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The aim of this systematic review is to investigate the special educational needs and disabilities in mainstream public educational institutions in English-speaking countries through a series of studies conducted using the themes "evidence-based practice," "implementation issues," and "current efficacy," contributing ten articles published in 2022-2025.
The themes that were highlighted included insufficient teacher education despite three decades of inclusion policy, structural barriers to the realisation of collaboration, existing knowledge versus classroom practice, the geographic inequity of the quality of provision, and the lack of student voices in the decision-making process.
Through such an analysis, one notices a phenomenon called “rhetorical inclusion” and understands how discourses have remained at a mere promise without actual engagement. In fact, even though effective strategies and policy mandates currently support inclusion efforts, there is a lack of sufficient support for effective implementation.
The existing provision requires improvement as it is presently failing some of the pupil population; this is demonstrated by underachieving pupil performance and large gaps that are evident between policy and individual pupil experience. Recommendations are made to cater to national policy interventions, local collaborative infrastructure, and implementation science research priorities.
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[bookmark: _hf9y14p3rnxs][bookmark: _Toc220081023]1.1 Background and Context
Special Educational Needs (SEN) in English primary schools has been of great concern as children in need of special attention are on the increase. A total of over 1.6 million pupils in England had been found to have special educational needs as of January 2024, and official statistics indicate continued increases in both SEN support and Education, Health and Care (EHC) plans (Department for Education, 2025). The age range is one of the most important development phases during which early intervention and proper assistance may have a considerable impact on future educational achievements and life paths (Chen and Li, 2024).
The policy environment supporting the provision of SEN in England has changed significantly during the past decades (Norwich, 2017). The Children and Families Act 2014 and the further SEND Code of Practice 2015 brought significant changes that were meant to ensure better outcomes for children with special educational needs and disabilities (Harris and Davidge, 2019). These reforms included a more cooperative and child-focused approach, with the former Statement of SEN being replaced by Education, Health and Care (EHC) plans and support being offered between birth and the age of 25 (Marsh, 2023). The act required more parental engagement, multi-agency collaboration, and holding schools more responsible to recognise and meet the needs of SEN students and achieve their success (Barnes, 2019).
Primary education, especially focusing on children aged 5-11, is a form of basic education during which cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development takes place in a short period (Kuzik et al., 2020). In the case of children with SEN, this time is a particularly important one because it determines the patterns of learning, socialisation, and self-identification that would likely continue throughout the course of education (Grigorenko et al., 2020). Intervention at an earlier age can help to reduce the effects of numerous learning challenges, improve social inclusion, and avoid further achievement disparities between SEN pupils and their typically developing counterparts (Soma, Kissiedu, and Nyame, 2023).
Nevertheless, even with the progressive policy frameworks and awareness, the adoption of effective SEN support in primary schools is uneven (Sepadi, 2025). Schools are challenged with a lot of issues, such as the resource shortage, Insufficient training of teachers, inconsistent provision of specialist support, and institutional pressures of accountability mechanisms, which do not necessarily need to address the multifarious needs of SEN pupils (Mokano and Letuma, 2025). These issues were also worsened by the COVID-19 pandemic, which interrupted learning patterns and support services, and affected vulnerable learners, such as those with SEN (Crane et al., 2021), most of all.
[bookmark: _6f2b15ee7xkd][bookmark: _Toc220081024]1.2 Problem Statement
Although a strong framework of legislation and policy instructions forms a solid ground on which SEN provision can be delivered, there are notable gaps between policy intent and classroom realities. It has been shown that there is great diversity in the ways schools recognise, assess, and support children with SEN, and thus the outcomes vary in different geographical regions and in schools (Zylbersztjn et al., 2023). Most primary schools fail to realise evidence-based interventions because of the lack of resources, professional development opportunities for teachers, and the competing demands in an ever-complicated educational environment (March et al., 2022).
Teachers often complain that they are not prepared to address the needs of SEN students in regular classes, and many of them do not get any specific training on any particular condition or differentiation techniques when they are being trained as teachers (Gal et al., 2025). SENCOs are usually tasked with the difficult role of coordinating SEN provision in schools, but the demands of their work are frequently excessive, and they do not have the power or resources to make a systemic change (Gallagher and Fitzgerald, 2025). Moreover, the multi-agency collaboration, which the SEND Code of Practice is focused on, often fails since the communication is usually poor, the external services are not well-funded, and the lines of responsibility are not clear (Firmin et al., 2022).
In addition, there is a gap between knowledge and practice, in which evidence-based research on effective SEN interventions does not always transfer into practice in the classroom (Bowen et al., 2025). Although there is extensive academic literature on the success of strategies to support children with different categories of SEN, such as communication and interaction needs, cognitive and learning difficulties, social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) issues, and sensory or physical impairments, not all such findings are available or applicable in the context of practitioners functioning in resource-constrained settings (Bagnall, Fox and Skipper, 2021). This gap between research and practice continues to perpetuate a cycle of relying on old, potentially ineffective methods and discourages implementing new, evidence-based methods.
