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FAO: Special Committee on Covid-19 Response 18/06/20 

Please find enclosed an AHEAD submission to the Special Committee on Covid-19 
Response concerning the impact of Covid-19 on students with disabilities in further and 
higher education. We thank the committee for the opportunity to inform it’s work and 
wish it every success in mitigating the impact of Covid-19 on people with disabilities. 

This submission is predominantly based on evidence gathered from two AHEAD 
survey’s conducted between April 9th and April 27th 2020 – one with learners with 
disabilities and another with FET practitioners. 

We hope that this evidence and the enclosed recommendations are useful to the 
committee.  

In case it is useful, I also attach a submission made to the UK government by well-
regarded UK researchers on the impact of Covid-19 of UK children with disabilities and 
the educational impact of disruption to support. I attach it here since many of the impacts 
on children here will be similar and may inform the committees work. 

If you have any queries, please do not hesitate to ask. 

Kind Regards, 

Dara Ryder, CEO, AHEAD 

SCC19R-R-0299(i) D 

http://www.ahead.ie/


East Hall 
UCD  
Carysfort Avenue 
Blackrock 
Co Dublin 
Tel:   01 716 4396 
e-mail: ahead@ahead.ie
Web:   www.ahead.ie

1 

Chief Executive Officer:   Dara Ryder 
Board:  Chairperson:  Professor  Michael Shevlin, Secretary: Martina Lowe,  
Treasurer: Andrew Blair, Laura Coleman, Valerie Moore, Larry McNutt, Bernie O’Connor, 
Rory O’Sullivan, Megan Reilly 

A Company Limited by Guarantee - Registered No: 317562  Charity No: CHY 9999 

AHEAD submission to the Special Committee on Covid-19 

Response concerning the impact of Covid-19 on students with 

disabilities 

AHEAD is an independent non-profit organisation working to creative inclusive 

environments in education and employment for people with disabilities. The main focus 

of our work is further education and training, higher education and graduate 

employment. If you wish to get a full understanding of our work, this short 4 min 

animated video explains what we do. 

This submission is based on evidence gathered from two AHEAD survey’s conducted 

between April 9th and April 27th 2020 – one with learners with disabilities and another 

with FET practitioners. The full research reports on these surveys contain much more 

detail should the committee wish to explore them but below, we have included relevant 

data and testimony from students and FET practitioners that we believe is of interest to 

the government in supporting their response. The full reports can be found here: 

Learning from Home During Covid-19: A Survey of Irish FET and HE Students with 

Disabilities 

How COVID-19 is Affecting Irish FET Practitioners and their Provision for Students with 

Disabilities 

Key findings from the learner and practitioner surveys 

601 students with disabilities responded to the learner survey with represented 

respondents from all categories of disability, living in 25 out of 26 Counties in the 

Republic of Ireland, and participating in both FET and HE programmes. 281 FET 

practitioners responded to the practitioner survey with representatives from those who 

delivered programmes at all QQI levels 1-6 and other non-accredited FET programmes 

in all 16 Education and Training Board regions. Both surveys were carried out between 

April 9th and April 27th 2020. Below, data from each survey is grouped into relevant 
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sections with learner and practitioner testimony to support and recommendations given 

for the committee to consider. 

1. How Learners with Disabilities are Coping – Mental Health and 

Wellbeing 

More than half of learners either disagreed (35%) or strongly disagreed (17%) with 

the statement ‘I am coping well with learning from home’. One quarter of 

respondents either agreed (22%) or strongly agreed (3%) with the statement, while 

23% said they neither agreed nor disagreed. 

Students with disabilities in FET programmes were significantly more likely to 

agree or strongly agree (37%) that they were coping well with learning from 

home than students in higher education undergraduate (18%) or postgraduate (20%) 

programmes. 

Students who have the highest percentage of negative reaction (disagree or strongly 

disagree) to the statement ‘I am coping well with learning from home’ are those 

with a Mental Health Condition (67%), ADD/ADHD (62%) or a Specific Learning 

Difficulty (58%). 
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The biggest challenge learning from home reported by the respondents was a ‘Lack of 

structure to my day and motivation to learn’ (64%). 

