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EHCP Implementation in the Early Years: constrictions and 

possibilities 

_______________________________________________________________ 

In England, Education and Health Care Plans (EHCPs) created changes for 

SENCOs, including those working in private, voluntary, and independent 

(PVI) early years settings. Such SENCOs hold, as a minimum, a relevant 

Level-3 qualification, with subsequent training and support being 

optional, varied and sometimes difficult to access. This situation has 

implications for EHCP implementation and for the roles and 

responsibilities of SENCOs because effective realisation of the joint 

working, early identification and intervention prioritised in EHCPS require 

power, knowledge, and skills. SENCOs from one Local Authority in 

England participated in this mixed-methods research. Identity theory and 

Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological theory were applied to analyse the macro 

through to micro level influences. This revealed seven key influences: 

information and resources; ethos and support; quality of evidence; 

relationships; knowledge and skills; purpose and outcomes. This paper 

presents the manifestation of these in the experience of eight  Early Years 

SENCOs working PVI settings. 
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INTRODUCTION  

In England, Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) are identified 

staff members responsible for planning the assessment, intervention and 

progress monitoring of children and young people with special educational needs 

and disabilities (SEND). They play a critical role in ensuring that children with 

SEND receive the support they need. The Special Educational Needs and 

Disability (SEND) Code of Practice (DfE and DoH, 2015) increased the 

responsibilities of SENCOs, including their role determining the strategic 

development of SEND policy and provision in their settings. The SEND Code of 

Practice (DfE and DoH, 2015) also recognised that SENCOs are the key 

contributors to, and implementers of Education and Health Care Plans (EHCPs), 

which are legal documents that identify the educational, health and social needs, 

and additional support, required by children with SEND. Support and guidance 

for practitioners implementing these plans and changes has, however, been 

limited (Curran et al, 2018) and contradictions and inequities exist in practice, 

perhaps especially in Early Years. Here, SENCOs working in the private, 

voluntary and independent (PVI) sector must hold, as a minimum, a relevant 

Level 3 National Vocational Qualification (DfE and DoH 2015). This contrasts with 

maintained early years settings, where SENCOs must hold Qualified Teacher 

Status and must also complete the National Award for Special Educational Needs 

Co-ordination Award (NASENCO) within three years of taking up the post 

(National College for Teaching and Leadership, 2014). Furthermore, subsequent 

training, experience and support for SENCOs working in Early Years can be 

difficult to access, optional and variable (Griggs and Bussard, 2017). Such 

disparities have the potential to influence how SENCOs implement early 
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identification and intervention for children with SEND, principles that are central 

in English legislation (Children and Families Act 2014) and policy. 

 

All children in England in the Early Years stage of education (from birth to the 

year in which a child turns five) are entitled to 15 hours of free nursery education 

during term-time, with some eligible for 30 hours free nursery. Consequently, 

Early Years settings have early and regular contact with children. A combination 

of increased contact hours and cuts to Health Visitor visits and development 

checks (DfE, 2014; Griggs and Bussard, 2017) has meant their role in early 

identification and intervention has become increasingly important. However, 

because nursery education can take place in a variety of private, voluntary, 

independent (PVI) and state settings, including child-minders, pre-schools, 

nurseries and classes attached to mainstream schools, the qualification 

requirements, knowledge and status of SENCOs can vary significantly, 

depending on which setting children attend. This research investigated SENCO 

experiences of implementing  EHCPs, described as microcosms of SEND policy 

enactment and practice (Hellawell, 2017b), to identify the challenges and 

opportunities that exist for SENCOs. This article presents findings relevant for 

SENCOs working in PVI settings. 

SENCOs working in the Early Years  

The Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) Code of Practice (DfE 

and DoH, 2015) aimed to reform provision for children and young people with 

additional and complex learning needs by placing them, and their families, at the 

centre of practice, and by bringing together support from different disciplines 

through EHCPs. However, despite SENCOs being identified as the key 
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implementers of the Code of Practice (DfE and DoH, 2015) within their settings – 

a responsibility which requires them to recognise complex needs, to interface with 

staff, families and expert professionals, and to apply for and implement EHCPs - 

differences in setting-type and training mean that the knowledge, experience, 

status and priorities of SENCOs differ.  

