/Manager  110 

LA Area SENCO/equivalent  182 

Provider group 17 

                                                           
3 In 2014, the original accredited NASENCO providers formed a Provider Group network of 24 
provider institutions. To preserve the quality of the NASENCO training, the Provider Group appointed 
a voluntary Working Group from amongst its members, to develop the Quality Standards Framework. 
4 Included accredited providers since 2014, along with those who were part of the original NASENCO 
accredited provider group, along with members of the Quality Standards group. 
5 It is likely that respondents stated their principal role-that of manager-and may also have held a 
SENCO role and did not necessarily state this.  
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TOTAL  484 

 
Table II: Total number of responses form EY SENCO/equivalent 

Early Years 
SENCO/equivalent  
Total 
responses=175 
 

Setting Type  Role/ number   

Survey 1; 99 
responses  

71 PVIs; 10 
schools/school 
based settings 
(maintained); 8 
childminders; 6 
maintained 
nurseries; 4 
Children’s 
Centre’s 

Data not collected  

Survey 2; 18 
responses  
 

10 PVIs; 2 
maintained 
nurseries; 1 
Children’s 
Centre; 4 LA 
early years 
teachers/advisers 

Manager 4; SEND Teacher 2; SENCO 
2; Deputy Manager/ SENCO 1; 
Manager/ SENCO 3; Senior 
Practitioner/SENCO 1; Sure Start 
Teacher 1; Early Years SEND Adviser 
1; Early Years Adviser 1; (no 
response=1) 

Focus groups; 58 
responses (7 focus 
groups, involving 
participants from 11 
settings) 
 

10 PVI’s (3 focus 
groups involved 
participants from 
2 or 3 different 
settings); 1 
maintained 
setting. Number 
of participants-
FG 1: 10; FG 2: 
7; FG 3: 6; FG 4: 
7; FG 5: 8; FG 6: 
12; FG 7: 8. 

SENCOs 10; owners 7; managers 14; 
deputy managers 2; senior nursery 
manager 1; quality excellence manager 
1; area manager 2; senior pre school 
assistant 1; EY teacher 1; EY 
practitioner 8; pre school assistant 6; 
nursery nurse 2; room supervisor 2; 
kitchen staff 1.  

 

 

Table III: Total number of responses from FE SENCO/equivalent 

 

FE 
SENCO/equivalent  
Total responses= 
55 

Setting Type  Role / number 
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Survey 1; 37 
responses 

26 General FE 
colleges; 3 
Specialist FE 
colleges; 8 Sixth 
Forms 

College SENCO 10; part of SENCO 
team 8; Learning Support Manager 5; 
Learning Support Manager (incl. 
transition) 1; Learning Support, 
Assistant Manager 1; Head/ programme 
manager of Foundation and supported 
learning 2; Deputy Manager SEN 1; 
LLDD Co-ordinator 1; ALS manager/co-
ordinator 3; SEND manager 2; 
Academic Support Manager 1; 
Assessment and Placement Manager 1; 
(no response= 1) 

Survey 2; 10 
responses  

9 General FE 
Colleges; 1 Sixth 
Form 

SENCO 2; Learning Support Manager 
2; Head/ programme manager of 
foundation and supported learning 2; 
Curriculum Leader 1; Transition 
Manager 1; Specialist Tutor 1; EHC 
Plan Co-ordinator 1. 

Interviews; 8/10 FE 
SENCO/ equivalent  
 

5 General FE 
colleges; 1 
Specialist FE 
college (Land 
based); 1 
Independent 
Specialist 
College; 1 school 
based SENCO  
(Area SENCO). 

Student Service Manager 1; Inclusion 
and Support Manager 1; ALS Manager 
1; Learning Support Manager 3; 
Transition Manager 1; SENCO 1 

 

Table IV: Total number of responses from FE Managers  

FE Manager   
Total responses= 
55 
 

Setting Type  Role/ number   

Survey 1; 33 
responses 

General FE 
College 20; 
Specialist College 
4; Specialist 
College (Land 
Based) 2; Sixth 
Forms 4; 
community 
learning and skills 
providers 
(LA/Private) 2; 
(no response=1)  

Data not collected  



  

Page 10 of 84 

Survey 2; 20 
responses 

FE College 13; 
Specialist College 
3 (of which 1 is 
Land Based); 
Sixth Forms 4. 

ALS Manager 3; Executive Principal 1; 
SEN Manager 1; Learning Support 
Manager 4; Learning Support Manager 
(incl. Transition) 1; LLDD Co-ordinator 
1; Head of Education 1; Learning 
Manager 1; Director of entry provision 
1; Head of Department 1; Study 
Support Manager 1; Assistant Principal 
2; Specialist Tutor 1; Early Years 
Lecturer 1;   

Interviews; 2/10 FE 
Manager   
 

Specialist College 
1; Sixth Form 1 

Head of College 1; Manager (member 
of SLT) 1. 

 

Table V: Total number of responses from LA Area SENCO/equivalent 

LA Area SENCO/ 
equivalent   
Total responses= 
182  
 

Role/number  

Survey 1; 90 
responses 
 

Area SENCO, 20; Senior Area SENCO Early Years,1; Team 
Leader- Area SENCOs, 1; SENCO/Senior early years 
officer, 1; Area SENCO/Inclusion Officer/teacher, 3; Early 
Years Adviser/Area SENCO, 2; Early Years Support 
Teacher/Area SENCO, 1; Early years Consultant and Area 
SENCO, 2; Area SENCO/ Early Support Worker, 2; 
Teaching and Learning Adviser, Early Years Inclusion, 1; 
Preschool Area SENCO, 4; EY SEN/SEND Advisor, 3; Early 
Years SEND Team Manager, 1; Early Years SEN Lead 
Adviser, 2; Early Years SEND Consultant, 1; Team Leader 
for the special Educational needs service, 1; RHOSEY (local 
outreach service) manager, 1; SEND Lead, 2; SEN Officer, 
1; SEN Manager, 1; SENCO/Teacher, 1; Service Manager, 
1; Foundation and KS1 SENCO (And Area SENCO), 1; 
Preschool/ Early Years Manager, 2; Early Years Inclusion 
Worker, 1; Early Years Inclusion Team Leader, 1; Early 
Years Inclusion Facilitator, 1; Inclusion Facilitator, 1; Early 
Years Inclusion Adviser, 1; Inclusion Teacher, 1; Early Years 
Adviser with inclusion lead, 1; Early Years Area Inclusion 
Coordinator, 1; Senior Inclusion Consultant, 1; Equalities 
and Inclusion Education Development Advisor, 1; Senior 
Education Standards and Effectiveness Officer – SEND, 1; 
Team Leader - Early Education Additional Support Team, 1; 
Team coordinator Early Support Team, 1; Head of disability 
and SEN, 1; Specialist Teacher, 1; SEND Commissioning 
Manager, 1; Deputy manager Targeted Education Support 
Services, 1; Early Support Key Worker (strategic lead), 1; 
Strategic Lead, 1; Early Years and Childcare Service Lead, 
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1; Early Years Team Manager, 1; Early Years Advisory 
Teacher, 1; Early Years advisory teacher /SEND Team 
Manager, 1; Post 14 SEN Manager, 1; Early Years Specialist 
Service Manager, 1; SENCO and pupil progress leader (And 
Area SENCO), 1; Commissioning & Development Manager, 
SEND, 1; Early Years and Childcare Manager, 1; Lead: 
Children's Centre Improvement, Equalities and Inclusion, 1; 
(no response= 5) 
  

Survey 2; 52 
responses  
 

Area SENCO, 8; Manager, specialist teaching and preschool 
service, 1; SEND and Inclusion Officer, 2; Lead SEND 
Officer, 2; Learning Support Manager, 2; SEN Manager, 4; 
Specialist Advisory Service Deputy Manager, 1; Statutory 
Assessment Team Manager, 1; SEND Reform, 2; School 
Improvement Officer, 1; Inclusion Manager, 6; 14-19 Lead 
Officer, 2; Team Manager-Learning and Skills, 1; Learning 
and Behaviour Manager, 1; Disability and Professional 
Practice Manager, 1; SEND Manager, 1; Lead Teacher 
SEND, 1; Service Manager, 2; Education Support Manager 
and PEP (Personal Education Plan), 2; Early Years SEND 
Adviser, 2; SEND Commissioning Manager, 1; Early Years 
Support Team, 2; Equality and Access Officer, 1; Pre-school 
Specialist Support and Disability Service, 1; Early Years and 
Childcare Service Lead, 1; Advisory Teacher for TA’s, 1; (no 
response=2) 
 

Interviews LA Area 
SENCO/Equivalent; 
40 responses 
(Early Years 30; FE 
10) 
 

Early Years: Area SENCO 5; EY Team Lead; EY Lead for 
SEN; EY Adviser/ Area SENCO; EY SEN Lead Adviser; EY 
Inclusion Adviser; EY and Childcare service lead; EY 
Advisory Teacher; Team Leader - Early Education Additional 
Support Team; Teaching and Learning Adviser, Early Years 
Inclusion; EY SEN Team Lead; Team Leader - Area 
SENCOs; Early Years Inclusion Team Leader; 
EY Area SENCO/ Inclusion Officer; Lead: Children's Centre 
Improvement, Equalities and Inclusion; EY Equality and 
Access (previously called Area SENCO); EY and Childcare 
Equality and Inclusion Manager; Manager of EY Inclusion 
Service; Area SENCO/ Early support worker; Inclusion 
Coordinator (Area SENCO); Early Years and Childcare 
Manager; Service Manager; 
Team Leader for the Special Educational Needs Service; EY 
Adviser; Head of Disability and SEN (EY and Post 16); EY 
SEND Adviser. 
Further Education: SEN Adviser; Commissioning and 
Development Manager; SEND Advisor 
(Secondary and Post 16); Advisory Teacher for TA’s (does 
own SENCO training) and programme lead; SEND 
Commissioning Manager; Area SENCO role post 16 (school 
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based); SEN lead; SEN Manager (post 16); Attendance and 
Inclusion Officer post 16; Post 14 SEN Manager 

 

 

Overarching findings of the study 

• Both the EY and FE sectors indicated strong interest in a SENCO 

qualifications pathway from Level 3 to Level 7, where Level 7 is the National 

Award adapted specifically for EY or FE. 

 

• The EY and FE sectors are different in terms of their requirements, with EY 

practitioners being more likely to access the pathway from Level 3 and FE 

practitioners from Level 5 onwards.   

 

• Whilst Area SENCOs generally supported the idea of a SENCO qualifications 

pathway for EY and FE practitioners, there were generally mixed responses in 

terms of whether the Area SENCO would consider doing the National Award 

themselves.  

 

Survey 2 explored participants views on the type of delivery model they would prefer 

for a qualifications pathway, where Level 7 would be the National Award adapted for 

early years and further education. The following tables show the preferred delivery 

model (most popular) for each level, where responses were ranked. 

 

Table VII:  Early Years SENCO preferred delivery model for qualifications 

pathway (most popular) (survey 2) 

Early Years SENCO 
Level  
 

Preferred Delivery model Duration  

3 Online and face to face  
(supported by lectures/ small 
peer group discussions/ 
SENCO with area 
responsibility) 
 

Part time over 6 months/1 
year 

4 Online and face to face/ 
distance learning and face to 
face (supported by external 
mentor) 

Part time over 6 months/1 
year 

5 Distance learning and face to 
face (supported by external 
mentor) 

Part time over 18 months 

6 Distance learning and face to 
face (supported by external 
mentor) 

Part time over 2 years  
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7 Online and face to face/ 
distance learning and face to 
face (supported by external 
mentor) 

Part time over 2 years  

 

 

Table VIII:  FE SENCOs and FE Managers preferred delivery model for 

qualifications pathway (most popular) (survey 2) 

FE SENCO/managers 
Level  
 

Preferred Delivery 
model 

Duration  

3 Online/online and face to 
face/distance and face to 
face (supported by 
lectures for face to face) 

Part time over 1 year 

4 Distance and face to face 
(supported by lectures) 

Part time over 1 year/18 
months 

5 Distance and face to face 
(supported by lectures) 

Part time over 1 year 

6 Online and face to face  
(supported by lectures) 

Part time over 1 year 

7 Online and face to face 
(supported by lectures) 

Part time over 1 year/2 
years 

 

Key findings - Early Years SENCOs/managers 
Overall findings showed that early years SENCOs would consider a National Award 
if it was more focused on practice. Other challenges included the need for a cost-
effective award, when there is little funding in the early years for extra professional 
development and for a qualification which could be undertaken alongside a busy job. 
There was strong support for the introduction of a SENCO qualification pathway 
delivered part-time through a combination of online, distance and face to face 
learning supported by a mentor. 
 
Key findings - FE SENCO role/manager 
Overall findings from those in the FE sector showed, there was widespread support 
for the idea of the National Award for FE practitioners. 62% (23/37) of FE SENCOs 
who responded to survey 1, said they would consider a new SENCO qualification to 
help them undertake the SENCO role, with a further 24% (9/37) stating that they 
would possibly consider it. Findings from survey 2 showed that 80% (8/10) of FE 
SENCOs supported the idea of a qualification pathway from Level 3 to Level 7, 
where Level 7 is the National Award adapted for the FE sector. This was also 
supported by FE managers, who participated in survey 2; 80% (16/20) thought the 
qualifications pathway would be an appropriate model for those working in the 
SENCO role in FE. The preferred model of delivery was part-time via online, 
distance and face to face learning, supported by lectures. 
 
Key findings – Area SENCO/equivalent 
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Overall findings showed support for those working in the SENCO role in early years 
and FE settings having the National Award. However, there were generally mixed 
responses in terms of whether the Area SENCO would consider doing the National 
Award themselves. Although some already had the National Award (findings from: 
survey 1 showed that 11/90 respondents had the National Award; survey 2, showed 
that 5/52 had the National Award with 6/40 interviewees holding the National Award, 
and one in the process of doing it). Amongst interviewees, 30% felt that they had 
gained a lot of experience from being in their role or a similar SEN role for a number 
of years; they did not think that the National Award could add anything more. 
However, one third of interviewees said that either their team would be interested in 
it or that they would be keen for their team to do the National Award. On the other 
hand, 35% of interviewees said they would be interested in the National Award, with 
half of them adding the proviso that it would need to be more focused on the LA Area 
SENCO role (early years/FE) for them to consider it.  
 
Key findings - NASENCO provider groups 
According to the provider groups, the Award provided different challenges for those 
working within the early years in comparison to those working in a similar position in 
FE. In particular, the lower level of qualification held by those within the early years 
sector; many are qualified at Level 3. They felt the FE SEN qualifications landscape 
needed to be aspirational and looking towards a mandatory Level 7 National Award, 
adapted for FE applicants.  
 
Providers initiated ideas around a SENCO qualifications pathway from Level 3 to 
Level 7, where Level 7 would remain the National Award, adapted for those in early 
years and FE. There was consensus that ‘teacher status’ should be a requirement 
across all phases6 (currently having QTS is statutory, but some course providers 
accept QTLS and EYTS as part of their entry requirements for the National Award). 
In addition, it was felt that those in a SENCO role within FE, should not be accessing 
a qualifications pathway below Level 5, whilst those in early years could access the 
pathway from Level 3 onwards, as per the level appropriate to their prior 
qualifications. Evidence from the current research shows that those undertaking the 
SENCO/equivalent role in FE are more likely to be qualified at Level 7 (54%) than 
those undertaking the role in early years (8%). There was consensus that one 
pathway was needed across early years, schools and FE settings and that currently 
the National Award ‘fits’ better with FE than with early years. A key issue in 
implementing change within the early years and FE sectors, was identified as that of 
calling for change in a system without a statutory requirement for a SENCO.    
 

Recommendations/next steps 

                                                           
6 Since 2009 state-funded mainstream schools, including Academies, free schools, studio schools, 
university technical colleges and maintained nurseries are required to employ a teacher with qualified 
teacher status (QTS) in a Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCo) role. The SENCO must 
undertake the National Award and attain it within three years of being in the role. Those in the role 
before September 2008 are not required to take the National Award. QTLS (plus membership within 
the Education and Training Foundation), confers eligibility to work as a qualified teacher in schools in 
England. Consequently, some head teachers are appointing staff to teaching and SENCo roles if they 
have QTLS. Some providers are accepting those with QTLS onto the training for the National Award. 
Similarly, some providers are accepting those with EYTS.  
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This small-scale study, indicates that there is consensus amongst practitioners and 

providers around the merits of a SENCO qualifications pathway for EY and FE 

practitioners from Level 3 to Level 7. This would help to affirm the importance of the 

role, the professionalism of those who work within it and improve outcomes for 

children and young people with SEND.   

 

We recommend as a next step, that wider consultation with the sectors should be 

conducted to secure broader-scale views on:  

• the appetite for the qualifications pathway proposed in this study 

• the duration and the delivery model of the qualifications pathway 

• whether the award needs to be mandatory for early years/FE. 
 
As part of this wider reflection and information gathering, we recommend that 
consideration is given to the report prepared for the Department for Education by 
Plymouth University. The report comprised an evaluation of the effectiveness and 
impact of the current National Award for SEN Coordination on SENCOs, school 
leaders and teachers, pupils with SEND and their parents/carers, together with 
recommendations for improvements. Despite the fact that the report considers a 
different sector, the key findings and recommendations about the content and 
delivery of the NASENCO could help to inform the development and design of 
equivalent awards for early years and FE practitioners. 
 
Consideration should also be given to the role of the Area SENCO if a SENCO 

qualifications pathway were to be developed, as this might impact on this role. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

1.1 Aims and objectives 

The overarching aim of this study was to review the role of SEN co-ordination in the 
early years and FE sectors, with a view to extending the National Award to both 
sectors. The research was guided by the following framework of areas to be 
considered: 

• review the profile of those working within a SENCO role in the early years and 
FE sectors  

• review the current role of those working in a SENCO role in the early years 
and FE sectors 

• consider the strengths and weaknesses of extending the National Award to 
the sectors 

• consider the content and delivery of the current National Award and the extent 
to which this model would work for those in the early years and FE sectors 

• consider the likely uptake of the National Award.  
 

1.2 Background to the current National Award 

In September 2009, the government legislated that all SENCO’s in mainstream 
school (including Academies, free schools, studio schools, university technical 
colleges and maintained nurseries) should have a Masters Level National Award, 
within three years of taking up the post7. Anyone in the job before 1st September 
2008 was not required to take the qualification. It is reported that since 2009, over 
10,000 people have taken the training for the Award. For early years setting and FE 
providers, there is not the same mandatory requirement for a SENCO8.  

Between September 2009 and August 2014, 25 training providers, including 
universities and other higher education (HE) providers, were approved by the 
Training and Development Agency for Schools (TDA) to deliver the National Award 

                                                           
7 The SEND Code of Practice: 0-25 years (DfE/DoH, 2015) clearly states that, ‘governing bodies of 
maintained mainstream schools and the proprietors of mainstream academy schools (including free 
schools) must ensure that there is a qualified teacher designated as SENCO for the school’ (6.84).  
 