Sample Learner Testimony 

“I am at breaking point without the structure - 2 young children on my own, fighting fatigue 

from my auto-immune disease, 2 bald patches on the front of my hair line from my hair 

falling out. The feeling of being alone and abandoned. My lecturers have said we all have to 

adapt. No understanding. I know they have their jobs to do but this is the difference of putting 
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myself and my 2 children on the back burner for the last number of years and to fall at the 

last hurdle. The pressure is unbearable.” 

“It has been challenging mentally and difficult to maintain motivation when suffering with 

mental illness without counselling and also working Frontline while family members are 

unwell” 

“I’m very lost and I think I will fail the year due this. Hope Susi grant will allow to repeat the 

year due to Covid-19” 

“My mental health has severely suffered during this time which has further exacerbated the 

problems that my disabilities cause me. Motivation and a lack of structure are huge issues for 

me right now as a result…. I'm also impacted by my parents' stress and worry (over their 

jobs, their health, the health of other members of the family) as well as my own. It's a very 

tense environment.” 

Sample Practitioner Testimony 

“A big challenge is students who suffer from depression, anxiety etc. The current crisis is 

making them experience their condition more acutely. It is hard to address these issues over 

the phone and also tough to make referrals” 

Recommendation: Set up a national helpline which students who are struggling with 

anxiety and mental health difficulties can call for support and guidance during Covid-19. 

Make a provision for referral to a free in-person counselling service provided by the state 

from this call centre for those most in need. 

Recommendation: Ensure SUSI grants to students and state funding to colleges will 

cater for any student wishing to repeat or defer as a result of the impact of Covid-19. 
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2. Accessibility and Online Teaching 

27% of learners said they disagreed (20%) or strongly disagreed (7%) with the 

statement ‘My lecturers/teachers have considered accessibility in the online learning 

materials they are providing me with’. 

19% of FET practitioners said they had not considered how learners with 

disabilities will interact with materials online in the move to remote learning and a 

further 13% said they were unsure. 

90% of FET practitioners said that they had never taught online before. Practitioners 

were asked to rate how they are finding adapting to delivering learning remotely from 

home on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being adapting not well at all and 10 being adapting 

very well. The average practitioner rating was 5 out of 10, however it was notable that 

many responses were on the extreme ends of the scale highlighting that many 

practitioners will need a lot of support in this area while others will already have a good 

level of comfort teaching remotely. 

Sample Learner Testimony 

“Recorded lecture videos don't have captions turned on.” 

“I have made my own work and materials accessible for me to study and work with.” 

“2000-2500-word reports in practical courses are unrealistic and difficult for students with 

dyslexia and the likes to cope with.” 

“Working from home with a mental illness is difficult, sleep routine is non-existent and 

lecturers schedule classes and do not record them, most of the time I cannot avail of these 

because I am trying to sleep. When I wake up, there is no recording of lectures so I am falling 

behind.” 
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Sample Practitioner Testimony 

“I will need to revisit the Universal Design for Learning training to ensure my programmes are 

accessible to all. This was great learning for me at the time and opened my eyes to my role in 

ensuring accessibility” 

“Upskilling in how to present educational material in an accessible way online with particular 

emphasis on communicating with students with literacy issues and those whose first 

language is not English. Also - some system whereby students in prison can log in to online 

learning when the school is closed.” 

“Training in universal design and on strategies for working with learners who have learning 

difficulties - ideally through webinars which can be accessed via a link at any time that suits. 

I would like to do this during the summer.” 

 

Recommendation: The accessibility of learning platforms and learning materials and 

the quality of teaching approaches are essential factors in the ability of students with 

disabilities to continue learning during Covid-19. Make strategic funds available for 

further education and training centres and higher education institutions to support them 

in funding: 

• Urgent accessibility audits on their websites, virtual learning environments, apps 

and third-party integrated software (e.g. academic publishing platforms) to ensure 

learners with disabilities can fully access and engage with remote/blended 

learning. 