[bookmark: _wz3zmopnczhi][bookmark: _Toc220081025]1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
The overarching aim of this dissertation is to systematically identify and critically evaluate effective strategies for supporting children aged 5-11 years with special educational needs in primary schools in England. By synthesising existing research evidence and analysing the factors that facilitate or hinder successful implementation, this study seeks to provide actionable insights for educators, policymakers, and other stakeholders invested in improving SEN provision.
Specific objectives include:
1. To identify current evidence-based strategies for supporting children with SEN in primary school settings, encompassing pedagogical approaches, environmental adaptations, multi-agency collaboration, and social-emotional interventions.
2. To critically evaluate the effectiveness of these strategies across different categories of SEN as defined by the SEND Code of Practice 2015 (Demetriou, 2020), including communication and interaction needs, cognition and learning difficulties, social, emotional and mental health needs, and sensory and physical needs.
3. To analyse the barriers and facilitators that influence the successful implementation of SEN support strategies in primary schools, considering factors such as teacher training, resource availability, school leadership, and systemic policy constraints.
4. To provide evidence-informed recommendations for practice, policy development, and future research that can enhance the quality and consistency of SEN provision in English primary schools.
[bookmark: _rlhqzy42gpji][bookmark: _Toc220081026]1.4 Rationale and Significance
This study is very important and timely for several reasons. To begin with, the current educational environment after the pandemic has increased awareness of the vulnerability of SEN pupils, who received an unequal amount of disruption to their learning and wellbeing during school closures (Ciuffetelli, Parker and Conversano, 2021). With schools still in recovery and rebuilding phases, it is badly needed that clear and evidence-supported directions should be spelt out on how best these learners can be assisted to re-establish academic momentum and social relationships.
Second, the constant demands on school budgets and the local government funding of SEN services stipulate the necessity of the critical analysis of the most significant consequences provided by respective strategies (Davies, Diamond and Perry, 2019). Given the limited resources, schools need to focus on interventions that are theoretically sound and practically implementable, and provably effective. Synthetic evidence reviews can be used to make informed decisions regarding resource allocation and intervention choice by educators (Hempel et al., 2020).
Third, although SEN intervention research is abundant, much of the knowledge currently exists in disparate studies, research paradigms, and geographical settings (Lien, 2025). This dissertation should address the knowledge-practice gap between the research findings and practitioners by providing a comprehensive and thematically arranged synthesis of evidence, specifically in the context of the English primary school.
This study can help guide current policy reviews and improvements in the SEND system in England. The latest government reports have emphasised a range of ongoing issues in the field of SEN provision, such as the 2022 Green Paper on SEND and Alternative Provision by the Department for Education, which proposed changes to enhance early intervention, reduce bureaucracy, and make SEN provision more accountable (Azpitarte and Holt, 2023). Findings of this dissertation could be used to support these policy debates by identifying the strategies that are most efficient in the given structural conditions and addressing the potential need for systemic changes.
Lastly, this study can lead to better results for thousands of children with SEN. Through the identification and promotion of effective support strategies, this research project establishes a wider objective to establish more inclusive and equitable learning settings, whereby all children, regardless of their learning needs, are given the chance to achieve their potential.
[bookmark: _w5w2vvhllz5u][bookmark: _Toc220081027]1.5 Dissertation Structure
This dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter 2, based on this introduction, contains a detailed literature review, which sets the conceptual and policy framework of SEN provision in England, defines the main concepts and categories, and surveys the available literature on the support strategies. Chapter 3 provides the research methodology, which will describe the systematic approach that will be used in searching the literature, study selection, quality appraisal and thematic synthesis that will be used in this dissertation.
[bookmark: _nqv7hnja90m5]The results and discussion in Chapter 4 are presented in a thematic way of important categories of support strategies identified during the systematic review. This chapter critically reviews the evidence of each type of strategy, factors of context that influence their implementation, and summarises the findings to determine shared characteristics of successful interventions. Chapter 5 is the final section of the dissertation that summarises the main findings, implications for practice, policy, and research, limitations of the study, and recommendations based on evidence.

[bookmark: _2sr7o8gvcxvp][bookmark: _Toc220080363][bookmark: _Toc220081028]Chapter 2: Literature review/theoretical framework 
[bookmark: _eeeh0y4a4txt][bookmark: _Toc220081029]2.1 Introduction
The chapter covers the literature on the provision of special educational needs in English primary schools, specifically those involved with children between the ages of 5 and 11 years. The review is designed in such a way to develop the conceptual and theoretical framework of SEN support, review the policy context in which primary schools work, consider the nature and frequency of various types of SEN, and critically review available evidence on intervention strategies. This chapter will provide a context for the current investigation and support the need to have a systematic review of effective support strategies by synthesising the knowledge in the areas of educational research, psychology, policy analysis and pedagogical studies.