8 The SEND Code of Practice: 0-25 years (DfE/DoH, 2015) states that early years providers, other 
than maintained nursery schools, must have arrangements in place for meeting children’s SEN. 
Those in group provision are expected to identify a SENCO. Childminders are encouraged to identify 
a person to act as SENCO and childminders who are registered with a childminder agency or who are 
part of a network may wish to share that role between them’ (5.53). For those working in this role in 
the FE sector, the 0-25 SEND Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015) states that ‘they should ensure that 
there is a named person in the college with oversight of SEN provision to ensure co-ordination of 
support, similar to the role of the SEN Co- ordinator (SENCO) in schools. This person should 
contribute to the strategic and operational management of the college. Curriculum and support staff in 
a college should know who to go to if they need help in identifying a student’s SEN, are concerned 
about their progress or need further advice. (7.22) 
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for SEN Co-ordination; the Award was initially centrally funded and all training had to 
be validated at Postgraduate Level by a recognised awarding body. The approver 
role transferred to the National College for Teaching and Leadership and the list of 
providers was added to. Since September 2014, central funding ended and  
providers have had more freedom in developing, validating and delivering training 
which meets the school’s needs; funding has also finished.  
 
The introduction of the Children and Families Act 2014 and the 2015 SEND Code of 
Practice:0-25 years (DfE/DoH, 2015) has given the SENCO a central strategic role in 
the development of an inclusive school environment. In practice, it means providing 
the right support to ensure that children and young people with SEND achieve, are 
confident and make successful transitions to adulthood. For SENCOs this includes 
advising on and contributing to the wider school’s policy and providing professional 
guidance to colleagues. The particular approach for all schools is set out in chapter 6 
of the 0-25 SEND Code of Practice, (DfE/DoH, 2015), of which the work of 
Achievement for All and the SEND Pathfinder programme contributed.  

Currently, participants studying for the National Award must have Qualified Teacher 
Status (QTS) (although some universities and other providers also accept QTLS or 
EYTS), as well as working as a SENCO (or if not - provide evidence of significant 
work in inclusive education). For those with EYTS, successful completion of the 
course is validated by providers for the early years sector only. Courses are based 
on three taught units identified and designed by the provider and focused on the 
learning outcomes for the National Award of SEN co-ordination (National College for 
Teaching and Leadership, 2014).  

The SEND Code of Practice: 0-25 years (DfE/DoH, 2015) affirms the important role 

of identifying and supporting children and young people with SEND across 

educational phases. However, at the outset of the current study there was less clarity 

as to who occupied these roles in early years and FE settings and how duties were 

being fulfilled. Findings show that those in early years settings with a SENCO role 

are likely to be qualified at Level 3, have been identified by the manager for the role 

(or sometimes encouraged to apply for the role) and are less likely to hold a SEN 

qualification than is the case in FE. Those with a SENCO role in FE are likely to be 

part of a team or head of Learner Support or the SEND Manager/Additional Learning 

Support Manager; the term SENCO is generally not used to describe their role. 

Those in FE management roles, can be the named SENCO, but may have little or no 

day to day learner support duties. Evidence from the current research suggests that 

almost two thirds of those working in a SENCO role in FE have a SEN qualification; 

this tends to be a Level 7 qualification, including related Masters or a post graduate 

certificate or diploma. This compared to one third in the early years sector.  

The importance of the development of the Award is self-evident, as is the need to 
have knowledge and experience of practice with leaders, SENCOs, teachers, 
parents and children and young people (CYP). 

Early small scale evaluations of the impact of the National Award (Pearson and 
Gathercole, 2011; Griffiths and Dubsky, 2012) indicate that SENCOs had increased 
personal and professional confidence and perceived feelings of increased status in 
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school and among colleagues. They liked the opportunity for networking afforded by 
the training and the support of studying with others. Their knowledge and skills 
across all areas of SEN increased and engagement with research and policy and 
practitioner research deepened their understanding.  

Griffiths and Dubsky (2012) showed that SENCOs found the teaching sessions 
‘stimulating’ and the quality of the tutors very good. Half of the SENCOs found that 
the course broadened their understanding of their manager/leader role in school. 
Overall, Griffiths and Dubsky (2012) found that the National Award was having a 
positive impact on SENCO personal and professional development and practice.  

1.3 SENCO role in the early years 

In the early years sector, evidence from this research suggests that recruitment to a 
SENCO role is typically undertaken by the manager who makes a decision based on 
a staff member demonstrating an interest in and an understanding of supporting 
children with additional needs. Existing qualifications are also taken into 
consideration (Level 3 usually as a minimum, but Level 2 working towards Level 3 if 
excellent skills have already been demonstrated). Some settings employ more than 
one SENCO, depending on the number of children requiring support. SENCOs 
working in maintained nursery schools must have Qualified Teachers Status but 
SENCOs working in other early years settings are not required to have this. These 
settings must have arrangements in place to support children with SEND. 
 
An early years SENCO will typically need to be released regularly to undertake their 
duties, but there is often little or no funding to cover this unless a child has an EHCP, 
(and despite improvements in early identification, EHCPs in the EY are not the 
norm), or the setting qualifies for high needs funding. Settings can therefore be 
economically challenged by the high number of children needing SENCO support.  
 
1.4 Challenges to the SENCO role in early years 

The entry level qualifications for the early years sector are generally low. As a result, 
some practitioners lack confidence and have low aspirations for their own career 
paths and would not choose to undertake further study voluntarily. In the early years 
sector there is often a lack of qualifications at a higher level. There are currently 
fewer graduates as a proportion of the total workforce: only 29% of the workforce are 
qualified at Level 6 or above (DfE, 2016). In addition, there is a lack of career 
pathways, which the government is aiming to address through its Early Years 
Workforce Strategy (DfE, 2017). The Strategy (DfE, 2017) affirms the government’s 
commitment to developing staff confidence in supporting children with SEND, having 
the ability to work effectively with other professionals to meet the child’s needs and 
to engage positively with parents; the proposed SENCO qualifications pathway from 
Level 3 to Level 7, where Level 7 is the National Award adapted for early years, 
supports this strategy.  
 
Currently, the financial incentives for undertaking qualifications at this level and 
senior roles beyond graduate are poor; the recent survey of childcare and early 
years providers (DfE, 2017:70) showed incremental pay increases for those with 
higher level qualifications working in group-based providers (i.e. Ofsted registered in 
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non-domestic premises), excluding school based providers. In addition, funding is 
often not available in the sector to support existing practitioners to undertake 
qualifications beyond Level 3. The setting’s ability to release staff to access study 
opportunities can be limited. This results in practitioners having to undertake studies 
in their own time. This is further impacted by the relatively high turnover of staff 
within the early years sector, with staff leaving their posts to find higher paid work. 
 
Evidence from the Achieving Early pilot, highlighted several challenges faced by 
early years practitioners, which are also relevant to practitioners undertaking a 
SENCO role. These include: practitioners do not always feel skilled and confident to 
assess needs and progress, set outcomes and implement learning and support 
measures to meet these outcomes; practitioners are not confident in engaging with 
parents and carers to support their child’s learning (and next steps in learning) and 
their individual needs and practitioners are not always confident in using data to 
improve outcomes for children. There is a need to support practitioners to keep a 
sustained focus on children’s progress, identifying their next steps and to map 
against age expected outcomes (Esmée Fairbairn, 2016). 
 
1.5 Current support for SENCOs in the early years 

In early years, initial SENCO/SEND training is generally provided by the Local 
Authority. Typically, they run short introductory programmes over several sessions 
on a cyclical basis; these courses tend to be free. Some providers, offer short, 
accredited SENCO training courses, but many settings cannot afford this.  
 
However, with the cutbacks in Local Authorities, including to the Area SENCO role, 
some Local Authorities are providing more specialised SEN courses, for which they 
charge a fee. Otherwise, SENCOs learn whilst doing the role, although other on-
going specialist training is offered from specialist services such as, Speech and 
Language Therapists, Autism spectrum Disorder and Downs Syndrome specialists 
as required. The usual practice is that SENCOs rely on key workers to identify any 
initial issues and then works with them to gather observations. Area SENCOs or 
those in equivalent roles are generally in close contact with the setting SENCOs, 
offering advice and guidance, as well as their specific involvement with children 
identified as having additional needs. There is concern within the sector that as more 
and more Local Authorities subsume the role of the Area SENCO into other work 
areas or discontinue some of their previous activities, there will not be the capacity in 
the sector to support SENCO practice within the setting. There is currently a Level 3 
award in the role of the SENCO in the private, voluntary and independent sector 
which acts as a gateway to further study and a Level 4 qualification in supporting 
learning. Although, there are other Level 3, 4 and 5 qualifications which relate to the 
role, the only qualification directly focused on the SENCO role is that of the National 
Award (currently the learning outcomes are more directly related to schools). Also, 
many of those who have attained this qualification, feel it is more focused on theory 
than practice and currently is more suited to those working as SENCOs within 
schools, than in early years. 
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1.6 SENCO Role in FE 

The SENCO role in the FE sector is not always clearly defined and the 
responsibilities and functions associated with the role are often dealt with in an ad 
hoc manner. There is no standard approach across the diverse FE sector; FE 
providers with specific statutory duties set out in the Code of Practice include: FE 
colleges, Sixth Form schools and colleges, 16-19 academies and independent 
specialist colleges (DfE/DoH, 2015). In some smaller colleges, there is a clear 
SENCO role but more often the duties associated with a SENCO are added to the 
job description of other roles such as the Additional Learning Support manager. In 
many colleges there is a team approach where different functions of the SENCO role 
are allocated to different team members. In some larger colleges there may be four 
or five SENCOs each with different areas of responsibility. However, the SENCO 
function is most often part of the Learning Support Department.  
 
1.7 Challenges to the SENCO role in FE 

The qualifications held by staff who take on an FE SENCO role or function vary. 
Those who have a teaching background have a teaching qualification. Some have 
taken the Education and Training Framework (QCF) including specialist pathway – 
Level 5 Diploma covering teaching disabled learners; however, this does not 
specifically look at the SENCO role. Even though, as this study shows, those 
working in the FE sector tend to be qualified at Level 5 and above, a number will 
have come through a learning support route and will not have the teaching 
qualification necessary to do the National Award.  
 
With the current pressures on the FE sector there has been some re-organisation, 
often leading to roles that are combined or merged and increasing the workload of 
staff. There have also been increasing responsibilities and paperwork as a result of 
the SEND reforms again increasing the workload of staff; this is particularly the case 
in relation to EHC assessments and reviews. Another major issue for FE, is funding 
for further qualifications. However, evidence from the current study suggests that 
they would value a National Award, adapted for the FE sector. 62% (23/ 37) of FE 
SENCOs who responded to survey 1, stated that they would consider a new SENCO 
qualification to help them undertake the SENCO role, with a further 24% (9/37) 
stating that they would possibly consider it.  

 

1.8 Current support for SENCOs in FE 

There is generally less support across Local Authorities for those working as 
SENCOs within the FE sector than is the case in the early years sector. Some Local 
Authorities provide support for those working in the FE SENCO role, whilst some 
have a more distant, guidance role, where FE providers provide their own training 
programmes. Nonetheless, findings from the current study showed that the most 
common form of training accessed by those working within a SENCO role in FE 
settings is either through the Local Authority (73%) (can be accredited by the Local 
Authority) or through external training courses (78%) (some of these are specialist 
accredited courses). Some of those working within the FE SENCO role have 
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undertaken the National Award (8/47), others have Masters Level qualifications and 
others are qualified to degree level. The professional associations such as the 
Association of Colleges (AoC) and the National Association for Managers of Student 
Services (NAMSS) as well as the Education and Training Foundation also provide 
resources and conferences to support staff. Because of the ad hoc nature of the 
SENCO role in some FE providers, the support for staff can also be ad hoc. But it is 
not like this in every FE provider; some have focused and purposeful systems in 
place. 
 
For both the early years and FE sectors, the SENCO role demands a significant 
leadership element needed to ensure all staff understand the plans for children and 
young people and implement them effectively. In the early years, this is overcome by 
relying heavily on the LA Area SENCO or currently equivalent role and other 
specialist services support. In the FE sector, there is a mixed level of reliance on the 
Local Authority. 
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Chapter 2: Methodology  

The research involved a mixed method approach. Data was collected from early 

years SENCOs/managers/practitioners (these tended to be managers/owners of 

settings or head teachers of school based settings or senior practitioners with 

SENCO responsibilities), FE SENCO practitioners and FE managers (these tended 

to include Executive Principals, Assistant Principals, Deputy Heads of Sixth Forms. 

Heads of Education, Additional Learning Support Managers and Team Leaders of 

Learning Support Services), Local Authority Area SENCOs/equivalent, along with the 

NASENCO provider group and early years and FE experts. This included two 

surveys to early years SENCOs/managers/practitioners, FE SENCO’s, FE managers 

and local authority Area SENCOs/equivalent - a phase 1 survey (to explore 

participant views on the role of the SENCO in early years and FE settings and open 

to respondents for three weeks between mid-September and early October 2016) 

and a phase 2 survey, (to explore views on a National Award adapted for early years 

and FE sectors and was open to respondents for six weeks from early February until 

mid March 2017). Data was also collected through telephone interviews with 40 

Local Authority Area SENCOs/equivalent, seven focus groups (of between 6-12 

participants) with early years SENCOs/managers/practitioners, two focus groups 

with the NASENCO Quality Standards provider group9 (of between 5-6 participants; 

one person could not attend the second group and gave her views through a 

telephone interview soon after) and one focus group with the wider provider group10. 

The various time constraints of those working within the FE provider sector meant 

that it was not possible to convene focus groups; in the final instance 10 FE SENCO 

role/managers were interviewed by telephone or provided feedback via email.  

The early years sector covers maintained nurseries including school-based providers 
and children’s centres, along with PVI’s and childminders; this study has considered 
the views of SENCOs/managers working within these settings. It should also be 
noted that those in the FE sector working within a SENCO/equivalent role tend to 
work as part of a team, often called Learning Support and are generally not referred 
to as SENCO; for the purposes of the current research we refer to the role as that of 
SENCO. 

 

The tables below outline the total number of responses to the study employing  this 
mixed method approach: 
 
Table 2.0: Total number of responses 

 

                                                           
9 In 2014, the original accredited NASENCO providers formed a Provider Group network of 24 
provider institutions. To preserve the quality of the NASENCO training, the Provider Group appointed 
a voluntary Working Group, from amongst its memebers, to develop the Quality Standards 
Framework. 
10 Included accredited providers since 2014, along with those who were part of the original NASENCO 
accredited provider group, along with members of the Quality Standards group. 
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Study data collection Total  

EY SENCO/Manager11 175 

FE SENCO/Manager  110 

LA Area SENCO/equivalent  182 

Provider group 17 

TOTAL  484 

 
Table 2.1: Total number of responses form EY SENCO/equivalent 

Early Years 
SENCO/equivalent  
Total 
responses=175 
 

Setting Type  Role/ number   

Survey 1; 99 
responses  

71 PVIs; 10 
schools/school 
based settings 
(maintained); 8 
childminders; 6 
maintained 
nurseries; 4 
Children’s 
Centre’s 

Data not collected  

Survey 2; 18 
responses  
 

10 PVIs; 2 
maintained 
nurseries; 1 
Children’s 
Centre; 4 LA 
early years 
teachers/advisers 

Manager 4; SEND Teacher 2; SENCO 2; 
Deputy Manager/ SENCO 1; Manager/ 
SENCO 3; Senior Practitioner/SENCO 1; 
Sure Start Teacher 1; Early Years SEND 
Adviser 1; Early Years Adviser 1; (no 
response=1) 

Focus groups; 58 
responses (7 focus 
groups, involving 
participants from 11 
settings) 
 

10 PVI’s (3 focus 
groups involved 
participants from 
2 or 3 different 
settings); 1 
maintained 
setting. Number 
of participants-
FG 1: 10; FG 2: 
7; FG 3: 6; FG 4: 
7; FG 5: 8; FG 6: 
12; FG 7: 8. 

SENCOs 10; owners 7; managers 14; 
deputy managers 2; senior nursery 
manager 1; quality excellence manager 
1; area manager 2; senior pre school 
assistant 1; EY teacher 1; EY practitioner 
8; pre school assistant 6; nursery nurse 
2; room supervisor 2; kitchen staff 1.  

 

 

                                                           
11 It is likely that respondents stated their principal role-that of manager-and may also have held a SENCO role 
and did not necessarily state this.  
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Table 2.2: Total number of responses from FE SENCO/equivalent 

FE 
SENCO/equivalent  
Total responses= 
55 

Setting Type  Role / number 
 
 

Survey 1; 37 
responses 

26 General FE 
colleges; 3 
Specialist FE 
colleges; 8 Sixth 
Forms 

College SENCO 10; part of SENCO team 
8; Learning Support Manager 5; Learning 
Support Manager (incl. transition) 1; 
Learning Support, Assistant Manager 1; 
Head/ programme manager of 
Foundation and supported learning 2; 
Deputy Manager SEN 1; LLDD Co-
ordinator 1; ALS manager/co-ordinator 3; 
SEND manager 2; Academic Support 
Manager 1; Assessment and Placement 
Manager 1; (no response= 1) 

Survey 2; 10 
responses  

9 General FE 
Colleges; 1 Sixth 
Form 

SENCO 2; Learning Support Manager 2; 
Head/ programme manager of foundation 
and supported learning 2; Curriculum 
Leader 1; Transition Manager 1; 
Specialist Tutor 1; EHC Plan Co-
ordinator 1. 

Interviews; 8/10 FE 
SENCO/ equivalent  
 

5 General FE 
colleges; 1 
Specialist FE 
college (Land 
based); 1 
Independent 
Specialist 
College; 1 school 
based SENCO  
(Area SENCO). 

Student Service Manager 1; Inclusion 
and Support Manager 1; ALS Manager 1; 
Learning Support Manager 3; Transition 
Manager 1; SENCO 1 

 

Table 2.3: Total number of responses form FE Managers  

FE Manager   
Total responses= 
55 
 

Setting Type  Role/ number   

Survey 1; 33 
responses 

General FE 
College 20; 
Specialist College 
4; Specialist 
College (Land 
Based) 2; Sixth 
Forms 4; 
community 
learning and skills 

Data not collected  
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providers 
(LA/Private) 2; 
(no response=1)  

Survey 2; 20 
responses 

FE College 13; 
Specialist College 
3 (of which 1 is 
Land Based); 
Sixth Forms 4. 

ALS Manager 3; Executive Principal 1; 
SEN Manager 1; Learning Support 
Manager 4; Learning Support Manager 
(incl. Transition) 1; LLDD Co-ordinator 1; 
Head of Education 1; Learning Manager 
1; Director of entry provision 1; Head of 
Department 1; Study Support Manager 1; 
Assistant Principal 2; Specialist Tutor 1; 
Early Years Lecturer 1;   

Interviews; 2/10 
FE Manager   
 

Specialist College 
1; Sixth Form 1 

Head of College 1; Manager (member of 
SLT) 1. 