• Developing/hosting programmes of professional development for academic staff 

in the production of accessible learning materials, the application of universal 

design for learning (UDL) approaches in programme design and delivery and the 

basic principles of good online learning. 
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3. Disability Supports 

23% of FET practitioners surveyed said they usually have allocated hours for supporting 

learners with disabilities (high volume likely due to AHEAD’s connections with SEN 

teachers). Of this group, 44% said they had been unable to incorporate this role 

remotely. 

‘Disruption to the disability support provided to me by the college/centre’ was one of the 

five biggest challenges in learning from home reported by learners (20% listed it as a 

major challenge). 

Sample Learner Testimony 

“Struggling with the doubled online work load due to dyslexia, lack of support through 

lecturer interaction, counselling services, DSS, library resources” 

Sample Practitioner Testimony 

“There are a small number of students with disabilities that are not contactable and whose 

needs would be too high to be able to engage remotely.” 

“No specific supports have been provided for students with disabilities by ETB. I am 

attempting to support students on an individual basis but they are not getting the supports 

they would normally have and I believe they are at a huge disadvantage” 

“They are not reading or have access to reading their emails. They do not understand the 

instructions. They have no readers. They have no scribes. They do not have laptops or good 

internet.” 

Recommendation: Where social distancing and safety for those in the ‘at risk’ 

categories can be guaranteed, prioritise students with disabilities and mental health 

difficulties in the return to ‘on campus’ learning so that they can access vital disability 

support and counselling services. 
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Recommendation: A commitment from the department of education to work with 

stakeholders in higher education and further education and training on the continued 

provision of quality disability support services. 

4. Digital Disadvantage and Home Setup 

Of students who said they had access to a laptop, 24% said it was a shared laptop used 

also by other family members or housemates while 76% said it was solely for their own 

use. The percentage of students who are learning with a laptop/pc that is shared with 

another family member/housemate was notably higher in FET programmes (31%) than 

in HE undergrad (21%) or postgrad (13%) programmes. 
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19% of learners said that they don’t have a private space in their home where they can 

engage with learning with minimal distraction and a further 33% said they only 

sometimes do.  

Learners were also asked to rate the physical set up (e.g. availability of a desk, 

comfortable chair, lighting etc.) in the space where they learn from home. 28% of 

respondents rated the physical set up, where they normally engage with their learning at 

home, as below average (18%) or very poor (10%). 

62% of FET practitioners were aware of learners who were no longer able to 

continue their learning remotely due to their home set up or situation. Of those, the 

known reasons given for non-continuation are highlighted in the chart below with the top 

three reasons given being, ‘lack of access to a device’ (pc/laptop), ‘lack of access to 

broadband/internet’ and ‘family demands’. 

 

Of the students who said they used assistive technologies (AT) which are vital for their 

engagement with online learning materials, 28% said they had experienced some 

difficulty accessing or using their AT in their learning from home. 
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Sample Learner Testimony 

“I use the kitchen table it means books on and off the table all the time my back, neck and 

shoulders are killing me and the tension from the anxiety brought on by the Covid has meant 

I am taking a lot more pain medication just to physically function.” 

“Have to do work with laptop on my knees. Cannot afford a desk with proper lighting for my 

eye condition” 

“I don't have access to it (AT) at home on my private computer.” 

“I have been forced to spend my savings on a PC to complete my work and try pass my 

module as the only other option I have been given is to repeat next year. I don’t want to 

repeat and paying 1400 for a PC is better than paying 3000 to repeat in my opinion. I have 

been forced into this and the college has provided no support.” 

Sample Practitioner Testimony 

“Yes, student on ASD spectrum cannot do exams as no reader or scribe and some have no 

laptops or even internet” 

“Some have received laptops but some are unable to use them properly and should have 

received more training” 

Recommendation: A government commitment to ensuring no learner is left without a 

laptop, broadband or assistive technologies vital to their continued effective learning. 

Recommendation: Where social distancing and safety for those in the ‘at risk’ 

categories can be guaranteed, prioritise students with disabilities and mental health 

difficulties in the return to ‘on campus’ learning so that they can access vital disability 

support and counselling services. Additionally, priority on the return to campus should be 

given to learners in difficult home situations where effective learning is not possible and 

access granted to on-site study spaces with social distancing in place. 