 

These differences can be further exacerbated by varying amounts of experience 

working with children with SEND (Scott, 2016; Griggs and Bussard, 2017), and 

by constraints such as funding which can limit opportunities to further develop 

knowledge and skills. Furthermore, the status of early years practitioners in 

England is often lower than that of professionals they will be collaborating with to 

provide tailored support (Roberts-Holmes, 2013), which can affect their identity 

and power within  multi-disciplinary teams (Palikara et al., 2018). It has also been 

argued that some of the responsibilities inherent in the SENCO role may be a 

step ‘too far’ (Layton 2005, p. 53) even for those holding QTS (qualified teacher 

status), which suggests that the demands on those practicing in PVI early years 

settings may extend beyond the ‘normal’ expectations and remit of someone 

qualified at Level 3, even when additional training has been undertaken (NASEN, 

2019; Thomas, 2020). 

 

Many SENCOs and their staff work in isolated circumstances (Curran et al., 

2018), and are highly reliant on the advice and guidance provided by staff 

external to the setting. Using personnel outside of the setting to guide, lead, and 

support SENCOs is an example of the external model of support that has been 

operative, and indeed, prevalent in early years in England (Poon-McBrayer, 
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2012), in the form of Area SENCOs. However, access to Area SENCOs has 

become harder (National Audit Office, 2013). The Early Years Foundation Stage 

(EYFS) (DfE, 2014) and detailed Early Learning Goals and Guidance (Rochford, 

2016) sought to address any inconsistencies across settings by providing a 

regulatory and quality framework for the provision of care, development and 

learning for children in the early years. These are examples of the internal model 

of support (which is more common internationally and is present in the primary 

phase of education in England, Poon-McBrayer, 2012), that is, when personnel 

from within the setting are responsible for identifying and co-ordinating support 

themselves.  

Bio-ecological Systems Theory and Education and Health Care Plan 

(EHCP) Implementation 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1982) considers the interactions 

and relationships between different influences present in an individual child’s 

environment. EHCP implementation also involves interactions and relationships 

(mesosystem) between different influences, including how macrosystem factors 

such as legislation and policy are enacted locally in organisations (exosystem) 

by individuals (microsystem). EHCPs therefore involve SENCOs in the dominant 

discourses present within the current macrosystem. These discourses include 

professionalism (Roberts-Homes, 2013; Hellawell, 2017b), austerity (Timberlake, 

2018), marketisation (Tomlinson, 2014) and individual rights (Children and 

Families Act, 2014). 

 

 EHCPs must also be implemented by SENCOs operating within existing 

exosystemic influences, that is, the culture and priorities of their organisations, 
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including their approach to educational standards, person-centred-care, and 

SEND itself. EHCPs and SEND support therefore involves interactions and 

mediations with the individual constructions of other social agents and the culture 

present in organisational contexts. Indeed, Vélez-Agosto et al. (2017) consider 

that culture exists in the micro-system, which is an important consideration since 

SEND support must mediate between competing and conflicting interests and 

ideologies as held by the various members in an  organisation, with consequent 

influences on resources (Hotho, 2008). An awareness of the different 

microsystem influences present is therefore also important, since such 

awareness can help us understand why individuals respond to, are changed by, 

and sometimes resist new initiatives. 

 

In EHCP implementation, microsystem, exosystem and macrosystem influences 

all contribute to the arrangements and interactions that SENCO and their settings 

have with support and professional services. Influences in each of these systems 

also contribute to the working practices and relationships adopted with parents 

and carers, with difficulties in the collaboration between education, health, care 

and families being reported (Hellawell 2017a; Palikara et al. 2018). The variation 

in SENCO and setting’s understanding of SEND and adoption of the reforms 

(Lawson and Jones 2017; Donovan 2018) and how SENCOs and their settings 

negotiate and develop their provision are consequently linked. Consideration of 

bio-ecological systems is therefore helpful because, as Laess (2010) states, 

sustainable development requires approaches based on a broad comprehension 

of the space-time context as well as through individual differentiation to meet 

specific contextual issues.  
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Distinct or interconnected? 