 

Table 2.4: Total number of responses from LA Area SENCO/equivalent 

LA Area SENCO/ 
equivalent   
Total responses= 
182  
 

Role/number  

Survey 1; 90 
responses 
 

Area SENCO, 20; Senior Area SENCO Early Years,1; Team 
Leader- Area SENCOs, 1; SENCO/Senior early years 
officer, 1; Area SENCO/Inclusion Officer/teacher, 3; Early 
Years Adviser/Area SENCO, 2; Early Years Support 
Teacher/Area SENCO, 1; Early years Consultant and Area 
SENCO, 2; Area SENCO/ Early Support Worker, 2; 
Teaching and Learning Adviser, Early Years Inclusion, 1; 
Preschool Area SENCO, 4; EY SEN/SEND Advisor, 3; Early 
Years SEND Team Manager, 1; Early Years SEN Lead 
Adviser, 2; Early Years SEND Consultant, 1; Team Leader 
for the special Educational needs service, 1; RHOSEY (local 
outreach service) manager, 1; SEND Lead, 2; SEN Officer, 
1; SEN Manager, 1; SENCO/Teacher, 1; Service Manager, 
1; Foundation and KS1 SENCO (And Area SENCO), 1; 
Preschool/ Early Years Manager, 2; Early Years Inclusion 
Worker, 1; Early Years Inclusion Team Leader, 1; Early 
Years Inclusion Facilitator, 1; Inclusion Facilitator, 1; Early 
Years Inclusion Adviser, 1; Inclusion Teacher, 1; Early Years 
Adviser with inclusion lead, 1; Early Years Area Inclusion 
Coordinator, 1; Senior Inclusion Consultant, 1; Equalities 
and Inclusion Education Development Advisor, 1; Senior 
Education Standards and Effectiveness Officer – SEND, 1; 
Team Leader - Early Education Additional Support Team, 1; 
Team coordinator Early Support Team, 1; Head of disability 
and SEN, 1; Specialist Teacher, 1; SEND Commissioning 



  

Page 26 of 84 

Manager, 1; Deputy manager Targeted Education Support 
Services, 1; Early Support Key Worker (strategic lead), 1; 
Strategic Lead, 1; Early Years and Childcare Service Lead, 
1; Early Years Team Manager, 1; Early Years Advisory 
Teacher, 1; Early Years advisory teacher /SEND Team 
Manager, 1; Post 14 SEN Manager, 1; Early Years Specialist 
Service Manager, 1; SENCO and pupil progress leader (And 
Area SENCO), 1; Commissioning & Development Manager, 
SEND, 1; Early Years and Childcare Manager, 1; Lead: 
Children's Centre Improvement, Equalities and Inclusion, 1; 
(no response= 5) 
  

Survey 2; 52 
responses  
 

Area SENCO, 8; Manager, specialist teaching and preschool 
service, 1; SEND and Inclusion Officer, 2; Lead SEND 
Officer, 2; Learning Support Manager, 2; SEN Manager, 4; 
Specialist Advisory Service Deputy Manager, 1; Statutory 
Assessment Team Manager, 1; SEND Reform, 2; School 
Improvement Officer, 1; Inclusion Manager, 6; 14-19 Lead 
Officer, 2; Team Manager-Learning and Skills, 1; Learning 
and Behaviour Manager, 1; Disability and Professional 
Practice Manager, 1; SEND Manager, 1; Lead Teacher 
SEND, 1; Service Manager, 2; Education Support Manager 
and PEP (Personal Education Plan), 2; Early Years SEND 
Adviser, 2; SEND Commissioning Manager, 1; Early Years 
Support Team, 2; Equality and Access Officer, 1; Pre-school 
Specialist Support and Disability Service, 1; Early Years and 
Childcare Service Lead, 1; Advisory Teacher for TA’s, 1; (no 
response=2) 
 

Interviews LA Area 
SENCO/Equivalent; 
40 responses 
(Early Years 30; FE 
10) 
 

Early Years: Area SENCO 5; EY Team Lead; EY Lead for 
SEN; EY Adviser/ Area SENCO; EY SEN Lead Adviser; EY 
Inclusion Adviser; EY and Childcare service lead; EY 
Advisory Teacher; Team Leader - Early Education Additional 
Support Team; Teaching and Learning Adviser, Early Years 
Inclusion; EY SEN Team Lead; Team Leader - Area 
SENCOs; Early Years Inclusion Team Leader; 
EY Area SENCO/ Inclusion Officer; Lead: Children's Centre 
Improvement, Equalities and Inclusion; EY Equality and 
Access (previously called Area SENCO); EY and Childcare 
Equality and Inclusion Manager; Manager of EY Inclusion 
Service; Area SENCO/ Early support worker; Inclusion 
Coordinator (Area SENCO); Early Years and Childcare 
Manager; Service Manager; 
Team Leader for the Special Educational Needs Service; EY 
Adviser; Head of Disability and SEN (EY and Post 16); EY 
SEND Adviser. 
Further Education: SEN Adviser; Commissioning and 
Development Manager; SEND Advisor 
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(Secondary and Post 16); Advisory Teacher for TA’s (does 
own SENCO training) and programme lead; SEND 
Commissioning Manager; Area SENCO role post 16 (school 
based); SEN lead; SEN Manager (post 16); Attendance and 
Inclusion Officer post 16; Post 14 SEN Manager 

 

 

2.1 Survey 1 

Survey 1 was designed to explore participant views on the role of the SENCO in 
early years and FE settings. It addressed their training for the role, their training 
needs, their interest in a ‘new’ SENCO Award and what it would need to cover and, 
for those who had the National Award, how it had prepared them for their current 
role. Each survey collected profile data on the respondents. This included their 
qualification level, whether they had the National Award, their SENCO 
responsibilities, their job title (with the exception of the EY SENCO) and the area of 
England in which they worked. 
 
Adaptation of survey 1 for the different audiences included: 
 
Local Authority Area SENCO/equivalent – their views on their role in supporting 
those in the early years/FE SENCO role within the settings, the training they 
provided, their views on the National Award, if they had the Award and how useful it 
had to been to them in their role and what areas a ‘new’ National Award would need 
to consider.  
 
Survey 1 was administered through Lime Survey12 to those in the early years 
SENCO role/managers, FE SENCOs, FE Managers and Local Authority Area 
SENCOs/equivalent. Relevant people within both the early years and FE sectors 
were invited to participate through relevant network contacts and through social 
media, particularly twitter. This link was open for three weeks between mid-
September and early October 2016.  

2.2 Early years SENCO role/managers/practitioners focus groups and FE 

SENCs/ Manager interviews.  

Seven focus groups were carried out with early years SENCOs/managers/ 
practitioners between November 2016 and January 2017. Each had between 6 and 
12 participants. The focus groups included those working in different early years 
settings (maintained nurseries including school-based providers and private 
nurseries). The focus groups lasted about one hour and responses were recorded 
manually on a pre-prepared grid. They addressed how the person with oversight for 
SEN within the setting is identified, how the ‘best’ training is identified and how 
effective it is, the type of on-going support which would support the person in the 
SENCO role, if they would consider undertaking a ‘new’ SENCO qualification, what it 
would need to cover and the type of delivery they would prefer. 

                                                           
12 An online survey application, enabling users to develop and collect responses to surveys online. 
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The various time constraints of those working within the FE provider sector meant 
that it was not possible to convene focus groups. However, some of those contacted 
were happy to be interviewed by telephone or provide feedback via email. In total 10 
FE SENCO practitioners/managers were either interviewed by telephone or provided 
feedback on the role in the FE sector. They were asked about the idea of a ‘new’ 
SENCO qualification, their interest in it and preferred delivery and the qualifications 
they had along with training for the role.  

2.3 Telephone interviews with Local Authority Area SENCOs/equivalent 

Telephone interviews were carried out with 40 Local Authority Area SENCOs or 
equivalent. Over recent years, in an increasing number of Local Authorities, the work 
of the Area SENCO has either been subsumed by other areas or activities are no 
longer carried out. 34 of those interviewed had been in their current role for an 
average of 7.9 years and had usually worked within a Local Authority in an SEN 
related role before that. 25% of those who were interviewed had Area SENCO as 
their job title or part of their job title. Others included such titles as EY SEN Lead, EY 
Inclusion Adviser, EY Advisory Teacher or in the case of FE, Attendance and 
Inclusion Officer. 16 had said at the outset that they were not the equivalent to an 
Area SENCO, but had responsibilities for some of the activities previously carried out 
by Area SENCOs (e.g. supporting early years settings in carrying out an audit of 
their SEN provision). 30 of the interviewees had an early years role, whilst 10 had an 
FE role with the Local Authority. 40 of those who had completed survey 1 and had 
indicated that they would be happy to be contacted for a follow up interview were 
either contacted by email or telephone to arrange a suitable time.  

If they were not free to give an interview, others from the list were contacted. In total 
40 follow up interviews were completed (30 with those working within the LA in an 
early years capacity and 10 working within an FE capacity). Interviews were carried 
out between autumn 2016 and spring 2017. Interviews lasted between 15 and 40 
minutes.  

Interviews explored their role in relation to those in SENCO roles within the EY/FE 
sector, the training they provided and if they believed those in the settings would be 
interested in the National Award (adapted for EY/FE). It further explored the training 
they had had for their role, the extent to which it had prepared them, if they held the 
National Award (and their views on it, if this was the case) and if not, if they would be 
interested in doing the National Award. 

2.4 NASENCO Provider focus groups 

Three focus groups were arranged with NASENCO providers; one with Quality 
Standards group13 in December 2016 (5 participants) and two in January 2017, 
which included one with the Quality Standards group (6 participants) and one with a 
wider representation from the provider group (5 participants). One person from the 
provider group which included members of the Quality Standards providers was 
unable to attend on the day and fed back her views by telephone interview. Each 
                                                           
13 In 2014, the original accredited NASENCO providers formed a Provider Group network of 24 
provider institutions. To preserve the quality of the NASENCO training, the Provider Group appointed 
a voluntary Working Group, from amongst its memebers, to develop the Quality Standards 
Framework. 
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focus group lasted about one hour; comments were recorded manually. The first 
focus group, addressed their views on what a National Award might ‘look like’ for 
those in a SENCO role in the early years or FE sectors. The focus group schedule 
for the second round of focus groups, informed by findings from survey 1 and the 
telephone interviews with Local Authority Area SENCOs/equivalent, explored their 
views on the type of delivery models for the National Award and the extent it would 
be accessible to those in an early years or FE SENCO role. 

2.5 Survey 2  

Survey 2 was informed by the findings from survey 1, the telephone interviews with 
those from the Local Authorities with Area SENCO responsibilities/equivalent, focus 
groups and interviews with those with SENCO responsibilities working in early years 
and FE and NASENCO provider focus groups.  

Initial findings had indicated some appetite for a national, accredited qualification for 
those working in a SENCO/equivalent role within the early years and FE sectors and 
also amongst some working in an Area SENCO role/equivalent within the Local 
Authority. Given the varying levels of qualifications held by those currently in a 
SENCO role in both early years settings and FE, further views were sought through 
the NASENCO provider focus groups, discussion with relevant Local Authority staff 
and other professionals from the voluntary and community sector working within the 
related early years and FE areas. Their views indicated that a SENCO qualification 
pathway might provide an effective model. This shaped the development of the 
second survey. 

Survey 2 addressed the possibility of developing a SENCO qualifications pathway 
from Level 3 to Level 7, where Level 7 is the National Award adapted for the early 
years/FE sectors; the idea of providing this model within a tiered system of 
foundation SENCO, intermediate SENCO and advanced SENCO was also 
considered. The survey explored their views on the model, delivery and interest in it.  

The survey sought the views of those in the role of early years SENCO/managers, 
FE SENCO/equivalent, FE managers and Local Authority Area SENCOs/equivalent. 
Each of the four surveys were adapted slightly for the relevant participants. Each 
survey collected profile data on the respondents. This included their qualification 
level, whether they had the National Award, their SENCO responsibilities (with the 
exception of the EY SENCO survey), their job title and the area of England in which 
they worked. In addition, each survey explored participant views on the expectation 
of parents and carers in terms of the Level of qualification of the person in the 
SENCO/equivalent in early years and FE settings. All surveys offered the opportunity 
for any further comments.  

Adaptation of survey 2 for the different audiences included: 

Early years SENCO/ manager – their views on the proposed qualifications pathway 
differentiated by task/outcome.   

FE SENCO practitioner/equivalent and FE managers of SENCO/ equivalent – 
Because of the differing qualification profiles of those working working in FE there 
was some indication from participants that there may be some need for a fourth tier 
for those qualified below Level 3. As a result, survey 2 asked FE respondents their 
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views on the possibility of adding a fourth tier for entry below foundation SENCO 
level (i.e below the tiers of foundation, intermediate and advanced)14; alternative 
models of keeping the current Level 7 National Award (as the only nationally 
recognised qualification for SENCOs and adapted for FE) and providing modules for 
‘gap’ areas for those within the role; or developing a SENCO qualifications pathway 
from Level 3 to Level 7, where Level 7 is the National Award (adapted for FE).  

 

Local Authority Area SENCO/equivalent – their views on the proposed early years 
and FE SENCO qualification pathway model, their perception of the level of interest 
from the sector and if they believed there was a need for an Area SENCO role in the 
early years and FE sectors.  

Survey 2 was administered through Lime Survey15. Relevant people within both the 
early years and FE sectors were invited to participate through personal emails 
through relevant network contacts and through social media, particularly twitter. 
Follow up emails were sent to those who had completed survey 1. Initially, this link 
was open for one week in February, but due to a relatively low response rate, it was 
reopened for a further five weeks. The response rates are given below. 

2.6 Overall Analysis 

Surveys were collated and analysed using frequency responses (i.e. numbers and 
percentage of responses to each question; significance testing (i.e. the probability of 
a relationship between two variables) was not used because of the relatively small 
sample. Surveys were rejected if respondents did not complete one question after 
providing their profile data.  

Focus groups and interviews were analysed manually, with key issues drawn out 
from each and compared across the various areas explored.  

2.7 Responses 

Survey 1: in total, surveys were accepted and analysed from 99 early years 
SENCOs/ managers-this included 71 PVIs, 10 schools/school based nurseries 
(maintained), 8 childminders, 6 maintained nurseries and 4 children’s centres; 90 
Local Authority Area SENCO/ equivalent, 37 FE SENCO /equivalent and 33 FE 
Managers.  

Survey 2: in total, surveys were accepted and analysed from 52 Local Authority 
Area SENCO/equivalent, 18 early years SENCO/manager, 20 FE managers of 
SENCO/equivalent and 10 FE practitioners (SENCO/equivalent).   

Telephone interviews with Local Authority Area SENCOs/ equivalent: 40 of 
which 30 had early years responsibilities and 10 had FE responsibilities 

                                                           
14 There was no indication of this need  for those working in the role in early years so survey 2 did not 
ask this of early years pracitioners. 
15 An online survey application, enabling users to develop and collect responses to surveys online. 
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Provider focus groups: Data from 3 focus groups of between 5 and 6 people were 
analysed, one of which was the quality provider group, which had an advisory 
support role during the research process. 

Early years SENCO role/managers/practitioners and FE SENCO 
practitioners/Manager focus groups – data from seven early years focus groups 
was analysed, along with 10 interviews/email feedback from the FE sector. 

2.8 Surveys: Profile of respondents16 

Table 2.1: Survey 1 – Most likely level of qualification of those undertaking 
SENCO role (N.B. for early years SENCO/manager and FE manager these are 
not the respondents qualifications, but the respondents views on the differing 
levels of qualification of those who are/have been in the role)  

Level of 
qualification      
(%) 

EY 
SENCO  
% 
(number) 

FE 
SENCO/equivalent  
(Manager view) 
% (number) 
 

FE 
SENCO/ 
equivalent 
% (number) 

2 5 (5) 18 (4)  

3 50 (49) 18(4) 5 (2) 

4 15 (15) 14(3) 5(2) 

5 10 (10) 27(6) 19(7)17 

6 28 (28) 27 (6) 8(3) 

7 8 (8) 55 (12) 54(20) 

 

Table 2.2: Survey 1: Those in SENCO/Area SENCO role who hold National 
Award- views of those who responded (it may not relate to their qualification) 

Hold National 
Award  
% (number) 

LA Area 
SENCO/equivalent  

EY SENCO/ 
manager  

FE 
SENCO 
(managers 
view)  

FE 
SENCO/ 
equivalent 
practitioner 
(respondent 
holds 
qualification) 

Yes  12% (11) 9% (9) 9% (2) 14% (5) 

 

For Local Authority participant areas see appendix 1 

 

  

                                                           
16 Profiles of respondents are taken from survey 1 which had a larger response rate than survey 2. 
Profiles can be considered fairly typical of those that responded to survey 1 and survey 2. 
17 In 2014, the Department for Education funded staff iwthin the FE sector to undertake a Level 5 
Diploma in Education and Training (Disabled Learners); they funded 112 bursaries through ITT and 
311 through CPD. Some of the FE SENCOs/managers may have achieved their L5 qualification 
through this route. 



  

Page 32 of 84 

Chapter 3: Early Years SENCOs/managers 

Overall findings, showed that early years SENCOs would consider a National Award 
if it was more focused on practice. Data was collected from 99 early years 
SENCOs/managers through survey 1-this included 71 PVIs, 10 schools/school 
based nurseries (maintained), 8 childminders, 6 maintained nurseries and 4 
children’s centres; 18 early years SENCOs/managers through survey 2 and 58 early 
years SENCOs/managers/ practitioners through seven focus groups (these tended 
to be managers/owners of settings or senior practitioners with SENCO 
responsibilities). Challenges highlighted included the need for a cost effective award, 
when there is little funding in the early years for extra professional development and 
for a qualification which could be undertaken alongside a busy job. There was strong 
support for the introduction of a SENCO qualification pathway from Level 3 to Level 
7, where Level 7 is the National Award adapted specifically for the Early Years 
sector. 
 

3.1 Early Years SENCO survey 1 – an overview of findings for Early Years 

indicates:  

• 71% have a member of staff who undertakes the SENCO role in addition to 
their main role (named person with oversight of SEN) 

• only 37% undertaking this role have a SEN qualification 

• The most popular training for the role is from the LA (80%); 60% had external 
training (included from the National Autistic Society, or in Speech and 
Language., Dyslexia, City and Guilds, SEN Level 2,3 or 4; degree/masters/ 
primary teacher) 

• Training - findings showed some division between those who thought the 
training they had was already sufficient and those who felt there were gaps; 
10/49 respondents felt their training was sufficient for the role, 17/49 felt that it 
was good, but should be on-going, 5/49 felt their training had been more 
specialised focusing on specific areas of SEN, whilst 6/49 wanted more 
specialised SEN training/training for the role of SENCO, 11/49 commented on 
the particular training they had received through the Local Authority or 
commented on the fact that they rely on the Local Authority for training.  

• Training – 18/40 commented on having nothing ‘you can access’ quickly/no 
one to ask for advice ‘quickly’/ needing further support from an Area SENCO. 

• A number valued LA networks (8/40), which were a contact and for sharing 
practice (this was valued more than online- 1/40) 

• On-going training – a number wanted more networks/sharing practice (8/40) / 
instant access to ‘expert’ advise (8/40) / more support from the Area SENCO/ 
Local Authority/specialists (9/40) 

• Training needed to cover more specifics – Identifying and addressing specific 
SEN issues - ASD/ EHCP etc. 

• Delivery of a new SENCO award (model) – views were completely divided – 
36% (online and face-to-face); 36% (distance learning and face-to-face); 35% 
(online); 33% (p/t over 1 year); 27% (p/t over 6 months) 

• Preferred level – 54% LEVEL 3/4; 33% LEVEL 5/6; 19% Masters 
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3.2 Details from survey 1 

The following table provides more detail on the role and personal and professional 
development  

Table 5.1: Early Years SENCO: Personal and professional development  

How does your setting ensure that there 
is a named person with oversight of 
SEN provision to ensure coordination?  
 