Recommendation: A government programme of digital skills delivery for learners 

focussed around effective learning from home (including use of learning technologies). 
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Written evidence submitted by Dr Amel Alghrani and Mr Seamus 
Byrne, School of Law and Social Justice, University of Liverpool

The Impact of COVID-19 on Education and Children’s Services

Written evidence submitted by Dr Amel Alghrani and Mr Seamus Byrne (School of Law and 
Social Justice, University of Liverpool). We are both academic lawyers with expertise in 
children’s rights. 

Executive Summary 

 The evidence presented in this written submission is based on the findings from an
online survey which was completed by 234 parents/carers of disabled children, the
purpose of which was to ascertain the impact which Covid-19 was having on children
with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). The evidence was collected
between the 15th April 2020 and 15th May 2020 and of the 234 responses, 229 were
from parents right across England, 4 were from parents in Wales and 1 from Scotland.

 Overall, the evidence reveals that Covid-19 is having a detrimental effect on the
education of children with SEND in England. While evidence of good practice does
exist, just under half of parents surveyed were dissatisfied with the level of
educational provision their children were receiving since the closure of the schools on
the 20th March 2020. This ranged from receiving no provision at all to work not being
differentiated, too generic or beyond the ability of their children.

 Huge variations in the level of communication between schools and parents was
evident with 14.7% of those surveyed reporting having received no contact at all from
their child’s educational provider.  A further 95% of Local Authority’s (LAs) had not
contacted parents/carers about the child’s education during lock down.

 Despite the government guidance on supporting vulnerable children which stated that
local authorities, nurseries, schools, special schools, colleges and other training
providers should undertake a risk assessment to establish the individual needs of each
child or young person with an Education, Health and Care (EHC) plan; the majority
of respondents (89.5%) reported that no a risk assessment has been undertaken for
their child. Thus, the most vulnerable children in our society are going without vital
education and healthcare support during this period.

 87.8% of respondents revealed the broader devastating effect which Covid-19 was
having on the health and well-being of their child and the wider family unit. Declining
mental health, increased anxiety, social regression, behavioural breakdowns, and a
cessation to essential health and therapeutic services were recurrent themes within the
responses received.

Introduction

1. Children with SEND represent approximately 14.9% of the total pupil population in
England.1 As of January 2019, there were 354, 000 people with an Education, Health

1
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and Care (EHC) Plan maintained by local authorities.2 Demand for such support has 
increased over the last number of years with the number of children with an EHC Plan 
rising by 16.8% from 2014.3 These children also represent one of the most vulnerable 
population groups within our education system and endure higher rates of school 
exclusion4 and decreased employment opportunities in comparison to their non-SEND 
peers.5 

2. The Children and Families Act 2014 (CFA) substantially overhauled the statutory 
framework governing children with SEND and signified a clear governmental 
commitment to reforming the delivery of children’s services across a number of 
important areas, including education.6 Section 42 of the CFA 2014 requires LA’s to 
arrange the provision as set out in an EHC Plan. This duty is absolute and the contents 
of an EHC Plan must be implemented fully (see for example, R (On the Application 
Of) v London Borough of Camden [2018] EWHC 3354 (Admin). 

3. Prior to the outbreak of Covid-19, the provision of services for SEND children was 
already patchy and inconsistent. Research by the cross-party Education Committee 
determined that the current framework was characterised by confusion, unlawful 
practices, bureaucratic nightmares, buck-passing, a lack of accountability, inadequate 
resources and an overly adversarial process for parents.7 Ofsted concluded that by the 
end of August 2019, of the 100 (out of 151) LA inspections which had been carried 
out, 50 LA’s had been required to produce a Written Statement of Action on account 
of weaknesses in their SEND arrangements.8  More recently, the Committee of Public 
Accounts expressed concern regarding the ability of the Department of Education to 
do “what needs to be done to tackle the growing pressures on the SEND system”.9 