Whilst variations in individual SENCO and setting knowledge and understanding 

of SEND, and implementation of EHCPs exist in practice (Lamb and Blandford 

2017; Education Select Committee 2018), consideration of the broader influences 

at play enable us to identify how these contribute to both sustainable and 

unsustainable development (Rolfe, 2019). Indeed, Norwich (1996) argues that 

SEND provision is interlinked with education as a whole, describing it as a 

‘connected specialism’ (p.100), meaning that whilst effective outcomes for SEND 

students are related to specialist knowledge and input from key professionals 

(Tomlinson, 2014), provision is also interdependent on the general mainstream 

education system (Norwich 2014). Equality of opportunity for pupils with SEND 

therefore does not just mean ‘equality of provision’ (Glazzard, 2013, p. 184), 

inclusion (Graham and Slee, 2008; Reindal, 2016; Nugent, 2018) or even the 

aforementioned specialist knowledge, though these are certainly necessary 

components. Rather, a holistic approach, that recognises the importance of the 

whole and the interdependence of its parts, in terms of the individual and the 

organisation or systems involved, is required. Productive, holistic pedagogies are 

marked by connectedness, supportiveness and working with and valuing 

difference (Hayes et al, 2006). Indeed, provision that is adjusted and additional,  

that extends the principles of respect, care and compassion (Boylan and 

Woolsey, 2015) and that has a holistic conceptualisation of well-being (Bottery et 

al., 2012) is a necessary part of SEND provision. This is consistent with the shift 

in focus of EHCP implementation from administration towards training and culture 

changes (Education Select Commitee, 2018). However, despite the SEND Code 

of Practice (DfE and DoH, 2015) stating that every teacher is a teacher of SEND 
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and a dominant discourse that advocates a position in which everyone is included 

(NASEN 2014), others, such as Devarakonda (2013) ask whether inclusion is, in 

fact, idealistic, tokenistic or even realistic.  

 

It is within this context that SENCOs negotiate and operate to enact the SEND 

Code of Practice (DfE and DoH, 2015) and to implement EHCPs. This means 

that their power and actions can both effect, and be effected by influences within 

the wider policy context, which is in line with Ball’s (1993) concept of policy 

enactment as a discourse. Enactment as a discourse involves meanings and 

interpretations in a contested and negotiated process,  and include how policy 

shapes the values, actions, and behaviour if it’s implementers. Policy discourses 

therefore both reflect and create social reality.  We must therefore be prepared 

to identify and interrogate the normative assumptions that shape and drive policy 

if we are to have reform agendas that do more than ‘tinker at the edges’ (Graham 

and Slee, 2008. p.278). Indeed, engagement in policy as discourse (Ball, 1993) 

is a deeper, active process, involving both the identity and agency of its subjects, 

since interrogation to resolve conflicts as a form of social justice and response is 

involved.  

METHODOLOGY  

This study sought to discover the influences SENCOs themselves recognise as 

significant for their practice by focussing on individual experiences of EHCP 

implementation within settings. A conceptual framework that  utilised 

Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems theory (1982), was used to enable their 

perceptions of the influences affecting EHCP implementation to emerge.  
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Ethical guidelines were consulted throughout the design and data collection to 

ensure the study both adhered to ethical standards and had considered potential 

issues such as the negative impact of time taken out from role by participants to 

take part (mitigated against by arranging all interviews at a time and place most 

convenient for the participants) or the footprint created by reflecting on actions 

and feelings which could possibly changing, participant perspectives. The 

General Data Protection Regulations 2018 and Data Protection Act 2018 were 

also consulted to ensure compliance.  

 

Following a pilot study, A database identifying settings with three or more children 

with EHCPs in a West Midlands County was created, then gatekeepers were 

consulted before SENCos were invited to participate. Eight SENCos working in 

Early Years PVI settings were recruited to the main study through either direct 

contact or snowball sampling. These included two who had been in the role more 

than 20 years, two who had been in the role for five years or more (including an 

Area SENCo), three who had been in the role for three to five years, and one who 

had been in the role for less than three years.  