71% - member of staff who undertakes 
SENCO role in addition to main role in 
setting 
12% - a team of people within setting 

Respondent views, based on 
observation and experience, of 
qualification of staff undertaking 
SENCO role 

50% (49) - Level 3 
15% (15) - Level 4 
10% (10) - Level 5 
28% (28) - Level 6 

Do staff undertaking SENCO role have 
SEN qualification? 

51% (50)- no 
37% (37)-yes 

Type of SEN qualification (only 41% 
(41) responded to this question) 

Most common qualifications: 
LA training 
Autism - Level 2 
Degree in inclusion 
National Award 
Others included: external training from 
National Autistic Society, or in Speech 
and Lang., Dyslexia, City and Guilds, 
SEN Level 2, 3 or 4; degree/masters/ 
primary teacher. 

Do staff undertaking SENCO role have 
National Award? 

77% (77) - no 
9% (9) - yes 

Training for SENCO role 60% (59)-external 
41% (41)-in-house 
80% (80)-LA 
22% (22)-online 
22% (22)- coaching 
Specialist qualification-8% (8) 

Comments about training received for 
SENCO role (only 50% (49) responded) 

Generally, LA training considered good, 
along with training in Autism. 
Most felt they wanted on-going training 
and more on what to do in practice 
(both supporting SEN in setting and 
identification) and on higher level detail, 
particularly all issues around EHC 
Plans. They also wanted ‘instant’ 
access to queries. 

What on-going support would you like 
for the SENCO role? 

EY specific networks- 62% (61) 
LA networks-60% (59) 
Coaching/mentoring- 49% (48) 
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Combined school/EY networks- 33% 
(33) 
Online-31% (31) 
Internal support networks-20% (20) 

Comments on on-going support to help 
staff fulfil SENCO role 

Generally, they want networks/ 
opportunities to share practice and 
‘instant’ access to expert advice- 
including more visits from Area 
SENCOs. They also wanted more 
training in specific SEN – e.g. ASD, 
Downs Syndrome etc. and how this is 
supported  in practice in the setting 
(there was less emphasis on 
identification – the training is considered 
better in this area). EHC Plans and all 
related issues – are also an area for 
more training 

Would you consider a new SENCO 
qualification for those undertaking 
SENCO role?  

62% (62)-yes 
25% (25)- possibly 

Would you consider a new SENCO 
qualification for those undertaking the 
SENCO role?  

Generally – they think it is a good idea 
for keeping up to date, to develop 
specialist knowledge, to have a 
specialist in the setting to reassure 
parents, to raise profile. But it needs to 
be available outside working hours and 
not too much extra work and who will 
bear the cost.  

What key areas would the qualification 
need to cover? 

Ranked in order (most common first): 
Referrals (particularly around EHC 
Plans) 
Communicating with parents 
Timely and accurate identification of 
need (what does it look like) 
Support agencies 
Supporting children with SEN in setting 
(teaching) 
Autism 
Managing behaviour 
Legislation 
Working with other professionals 
Record keeping 
Speech, language and communication 
needs (SLCN) 
Child development 

What type of delivery would you prefer? Combination of distance and face-to-
face- 23% (23) 
Combination of online and face to face-
36% (36) 
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Online 35% (35) 
Part/time over one year – 33% (33) 
Part/time over 6 months – 27% (27) 

What level of qualification would you 
prefer?  

Level 3 /4 54% (53) 
Level 5/6 – 33% (33) 
Masters – 19% (19) 

 
Early Years Focus Groups 

Seven focus groups were carried out, with between 6 to 12 participants in each. In 
total focus groups included 58 participants- early years SENCOs/managers/ 
practitioners. Findings from the early years focus groups added further insight into 
training for the role, on-going support and their interest in a SENCO qualification and 
the type of preferred delivery. Findings showed that settings have completely 
different criteria for identifying the person with oversight for SEN. Responses 
included: ‘the manager identifies the person’; ‘the expertise of the person is 
considered’; ‘has appropriate qualifications and experience’; ‘has good 
communication skills and confident to talk to parents about issues/concerns’; 
‘minimum qualified to Level 3’; ‘must have previous experience within another 
setting’. The majority identified training through the Local Authority because it was 
offered and it was free; some looked towards external providers.  

27/58 felt the training they had received did not prepare them well enough for the 
SENCO role, with some commenting on ‘the lack of Area SENCO support enabling 
them to put their training into practice’. For some, ‘a blend of SENCO training and 
specific SEND training had been the most effective’; many cited ‘Area SENCO’ as 
their best form of on-going support. 5/58 said they had not received training, whilst 
26/58 felt their training had prepared them well enough for the role, but would have 
liked it to be more practically focused. 

Reasons given for considering a new SENCO qualification included: ‘a better 
understanding of the SENCO role’; ‘to keep up to date’; ‘good quality networks and 
forums which offer support’; ‘to support the children’ and to ‘make sure provision 
matches children’s needs’. In terms of delivery, there was a lot of support for face to 
face delivery with ‘scenario/case study based modules that are assessed and given 
feedback’. In terms of the level required comments indicated a Level 3 or 4. 
However, further comments showed the mixed responses to a new SENCO 
qualification, these included: ‘regular on-going updates and training preferred’; ‘it 
doesn’t matter as long as it helps the child’; ‘qualification needs to reflect the SENCO 
salary’ and ‘the important factor is to provide the right kind of training that prepares 
the SENCO for the actual role and gives them reassurance’.    

3.3 Early years SENCO: Interest in a SENCO qualification pathway survey 2 

Overall findings showed strong support for those in the SENCO role holding a 
relevant SENCO qualification. This is reflected in the following comment: 

‘I think a nationally recognised SENCO qualification is a good idea, and would help 
improve standards for children with additional needs, and support for parents’. 
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78% of respondents supported this view; with 28% of them believing the person in 
the SENCO role should be expected to work towards a relevant qualification once in 
the role, rather than needing the qualification to be appointed to the role.  

Equally, there was strong support for an accredited SENCO qualifications pathway 
from Level 3 to Level 7, where Level 7 is the National Award, adapted for the early 
years; 78% of respondents supported this model. This is reflected in the following 
comment made by respondents:  

‘…..I feel that it can only enhance the provision for children improving early 
identification and outcomes’. 

‘…..many EY SENCOs are people who go above and beyond in many aspects of 
their work – they are committed and have built up a lot of expertise over time and it 
would be good to see this recognised’. 
 
‘I would really be interested in this course to gain more knowledge’. 
 
The idea of a tiered system within the qualifications pathway model e.g. foundation 
SENCO, intermediate SENCO and advanced SENCO - was also well supported; 
72% responded positively to this; 17% did not support it and 11% did not respond to 
the question. One of those who supported a tiered model said, they would like more 
information about it.  

Findings suggested that a foundation SENCO tier might include Level 3 or Level 3 
and Level 4; an intermediate SENCO tier might include Level 4 and Level 5, whilst 
that of advanced SENCO might include Level 6 and Level 7. 

3.4 Delivery of SENCO qualifications pathway 

Overall findings suggest that for all levels, respondents favour some form of face to 
face contact for the delivery. The two most popular models were online and face to 
face and/or distance learning and face to face. The key difference in delivery 
between the qualification levels was the length of time needed to achieve the 
qualification. At Levels 3 and 4, respondents felt part time delivery over 6 months or 
1 year would be appropriate; at Level 5, 18 months, part time was considered best, 
with 2 years, part time for Levels 6 and 7. The findings are reflected in the following 
tables. 

Table 5.2: Early Years SENCO: Level 3 preferred delivery model 

Level 3: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of online and face to face 1 

Combination of distance learning and face 
to face 

2 

Face to face  3 

Distance learning  3 

Part-time over 6 months 3 

Part time over 1 year 3 

Part time over 2 years 4 

Online learning 4 
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Table 5.3: Early Years SENCO: Level 3 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 3: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Face to face lectures 1 

small group discussion with peers 1 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

1 

a mentor from outside of setting 2 

1:1 with a tutor 3 

 

Other comment (2) included ‘visits to other settings’ and the need for the delivery 
model to consider or enable participants to have an awareness of individual 
children’s needs. 

Table 5.4: Early Years SENCO: Level 4 preferred delivery model 

Level 4: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of online and face to face 1 

Combination of distance learning and face 
to face 

1 

Distance learning  2 

Part-time over 6 months 2 

Part time over 1 year 2 

Part time over 2 years 3 

Online learning 3 

Face to face  3 

Table 5.5: Early Years SENCO: Level 4 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 4: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

A mentor from outside setting 1 

small group discussion with peers 2 

Lectures delivered face to face 3 

1:1 with a tutor 3 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

4 

 

Table 5.6: Early Years SENCO: Level 5 preferred delivery model 

Level 5: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of distance and face to face 1 

Combination of online and face to face 2 

Part time over 18 months 3 

Part-time over 2 years 4 
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Part time over 1 year 4 

Online 5 

Face to face  5 

 

Table 5.7: Early Years SENCO: Level 5 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 5: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

A mentor from outside setting 1 

Lectures delivered face to face  2 

Small group discussion with peers 3 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

3 

1:1 with a tutor 4 

A mentor from within the setting  5 

 

Table 5.8: Early Years SENCO: Level 6 preferred delivery model 

Level 6: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of distance and face to face 1 

Part time over 2 years 2 

Combination of online and face to face 3 

Part-time over 1 year 4 

Part time over 6 months 4 

Distance learning 4 

Online  4 

Part time over 18 months 4 

 

Table 5.9: Early Years SENCO: Level 6 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 6: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

A mentor from outside setting 1 

Lectures delivered face to face  2 

Small group discussion with peers 3 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

3 

1:1 with a tutor 4 

 

Table 5.10: Early Years SENCO: Level 7 preferred delivery model 

Level 7: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of distance and face to face 1 

Combination of online and face to face 1 

Part-time over 2 years 2 
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Distance learning 3 

Online  4 

Part time over 1year months 4 

Part time over 6 months 4 

Full time  4 

 

Table 5.11: Early Years SENCO: Level 7 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 7: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

A mentor from outside setting 1 

Lectures delivered face to face  2 

Small group discussion with peers 3 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

3 

1:1 with a tutor 4 

 

3.5 SENCO qualification pathway: differentiated by task/outcome 

The idea of differentiation by task/outcome18 for levels also received varied support.  
67% of respondents supported differentiation by task, where a recognised, 
accredited course at Level 3 and Level 4, would provide students with different tasks 
for a Level 3 or a Level 4 qualification. This model would also be offered for Level 5 
and Level 6. Level 7 would remain the National Award (adapted for early years); 
16% did not respond to this question, with the remainder returning a negative 
response. 

Differentiation by outcome at various Levels received less support. 50% of 
respondents supported differentiation by outcome, where a recognised, accredited 
course at Level 3 and Level 4, would provide students with the same task, with 
differentiation in outcome; work would be either Level 3 or a Level 4. This model 
would also be offered for Level 5 and Level 6. Level 7 would remain the National 
Award (adapted for early years); 28% responded negatively to this question, with the 
remainder returning no response. 

3.6 Challenges to a SENCO qualification pathway 

Key barriers to the introduction of a SENCO qualification pathway were seen as 
funding, time and financial reward. Respondents felt that settings would not have the 
funds to pay for staff to participate in the courses. At the same time, many settings 
work close to their maximum staff: child ratio and would not necessarily be in a 
position to release a member of staff to attend the course. In addition, a number of 
respondents reflected on the lack of financial reward for those who would complete 

                                                           
18 Differentiation by task means students are given different tasks for each level and identify which 
task they wish to do (e.g. a Level 3 task , Level 4 task etc. Differntaition by outcome means that 
students do the same question, with some giving a Level 3 response, whilst others may provide a 
Level 4 response. 
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the qualification pathway; many of those currently in the role of SENCO do not 
receive extra pay. This is reflected in the following comments:  

‘I feel that settings will struggle to afford freeing up staff to attend training and do 
course work…’ 
 
‘Possible barriers / considerations that I could see would include time constraints for 
busy practitioners; funding for training and financial reward…’ 
 
‘It does not address the issue of funding the qualification, funding the staff release 
time, funding the supply cover and funding the salary of the individual with a Masters 
Level qualification. Current pay levels in early years are rarely above minimum or 
living wage levels and there is little additional money to recognise staff with higher 
level qualifications as it is – it is unlikely that many early years settings will have 
sufficient funds to pay a Masters Level qualified member of staff an appropriate 
salary. 
 
‘At the end of the day it will all come down to how much it costs.... We can’t do it at 
the moment because we can’t afford it.’ 
 
3.7 Summary  

Overall, there is strong support for a SENCO qualifications pathway from those in an 
early years SENCO role or managers. This is from Level 3 to Level 7, where Level 7 
would remain the National Award (adapted for early years). There was a general 
opinion that those in the role should be expected to attain the qualification within a 
set time period once appointed to the role; but having the qualification, prior to being 
appointed to the role was not seen as crucial. The idea of a tiered system- 
foundation SENCO, intermediate SENCO and advanced SENCO was also 
supported by those in early years settings. In terms of how the qualification Levels 
would be delivered, respondents favoured some form of face to face delivery from 
Level 3 through to Level 7. The most popular were a combination of distance 
learning and face to face or online learning and face to face. For Levels 3 and 4, part 
time over 6 months or one year were seen as appropriate, with 18 months, part time 
for Level 5 and 2 years, part time for Levels 6 and 7. There was relatively good 
support for some form of differentiation by task for Levels 3 and 4, also for Levels, 5 
and 6, where Level 7 is the National Award adapted for early years.  
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Chapter 4: FE SENCO role/ Manager role 

The FE sector can be quite diverse, with a number of providers. This includes 

general FE colleges, Specialist FE colleges (maintained), independent specialist 

colleges, independent learning providers (including employer providers), community 

learning and skills providers, Sixth Form colleges, 16-19 academies, dance and 

drama colleges, higher education institutions, National Careers Service contractors, 

prison and youth offenders institutions (Ofsted, 2017). This report has collected data 

from those working as FE SENCOs/ equivalent and FE Managers in general FE 

colleges, specialist FE colleges (maintained), independent specialist colleges, 

community learning and skills providers and Sixth Form colleges. In total data was 

collected from 37 FE SENCOs (survey 1), 10 FE SENCOs (survey 2) and 8 FE 

SENCOs through interviews. At the same time data was collected from FE 

managers: 33 (survey 1), 20 (survey 2) and 2 interviews. Overall findings from those 

in the FE sector, whether in the SENCO role or a manager role, showed that those 

with SENCO responsibilities tend to work as part of a team, most frequently referred 

to as Learning Support or Additional Learning Support Manager (ALSM); the term 

SENCO is generally not used to refer to the role. They are more likely to be qualified 

at Level 5 or above and support the idea of the National Award adapted for the FE 

sector.  

This chapter provides an integrated analysis of their responses to survey 1 and 2 
and the interviews.   

4.1 FE SENCO role: views 

Analysis of survey 1 highlighted the good level of qualifications held by many of 
those working in the sector. 54% of those working in the SENCO role held Level 7 
qualifications, with 62% holding another SEN qualification; 14% held the National 
Award.  

The most common form of training for the role in the FE sector is through the LA 
(73%) and/or external training courses (78%). Comments about training for the role 
tended to indicate a certain degree of self-reliance, reflected in the following 
comments: ‘learnt through many years of experience’, self-trained or ‘picked up’ 
training in specific areas from colleagues (e.g. EHCP process). Nonetheless, 
feedback from those interviewed highlighted the degree of organisation required for 
some smaller colleges, where they have ‘very clearly defined roles and 
responsibilities’ and ‘look carefully at what training is available and which course fits 
in best with the FE college’. A key challenge for many of those working in a SENCO 
role within the FE sector, is the relatively large size of some colleges, with large 
numbers of young people requiring learning support and relatively large numbers of 
staff needing support/guidance/training.     

For those working in the role, findings from survey 1 suggested that the three most 
frequently cited forms of training, which would help them fulfil the role were FE 
specific networks (73%); combined school and college SENCO networks (68%) and 
Local Authority networks (62%). In terms of on-going support for those working in the 
role, they felt that FE SENCO networks with other colleges would be helpful, along 
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with FE specific training, training around EHCPs, links with outside agencies and 
access to training resources. 

62% stated that they would consider a new SENCO qualification, with 24% stating 
possibly. There was a general view amongst those who had been in the role for 
some time, that they did not need the National Award, but that they would 
recommend it/want new staff to do it.  

In the context of areas they would want a national qualification to cover, EHCPs, 
developing inclusive colleges, annual reviews; meeting the legal requirements of the 
Code of Practice; funding, understanding and supporting different types of SEND in 
practice and managing and supporting staff, were the most frequently cited areas. 

Their preferred delivery of a SENCO qualification included: part time over 1 year – 
54%; distance learning – 41%; online learning – 43% or a combination of distance 
and face to face – 54%. 57% of those who responded wanted the SENCO 
qualification to be offered at Masters Level.  

4.2 An overview of FE manager responses shows that:  

Managers (these tended to include Executive Principals, Assistant Principals, Deputy 
Heads of Sixth Forms. Heads of Education, Additional Learning Support Managers 
and Team Leaders of Learning Support Services), corroborated a number of the 
responses of the FE SENCOs (or equivalent role). This included that the role was 
more likely to be the responsibility of a team, rather than an individual. Where 
individuals had this role, it was more likely that the person was head of Learning 
Support/SEND Manager; they tended not to be called SENCO.  

However, other questions were less likely to be corroborated. For questions relating 
to SENCOs leading and coordinating provision, managers were more likely to give a 
positive response than the FE SENCOs (although SENCOs also gave positive 
responses), suggesting that managers may have high expectations for the role of 
SENCO in practice.  

FE managers were also more likely to cite ‘in-house training’ as the training provided 
for those with a SENCO role in the setting; 73% of managers compared to 57% of 
FE SENCOs.  

FE managers also cited ‘robust CPD systems in place for those in the SENCO role’ 
and on-going training depending on staff need, to describe training provided for 
those in the role. This was generally not corroborated by those in the SENCO role, 
who tended to refer to ‘self-training’, picking up training from colleagues or training 
through years of experience. 

However, there was general agreement between manager and SENCO responses in 
relation to the best type of on-going support that would help staff to fulfil the SENCO 
role. The following three were the most commonly cited, which was also the case 
with those in the SENCO role: FE specific networks – 82%, combined school and 
college SENCO networks – 59% and Local Authority networks – 59%.  

Managers also supported the idea of a SENCO qualification which focused on FE 
and should be offered at Level 5 or above; SENCOs though were more likely to 
favour an award offered at Masters Level. In terms of delivery, FE managers were 
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more likely to favour a combination of online and face-to-face learning (55%) for a 
SENCO qualification than those in the SENCO role (4%).   

 
4.3 FE Managers: Details from survey 1 

The following table provides the frequency of responses to some of the survey 
questions addressing the role of the SENCO and personal and professional 
qualifications.  
 