4. In January 2020, we published a policy report outlining the findings from an 
examination into the level and quality of service provision for SEND children in the 
Liverpool/Merseyside Area. Six significant themes which were negatively affecting 
SEND provision were identified. These included: (i) Delay on the part of the LA to 
assess, identify and provide the necessary SEND provision for children within the 
prescribed timeframe of 20 weeks; (ii) A lack of specificity and quantification within 
the EHC Plans when produced; (iii) The absence of social care and/or a break from 
their caring role for parents of children with  SEND; (iv) Evidence among parents of 
personal and familial stress and anxiety as a result of the process was extensive; (v) 

1Department of Education, Special educational need in England: January 2019, 4 July 2017, 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/814244/SEN_ 
2019_Text.docx.pdf
2 Department of Education, (2019) Statements of SEN and EHC Plans: England 2019, 30 May 2019. 
3 National Audit Office (2019) Department of Education, Support for pupils with special educational needs and 
disabilities in England, (11 September 2019).
4 Department of Education (2019) Permanent and fixed period exclusions in England: 2017 to 2018. (25 July 
2019). Io0
5 Department of Education (2018) Outcomes for pupils eligible for free school meals and identified with special 
educational needs, Ad-hoc statistics. 
6 Part 3 Children and Families Act 2014. 
7 Department of Education (2018) Education, Health and Care Plans: A qualitative investigation into service 
user experiences of the planning process, Research report, January 2018. 
8 OFSTED (2020) The Annual Report of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education, Children’s Services and 
Skills 2018/19, at para. 240.
9 House of Commons (2020) Committee of Public Accounts, Support for Children with Special Educational 
Needs and Disabilities, First Report of Session 2019 – 2021, (published 6 May 2020). 
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Evidence of schools not supporting children’s needs and engaging in unlawful school 
exclusions and; (vi)  A broader systems-wide failure characterised by a lack of 
communication and transparency.10

5. The enactment of the Coronavirus Act 2020 contained several measures which 
directly affect SEND children. In May 2020, the Secretary of State made the required 
notice to bring into force,11 the SEND provisions of the Act which gave rise to the 
modification of the absolute duty under s.42 CFA 2014 to ‘secure’ special educational 
provision and ‘arrange’ health provision as specified in an EHC Plan. This has been 
replaced by a ‘reasonable endeavours’ duty.12 Problematically, ‘reasonable 
endeavours’ is not defined and lacks operational and legal elaboration. Similarly, the 
introduction of The Special Educational Needs and Disability (Coronavirus) 
(Amendment) Regulations 2020 (which remain in force until the 25th September 
2020) and which relax the timeframes applicable to a range of SEND provision to “as 
soon as reasonably practicable” further impact SEND children. Such modifications to 
the legal framework must take account of, and respond where necessary, to the 
specific effects which Covid-19 is having on children with SEND.

Methodology

6. To ascertain the educational impact of Covid-19 on SEND children, an online survey 
was created to gather the views of parents. This investigation received ethical 
approval from the University of Liverpool Ethics Committee in early April 2020. The 
responses have been collated and form the basis of this submission and the concluding 
suggestions. 

7. The survey asked 11 questions. These included: What LA the family reside under; the 
age of the child/children for which the respondent was a parent/carer; the nature of 
their child’s SEND; what type of educational setting their child/children attended; 
whether the child/children had an EHC Plan and whether they were happy with the 
contents of this plan; what educational provision the child/children with  a SEND has 
received since the closure of the schools; the frequency of contact between the 
school/educational provider with the parent/carer; whether the LA had been in contact 
with the parent/carer regarding their child/children’s education; if the child/children 
with SEND has an EHC Plan; whether a risk-assessment had been carried out to 
determine whether the child/children with SEND can be home schooled or whether 
they need a place at school/college; and lastly a free text box to comment on what 
impact Covid 19 has had on the child/children and/or family? The survey was 

10Seehttps://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/law/4-liverpool-law-
clinic/Liverpool,SEND,Report,Jan,2020.pdf
11Seehttps://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/882
290/CV19_Act_modification_notice_SEND.pdf 
12 This duty remains in force until the 31st May 2020. It may be extended by the Secretary of State. 
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advertised on social media platforms such as Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook and 
Instagram. 