[bookmark: _ao4axnm77x11][bookmark: _Toc220081030]2.2 Conceptual Framework
[bookmark: _h023cth7sdlu][bookmark: _Toc220081031]2.2.1 Defining Special Educational Needs
Special educational needs have been a subject of constant debate and evolution in the discourse of education. According to the SEND Code of Practice, a child or a young person with SEN is one with a learning difficulty or disability requiring a special educational provision to be made on their behalf (Harris and Davidge, 2019). A learning difficulty or disability is defined as a considerably larger difficulty in learning compared to most other children of the same age, or a disability that makes or impairs the child's use of educational facilities generally available to students in mainstream schools (IPSEA, 2018).
Although this definition is clear in legal terms, it has been criticised due to its focus on in-child deficits instead of environmental and systemic obstacles (IPSEA, 2018). Critics posit that these conceptualisations of deficit are dangerous in that they tend to pathologise differences and obscure the contribution of rigid curricula, lack of resources, and poorly constructed learning environments to the development of educational challenges (Nilsson, 2025). As a result, the modern methods of SEN tend to embrace ecological insights that acknowledge how personal factors and other conditions can influence educational experiences and outcomes (Dan et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _6kf9pola86y8][bookmark: _Toc220081032]2.2.2 Models of Disability and Their Educational Implications
The medical and the social models of disability are two opposite paradigms that significantly contributed to the SEN provision strategy (Qu, 2020). The medical model views disability as a personal pathology that needs to be diagnosed, treated and remedied. Applied to education, this viewpoint focuses on specialist interventions aimed at filling deficits in the child or compensating for them (Hannant, 2024). Although this method has its strengths in ensuring that children are given the correct therapeutic help, it has been criticized to pinpoint the issue of the problem in the individual and may lead to lowered expectations for the expected result (Kapoor and Kaul, 2024).
In comparison, the social model of disability assumes that disability is not an individual impairment but a product of societal factors, attitudes, and institutional practices that isolate or marginalise individuals with impairments (Adam and Koutsoklenis, 2023). Educationally, this model is based on the principles of adjusting pedagogical processes, physical space, and curriculum to fit and embrace different learners (Bessarab et al., 2025). The social model has played a significant role in promoting the ideals of inclusive education and resisting the practice of segregation (Lawson and Beckett, 2020).
The existing best practice in SEN provision is frequently based on an interactionist model, and it takes into account both personal needs and environmental influence (Blanco-Bayo and Reraki, 2025). This model acknowledges that although certain children may need specialised assistance because of certain cognitive, sensory and physical dissimilarities, the degree to which these dissimilarities become incapacitating is further reliant on the responsiveness of educational contexts to diversity (Morgenthaler, Kramer-Roy and Schulze, 2022). This approach is consistent with the bio-ecological systems theory, which focuses on the nested and interrelated systems, between microsystems, such as the classroom, and macrosystems, such as national policy, that contribute to child development (El Zaatari and Maalouf, 2022).
[bookmark: _a5ygduh7s2nq][bookmark: _Toc220081033]2.2.3 Inclusive Education as a Guiding Framework
Inclusive education is a philosophical value as well as a model of organisation of educational provision. In essence, inclusive education provides the claim that all children, notwithstanding their ability, background, and traits, should enjoy the right to learn together within mainstream environments with reasonable provision (Ainscow, 2020). This is the principle which is stipulated by international treaties such as the UNESCO Salamanca Statement or the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Graham et al., 2020).
Nevertheless, inclusion is a controversial and complex phenomenon. Others differentiate between physical inclusion (the basic situation of being placed in the mainstream environment) and functional inclusion (engaging in learning activities), as well as social inclusion (being accepted and belonging to the community of peers) (Long and Guo, 2023). Inclusion is not just a matter of location but also of pedagogical practices that can allow all learners to experience meaningful learning opportunities and reach their potential (Dewi, 2024).
It has been shown that, in the case of sufficient resources and properly designed pedagogical strategies, inclusive education can bring positive academic and social outcomes to children with SEN (Kart and Kart, 2021). Nevertheless, inadequately funded or insufficiently facilitated inclusion may lead to adverse experiences, such as academic failures, social exclusion, and a lack of self-esteem (Dalgaard et al., 2022). These results emphasise the need to find and apply effective support strategies in the mainstream primary schools, which represents the main objective of the current dissertation.