Table 4.1: FE managers:  Frequency response to the role of the SENCO 
 

How does your college ensure that 
there is a named person in the college 
with oversight of SEN provision to 
ensure co-ordination of support similar 
to the role of the SEN Co-ordinator 
(SENCO) in schools?  

There is a team of people – 41% 
Other – 36% (often Head of student 
support) 
14% – member of staff whose only role 
is SENCO 

The following questions relate to the SENCOs role in leading and co-ordination 
provision 

Does the SENCO work strategically with 
senior leaders to promote an 
inclusive ethos? 

83% – yes 

Does the SENCO model effective 
practice of teaching learners with 
SEND? 

72% – yes 

Does the SENCO manage staff 
effectively in order to ensure efficient 
use of resources to improve SEND 
learners’ progress? 

100% – yes 

Does the SENCO encourage the use of 
research in developing 
effective practice in teaching learners 
with SEND? 

64% – yes 
32% – partially 

Does the SENCO draw on external 
sources of support when 
appropriate for learners with SEND? 

95% – yes 

Is the SENCO proactive in ensuring that 
college systems effectively 
support learners with SEND? 

91% – yes 

The following questions relate to the personal and professional qualities of those in 
SENCO role/function 

Does the SENCO ensure that learners 
are able to influence decisions 
on their learning and wellbeing? 

95% – yes 

Does the SENCO ensure that parents 
are equal partners in 
supporting their SEND learner’s 
achievement, progress and wellbeing? 

86% – yes 
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Type of SEN qualification  Comments varied: some Diplomas- e.g. 
PG Dip. in SEND adults; Level 7 SpLD 
(Dyslexia); Level 3 support of adult 
learners; MSc.; specialist qualification in 
access arrangements 

Training for SENCO role In house training – 73% 
External training courses – 91% 
Online training – 46% 
Training and support from Local 
Authority – 73% 
Coaching and/or mentoring – 36% 
Specialist qualifications – 45%   

Comments on staff training for those in 
SENCO role (only 55% responded to 
this question)  

Robust CPD systems in place; on-
going- depending on need of staff; built 
up over years of experience; trained in 
different aspects of need 

On-going support that would help staff 
to fulfil SENCO role 

Coaching and/or mentoring – 36% 
Internal support networks – 41%  
Local Authority networks – 59% 
FE specific networks – 82% 
Combined school and college SENCO 
networks – 59% 
Online community support – 50% 
On-going support not required – 5% 

Comments about the on-going support 
that would help staff fulfil the SENCO 
role/function  

Networks (mainly FE); SENCO Award 
geared to FE; coaching/mentoring; 
transition planning; link to LA (non-
maintained college) 

Would you consider a new SENCO 
qualification for those undertaking the 
SENCO role/function? 

Yes, for all of them – 36% 
Yes, for some of them – 32% 
Don’t know – 23% 
No – 5% 

Comments on whether you would 
consider a new SENCO qualification for 
those undertaking the SENCO 
role/function    

Generally – yes from those who 
responded, but it would have to focus 
on FE and preferably Level 5 or above.  

Key areas the qualification would need 
to cover 

(only one third responded)- 
predominantly different responses 
which included: transition planning; 
annual review; EHCP process (more 
than one); monitoring support for SEND; 
communicating with parents, LAs and 
other agencies, budget management, 
assessment (more than one) and 
compliance with CoP  

Which type of delivery would you 
prefer?  

Part time over 6 months – 14% 
Part time over 1 year – 27% 
Part time over 18 months – 18% 
Part time over 2 years – 18% 
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Distance learning – 27% 
Online learning – 27% 
Combination of distance and face to 
face – 45% 
Combination of online and face to face 
– 55% 

Preferred level of qualification Masters Level – 50% 
Level 5/6 – 55% 
Level 3/4 – 18% 
Prefer non-accredited course – 9% 

 
4.4 FE SENCOs:  Details from survey 1 

The following table provides the frequency of responses to some of the survey 
questions addressing the role of the SENCO and personal and professional 
qualifications.  
 
Table 4.2: FE SENCOs : Frequency response to the role of the SENCO 
 

How does your college ensure that 
there is a named person in the college 
with oversight of SEN provision to 
ensure co-ordination of support similar 
to the role of the SEN Co-ordinator 
(SENCO) in schools?  

We have a SENCO – 14% 
We have a member of staff who 
undertakes the SENCO role but it is 
called something different – 14% 
We have a team of people that 
undertake the SENCO role/function- 
24% 
Other – (generally Learning Support/ 
SEND Manager) – 46% 

What is your role in the college? College SENCO – 11% 
I undertake the SENCO/function but am 
called something else – 16% 
I am part of a team of people that 
undertake the SENCO role/function -
22% 
Other (generally Learning 
Support/SEND Manager) – 49% 

The following questions relate to SENCOs role in leading and co-ordination 
provision 
 

Do you work strategically with senior 
leaders to promote an inclusive 
ethos? 

Yes – 73% 
Partially 24% 

Do you model effective practice of 
teaching learners with SEND 

Yes – 62% 
Partially – 27% 

Do you manage staff effectively in order 
to ensure efficient use of 
resources to improve SEND learners’ 
progress? 

Yes – 84% 
No – 8% 
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Do you encourage the use of research 
in developing effective practice 
in teaching learners with SEND? 

Yes – 65% 
Partially – 27% 

Do you draw on external sources of 
support when appropriate for 
learners with SEND? 

Yes – 76% 
Partially-19% 

Are you proactive in ensuring that 
college systems effectively support 
learners with SEND? 

Yes – 81% 
Partially – 11% 

 
The following questions relate to the personal and professional qualities of those in 
SENCO role/function 

Do you ensure that learners are able to 
influence decisions on their 
learning and well-being? 

Yes – 86% 
Partially – 11% 

Do you ensure that parents are equal 
partners in supporting their 
SEND learner’s achievement, progress 
and wellbeing? 

Yes – 73% 
Partially – 19% 

Those with a SEN qualification Yes – 62% 
No – 32% 

Type of qualification (those with 
qualification) 

Most common: National Award; MA (1 
in SEND); PG certificates (Dyslexia, 
literacy); LEVEL 7 Diploma in SEND 
(teaching adults); PGCE in learning 
difficulties 

Training for SENCO role in college In house training – 57% 
External training courses – 78% 
Online training – 46% 
Training and support from Local 
Authority – 73% 
Coaching and/or mentoring – 27% 
Specialist qualifications – 49% 

Comments about training received  Training arranged by self; training 
through years of experience; colleague 
training on EHCP/experience from 
working within social care on EHCP/ 
self-training 

On-going support which would help to 
fulfil SENCO role 

Coaching and/or mentoring – 41% 
Internal support networks – 41% 
Local Authority networks – 62% 
FE specific networks – 73% 
Combined school and college SENCO 
networks – 68% 
Online community support – 35% 
On-going support not required – 14% 

Comments about on-going support  FE SENCO networks with other 
colleges; FE specific training; training 
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around EHCPs; links with outside 
agencies; access to training resources 

Would you consider a new SENCO 
qualification to help you undertake the 
SENCO role? 

Yes – 62% 
Possibly – 24% 
No – 11% 

Comments on whether/why you would 
take a new SENCO qualification 

Most common – yes if FE specific 
(currently too schools focused); good for 
staff new to role, but now have many 
years’ experience and keep up to date 
myself. 

Areas qualification should cover  Most common areas: EHCPs; 
developing inclusive FE colleges; 
annual reviews; meeting legal 
requirements of CoP; funding and 
understanding and supporting different 
types of SEND in practice; managing 
and supporting staff 

Preferred delivery of new SENCO 
award 

Full time – 5% 
Part time over 6 months – 16% 
Part time over 1 year – 54% 
Part time over 18 months – 22% 
Part time over 2 year – 19% 
Distance learning – 41% 
Online learning – 43% 
Combination of distance and face to 
face – 54% 
Combination of online and face to face 
– 4% 
Other-5% 

Preferred level of qualification for new 
award 

Masters Level – 57% 
Level 5/6 – 38% 
Level 3/4 – 19% 

 
FE SENCO/manager Interviews 

10 interviews were carried out with 8 FE SENCOs and 2 FE managers. Their views 
tended to support the findings from survey 1 as well as providing further insight into 
the role, training and personal and professional qualifications. In terms of how the 
person/team with oversight for SEN is identified, findings showed that it was either a 
named person at management Level, with strategic oversight, who does not 
necessarily do the day to day learning support work or a relevant person is identified 
from a team. This is reflected in the following comments:  

‘We have a team with oversight for SEN. Within the team, we have several roles 
which dictates the identification process’.  

‘We have a named person at management Level who carries the current SENCO 
qualification, this is a named role with a sole SEN focus within the organisation,..,,it 
is fully integrated across the curriculum and teaching and learning.’  
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‘Relevant or transferable experience; where the member of staff usually wants this 
role or is encouraged to apply.’ 

Interviewees were of the opinion that the Local Authority or known external providers 
were amongst the first places they looked for relevant training. External providers 
cited included AoC, PATOSS (The Professional Association of Teachers and 
Students with Specific Learning Difficulties) and AOSEC (Association of South East 
Colleges). Some said that: ‘training needs are identified at appraisal and the most 
appropriate training put in place, the best available, cost and duration are all factors.’   

In terms of the role of the SENCO within the FE sector, it was often seen as that of 
quality assurance, managing the Learning Support Service and assessing students. 
A number of those interviewed also spoke about the challenges of applying for High 
Level Needs Funding, completing EHCPs and college plans, allocating students to 
staff and managing parents and their expectations. Some of these are reflected in 
the following comment: 

‘The main role is to manage the Learning Support Service across all departments 
and ensuring from the initial enquiry stage that all applications and students are 
assessed, supported and reviewed to enable them to achieve their main learning 
aim.’ 

Findings further suggested that those in the role, had effective training, but felt that it 
does need regular updating. Many were interested in the National Award, as long as 
it was relevant to FE; as one interviewee commented, ‘it would add credibility to the 
role’. Its relevance to FE was further supported by another interviewee who has 
attained the National Award, finding it useful for her current role, but lacking in an FE 
focus.   

4.5 FE Managers survey 2: SENCO qualifications and pathway  

There was a general view that the experience of the person in the FE SENCO role 
was an important consideration. 35% of respondents felt that the person should hold 
a relevant qualification before being appointed to the role, with an equal proportion 
disagreeing with this. Generally, respondents believed if the person had the 
experience, they should be appointed to the role and be expected to attain the 
relevant qualification within a set time period. 80% of respondents supported a 
SENCO qualifications pathway; a number were of the opinion that it should be 
accessed at a higher level by those in an FE SENCO role. Some of their views are 
reflected in the following comments:    

‘Level 3 is too low a level to start at. The role calls for people to be operating at a far 
higher level. It should start at Level 5-6. 
 
‘I would be interested in finding out more about the qualifications as they are being 
written’. 
 
‘I would value the opportunity to gain the National Award. Previous experience and 
qualifications need to be considered. There is very little information available for FE 
and I think this would be a way to give staff confidence in what they are doing’. 
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‘I think that the entry requirements for staff in HE should relate to experience in the 
role rather than qualifications at degree level as many have got a Cert Ed, the entry 
requirement for most colleges up until recently. The current SENCO qualification 
asks for a degree and therefore will exclude some existing FE staff who may be 
doing the SENCO role effectively with a wealth of experience and dedication’. 
 

4.6 FE: Delivery of SENCO qualifications pathway 

Overall findings suggest that for all Levels, respondents favour a delivery model that 
is either a combination of online and face to face learning or distance learning and 
face to face. From Level 3 to Level 7, FE SENCO/equivalent managers favour 
delivery through lectures and small group discussion with peers. For Level 7, 
respondents prefer lectures and 1:1 sessions with a tutor. Further details for each 
Level are provided in the following tables. 

Table 4.3 FE Managers: Level 3 preferred delivery model 

Level 3: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of distance learning and face 
to face 

1 

Combination of online and face to face 2 

Online learning  3 

Part time over I year   3 

Part-time over 6 months 4 

 
Table 4.4 FE Managers: Level 3 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 3: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Face to face lectures 1 

small group discussion with peers 2 

a mentor from outside of setting 3 

1:1 with a tutor 4 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

4 

A mentor from inside setting 5 

 
Table 4.5 FE Managers: Level 4 preferred delivery model 

Level 4: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of online and face to face 1 

Combination of distance learning and face 
to face 

1 

Online   2 

Part-time over 18 months 2 

Part time over 1 year 3 

Part time over 6 months 4 
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Distance learning 4 

 

Table 4.6 FE Managers: Level 4 preferred type of face to face  learning 

Level 4: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Lectures delivered face to face 1 

small group discussion with peers 2 

A mentor from outside  3 

1:1 with a tutor 3 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

3 

 
Table 4.7 FE Managers: Level 5 preferred delivery model 

Level 5: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of distance and face to face 1 

Combination of online and face to face 2 

Part time over 1 year 2 

Part-time over 2 years 3 

Full time  4 

Online 4 

Face to face  4 

Part time over 18 months 4 

 
Table 4.8 FE Managers: Level 5 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 5: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Lectures delivered face to face  1 

Small group discussion with peers 2 

A mentor from outside  2 

1:1 with a tutor  3 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

4 

A mentor from within the setting  5 

 
Table 4.9 FE Managers: Level 6 preferred delivery model 

Level 6: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of distance and face to face 1 

Part time over 1 year 2 

Combination of online and face to face 3 

Part-time over 18 months 3 

Part time over 2 years 4 

Face to face  4 

Online  4 
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Table 4.10 FE Managers: Level 6 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 6: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Lectures delivered face to face  1 

Small group discussion with peers 2 

A mentor from outside  2 

1:1 with a tutor 2 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

3 

 
Table 4.11 FE Managers: Level 7 preferred delivery model 

Level 7: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of online and face to face 1 

Combination of distance and face to face 2 

Part-time over 2 years 3 

Part time over 1 year 3 

Face to face   3 

Part time over 18 months 4 

Online  4 

 
Table 4.12 FE Managers: Level 7 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 7: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Lectures delivered face to face  1 

1:1 with a tutor 2 

A mentor from outside setting 3 

Small group discussion with peers 4 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

4 

A mentor from inside  5 

 
In terms of the number of qualifications that might be accepted at each level, only 
one respondent commented on this and had the following to say:  
 
‘It is important that there is a choice of qualification, which may prove to be better 
suited for some learners. Not one qualification/awarding body should have complete 
control over something as important as this.’ 
 
4.7 FE: A Tiered system 

FE SENCOs and FE managers were asked to comment on what levels should be 
included in a foundation, intermediate and advanced SENCO tiered system, rather 
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than being asked if they agreed/disagreed with the introduction of a tiered system. 
90% (18/20) of FE managers commented on what levels should belong to each tier, 
along with 80% (8/10) FE SENCOs. The most frequently cited levels from both 
groups included: foundation, Level 3 and 4, intermediate, Level 4 and 5 and 
advanced, Level 6 and 7. Respondents believed 3 tiers was sufficient; a fourth tier 
before foundation was not considered necessary.  

4.8 FE: modules 

There was more support for a qualifications pathway with top up modules, rather 
than keeping the current system and having top up modules for gaps in knowledge 
and/or understanding. 55% of respondents supported a qualifications pathway with 
top up modules. Just 40% supported keeping the current Level 7 award, with no 
pathway, but introducing top up modules to fill the knowledge and understanding 
gaps. Given the very strong support for a SENCO qualification pathway, opinion on 
additional modules tend to be less positive, suggesting that if introduced there may 
be poor uptake.    
 
4.9 FE SENCO: SENCO qualifications and pathway 

There was strong support amongst FE SENCO/equivalent practitioners for 
appropriately qualified SENCOs. 80% of respondents believed that the person in the 
FE SENCO role should either hold a relevant qualification before being appointed to 
the role or be working towards the relevant qualification once in the post. There was 
also very strong support for a SENCO qualifications pathway from Level 3 to Level 7, 
where Level 7 would remain the National Award, adapted for FE; 90% of 
respondents supported this, with one comment reflecting the need for the current 
Level 7 qualification to be adapted to FE. This is reflected in the following comment:  

‘I completed the Level 7 NASENCO qualification last year. It was extremely useful 
and I am really glad I did it. The course however, was not really geared for FE, so 
should I have had the option for an FE qualification, I would definitely have opted for 
this’. 
 

4.10 FE: Delivery of SENCO qualifications pathway 

Overall findings suggest that for all Levels respondents favour a delivery model that 
is a combination of online and face to face learning. For Level 7, they favour a part 
time delivery over 2 years. At all Levels, respondents also favour a delivery model 
that includes face to face lectures and either support from an outside mentor (most 
popular) or support from a SENCO with area responsibilities. Further details for each 
Level are provided in the following tables. 

Table 4.13 : FE SENCO: Level 3 preferred delivery model 

Level 3: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Online  1 

Combination of online and face to face 2 

Distance learning 3 
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Face to face 3 

Part time over I year   3 

Part-time over 6 months 3 

 

Table 4.14 FE SENCO: Level 3 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 3: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Face to face lectures 1 

Supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility  

1 

A mentor from outside of setting 2 

A mentor from inside setting 3 

Table 4.15: FE SENCO: Level 4 preferred delivery model 

Level 4: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of online and face to face 1 

Combination of distance learning and face 
to face 

1 

Face to face   1 

Distance 1 

Part time over 1 year 2 

Part time over 6 months 2 

Table 4.16 : FE SENCO: Level 4 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 4: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Lectures delivered face to face 1 

A mentor from outside  2 

Supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

2 

A mentor from inside  3 

Table 4.17 : FE SENCO: Level 5 preferred delivery model 

Level 5: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of distance and face to face 1 

Combination of online and face to face  2 

Part time over 1 year 2 

Distance  3 

Table 4.18 : FE SENCO: Level 5 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 5: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Lectures delivered face to face  1 
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A mentor from outside  2 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

2 

A mentor from within the setting  3 

 

Table 4.19: FE SENCO: Level 6 preferred delivery model 

Level 6: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Combination of online and face to face 1 

Distance learning 2 

Combination of distance and face to face 3 

Part-time over 1 year 3 

Face to face 3 

Table 4.20 : FE SENCO: Level 6 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 6: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Lectures delivered face to face  1 

A mentor from outside  2 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

2 

A mentor from inside  3 

Table 4.21: FE SENCO: Level 7 preferred delivery model 

Level 7: preferred delivery model  Rank in order of preference (most 
popular=1) 

Part-time over 2 years 1 

Combination of online and face to face  2 

Distance learning  2 

Part time over 1 year 2 

Combination of distance learning and face 
to face 

3 

Table 4.22: FE SENCO: Level7 preferred type of face to face learning 

Level 7: preferred type of face to face 
learning 

Rank in order of preference 
(most popular=1) 

Lectures delivered face to face  1 

A mentor from outside setting 1 

supported by a SENCO with area 
responsibility 

2 

A mentor from inside  3 
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4.11 FE: modules 

There was more support for a qualifications pathway with top up modules, rather 
than keeping the current system and having top up modules for gaps in knowledge 
and/or understanding. 50% of respondents supported a qualifications pathway with 
top up modules. Just 40% supported keeping the current Level 7 award, with no 
pathway, but introducing top up modules to fill the knowledge and understanding 
gaps. Given the very strong support for a SENCO qualification pathway, opinion on 
additional modules tend to be less positive, suggesting that if introduced there may 
be poor uptake.    