8. Overall, 234 responses to the survey were received. Of these, 229 respondents came 
from England, 4 from Wales and the remaining respondent from Scotland. The 
respondents fell under a geographically diverse range of LA’s from right across the 
country and thus represent a broad research sample. (LA’s included Surrey, Sussex, 
Hampshire, Liverpool, Trafford, Cardiff, Cambridgeshire, Southwark, Flintshire, 
Bristol, Manchester, Bury, Isle of Wight, West Sussex, Sefton, Cheshire, Essex, 
Dudley, Wirral, Sheffield, Haringey, Ealing, Staffordshire, Derbyshire, Durham, 
Brighton and Hove, London Borough of Harrow & Northumberland). 

Results

9. Overall, 243 children and young people were implicated within this investigation. 
Nine respondents indicated that they had two SEND children while one respondent 
revealed that they had three SEND children. The age range of the children and young 
people varied from 3 – 20 years, while the average age was 10.6 years. 

10. The range of disabilities that the children and young people had was varied, complex 
and often multiple in nature. Children with autism accounted for 53% of the 
responses. Other disabilities included ADHD, sensory processing disorder, dyslexia, 
dyspraxia, Downs syndrome, epilepsy, deafness, blindness, Williams syndrome, 
foetal alcohol syndrome, global development delay, asthma, eczema, alopecia, 
chronic lung disease, chronic fatigue/pain, functional Neurological Disorder, 
Hypermobility Syndrome, Fragile X syndrome, sleep disorder, medical 
trauma/dyscalculia, ME/chronic fatigue syndrome and joint pain (possibly 
fibromyalgia), Cerebral Palsy, Cerebral Creatine Deficiency Syndrome (Creatine 
Transportation Deficiency), ODD, Tourettes, Hirschsprung Disease, behavioural 
problems, sleep apnea, profound multiple learning disability, Snijders Blok campeau 
syndrome, multi-sensory impairment, genetic disorders, violent and challenging 
behaviour and incontinence.

11. In response to the education setting the child/children attended, the responses were as 
follows:

 Mainstream School (55.3%) 
 Specialist School (33.6%) 
 Home Education (0.5%) 
 Alternative Provision (0.9%) 
 Pupil Referral Unit (0.9%) 
 Other (11.1%).

12. Of the responses 74.5% had an EHC Plan while the remainder did not. However, 
within this cohort, parental satisfaction with the plan varied. Of the 196 responses 
received on this point, 53.8% of the respondents indicated an overall satisfaction rate 
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with their child’s EHC plan while 21.9% conveyed dissatisfaction with the plan. 
Reasons underpinning this unhappiness revolved around concerns regarding the 
specification and quantification of the provision within the plan. Responses included:

“No...not specific or quantifiable. Outcomes not SMART”

“No - lacks specificity and is not adhered to ...”

“No, all needs are not listed in section B, and provision is not specific or 
quantified. There is also no provision for speech and language therapy or 
Occupational therapy”

Additionally, 20.2% of the respondents conceded that their child’s EHC plan needed 
to be reviewed and updated, that they were awaiting an assessment or that their 
application was currently under appeal. Just over 4% of the respondents fell into the 
‘N/A’ category.

13. Since the lockdown, an overwhelming majority (94.9%) stated that their LA had not 
been in contact about their child’s education.

14. Despite government guidance13 which suggested that children with an EHC plan fall 
into a vulnerable category and were therefore entitled to continued educational 
attendance, if following a risk assessment, it was determined that their needs could be 
met, either as safely or more safely within the educational establishment, some 89.9 
% of respondents whose child had an EHC Plan stated that no SEND risk assessment 
had been carried out.  

15. With regards to the extent of the communication by the educational provider itself, 
the respondents reported a level of contact which was inconsistent and variable.

 14.7% reported no contact at all 
 13% reported daily contact 
 42% reported weekly contact
 12.1% reported fortnightly contact, and
 22.5% reported ‘other’. 