 

Data was collected in three stages. Work-lines (Day et al., 2006), in which 

participants drew a line on a chart to depict their positive and challenging 

experiences of EHCP implementation, were used as a pre-interview task to 

identify the event most critical to their practice. This event was then explored in 

critical event narrative interviews (Webster and Mertova, 2007), which took place 

in June 2017. This data set was analysed using content analysis. 
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A second interview was conducted in July 2017 to complete individual repertory 

grids. Arising out of the personal construct theory of (Kelly, 1955), repertory grid 

technique (Jankowicz, 2004) allows researchers to gain insight into how 

individuals construe their practice. From a Kellyan perspective, the dimensions 

used by the participants themselves to describe how they work effectively must 

be identified by individual’s themselves, rather than being imposed by the 

researcher or gleaned from the literature. Repertory grid technique can therefore 

provide insight into the thought processes and perceptions of others, which can 

help us to understand aspects of their situation, concerns, and likely actions and 

reactions.  21 constructs that were salient for the participants emerged from 

ideographic analysis of this data set. 

 

The third and final data collection phase took place in January 2018. Each 

participant ranked the 21 salient constructs in order of the importance each held 

for them. These rankings were then analysed using means to identify their place 

or priority from a scale of 1 (= very high priority) to 21 (= low priority). Finally, 

network analysis (Roldán and Schupp, 2006) was used alongside the conceptual 

framework to integrate the different analyses, a process which revealed the key 

influences. 

KEY FINDINGS  

The key influences, as experienced and perceived by the eight Early Years PVI 

SENCO participants, linked to Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems, are 

explored below. 
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Macrosystem influences 

The key theme that emerged at this level pertained to the provision and 

availability of information and resources. Securing answers and direction had 

been difficult when EHCPs were first introduced because support services, 

including EHCP caseworkers and Area SENCOs, were ‘learning as well, about 

the process … they hadn’t got everything in place’ (EY4). Difficulty securing 

answers and direction was also experienced when support services provision 

transferred from the Local Authority to a public company. This transition altered 

access to services, including  to the Area SENCO service, with the Area SENCO 

participant explaining that ‘we were nearly taken out of the scenario because we 

were too expensive … our unions fought for us to create a level playing field 

because schools have the advantage of having a fully qualified teacher as their 

SENCo whereas early years settings obviously don’t’ (EY4). Resource cuts were 

also reported to have affected training in that less courses were provided and the 

cost of attending those still available had increased. Consequently, settings were 

not sending ‘people on as much training as we were up to a couple of years ago’ 

(EY5). Finally, changes to nursery education funding were perceived to have 

impacted on resources, as well as to have created additional responsibilities for 

SENCOs who now needed to be ‘fully informed about and applying for inclusion 

funding’ (EY5).  

Exosystem influences 

Two key themes at this level emerged from the data. These pertained to ethos 

and support, and to the quality of evidence. Whilst access to professionals and 

support for SENCOs required allocations of physical resources, the culture and 

priorities of settings influenced how these were allocated and managed. That is, 
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the time and status assigned by settings to the role effected individual workloads 

and influence, and settings with supportive cultures enabled the sharing and 

dissemination of information and the collection of evidence.  

 

Whilst the role was described by 6 out of 8 participants as ‘huge’, ‘overwhelming’, 

sometimes ‘frustrating’ and requiring ‘clarification’, numerical ranking of the 21 

core constructs revealed consensus that the lowest priorities of these SENCO’s 

were ‘a manageable workload’ (mean ranking = 18.57) and ‘a good work-life 

balance’ (mean ranking = 19.86). This reveals participants placed the wellbeing 

of others above their own, a finding that may have implications for how individuals 

are able to persevere in the role. Supportive settings also enabled SENCOs to 

disseminate information and to contribute to the guidance and development of 

setting staff. Indeed, it was felt that paperwork loads, limited time and reduced 

access to formal training and support could be ameliorated by settings where 

tasks and knowledge were shared with colleagues, with EY1 identifying that  

‘having the team and staff on board and getting trained up … that’s the most 

significant part for me’  since when the team ‘know what’s going on with the 

children as much as I do’, they were able to help more with interventions and 

observations . Setting ethos and support also impacted on the quality of evidence 

collected for EHCP applications. Whilst the Early Years Support Tracking 

documents were highly valued for facilitating detailed breakdowns of progress, 

the evidence required in an application was more readily available rather than 

being an additional task in settings which had embedded systems for the 

collection of evidence in routine practice. The quality of evidence was also 

affected by the support and resources available to SENCOs. Accessing 
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professionals and receiving reports back from them was a concern, and 

participants reported the need ‘to keep chasing everybody’ because ‘I wasn’t 

getting feedback from the other people that I needed’ EY8. This is particularly 

pertinent in Early Years since timescales mean there is a limited window in which 

parental consent and the necessary two terms of evidence (required for EHCP 

applications) can be obtained. Consequently ‘dates were being missed’ EY3 and 

sometimes SENCOs ‘had to rely on Mum for information’ EY7, since they were 

not necessarily on the distribution list of other professionals. 