4.12 FE SENCO practitioner/manager: challenges 

A key challenge in the FE sector is the need for experience to be taken into 
consideration. Many of those already working in a SENCO/equivalent role have done 
so for a number of years. They are also more likely to have researched the role and 
be aware of their knowledge gaps and how to ‘fill’ them than is the case in the early 
years sector. This is reflected in the following comment:  

‘I think the candidate's experience would need to be considered in addition to the 
qualifications they hold – after all many additional needs managers in FE 
education have been doing the SENCO role for years’.   

In addition, given the higher level of qualifications of those working within the FE 
sector, than the early years sector, a view expressed a number of times was that of 
accessing the qualifications pathway at a higher level. This is reflected in the 
following comment: 
   
‘I feel other experience should be taken into account within FE but agree that the 
current Level 7 used for schools can be adapted. I don't think I feel having a Level 3 
or 4 acceptable as a grade to do the FE role. Level 5, 6 and 7 upwards is much more 
favourable’. 
  

4.13 FE: Summary 

There was strong support for those in the FE SENCO role having a relevant 
qualification, which could be attained within a time frame, once appointed to the role. 
At the same time, it was considered important to take their experience into 
consideration. Many have worked in the role for a number of years, have often 
researched the role and addressed gaps in their own knowledge; this contrasts with 
those in a similar role within the early years. However, there was a lot of support for 
a SENCO qualifications pathway, which many believed should not need be accessed 
below Level 5 for those working within the FE sector. This is also supported by the 
generally higher Level of qualification held by those working in this role in 
comparison to those working in a similar role in the early years. There was generally 
less support for top up modules; the qualifications pathway was the most favoured 
model, where Level 7 – the National Award – would be adapted to FE. 
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Chapter 5: Local Authority Area SENCO/ 

equivalent 

Overall findings showed support for those working in the SENCO role in early years 
and FE settings having the National Award. However, there were generally mixed 
responses in terms of whether the Area SENCO would consider doing the National 
Award themselves. Although some already had the National Award (findings from: 
survey 1 showed that 11/90 respondents had the National Award; survey 2, 5/52 had 
the National Award and 6/40 interviewees had the National Award, with one in the 
process of doing it). Amongst interviewees, 30% felt that through being in their role 
or a similar SEN role for a number of years, they had gained through experience; 
they did not think that the National Award could add anything more; however, one 
third of this group said that either their team would be interested in it or that they 
would be keen for their team to do the National Award. On the other hand, 35% of 
interviewees said they would be interested in the National Award, with half of them 
adding the proviso that it would need to be more focused on the LA Area SENCO 
role (early years/FE) for them to consider it.  

5.1 LA Area SENCO: Early Years SENCO Role 

A profile of those from Local Authorities who responded to survey 1, showed 68% 
were Area SENCOs or equivalent, with an average of 7 years in the role. They were 
more likely to provide support and advice to early years settings, (working with an 
average of 124 settings), than FE colleges (17%). They worked mainly with PVIs and 
childminders (76% are non-maintained providers) and supported approximately 65% 
of early years providers in their area.  
 
Initially, contact with providers was established both by the Area SENCO (59%) and 
by providers making contact through the LA (61%). Once contact is made, Area 
SENCOs tend to be proactive in maintaining the contact through email, telephone, 
visits and training. The most common way that contact is maintained is through email 
(77%) and through training sessions (74%). 
 
In terms of their role in early years (more detailed figures in the table below), key 
activities include helping SENCOs/other early years staff to understand the statutory 
responsibilities for children with SEND (71% do this a lot); giving SENCOs/other 
early years staff strategies to improve outcomes for children with SEND (69% do this 
a lot); supporting the identification of children’s special educational needs (64% do 
this a lot); helping SENCOs/other early years staff in identifying appropriate 
interventions for children with SEND (64%); identifying external sources of support 
when needed for children with SEND (62% do this a lot); advise SENCOs/other early 
years staff on informing/liaising with parents and carers when making SEND 
provision for their child (60% do this a lot), advise SENCOs/other early years staff on 
working in partnership with parents and carers when a child is identified as having 
SEND (63% do this a lot). 

The extent to which they develop and deliver training is variable, but the majority do 
this a lot, quite a lot or a little (see table overleaf). The majority however, do not 
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develop and provide training online and are less likely to train SENCOs or other early 
years staff to deliver their own training.   

Area SENCOs are also less likely to be involved in supporting transition from the 
early years setting to the school.  

For the relatively small proportion who have the SENCO Award, (Survey 1: 12%; 
survey 2: 9%; 40 interviewees:15%, with one interviewee doing the National Award), 
responses were very mixed on the extent to which the Award had helped them in 
their role. This area was explored further in the interviews with LA Area SENCOs (or 
equivalent). 

For those who had the Award, they believed the most useful parts of the Award for 
their role in supporting and advising early years SENCOs was support for parents, 
multi-agency working, early intervention, case studies and reflections. Many made 
the comment that there was not any focus on early years. 

Respondents considered the least useful part of the National Award for their work 
with early years SENCOs was the lengthy assignments, which were seen as too 
theoretical with not enough focus on the practical. A number of respondents 
commented on the lack of an early years focus of the current Award (it is currently 
too focused on schools) and the need for it to be accessible to all SENCOs. Other 
areas included child development, transition, monitoring of progress, statutory 
requirements of the Code of Practice (including the Graduated Response), 
identifying needs, provision mapping, effective communication with parents, 
understanding referral pathways, person centred planning and progress to 
Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs), assessing progress for children with 
SEND, co-ordination across a range of settings, leadership and coaching skills and 
working with and supporting colleagues.   

 
5.2 LA Area SENCO: Early years SENCO role – details from survey 1 

The following table provides details on the extent to which respondents provide 
support and advice on the following to early years providers (relating to identification, 
assessment and intervention as specified in the SEND Code of Practice): 
 

Table 5:1 LA Area SENCO: support for identification, assessment and 
interventions 
 A Lot Quite a 

lot 
A little  Not at all  Not 

sure/prefer 
not to say  

Helping SENCOs/ other early 
years staff to understand the 
statutory responsibilities for 
children with SEND? 

71% 12% 6% 3% 2% 

Supporting SENCOs/other early 
years staff in 
understanding how 
SEND can affect children’s 
learning? 

63% 19% 6% 4% 1% 
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Giving SENCOs/other early 
years staff strategies to improve 
outcomes for children with 
SEND? 

69% 12%  6% 6% 1% 

Supporting the identification of 
children’s’ special educational 
needs? 

64% 13% 11% 2% 2% 

Helping SENCOs/other early 
years staff to develop effective 
recording systems for 
monitoring the progress of 
children with SEND? 

60% 12% 14% 6% 1% 

Helping SENCOs/other early 
years staff in in identifying 
appropriate interventions for 
children with SEND? 

64% 20% 4% 3% 1% 

Helping SENCOs/other early 
years staff in using appropriate 
interventions for children with 
SEND? 

61% 19% 9% 3% 1% 

*The extent to which respondents provide day to day support for SENCOs/other staff 
in early years settings in ensuring arrangements are in place to support children with 
SEND is provided by the following table: 

Table 5.2: LA Area SENCO: Supporting arrangements for children with SEND  

 A Lot  Quite a 
lot  

A little  Not at all  Not 
sure/prefer 
not to say 

Work strategically with 
SENCOs/other early years staff 
to promote an inclusive ethos? 

47% 22% 16% 7% 1% 

Model effective practice 
of teaching children with 
SEND? 

36% 20% 21% 14% 0% 

Support and advise 
SENCOs/other early years staff 
to ensure efficient use of 
resources to improve the 
progress of children with SEND? 

41% 34% 9% 6% 1% 

Encourage SENCOs/ other early 
years staff to 
use action research in 
developing effective 
practice for children with 
SEND? 

17% 23% 28% 18% 7% 

Ensure that SENCOs/other early 
years staff develop school 
systems which effectively 
support children with 
SEND? 

40% 30% 12% 10% 0% 
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The extent to which respondents strengthen the link between early years settings, 
parents, social care and health services is provided by the following table:   
 

Table 5.3: LA Area SENCO: Strengthening the link between early years 
settings, parents, social care and health services  

 A lot  Quite a 
lot  

A little  Not at all  Not sure/ 
prefer not 
to say 

Identify external sources of 
support when needed for 
children with SEND? 

62% 20% 4% 6% 0% 

Make the link with external 
providers of support when 
needed for children with SEND? 

42% 28% 10% 12% 0% 

Coordinate provision for children 
with SEND in settings? 

34% 21% 18% 19% 0% 

Advise SENCOs/other early 
years staff on informing/ liaising 
with parents and carers when 
making SEND provision for their 
child 

60% 21% 3% 8% 1% 

Advise SENCOs/other early 
years staff on information 
gathering when making SEND 
provision for their child 

59% 19% 8% 4% 2% 

Support and advise 
SENCOs/other early years staff 
in putting the ‘Graduated 
Response’ into practice in the 
setting? 

58% 21% 3% 7% 2% 

Support and advise 
SENCOs/other early years staff 
in keeping records when the 
‘Graduated Response’ is in 
place in the setting? 

59% 19% 7% 6% 2% 

Advise SENCOs/other early 
years staff on working in 
partnership with parents and 
carers when a child is identified 
as having SEND  

63% 18% 3% 6% 1% 

You are involved with parents 
and carers when a decision is 
taken to involve appropriate 
specialists  

34% 29% 12% 17% 0% 

Support SENCOs/other early 
years staff in ensuring parents 
and carers are equal partners in 
supporting their SEND child’s 
learning and well-being? 

57% 20% 8% 7% 1% 

You inform parents of and work 
with local impartial information, 
advice and support services to 

37% 30% 12% 13% 0% 
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promote effective work with 
parents of children in the early 
years 

 

The extent to which respondents support the development and delivery of training 
both for individual early years settings and on a wider basis and the development 
and dissemination of good practice is provided in the following table: 
  

Table 5.4:  LA Area SENCO: Development and delivery of training 

 A Lot Quite a 
lot  

A little  Not at all  Not 
sure/prefer 
not to say 

Develop general training for 
SENCOs/other early years 
staff? 

44% 27% 14% 6% 1% 

Deliver general training to 
SENCOs/other early years 
staff? 

39% 32% 14% 6% 1% 

Develop training on an area 
requested by the SENCO/ other 
early years staff?  

24% 31% 28% 8% 1% 

Deliver training on an area 
requested by the SENCO/ other 
early years staff? 

24% 34% 23% 9% 1% 

Deliver training to a number of 
SENCOs /other early years staff 
from different providers at the 
same time? 

37% 32% 11% 9% 2% 

Develop and provide training 
online? 

1% 3% 10% 73% 3% 

Train SENCOs/ other early 
years staff to deliver their own 
training? 

7% 7% 38% 38% 2% 

 

The extent to which respondents develop links with existing SENCO networks to 
support smooth transitions to school nurseries and reception classes is provided in 
the following table: 
 

Table 5.5: LA Area SENCO: supporting transition  

 A Lot Quite a 
lot  

A little  Not at 
all  

Not 
sure/prefer 
not to say 

Make links between early years 
settings and primary schools? 

36% 19% 26% 10% 2% 

Involve parents and carers in 
this process? 

38% 19% 17% 18% 1% 

Arrange SENCO network 
meetings for transition to 
school? 

27% 19% 19% 23% 4% 
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Findings from the interviews with Local Authority Area SENCOs/equivalent tended to 
support the findings from survey 1, along with further insights into their role. A key 
role is that of supporting the multi-agency approach and working with settings to 
guide and advice parents. This is reflected in the following comment:  
 

‘A huge part of the work is on cross-disciplinary panels, meeting with parents and 
other professionals, half termly. We are meant to be supporting settings to support 
parents, but sometimes parents phone us directly’.   
 

Many will visit the settings daily and have an ‘open-door’ policy, in that settings can 
contact them by email or telephone for advice or guidance. They provide regular 
SENCO training for those new to the role and organise SENCO network meetings in 
their area. These are well attended as they provide an opportunity for early years 
SENCOs to learn from sharing good practice.  
Some have carried out inclusion/SEN reviews within the settings and provide toolkits 
for the settings to use in reviewing their practice. 
 
The National Award was generally seen as a very good idea for those in the role 
within the setting to give ‘credence to the role’. Some felt there was not a relevant 
SENCO qualification around young children and highlighted the importance of any 
qualification addressing child development. Many of the Area SENCOs work with 
PVIs and childminders. One Area SENCO/equivalent commented on the value of a 
National Award for those working in PVIs, where ‘SENCOs are not seen as leaders. 
They sometimes have it forced upon them. They have a job description for SENCO, 
but it is up to them whether they instil it or not’.  
 
In terms of delivery of a National Award, many felt face to face was better. This is 
reflected in the following comment:  
 
‘A Masters Level would be great for me as I am immersed in the role. But for early 
years SENCOs, many of whom are qualified at Level 3, they like the support of 
others. Many say they benefit from meeting others, hearing about practice, systems 
and working with parents. This helps theory to come alive as they are meeting others 
with similar difficulties and they can consider the interventions they use. ‘   
 

30% of those interviewed felt that through being in their role or a similar SEN role for 
a number of years, they had gained through experience; they did not think that the 
National Award could add anything more; however, one third of this group said that 
either their team would be interested in it or that they would be keen for their team to 
do the National Award. On the other hand, 35% of interviewees said they would be 
interested in the National Award, with half of them adding the proviso that it would 
need to be more focused on the LA Area SENCO role (early years/FE) for them to 
consider it.  

 

5.3 Local Authority Area SENCO/equivalent: views on Early Years SENCO 

qualifications and pathway survey 2 

Overall findings showed strong support for those in an early years SENCO role 
within the setting holding a SENCO qualification. 81% of respondents supported this 
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view, of which 17% believed there should be the expectation of working towards the 
qualification once in the role, rather than needing the qualification to be appointed to 
the role. This is reflected in the following comments:  

 
‘Qualification within 2 years may be more practical.’ 
 
‘I think that there should be an expectation that someone taking on this role should 
begin undertaking and studying towards a SENCO qualification as soon as they take 
on this responsibility, similar to SENCOs within other phases’. 
 
‘Special educational needs are present across the age range and therefore it is 
important that there is parity in terms of training across the phases in education’. 
 
‘It would be great and possible in maintained, but difficult in PVIs’ 
 
Equally, there was strong support for a SENCO qualification pathway from Level 3 to 
Level 7, where Level 7 is the National Award (adapted for early years). 71% 
supported this. At the same time 7% did not support it and 12%, who selected other 
response reflected some of the perceived challenges of implementing the pathway. 
This is reflected in their comments:  
 
‘I think the staff actually doing the job will be interested and hugely boosted in their 
role by this plan, but whether the private provider owners will value this and allow 
time or funds for it to be actioned remains to be seen.’ 
 
‘I think it would very much depend on cost and time required for completion; 
particularly in small, private settings.’ 
 
There were mixed responses in terms of introducing a tiered system within the 
qualifications pathway; that is, foundation SENCO, intermediate SENCO and 
advanced SENCO. Although 60% of respondents supported this, 15% did not, with 
another 15% selecting other; 10% did not respond. Some of the reasons given by 
the 15% who provided comments, reflect the potential challenges with a tiered 
system: 
 
‘Not sure: this might introduce unnecessary levels of complexity and hierarchy’ 
 
‘…..It would blur the boundaries of what a SENCO is across phases and create a 
multi layered system which will cause confusion and under qualified practitioners or 
'SENCOs on the cheap' 
 
‘It is the practicalities of this as it is about the experience of the day to day essence 
of the role’ 
 
‘Not sure about this - can see it becoming over complicated - a graduated response 
would help ensure all early years settings SENCOs had at least some key 
understanding whilst also allowing them to build on initial learning etc’. 
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‘Schools might resist SENCOs going on the advanced course as they would feel that 
SEND pupils will be sent to their setting. Needs to focus on minimum standards and 
raising the inclusive practice in all schools. SENCO qualification should be at Level 
7’. 
  
Amongst those who did support a tiered system, findings suggested that foundation 
SENCO might include Level 3 only or Level 3 and Level 4, intermediate SENCO 
might include Level 4 and Level 5, whilst advanced SENCO might include Level 6 
and Level 7.    

5.4 Area SENCO role in early years 

There was a lot of support for an Area SENCO to work with early years settings. 
81% of respondents supported this. Reasons given for this included the high 
turnover of staff in the setting, having the capacity to train someone in the 
identification and management of SEND within the setting, the poorer qualifications 
of those within the settings, and the lack of any requirement for PVIs to have a 
SENCO. This is reflected in the following comments:  
 
‘Yes, settings have a wide range of abilities of staff who take up the SENCO role. 
There is a high turnover of staff and a high reliance on Area SENCOs.’ 
 
‘Practitioners in early years settings (including SENCOs) often have little knowledge, 
expertise and experience of children with SEND.’ 
 
‘Early Years Settings need guidance and advice from someone who's sole job it is to 
do.’ 
 
‘There are lots of small one setting providers who do not have the capacity to train 
their staff without support from an Area SENCO. Lots of them either have a high 
turnover of staff or have staff who have been doing the job for a long time.’ 
 
‘The LA has strategic responsibility for reducing inequalities and providing funding to 
meet children's needs.’ 
 
‘Early identification is vital. This work is difficult and a high level of training is 
needed.’ 
 
‘Due to the high turnover of staff and PVI settings.’ 
 
‘PVI providers seem to value the support at the everyday practical level and having a 
key contact should they require support or advice regarding next steps and or sign 
posting to local services and agencies. When this service was previously removed 
the PVI providers requested it be reinstated.’ 
 
‘Settings do not have the same resources as schools with early years departments 
and although very keen to learn, find accessing training more difficult. Salaries do 
not match the responsibility they have in early identification where the role of the 
Area SENCO is crucial.’ 
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Although these comments highlight the challenges settings can face, particularly 
those in the PVI sector, there was some indication that if those in the SENCO role in 
early years were better qualified there may be less need for an Area SENCO. This is 
reflected in the following comments:  
 
‘…unless all EY SENCOS were at intermediate/advanced level’. 
 
‘If there is an expectation that people undertaking the role of SENCO within early 
years settings will complete a relevant SENCO qualification, this would be a better 
model than one Area SENCO divided amongst a lot of provisions’. 
‘In the current system, PVIs have no requirement for a trained SENCO and so at the 
moment the Area SENCO role is required. If all early years settings had to have a 
trained SENCO then this role will not be required.’ 
 
‘A SENCO per setting would seem to provide more personalised knowledge around 
the children and their local community.’ 
 
‘it could help if within areas settings had people qualified at Level 3-6 and then had 
access to a Level 7 if they can’t get the full qualification themselves.’ 
 
‘There is significant turn over in early years workers – the Area SENCO role allows 
locality support and cohesion and could be aligned to support SENCOs in settings 
alongside an early years SENCO qualification.’ 
 
5.5 Area SENCO: Assessor role 

The idea of an Area SENCO within the Local Authority acting as an assessor for a 
SENCO qualification pathway was supported by 62% of respondents. The reasons 
are reflected in the following comments:  
 
‘Yes because they would have a deeper understanding of the systems used in the 
LA.’ 
 