16. In terms of the level of education provided since the closure of the schools, the 
responses reveal a pattern of inconsistency and in some instances an outright 
cessation of education itself. Of the 230 responses received, 46.9% indicated an 
overwhelming level of dissatisfaction with the education provided. This varied from 
instances where no provision at all was provided to situations where the work was too 
generic, not differentiated and not specific to the needs or abilities of the child 
concerned. Responses included:

“None. My daughter usually has fulltime 1:1 support in school to access a 
differentiated curriculum and social/behavioural/emotional targets”

13 See https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-vulnerable-children-
and-young-people/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-vulnerable-children-and-young-people (last accessed 
19th May 2020). 
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“None. No support, no phone calls nothing. I teach him myself”

Contrastingly, 48.2% of the respondents replied in generic terms about the level of 
provision their child was receiving. These responses tended to outline the nature of 
the provision itself with most of it happening online or having been posted home. 
However, within this parental cohort, a number of parents did however express 
satisfaction with the education provided. Responses included:

“Brilliant school has provided lessons for home”

“Good support, work pack sent home, chrome book which is great but stumbling 
across issues as work set. School phones regularly.”

Lastly, 4.87% of the respondents fell into the category whether they were either 
electively home-schooling their child or where their child was continuing in school. 
 

17. The evidence gathered within this survey suggests that Covid-19 and the resultant 
closure of schools is having a detrimental and injurious impact on the physical, 
mental and social health of SEND children. Of the 229 responses received on the 
question of the wider impact of Covid-19, only 12.2% of the respondent’s answered 
somewhat positively with the majority stating that either their child’s anxiety had 
reduced, or that their happiness had improved by staying at home. However, such 
responses must be considered within the context-specific circumstances that parents 
and children find themselves in. One parent indicated that she was able to teach her 
child as she was qualified in British Sign Language (BSL) and despite his education 
provision not being differentiated, he was “academically bright with good literacy 
skills”.

However, the majority of respondents (87.8%) provided compelling evidential 
accounts of deterioration, regression and backsliding regarding their children’s overall 
educational, health and social well-being. Declining mental health, increased anxiety, 
social regression, behavioural breakdowns, and a cessation of essential health and 
therapeutic services were recurrent themes within the responses received. These 
realities converge to paint a bleak outlook for the future well-being of an already 
vulnerable group of children. Responses included:

“Behaviour is terrible - very violent to self and others, no routine, regressed in food 
aversion, not sleeping, refusing to get dressed and washed, very controlling. I can’t 
do housework or anything with my other child or she has a meltdown”

“He is suicidal and deeply disturbed. He doesn't really understand what is 
happening. The LA don't care at all. His college are being brilliant but the LA are 
now threatening to take away all the remaining Social Care for YAs in ( LA area) and 
reallocate it to old people in nursing homes - at the minute we still have 2 days a 
week of a sort of sc....losing that will tip him over the edge. I'm frantic”

Many parents also expressed concern about the withdrawal of essential services and 
its correlative impact on their children’s well-being. Responses included:
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“No respite for 4 weeks. No therapies my son usually receives. His mental health has 
bottomed. No guidance from local authority. My son’s school have been really good. 
Checking on us at least twice a week. I’m so grateful he can attend school still even 
though it’s not full time”

“It is having a devastating impact, young sibling is being attacked, mental health is 
suffering, and child has become mute. We’ve had no support from camhs despite self-
harm. Child has waking day curriculum and should attend a 38 week residential 
placement, but placement has just closed to pupils.”

“My child is bored and sad with the isolation. She misses her usual routine, and 
misses going to school and seeing people. We are unable to provide the same level of 
stimulation at home. She is missing out on important therapies such as physiotherapy 
and hydrotherapy. She needs total physical care, 24/7, which we as her parents are 
having to provide without any assistance”
 
Concerns were also expressed regarding the likelihood of some children falling 
further behind in their education and the difficulties many will face upon 
reintegration. Responses included:

“I’m also worried he will be so anxious he will be unable to attend when school 
opens. It took us 3 years to get him in class at high school. This does not look good.” 

“Re-intergration is going to be an enormous struggle”.

 “Worried about how much further behind my child will get with no proper support or 
getting back to the school routine”

.”
More widely, the cumulative effect of the disruption to children’s lives and their 
routine has also impacted the broader family environment itself. Evidence included: 

“We are finding lockdown extremely exhausting physically, mentally and emotionally, 
our other children are missing out as all our time is taken up maintaining routine and 
regulation for our kids with additional needs” 

“Detrimental effect on our mental health, to the point where both me and my husband 
have considered walking away”.