Mesosystem influences 

Five relationships emerged from the data as making key contributions to EHCP 

implementation. Contact with children enabled information about individual 

strengths, challenges, and interests to be collected. This was contrasted with the 

‘snapshot’ view provided by visiting, expert professionals, with Early Years 

SENCOs identifying that effective implementation requires a combination of both 

perspectives. Contact with families was valued for the knowledge of individual 

children and their circumstances that could be gained. Moreover,  links with 

parents helped  SENCOs acquire the parental permission necessary to access 

other services, as well as being helpful when conversations about possible 

developmental difficulties were necessary.  

SENCOs work in individual and sometimes isolated settings, and teamwork with 

setting staff and Area SENCOs were valued for the support they provided. Area 

SENCOs were valued for their assessments and help applying for and 

implementing EHCPS, but also for their advice and reassurance. For example, 

EY1 stated ‘my Area SENCO, is brilliant … she’ll go, ‘Just do this a little bit 

different’ or ‘Do this’ … it’s that reassurance all the time’, with EY6 identifying the 
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value of ‘validation that what we’d done was correct’ and EY2 stating ‘I needed 

that support, I wasn’t comfortable, I just couldn’t do it on my own because I knew 

how devastated mum was going to be with the conversations’.   

 

Relations with other professionals also emerged as being important, though 

difficulties communicating with organisations and support services were 

experienced due to access and availability, including timetable demands, but also 

because of SENCO communication skills and confidence, including their 

knowledge of SEND terminology and EHCP processes. Lines of communication 

and liaison were also affected by changes to established relationships created by 

cutbacks and re-organisation, with all participants identifying the impact this had 

on access to assessment, advice and support from experts who held knowledge 

about their setting’s provision and catchment area, because ‘there isn’t that 

person anymore … I could phone up somebody but I don’t think I’ll probably get 

the same relationship with what I had’ EY7. Finally, connections with SENCO 

peers were important despite contact being described as less frequent due to a 

reduction in cluster group meetings and backfill staffing costs. This was due to 

the information, advice and reassurance that could be gained from SENCO 

peers, with participants viewing them communities of learning that could help 

them to bridge some of the gaps in information, support and training. 

Microsystem influences 

The key themes that emerged at this level were: knowledge and skills; purpose 

and outcomes. EHCP implementation created increased SENCO responsibilities 

for initiating and co-ordinating assessment and support for children with SEND 

with participants making comments such as ‘it’s more on my shoulders’ EY1.  The 
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realities of implementation required them to develop ‘determination’ EY6, 

‘perseverance’ EY6, and ‘spirit’ EY8. However, whilst this responsibility, and the 

knowledge needed to fulfil this, was esteemed by other setting staff, participants 

felt vulnerable or doubted themselves at times. They linked this to their 

knowledge, experience and status, explaining that sometimes, when voicing their 

concerns and information in multi-disciplinary teams, they felt ‘undermined 

because you are only a nursery nurse or a deputy manager and these have got 

degrees here, but actually no, I know this child best’ EY3. Indeed, 

everyday/personal knowledge of the child, their history and circumstances 

emerged as the second highest priority (mean ranking = 5.00). Participant’s also 

recognised the need for knowledge about SEND and child development was also 

ranked high (mean ranking = 5.67) with the three Early Years SENCOs who held 

10 or more years’ experience ranking this even higher (mean ranking = 3.0), 

explaining that training was essential if knowledge banks were to be maintained. 

EY2 voiced to the concerns of these more experienced SENCOs, stating: ‘early 

years staff in some respects are not trained for full on SENCO’ since they may 

not be ‘properly understanding that [SEND] awareness and I don’t think there’s 

enough in their training to really push that through’, though some staff in EY5’s 

setting were using online training platforms to develop their skills and other 

SENCOs (EY1, EY2 and EY3) had developed their in-house training.  