‘Area SENCOs know their settings and SENCOs well and are in a good position to 
support them through the training and to check that they have understood and are 
applying what they have been taught.’ 
 
‘The Area SENCO would have knowledge and understanding of the local context 
and issues (although there may be an issue regarding capacity).’ 
 
‘LAs could provide this role as they have the local knowledge and should have the 
skills to assess effectively.’ 
 
‘But only for the lower levels; foundation, possibly intermediate.’ 
 
Despite the positive support for an Area SENCO as an assessor, 23% of 
respondents did not support it; 15% returned no response. A closer look at 
comments made by respondents, shows general support for a Local Authority 
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assessor, but not necessarily an Area SENCO. This is reflected in the following 
comments:  
 
‘Not necessarily an assessor role but they prefer a coach/mentor.’ 
 
‘Other professionals have early years expertise including SEN advisory teachers and 
educational psychologists.’ 
 
‘……I think there are others in our LA who would be better suited such as EPs and 
specialist teachers who deliver the teachers National Award in SEN Coordination.’ 
 
‘That would depend on their other duties as quality assurance is so important and 
need a thorough and robust process.’ 
 
‘Could work although there could equally be other models locally dependent on local 
circumstances.’ 
 
‘It is important that there is a variety of monitoring pathways with this early years 
assessor role being one layer. The LA Quality Assurance Team plays a valuable part 
in being an objective assessor to pick up on statutory requirements.’ 
 
‘It would be a possibility but many Local Authorities have reduced their advisory 
services so much it may be a challenge.’ 
 
‘I think there should be external assessors as the Area SENCO's role is to support 
and train an EY SENCO but I feel it could compromise the relationship if they also 
need to be the assessor.’ 
 
5.6 Early Years: Expectations of parents and carers 

Findings indicated that parents and carers would not expect the person in the 
SENCO role within the setting to be qualified to Level 7 as is the case in schools; 
56% of respondents supported this view. However, as the following comments 
indicate, parents, without relevant knowledge, may have varying expectations of the 
early years SENCO:     
 
‘Not necessarily, but perhaps parents take what they get on this.’ 
 
‘Parents/carers may not expect that level of qualification; but why should early years 
children be less entitled to staff with sufficient knowledge and expertise?’ 
 
‘I am not sure that all parents would have an understanding of this as they do not 
always know or recognise the different qualifications that practitioners already hold.’ 
 
‘I think most people are aware that EY settings do not have the same staff entry 
requirements as schools.’ 
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‘My experience is that parents have varying expectations of early years settings but 
often the expectations are low - the costs are huge but the pay for the staff generally 
low: that says it all.’ 
 

5.7 Challenges to early years SENCO qualification pathway  

The idea of those in an early years setting SENCO role holding a related qualification 
was well received, but various challenges and barriers were highlighted. These 
included the difficulty in finding practitioners to take on the role without an increase in 
salary and high staff turnover in the early years. This is reflected in the following 
comments: 

‘At present it is really difficult to find practitioners within the provision to take on the 
role who will also take on extra responsibilities on the national living wage.’ 
 
‘Whilst this would be an ideal situation there is often a high turnover of staff in the 
PVI sector.’ 
 
In relation to the introduction of a SENCO qualification pathway, barriers included 
linking the role to teacher status, funding, time and implementing this in the PVI 
sector, where funding is a significant issue. This is reflected in the following 
comments: 
 
‘A pathway of SEN accreditation is a good idea, but it should not be linked to the 
SENCO role which is teacher role.’ 
 
‘I think they would be interested but would not be able to access training and/or 
recognition through pay for the qualification’. 
 
‘I am concerned that this yet again devalues EY practice/practitioners.’ 
 
‘From discussion with the practitioners in the PVI sector there is a varying response.’ 
 
‘If they had extra time to help them do this.’ 
 
Other perceived challenges to the success of an early years SENCO qualifications 
pathway was the lack of a statutory duty on early years settings to have a named 
person in the SENCO role. This is reflected in the following comment:  

‘I would prefer that there is a legal duty for ALL sectors to have a properly qualified 
SENCO.’ 
 
Current legislation requires early years settings to have arrangements in place to 
meet children’s SEN, with the expectation that a group setting will identify a SENCO; 
only maintained nursery schools are actually required to have a SENCO, who must 
hold qualified teacher status.  
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5.8 Summary: Early Years 

Overall findings suggest strong support for a SENCO qualification pathway from 
Level 3 to 7, where Level 7 remains the National Award. Generally, there was a 
feeling that those in the early years SENCO role should be expected to work towards 
the relevant qualification once in the role, rather than being required to have the 
qualification prior to appointment. Equally there was strong support for an Area 
SENCO role; although comments suggested that if setting SENCOs were more 
highly qualified, there may be less need for this role. Findings further suggested that 
although a Local Authority assessor for lower levels of the qualification pathway is 
supported, an Area SENCO may not be the best person within the Local Authority to 
have that role. There was less support for the introduction of a tiered system within 
the pathway, that is, foundation SENCO, intermediate SENCO and advanced 
SENCO; views of respondents suggested this could lead to a complex system.  

5.9 Local Authority Area SENCO/equivalent: FE SENCO role-survey 1 

As well as supporting early years settings, Area SENCOs work with FE providers 
including Sixth Form schools (16%), FE colleges (14%), Sixth Form colleges (14%) 
and independent specialist colleges (12%).They support an average of 12 providers.  
 
Initial contact is made either directly through the LA or meetings or contact through 
the Local Offer; they maintain contact by telephone or email.  
 
Involvement with FE providers includes advice on the SEND reforms, high needs 
funding queries, commissioning new provision to meet needs, improving transition/ 
preparation for adulthood agenda, links between colleges and social care, providing 
access to networks, chairing meetings between FE SEND Leads, gap analysis of 
SEND, training on the SEND reforms, checking and advising on planning and 
assessment of EHCPs and finding post 16 placements for some students. The Area 
SENCO/equivalent role in Local Authorities has become more early years focused, 
with the equivalent FE role more likely to be incorporated into SEND team roles. One 
Local Authority Area SENCO commented on the absence of an Area SENCO for FE, 
where the person within the LA with responsibility for SEN advises both early years 
and FE providers on SEND reform19.  
 
LA Area SENCOs (or equivalent) were of the opinion that the following would need 
to be considered by an FE SENCO Award: supporting young people to prepare for 
adulthood, personalised budgets, working with other professionals - health and 
social care, transition processes and good practice, outcomes, developing a shared 
understanding of needs, understanding of the qualifications in the FE sector,  
understanding of funding rules and timescales in the FE sector, measuring good 
outcomes/monitoring related to EHCP, understanding of breadth of the Local Offer, 
person centred planning and personalisation, alignment of curriculum with the 
Preparing for Adulthood agenda, statutory requirements/roles and responsibilities for 
the organisation relating to the SEND Code of Practice 0-25, meeting/supporting 

                                                           
19 Evidence from the current study shows that different people within the LA have responsibility for 
early years Area SENCO and FE Area SENCO.For both sectors the person is unlikely to be called 
Area SENCO; in addition, this role was less frequently found in LAs for the FE sector. 
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needs in practice and interpretation, implementation and monitoring of the EHCP/ 
monitoring of progress against targets. 
 
5.10 FE: further views of interviewees 

Those interviewed added further insight into their role with FE providers and tended 
to affirm the diversity of the sector in terms of provider type and variability in 
addressing SEN in practice. Some Local Authorities work very closely with their FE 
providers; typically large, mainstream colleges, providing work based learning. In 
these areas, the FE providers tend to be proactive and look towards the Local 
Authorities to ‘fill-in’ gaps in their knowledge and practice; a common area covered is 
that of EHC planning. Nonetheless, there was strong support for the National Award 
for those working within the role in FE education, which was seen as a way of ‘giving 
them a focus’ in a sector where delivery is variable.       

5.11 FE: SENCO qualification pathway from Level 3 to Level 7 

56% of respondents supported the view that the FE SENCO role should hold a 
relevant SENCO qualification before being appointed, with a further 17% being of the 
opinion that they should be working towards it once in the role. A number of those 
who supported ‘working towards’, once in the role, felt it should be aligned to the 
school model, where the expectation is for SENCOs to attain the National Award 
within three years. 

64% of respondents supported a SENCO qualification pathway, with others 
highlighting time and funding as reasons for not having it. 18% did not respond to 
this question, which may indicate they do not have FE responsibilities. 

5.12 FE: a tiered system 

The idea of having a tiered system within a qualifications pathway i.e. a foundation 
SENCO, intermediate SENCO and advanced SENCO received mixed responses. –
Whilst 40% were in favour of this, 27% were not, with the remainder either not 
responding or selecting ‘other’ response, some of whom provided comments. Their 
comments indicated that this model might be overly complex, along with the belief 
that those in the SENCO role/equivalent in an FE setting should be more highly 
qualified. This is reflected in the following comments: 

‘I feel FE should be Level 6 or 7 only,’ 
 
‘I think staff responsible for SEND should have the PGCE FE and FE qualification 
and so be able to start SENCO study at a higher level.’ 
 
‘a graduated approach has attractions however the tiered model appears over 
complicated.’ 
 
‘I would rather not have Levels but minimum requirements.’  

For those who did support a tiered system, the most commonly cited levels for each 
were: foundation (Level 3 and Level 4), intermediate (Level 4 and Level 5) and 
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advanced (Level 6 and Level 7); the idea of a fourth SENCO tier, prior to Foundation 
Level was generally not supported. 

 

5.13 FE: Top up modules within the current National Award model.  

The idea of keeping the current National Award (adapted for FE), and not introducing 
a Level 3 to Level 7 qualifications pathway, but providing ‘top up’ modules received 
mixed responses. Only 38% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with this. 19% 
either disagreed or strongly disagreed that this model would be beneficial; a further 
17% were neutral. A closer look at the comments suggests uncertainty:   

‘Yes, in order not to introduce a further inequality into a system which already 
rewards and has differential expectations.’ 
 
‘Really not sure. Having run the SENCO sessions in our area, I can see overlaps but 
it is difficult to cover the whole age range so I think at the very least, some careful 
articulation of the "gaps" needs to be addressed.’ 
 
5.14 FE: Top up modules within a SENCO qualifications pathway 

There was generally more support for top up modules within a SENCO qualifications 
pathway, than top up modules within the current model of the National Award only. 
44% agreed or strongly agreed that this would be a good model. Nonetheless a 
significant minority either disagreed or strongly disagreed that this would be good 
(17%), with a further 17% either having no opinion or holding a neutral opinion. 
Positive responses are reflected in the following comment:  
  
‘I tend to agree with this approach. Colleges are big organisations covering a wide 
range of SEND and I think a clear pathway with career development with outcome of 
provision of high quality understanding and support for learners' needs is what we 
need.’ 
 
Again, the idea that those in the SENCO/equivalent role in the FE sector should be 
well qualified is reflected in the following comment:  
 
‘I think they should be PGCE FE and FE holders before starting.’ 
 
For those who did not support this model, they felt it may result in managers holding 
the higher qualification with those qualified at lower levels supporting the students:  
 
‘I believe that this will result in one person holding the SENCO status nominally, and 
the less qualified Level 3 staff mostly supporting students.’ 
 
5.15 FE Area SENCO 

Just over half of respondents (54%) felt there was a need for an FE Area SENCO 
role. A closer look at some of the comments shows that a number of respondents 
believe if those in the SENCO role in FE settings were well qualified, with good 
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knowledge and understanding of practice, there would be less need for an Area 
SENCO role. This, they believed is less likely to happen as long as an FE SENCO 
role within the setting is not a statutory requirement. These views are reflected in the 
following comments:  
 
‘In the current system, Colleges have no requirement for a trained SENCO and so at 
the moment the Area SENCO role is required. If all college settings had to have a 
trained SENCO then this role will not be required.’ 
 
‘SEN and the statutory assessment processes still need embedding in FE settings. 
Although I think it should be law that FE colleges have a SENCO.’ 
 
‘Until such time as sufficient SENCO expertise is within those settings.’ 
 
‘Again, I think that the expectation that a SENCO within these provisions should 
complete a relevant qualification is sufficient.’ 
 
‘Provision FE needs developing in our local area. These SENCOs would advocate 
this approach and ensure the investment in the young people with SEN is having 
maximum impact.’ 
 
‘Each college/FE setting should have its own staff for that community of students. 
They will know the students and their needs best.’ 
 
‘This could help consistency across FE providers but possibly not very practical in 
day to day running as providers can be so diverse in this sector.’ 
 
‘I think colleges, being much larger do not require an Area SENCO but SENCOs 
from colleges should meet as part of a professional network regularly.’ 
 
5.16 Area SENCO as assessor in qualifications pathway 

Just 39% of respondents supported the idea of an Area SENCO assessor role; 
although it should be noted that over one quarter (28%) did not respond to this 
question. A closer look at comments suggests that there is some support for a Local 
Authority assessor who could be part of a team or another ‘SEN professional’, not 
necessarily an Area SENCO. These views are reflected in the following comments:     
 

‘I think this would need to be as part of a team of assessors across all age ranges so 
that best practice is moderated within all sectors.’ 
 
‘I think there is value in accessing the services of suitably qualified staff who retain 
an overview of all provisions across a Local Authority.’ 
 
‘Not necessarily an assessor role but they prefer a coach/mentor.’ 
 
‘No. It will work only if adequate time and resources are given to such a role.’ 
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5.17 FE: Parent and carer expectations 

Less than half of respondents (46%) felt that parents and carers expected the person 
in the SENCO/equivalent role to be qualified to Level 7. However, a closer look at 
comments suggest that parents may not be aware of the differing levels of 
qualifications. Another consideration is the student voice in FE education. These 
views are reflected in the following comments:  
 
‘I think you also need to take into account the expectations of young people and the 
different functions of the role in an FE setting.’ 
 
‘Parents/carers may not have an expectation, but why should young people FE be 
entitled to anything less than their counterparts in key stages 1-5.’ 
 
5.18 Challenges FE 

Challenges relating to a SENCO qualifications pathway tended to focus on time, 
funding and non-statutory requirement. That is, those in an FE SENCO role within a 
setting not having the time to do further qualifications or no funding from within the 
sector to pay for the qualifications. There was also some comment on the lack of a 
statutory requirement for a SENCO in an FE setting; this makes it difficult to expect 
those in the role to follow a qualifications pathway.   
 
Other challenges included an expectation of a more highly qualified person in the FE 
SENCO role, which would preclude the lower levels of qualification for someone in 
an FE SENCO role. 
 
There was some indication that an Area SENCO role for the FE sector may reduce 
the responsibility on colleges and other providers to meet the needs of their students 
with SEND. This is reflected in the following comment:  
 
‘The majority of FE providers e.g. colleges, are large institutions. As such the Area 
SENCO model would, in our opinion diminish, the responsibility of colleges to meet 
their statutory duties towards students with SEND.’ 
 
Other comments highlighted the fact that some of those in FE settings with SENCO 
role responsibilities are not qualified teachers. This would be a barrier to a SENCO 
qualifications pathway, where teacher status was a requirement.  
 
‘Schools have already gone through a significant shift away from having non teacher 
SENCOs – it would be a mistake to repeat that pattern in FE.’ 

The idea that an FE SENCO role is aligned to the school SENCO role was often a 
recurring theme and is reflected in the following comment:  

‘Parity with school SENCOs will be the key to this qualification. Parents and young 
people will have more confidence in local FE provision compared to specialist 
provision if this qualification becomes mandatory. It will also be interesting to see it 
this qualification applies equally to the FE local college sector as well as Specialist 
FE Institutions. The SEND reforms mean so many more legal requirements on the 
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FE sector in relation to EHCPs and the staff who work in this sector [should] get the 
chance to have a qualification which recognises their professionalism and 
commitment’. 
 
5.19 Summary: FE 

Overall findings suggest strong support for a qualified SENCO. There was strong 
support for an FE SENCO to hold a relevant qualification before being appointed to 
the role. At the same time a relatively large minority supported the idea of SENCOs 
completing the required qualification within three years of being appointed to the 
role; similar to the school model. Equally, there was a lot of support for a SENCO 
qualifications pathway, with the expectation that those in the FE sector would access 
the pathway at a higher level than those in the early years sector. There was some 
support for top up modules to fill knowledge gaps for those working in the role in FE. 
Although there was support for an Area SENCO role in FE, a number of respondents 
felt that if FE SENCOs were better qualified, an Area SENCO role is less likely to be 
needed. In addition, a number of respondents felt that an Area SENCO role within 
the FE sector, may diminish the responsibility of colleges and other providers for 
their SEND students. The idea of an Area SENCO assessor role was generally not 
well supported. Overall, there was more support for the FE SENCO role being 
aligned with the school model, than is the case with the early years SENCO role. 
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Chapter 6: NASENCO Provider Group 

This chapter considers the views of the National Award for SEN Co-ordination 
(NASENCO) provider groups. Survey 1 informed the particular context in which the 
first provider focus group was carried out. Findings showed that the FE SEN 
landscape needed to be aspirational, looking towards some adaptation of the Level 7 
National Award for FE applicants. The award provided different challenges for those 
working within the early years, in particular the lower level of qualification held by 
those within the sector; many are qualified at Level 3. Providers initiated ideas 
around a SENCO qualifications pathway from Level 3 to Level 7, where Level 7 
would remain the National Award, adapted for FE and early years. There was 
consensus that ‘teacher status’ should be a requirement across all phases (currently 
QTS is statutory, but some course providers accept QTLS and EYTS). In addition, it 
was felt that those in a SENCO role within FE, should not be accessing a 
qualifications pathway below Level 5, whilst those in early years could access the 
pathway from Level 3. There was general consensus that one pathway was needed 
across early years, schools and FE settings; currently the National Award ‘fits’ better 
with FE than it does with early years. A key issue in implementing change within the 
FE and early years, was identified as that of calling for change in a system without a 
statutory requirement for a SENCO.    

6.1 FE: Provider Group Views- Focus group 1 

There was agreement across the NASENCO quality provider focus group 
participants that the National Award was working very successfully for schools. This 
group has responsibility for quality assuring registered providers of the National 
Award. Participants believed that the learning outcomes, based on the SEND Code 
of Practice 0-25 (DfE/DoH, 2015) provided a good framework, around which the 
schools programme has been shaped. In addition, they provided good guidelines for 
students and both helped to define and give status to the role. There was agreement 
that any changes should not ‘water down’ the learning outcomes. Providers likened 
learning outcomes to standards, where they supported student learning to meet the 
outcomes within school.  

There was a general consensus amongst the providers, that the learning outcomes 
framework did not ‘fit’ the FE SENCO role as well as it could. However, there was 
some indication that FE SEND practice is not as clearly set out in the Code of 
Practice, as it is for schools. This may contribute to the reasons why, as one 
participant said: ‘we have moved a long way, in a short period of time with schools, 
but not with the others’. The provider group were of the opinion, that making any 
distinction between certain chapters of the Code of Practice, on which learning 
outcomes were based, would run the risk of developing a disconnected 0-25 system; 
they emphasised the need to keep the continuity. At the same time, they recognised 
that the more aspirational expectation in schools, with the person in the role qualified 
to Level 7, should also be the case for FE.  
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6.2 FE: challenges to change 

The key challenge to change was seen as the lack of a statutory requirement for an 
FE SENCO. Other challenges were seen as the different language used in FE 
including that the person in the SENCO role is often not described as such; in FE 
education, they are often part of a team within the area of learning support. A typical 
title may be ‘Learning Support Coordinator or Additional Learning Support Manager’. 
In terms of those working within this role in FE education, many do not have teacher 
status. They have often worked in the role for many years, have very good practical 
experience and do a lot for students, but without Qualified Teacher Status, they 
cannot attain the National Award. There was general consensus across the group, 
that in recent years, there had been an increase in the number of applicants from the 
FE sector. Other challenges included the diversity of the FE provider landscape, 
along with the larger size of some colleges; the example was given of one college 
where the head of learning support has 25 members of staff and around 5000 
students.  