“Stressful! Alongside what everyone else is going through - financial worries, anxiety, 
caring for older family, working from home, pressures of isolation - we are finding it 
increasingly hard to engage our son in anything. He has a younger sibling and it’s 
impossible to cater for them both simultaneously. We’re battling with screen time, 
encouraging physical activity, eating healthily, managing his health issues (T1 
diabetes), mood swings, etc. Really grinding us down now and some days starting to 
resent him..

Recommendations 
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18. The impact of these extraordinary circumstances on this group of children and young 
people are severe and profound. Without effective future interventions, the disruption 
to children’s educational rights and their wider emotional, social and behavioural 
well-being will likely endure long beyond Covid-19. The prospect of huge 
generational harm being inflicted on these children presents as an emerging concern. 
As signatory to both the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the 
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the UK government has 
specific human rights obligations which should guide their approach and response to 
Covid-19. We suggest the following:

(i) That the ‘reasonable endeavours’ obligation be rescinded, and the absolute 
duty as contained in s.42 CFA 2014 reinstated as the guiding principle 
underpinning the delivery of children and young people’s SEND services. As 
EHC plans specify only what is reasonably required to meet the special 
educational needs identified, any diminution in the delivery of those services 
will likely have a disproportionate and regressive impact on this vulnerable 
population cohort. In this regard, adherence to the core human rights 
principles of proportionality and necessity must guide government action as 
SEND children are already set apart as a disproportionately vulnerable group. 
Therefore, the legal dilution of the formal obligations owed to SEND children 
and young people, the practical result of which amounts to retrogressive 
SEND standards, is disproportionate and unnecessary. The extent of the 
timeline envisaged for the 2020 SEND Regulations should also be reviewed 
every month to determine their necessity and proportionality.

(ii) Considering the evidence presented in this submission, we recommend the 
following specific actions:

1. That the Department of Education undertake an evaluation to determine 
the number of SEND risk assessments, as per government guidance, which 
have been carried out to date for children on an EHC Plan. Given the 
minimal uptake of this practice as evidenced by this submission, we 
contend that such a measure is necessary to properly determine how many 
SEND children have had their needs met during the lockdown. This 
information is necessary to determine the ongoing proportionality and 
necessity considerations underpinning the downgrading of s.42 CFA 2014 
and the parallel enactment of the 2020 SEND Regulations,

2. Given the inconsistent approaches taken by schools in the provision of 
education, with 14.7% of the respondents herein having received no 
contact from their child’s educational provider, updated guidance should 
be issued as a matter of priority outlining the necessity for schools to 
continuously engage with SEND children so that they receive appropriate, 
adequate and differentiated educational instruction. 
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3. Given further that 20.2% of those surveyed herein stated that their child 
was either waiting an assessment or that their EHC plan needed updated or 
reviewed, coupled with the overwhelming evidence of widespread 
backsliding in terms of children’s overall educational, health and social 
well-being, we suggest that LA’s should now commence a systematic 
review programme of all children and young people with an EHC plan 
under their authority. This should be fully resourced and commence as a 
matter of priority to alleviate future pressures on the SEND system. This 
review programme should:

 Prioritise EHC assessments, the finalisation of ECH plans and the 
review of plans which are due to be reviewed or have had their 
annual review postponed.

 Ensure that those who have had services discontinued should have 
an official recording of this reality on their file and the reasons 
underpinning it so that future EHC Planning reviews can take 
account of this and remedial action taken, where necessary. 

 Ensure that LA’s account clearly for why they are unable to secure 
the provision as outlined in EHC plans. This should be formally 
documented and communicated to parents. To avoid the legal 
modifications nullifying the rights of SEND children, LA’s should 
account clearly for what they can and cannot do and the reasons for 
this. 

19. Finally, although the full impact of Covid-19 is yet to reveal itself, what is clear is its 
devastating impact on children and young people with SEND. Without robust 
evidence-based interventions as suggested above, current progress may come undone 
and the rights, hopes and aspirations of a particular generation of children and young 
people will disproportionally suffer. 

May 2020
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