The data identified that child centred practice (mean ranking = 3.79) was the 

highest priority for these Early Years SENCOs, who described working with 

children with SEND as ‘my passion, it’s what I feel very strongly about, what 

interests me’ (EY3). Indeed, the role was often viewed as more than ‘just a job’ 

(EY8), an approach that required them to be motivated, enthusiastic,  and 
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committed to ‘go the extra mile’ (EY5). SENCOS wanted to ‘do the best’ (EY6) 

for the children under their care with children’s wellbeing being central to this, 

which meant fitting the provision to each child to enable them to be ‘happy and 

fulfilling as much as they can’ (EY6). It was, however, recognised that this level 

of care and dedication could be dampened by the workload and by the resource 

challenges.  

These participants felt that the children’s outcomes were enhanced by detailed 

assessments which clearly determined and informed the provision needed. 

Positive outcomes were also assisted when funding was available to finance 

support and to secure specialist provisions or placements, and when the advice 

or outside professionals was actively implemented by settings. Such 

implementation was supported by personal knowledge of individual children and 

their interests, and by positive relationships with families and carers, but was 

mediated by practical constraints, for example, staffing ratios, knowledge and 

understanding, or access to professionals.  

DISCUSSION  

This study took place amidst competing policy agendas and pressures. 

Influences on the actual implementation of EHCPs were identified and detail 

about the priorities and constraints for SENCOs operating in Early Years PVI 

settings emerged. These involve different levels of the bio-ecological model 

though interconnections and overlap between them are present. This reflects the 

complexity of real practice where influences interact and affect one another. 

Bronfenbrenner’s concept of bi-directionality explains how ecological systems 

influence individuals as well as how individual influences interact with ecological 
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systems, and Emirbayer and Mische (1998) recognise that whilst transpersonal 

contexts can both constrain and enable practice, they do not, of themselves, 

dictate agentic possibilities. This is because culture is an ever changing system 

composed of the daily practices of social communities (Vélez-Agosto et al., 

2017), so knowledge about the composition of contexts and orientations can play 

an important role in the achievement of agency.   

 

Consideration of the macrosystem influences present in EHCP implementation 

revealed that the SENCO participants in this study had experienced challenges 

obtaining consistent and detailed information about EHCP implementation. 

Resource cutbacks, re-organisation and staffing changes had disrupted the 

availability and access SENCOs had to assessment, support and advice from 

other organisations, as well as affecting to training and resources. When the 

expectation that SENCOs be the key implementers of the SEND Code of Practice 

in their setting (DfE and DoH, 2015) is considered alongside the existence of 

varying training levels and experience, the presence of constrictions becomes 

clear. Additional requirements, including applying for resources from, for example 

inclusion funding and securing provision from support services and organisations, 

suggests that the oversight and support offered by Area SENCOs is more 

essential than ever. However, whilst Area SENCo’s are employed to address this 

situation, the capacity of this service (National Audit Office, 2013) mean that the 

responsibility for initial recognition, assessment and intervention is increasingly 

falling on the shoulders of individual setting SENCOs, with varying results. 

Indeed, whilst detailed guidance documents such as the EYFS (DfE, 2014) and 

Early Learning Goals and Guidance (Rochford, 2016) provide practitioners on the 
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ground with an essential framework for identifying and supporting additional 

needs, the voice and skills of SENCOs (Palikara et al., 2018) operating in this 

sector needs to be developed, supported and empowered to enable them to 

interface with the existing challenges to implement EHCP most effectively. 