6.3 FE: possible models  

Equally, the quality provider group recognised the commonality of general principles 
across all phases, believing that the current National Award could work well for those 
in the SENCO coordination role in mainstream FE provision. One suggestion, which 
was well supported, was that of putting the responsibility on the FE provider to 
ensure the person they want in the SENCO coordination role is qualified to the 
required level.  

There was general consensus that the FE landscape needed to be aspirational, 
where people working within the sector do want Masters Level qualifications, which 
need to be relevant to their career going forward. One idea was that of offering some 
form of relevant qualification from Level 5 through to Level 7, where Level 7 would 
remain the National Award; this was seen as enabling some ‘degree of reflection’ for 
a Level 5 qualification, where the ‘door to Level 7 is not closed’; having teacher 
status (QTS/QTLS) was seen as a necessary requirement for Level 7. 

6.4 FE: Summary 

The general consensus across the quality provider group was the need for stronger 
professionalism within the FE sector, which they believed could be enhanced 
through the statutory requirement of a SENCO coordinator, qualified to Level 7. This 
reflects the model for schools and was seen as bringing greater continuity in the 0-25 
SEND system. The idea of a qualification pathway from Level 5 to Level 7, where 
Level 7 would remain the National Award was well supported.  

6.5 Early Years: Provider Group views – focus group 1 

There was a general consensus that the early years sector faces many challenges, 
including a lack of funding, a big turnover of staff and staff qualified at a lower level 
than is the case in FE; added to this is the diminishing role of Area SENCOs. In 
many Local Authorities, this role has been subsumed into other areas. Most Local 
Authorities provide free training to those working in an early years SENCO 
coordinator role; this is provided on a cyclical basis. One provider said that they 
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provide an accredited, 20 hour training programme for early years SENCOs, but that 
many settings could not afford to pay for this route.  

Many of the provider group commented on the extra challenges faced in early years 
by the lower qualification entry requirement, with NVQ2 being the minimum 
requirement. One provider, who is piloting a Level 3, accredited qualification, 
commented on the high level of supervision required by early years students.  

There was a general consensus that the early years SENCO role was more clearly 
defined in the Code of Practice, than is the case for the FE role. They commented on 
the high interface with multi-agency working and a person centred approach.20.  

6.6 Early years: Possible models 

Possible models focused on the need to ‘build a bridge’ between Level 3 and Level 7 
and emphasised the important role of an Area SENCO in supporting this type of 
approach. Face to face delivery models were considered better at the lower end of 
the qualification pathway. As one provider said, referring to the Area SENCO role: 
‘we could reach a point where there is no delivery mechanism, so we need to look at 
upskilling some of those who work in the sector to deliver’. Currently there are a 
number of related Level 3, 4 and 5 qualifications (although these would need some 
adaptation). As one university provider said, their courses only start at Level 4. One 
provider currently offers a 0-5 years SENCO only certificate to those without teacher 
status.  

6.7 Early years: Summary 

There was general consensus that there needed to be some form of qualification 
pathway from Level 3 to Level 7 for those working within an early years SENCO role; 
they emphasised the need for a better-qualified workforce from the earliest years. 
However, challenges were seen in the lack of funding, the level of supervision 
needed for a Level 3 qualification and the implications this has for higher level 
qualifications. Nonetheless, there was a general opinion that this could work, and 
may be better supported by a Local Authority Area SENCO or given the current 
‘differing conceptualisation’ of  an Area SENCO across Local Authorities, an external 
SENCO, with area responsibilities. 

6.8 Provider Group – focus group 2 

In the second provider focus group, discussion focused on the type of models that 
would work well for both the early years and FE sectors. Initial concerns revolved 
around the role of the Area SENCO in the delivery of any qualifications pathway; the 
place of the Area SENCO is clearly cited in the Code of Practice, whilst at the same 
time it does not exist as a discrete role in many Local Authorities. Possible models 
included a number of relevant Level 3 and above qualifications, where outcomes for 
early years and FE could initially be mapped from core school elements. There was 
general consensus that a qualifications pathway had to be carefully considered, 

                                                           
20 A person-centred approach ensures the person is at the centre of and an equal partner in the 
decision making process 



  

Page 76 of 84 

which is reflected in the following comment: ’if you can be a Level 3 SENCO and 
then go to being a Level 7 SENCO, what does it say about it?’.  

6.9 Early years 

The idea of a well-qualified person as an early years SENCO was seen as important 
and is reflected in the following comment: ‘the SENCO role is complex in a setting, 
where it may be the first time a child is identified as SEN; an academic qualification 
would be good’.  

A point of view raised and supported by others was that of the need to start from 
where the early years workforce is. Many of those who enter the sector with a Level 
3 qualification have very good practical skills and are enthusiastic about their work.  

The high standard of the current National Award was acknowledged by the group. 
They emphasised that it makes no distinction between theory and practice; the aim 
being to make them (SENCOs) good practitioners. 

The idea of a qualifications pathway, where Level 7 would remain the National 
Award was initiated and supported by the group. The need for teacher status to be 
kept as a requirement for the Level 7 qualification was emphasised. The place of a 
SENCO, with area responsibilities, either from within the Local Authorities or an 
external SENCO commissioned by the Local Authority was seen as necessary to 
support a qualifications pathway in the early years sector.  

6.10 Early years: Developing the qualifications 

There was general consensus from the current NASENCO provider group that they 
could initially provide the qualifications from Level 3 to Level 7, with a number of 
different relevant qualifications at Levels 3, 4 and 5. Providers already offer a range 
of relevant qualifications between them; each could signpost to the ‘recognised’ 
provider. There would have to be a core curriculum for each Level, with learning 
outcomes clearly defined. One possibility for developing the learning outcomes, was 
to work back from the requirements for the current National Award, which would 
keep each Level in line with the Level 7 award. Some commented on the need for 
the possibility to go beyond Level 7.  

There was consensus that Level 3 should be based in the early years setting, 
centred on chapter 5 of the Code of Practice and assessed on portfolios; a SENCO 
with area responsibility could possibly have the role of assessor. The idea of 
introducing some form of tiered system within a qualifications pathway was 
discussed – for example, foundation SENCO, with the idea that as they progressed 
through the pathway, they might become an intermediate or advanced SENCO.  

The particular challenge of developing a qualifications pathway within a system with 
no statutory requirement for a SENCO was highlighted.  
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6.11 Provider Group – focus group 2 

FE: Developing the qualifications 

There was a general consensus that any qualifications pathway for those in an FE 
SENCO coordinator role could start at a higher level. However, the National Award 
was considered appropriate for FE, where ‘gaps’ in knowledge could equally be 
addressed through the addition of an online module. Challenges in FE revolved 
around the need to reconsider the language and terminology in the current award, 
how parents, children and young people are involved in FE, the role of the learning 
support coordinator in training staff in house and the need for some statutory 
requirement in the FE sector. 

6.12 Summary 

Overall, there was strong support for a SENCO qualifications pathway from Level 3 
to Level 7, supported by a SENCO, with area responsibility; for Level 3 qualifications 
this might involve an Area SENCO assessor role.  

6.13 Provider group – focus group 3 

Early Years 

Discussion revolved around the required qualifications for early years. Many who 
work in early years are qualified to Level 3, and for some there is not necessarily the 
incentive to progress beyond this level. At the same time, as one provider 
commented, there has been an increase in the number applying for EYTS. There 
was a general consensus that the role of SENCO is an important one, where parents 
often look to the SENCO as an expert; being qualified to Level 7 acknowledged this. 
But as one provider commented: 

‘SENCO training, like schools, is about leading SEN. They don’t need to know 
everything. They do need to know where to go to find out.’ 

Some commented on the need to consider the experience of the SENCO; whilst 
others commented on the need for ‘decisional capital’ (the wisdom and expertise to 
make sound judgements on learners, Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012) which can take 
a number of years to develop. Many of those in the early years SENCO role are 
young. Some commented on the language used to describe the SENCO role in the 
context of their qualifications: 

‘If they haven’t got Level 7, they should not be called a SENCO; if they haven’t got a 
teaching qualification, they should not be called a SENCO. I am happy for them to 
lead SEN, but they should not have the title of SENCO.’ 

There was general consensus, that developing the SENCO qualifications landscape 
was about ‘moving the sector on’. Many felt that the current National Award ‘fitted’ 
the school and FE approach, but not that of early years. Some believed that the 
SENCO role in early years needed to be redefined, with any qualifications pathway 
starting from the early years and not from the other sectors.  

One provider commented on the role in schools, where often the SENCO was a 
member of the senior leadership team. They believed this might be an option for the 
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early years sector, where those in the SENCO role would have to be an early years 
leader/manager before being appointed to the role. One provider commented on the 
importance of SENCO networks in the early years and the possibility of sharing 
SENCOs through networks.    

6.14 Provider group – focus group 3 

FE 

Some of the challenges in FE were seen within the context of the SENCO role being 
subsumed within a team and how it is more difficult to identify the person within the 
team responsible for provision. Other challenges included the differing terminology, 
differences between QTS, QTLS and PTLS and maintaining consistency during 
transition periods (school to FE and FE to work). However, there was general 
consensus that the fundamental principles were the same for schools and FE. 
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Chapter 7 Discussion and recommendations 

Overall findings showed positive support for extending an appropriately adapted 
National Award to those in a SENCO role in early years and FE. The rigour of the 
Award, recognised at Level 7, was seen as important for affirming the role, 
acknowledging standards and for the professionalism of those who work within the 
role. The recent reforms of the SEN system, through the Children and Families Act 
2014 and set out for practice in the SEND Code of Practice: 0-25 years (DfE/DoH, 
2015) has mandated a central strategic role for the SENCO in schools. A clear 
theme to emerge from the data in the present study was the centrality of the SENCO 
role in both early years and FE educational settings. Both groups felt that the 
National Award, appropriately adapted for the early years and FE sectors, would 
support them in their role. However, there was a general view, across all 
participating groups, that unless the role of the SENCO became a mandatory 
requirement in both sectors, it may be challenging to implement any form of change. 
Funding, time and incentives were seen as limiting factors in its implementation and 
development. 

The ‘joined up’ SEN system from 0-25 years, introduced by the Children and 
Families Act 2014, tends to point towards an all though system/one system for 
SENCO qualifications. There was a general view amongst provider groups and those 
working within the role in FE settings (SENCOs or managers) and amongst some 
Local Authority Area SENCOs/equivalent, that there needed to be a connected 
system from early years through to post 16 (i.e. a SENCO qualification recognised 
across educational phases). Views also reflected the need for greater parity with the 
school model, although currently the SENCO role in FE is more aligned with this 
model than is the case for the early years sector; additionally, the learning outcomes 
of the current National Award are also more closely aligned to the SENCO role in 
FE, than that of the early years.  

An overall theme to emerge from the research was the idea of a SENCO 
qualifications pathway for those in the SENCO role in both the early years and FE 
sectors. The qualifications pathway could be developed and implemented from Level 
3 to Level 7, where Level 7 would remain the National Award, adapted for early 
years and FE21. There was general consensus, amongst the provider groups that 
‘teacher status’ should be a requirement across all phases22 (currently having QTS is 

                                                           
21 The model developed for the National Professional Qualification in Integrated Centre Leadership 
(NPQICL) for those managing and leading children’s centres may be an appropriate model for a 
SENCO qualifications pathway. The one year course originally offered either a study based or 
research based route, entry to which was dependent on the candidate’s previous experience and 

qualifications.  National Standards for leaders of integrated children’s centres were developed in 
parallel with the NPQICL award. 

22 Since 2009 state-funded mainstream schools, including Academies, free schools, studio schools, 
university technical colleges and maintained nurseries are required to employ a teacher with qualified 
teacher status (QTS) in a Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCo) role. The SENCO must 
undertake the National Award and attain it within three years of being in the role. Those in the role 
before September 2008 are not required to take the National Award. QTLS (plus membership within 
the Education and Training Foundation), confers eligibility to work as a qualified teacher in schools in 
England. Consequently, head teachers are appointing staff to teaching and SENCo roles if they have 
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statutory, but some course providers accept QTLS and EYTS). However, the 
requirement of ‘teacher status; was less strongly reflected in the responses of those 
in a SENCO role in early years or FE. Many of those in both sectors have gained 
experience ‘on the job’ or having previously worked in related roles and do not hold 
QTS; at the same time, they have a lot of valuable practical experience. Amongst the 
provider groups, it was felt that those in a SENCO role within FE, should be 
accessing a qualifications pathway from Level 5, whilst those in early years could 
access the pathway from Level 3 onwards, as per the level appropriate to their prior 
qualifications.  

7.1 Early Years SENCO: Profile, current role and extension of the National 

Award  

Overall findings showed that those in the SENCO role in early years were most likely 
to be qualified at Level 3 and be identified by the manager for the role, often because 
of their experience with SEN. Many liked the idea of a more practice focused training 
course, to enable them to better address the children’s needs in the setting; these 
included complex needs and specific conditions. Although less than one in ten had 
the National Award, over a third held an SEN qualification. At the same time, many 
valued the Area SENCO for providing guidance on a day to day basis and support in 
multi- agency teams. 

Overall, there is strong support for a SENCO qualifications pathway from Level 3 to 
Level 7, where Level 7 would remain the National Award (adapted for early years). 
There was a general opinion that those in the role should be expected to attain the 
qualification within a set time period once appointed to the role; but having the 
qualification, prior to being appointed to the role was not seen as crucial. The idea of 
a tiered system: foundation SENCO, intermediate SENCO and advanced SENCO 
was also supported by those in early years settings. In terms of how the qualification 
levels would be delivered, respondents favoured some form of face to face delivery 
from Level 3 through to Level 7. The most popular were a combination of distance 
learning and face to face or online learning and face to face. For Levels 3 and 4, part 
time over 6 months or one year were seen as appropriate, with 18 months, part time 
for Level 5 and 2 years, part time for Levels 6 and 7. There was relatively good 
support for some form of differentiation by task for Levels 3 and 4, also for Levels, 5 
and 6, where Level 7 is the National Award adapted for early years.  

 7.2 FE SENCO: Profile, current role and extension of the National Award  

The FE sector is a relatively diverse sector, with a number of different types of 
providers. This includes large maintained FE colleges, specialist colleges, smaller 
providers (e.g. adult skills providers) and Sixth Form colleges. This study has 
collected data from those who work in each of these types of provision (17% of FE 
SENCO/manager respsondents worked in Sixth Form colleges). Overall findings 
from those in the FE sector, whether in the SENCO role or a manager role, showed 
that those with SENCO responsibilities tend to work as part of a team, most 
frequently referred to as Learning Support or Additional Learning Support Manager 

                                                           
QTLS. Some providers are accepting those with QTLS onto the training for the National Award. 
Similarly, those with EYTS are being accepted on to the training. 
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(ALSM); the term SENCO is generally not used to refer to the role. They are more 
likely to be qualified at Level 5 or above and have a SEN qualification (almost two 
thirds have a SEN qualification).  

There was strong support for those in the FE SENCO role having a relevant 
qualification, which could be attained within a time frame, once appointed to the role. 
At the same time, it was considered important to take their experience into 
consideration. Many have worked in the role for a number of years, have often 
researched the role and addressed gaps in their own knowledge; this contrasts with 
those in a similar role within the early years. A significant part of the work for a 
SENCO in FE revolves around the related legislation and having guidance/support 
on EHCP’s and reviews; this can be challenging for those working in big colleges. 
Nonetheless, there was support for a SENCO qualifications pathway, which many 
believed should not need to be accessed below Level 5 for those working in FE; 
Level 7 would remain the National Award, adapted for FE.  

7.3 Provision of qualifications and delivery.  

Findings have shown need and demand for an appropriately adapted National Award 
for those in the SENCO role in the early years and FE sectors. However, time and 
financial constraints along with differing levels of qualifications for those working in 
this role in each sector, present a number of challenges. One possible way of 
overcoming these is to introduce a SENCO qualifications pathway.   

For early years, there was general consensus that Level 3 should be based in the 
early years setting, and assessed on portfolios. One possible model could include an 
assessor role for the Area SENCO or a SENCO with area responsibility; a number of 
provider group participants commented on the possible need of them having the 
National Award for this role. Favoured models of delivery for a qualifications pathway 
included face to face, particularly for the lower levels and a combination of face to 
face and either online delivery or distance learning for the higher levels. The current 
role of a SENCO in early years may need to be more closely defined.  

For FE, a SENCO qualifications pathway, accessed from Level 5, was also 
considered appropriate. Challenges in FE revolved around the need to reconsider 
the language and the terminology in the current Award, how learners or parents and 
carers are involved in FE and the role of the learning support coordinator in training 
staff in-house. Preferred delivery models for each level were face to face delivery, 
along with online. 

There was general consensus amongst the NASENCO provider groups that if the 
SENCO qualification pathway is accepted, initially the current provider partnership 
group could be best placed to provide the qualifications from Level 3 to Level 7. 
Providers already offer a range of relevant qualifications; each could signpost to the 
‘recognised’ provider; this would be particularly relevant for related qualifications at 
Levels 3, 4 and 5. A further issue raised by the provider group was the need for a 
recognised core curriculum at each level, with learning outcomes clearly defined. 
Learning outcomes could be developed for each level by working back from the 
current National Award, which would keep each level in line with the Level 7 Award.  
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7.4 Recommendations / next steps 

 

This small-scale study, indicates that there is consensus amongst practitioners and 

providers around the merits of a SENCO qualifications pathway for EY and FE 

practitioners from Level 3 to Level 7. This would help to affirm the importance of the 

role, the professionalism of those who work within it and improve outcomes for 

children and young people with SEND.   

 

We recommend as a next step, that wider consultation with the sectors should be 

conducted to secure broader-scale views on:  

• the appetite for the qualifications pathway proposed in this study 

• the duration and the delivery model of the qualifications pathway 

• whether the award needs to be mandatory for early years/FE. 
 
As part of this wider reflection and information gathering, we recommend that 
consideration is given to the report prepared for the Department for Education by 
Plymouth University. The report comprised an evaluation of the effectiveness and 
impact of the current National Award for SEN Coordination on SENCOs, school 
leaders and teachers, pupils with SEND and their parents/carers, together with 
recommendations for improvements. Despite the fact that the report considers a 
different sector, the key findings and recommendations about the content and 
delivery of the NASENCO award could help to inform the development and design of 
equivalent awards for early years and FE practitioners. 
 
Consideration should also be given to the role of the Area SENCO if a SENCO 

qualifications pathway were to be developed, as this might impact on this role. 
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Appendix 1 
 

Local Authority map: areas where opinions of Local Authority Area SENCOs 
contributed to the research 

 

 

 