 

Exosystemic influences revealed by the data collected in this study uncovered 

both training constrictions and possibilities. Whilst the availability and cost of 

training mean that the knowledge and skills of SENCOs and their settings differ 

and are at risk of diminishing (Macfarlane, Nolan and Cartmel, 2016), increasing 

flexible and distance learning opportunities (NASEN, 2019; Thomas, 2020) 

provide  a possible solution. This is both an encouraging and worrying scenario, 

since the proliferation of training providers in an area already lacking recognised 

pathways  (Macfarlane, Nolan and Cartmel, 2016) creates challenges for 

governance and potential for increasing differences in qualifications and 

knowledge. SENCOs were also sharing knowledge with their setting and SENCO 

peers. Whilst the SEND Code of Practice (DfE and DoH, 2015) identifies the 

training of others as a SENCO responsibility, such dissemination appears to be 

a pragmatic response to training and support constraints as much as a response 

to the Code. SENCOs were also cognisant of the contribution of detailed 

knowledge of individual children and their specific circumstances, enabled by the 

increased contact and key-worker scheme present in this age-phase. Such 

knowledge is not distinct or separate from general practice in this sector (Norwich, 

1996, 2014). Neither is the tracking of progress (DfE, 2014), though it is argued 

that settings who have developed their provision as a result of  training and 

culture changes (Education Select Commitee, 2018) are more likely to recognise 
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the value of, and develop and embed systems to routinely collect and apply 

quality evidence. This could serve to demystify much about SEND and increase 

setting-based support. 

 

Findings also revealed five key relationships that contribute to EHCP 

implementation. Whilst SENCOS working in Early Years PVI settings can, like 

their primary counterparts, be operating in isolated circumstances (Curran et al., 

2018), and can be very dependent on advice and guidance provided by staff 

external to the setting (Poon-McBrayer, 2012), the contact and key-worker 

system inherent in the sector can underpin and help establish relations with 

children, parents and families. However, although support from Area SENCOs 

and other professionals is available, cutbacks and organisational changes mean 

this had reduced and was harder to access. Established, existing relationships 

had also been disrupted by changes to allocated personnel. This has implications 

for individual SENCOs, and for the implementation of the increased 

responsibilities and intentions identified in the Code of Practice (DfE and DoH, 

2015). Whilst some of the issues contributing to this scenario are beyond the 

control of SENCOs, and are challenged by issues such as mutually convenient 

times to talk (Hellawell, 2017a; Palikara et al., 2018), the important contribution 

of the arrangements and interactions held with other social agents in 

organisational contexts is recognised by others (Hotho, 2008). The finding of this 

research indicate that this extends to contact with SENCO peers who form a type 

of learning community (Owen, 2016) and that establishing and building 

relationships is an important part of the SENCO role, though the need to develop 
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specific communication and liaison skills; including knowledge and confidence of 

SEND terminology and EHCP processes, need to be recognised.  

 

The contribution of microsystem influences also needs to be recognised. The 

need to accrue and maintain SEND knowledge and skills has been documented 

both here and in the literature (Macfarlane, Nolan and Cartmel, 2016; Griggs and 

Bussard, 2017; Lamb and Blandford, 2017; Lamb et al., 2018). SENCO purpose, 

is less-well  documented. The SENCOs in this study prioritised child-centred 

practice and were motivated to achieve positive outcomes. This is no different to 

the purpose of all early care and education provision (Bottery et al., 2012; Boylan 

and Woolsey, 2015). What is different is the high level of commitment,  motivation 

and  perseverance needed to ‘hunt down’ and secure support and provision 

within limited resources, and although the responsibility and knowledge needed 

to fulfil the SENCO role in Early Years was esteemed by other setting staff, 

participants themselves sometimes felt vulnerable, doubted themselves, or were 

undermined in multi-disciplinary teams. The demands on those practicing in Early 

Years PVI settings are therefore considerable (Thomas, 2020), and whilst these 

participants demonstrated tenacity and resilience, the considerable 

responsibility, workload and emotional load involved in the role, coupled with the 

limited availability of consistent, accessible information and support for SENCOs, 

create  a reality marked by significant challenges.  

CONCLUDING REMARKS  

It is therefore suggested that a network or hub that recognises, supports, and 

develops the identity and resilience of SENCOs working in Early Years is needed. 

This is within the power of SENCOs themselves to develop, though the need for 
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this must ultimately be recognised and supported by settings and authorities. It is 

also suggested that Area SENCOs have a significant role to play in helping ‘level’ 

the ‘playing field’, which also needs to be recognised and supported. Finally, 

although these suggestions may lie outside the direct control of individual 

SENCOs, this study revealed several possibilities for development at the 

microsystem level, including engaging with flexible and distance learning 

opportunities, valuing contact with children and families, building up key 

relationships, and  prioritising the development of  a support network. 
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