[bookmark: _90phq4wy4mdl][bookmark: _Toc220081034]2.3 Policy Context in England
[bookmark: _7ndaayv0gvgt][bookmark: _Toc220081035]2.3.1 Historical Evolution of SEN Policy
SEN policy in England has a history of gradual changes between segregation and inclusion, marked by periods of landmark reports and legislative changes. Before the 1970s, children with severe learning disabilities were commonly considered ineducable and not a part of the education system (Robinson and Joseph, 2023). The 1970 Education Act removed this classification and introduced the fact that every child could be benefiting in an educational process (Lindsay, Wedell and Dockrell, 2020).
The Warnock Report of 1978 was a tipping point in the SEN policy (Norwich, 2019). This highly influential report coined the term special educational needs to replace stigmatising terms like educationally subnormal, and supported the significance of early identification and early intervention, and the necessity of including children with SEN in mainstream schools wherever feasible (Demetriou, 2020). Most of the recommendations of Warnock were subsequently incorporated into the 1981 Education Act, which introduced the Statement of SEN as a process of recognising children in need of special attention and committing the local authorities to make suitable provision (Lindsay, Wedell and Dockrell, 2020).
The end of the 20th and the beginning of the 21st centuries are marked by additional legislative advances toward the reinforcement of the SEN provision and the encouragement of inclusion. The 1996 Education Act made the earlier legislative acts more coherent and strengthened the idea that children with SEN will receive education in general institutions unless it is impossible in the interests of parents or effective education of other students (Harris and Davidge, 2019). The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 further provided anti-discriminatory provisions to the educational field, and it was declared to be illegal to discriminate against disabled students (Shuayb, 2020).
[bookmark: _u2oensu8c8hy][bookmark: _Toc220081036]2.3.2 The SEND Reforms: Children and Families Act 2014
THE newest and most important reform was the Children and Families Act 2014, which radically reorganised the SEN system in England (Lamb, 2019). The Act also brought some significant changes driven by the dissatisfaction of many people with the current system (such as the excessive bureaucracy, the conflict between parents and authorities, and low performance among young people with SEN) (Riddell, 2020).
Firstly, the Act substituted Statements of SEN with Education, Health and Care (EHC) plans, which are more holistic and lifespan-oriented by including health and social care needs in addition to educational needs and covering the period between birth and age 25 (Gibson, 2014). Second, the law required more children, youth, and families to be involved in decision-making activities, which were now focused on person-centred planning and co-production (Dunn et al., 2025). Third, the Act established the Local Offer, which makes local authorities display data on existing services to address the needs of children with a SEN and disability (Harris and Davidge, 2019).
The statutory direction of carrying out these reforms was given in the SEND Code of Practice, which was published in 2015 (Tysoe, Vincent and Boulton, 2021). The Code also defines 4 broad domains of need, namely communication and interaction, cognition and learning, social emotional and mental health, and sensory and physical needs, but notes that the domains should not be treated as fixed categories, but to support holistic assessment and provision planning (Murphy, 2022). Also, the Code strengthened the graded nature of Assess, Plan, Do, Review, which mandates schools to incorporate cyclic mechanisms in the determination of needs and assessment of interventions (Edwards and Beaton, 2021).
[bookmark: _hh7ym3v96gua][bookmark: _Toc220081037]2.3.3 Policy Implementation and Persistent Challenges
Although the 2014 reforms had a progressive motive, the process of their implementation has turned out to be difficult, and the results are mixed (Cullen and Lindsay, 2019). One of the most notable governmental reviews was done five years after the implementation and revealed that there were major concerns, such as sluggishness in EHC plan evaluations, variation in the quality of provision between local authorities, misunderstanding of parents in accessing support, and insufficient funding to address identified needs (Hammond, 2024).
The financial issues are one of the most severe obstacles to successful SEN provision. SEN services have been subjected to significant pressure in the local authority budgets, and most councils are reporting deficits in their high needs budgets (Fahy et al., 2023). The same situation is seen in schools, which claim that they do not have enough funds to support the learning of SEN students, especially those who need extensive support but did not qualify for an EHC plan (Marsh and Howatson, 2020). These financial pressures have led to a smaller number of specialists, the inability to access external services (educational psychology and speech and language therapy) and larger class sizes, which limit the ability of teachers to differentiate instruction efficiently (Birch et al., 2023).
Moreover, there are still tensions between inclusion policy and mechanisms of accountability (Daniels, Thompson and Tawell, 2019). Inclusive practices are likely to be under pressure because of the focus on standardised testing and performance measures, especially at the Key Stage 2 (Chitpin, 2021). Schools can be encouraged to target resources towards those pupils who are close to the threshold of meeting the expected standards and ignore those with greater needs whose accomplishment may not add value to the school performance metrics (Azpitarte and Holt, 2023). These systemic pressures highlight the necessity of finding cost-effective implementable strategies that can accommodate SEN pupils within the limits of the present policy environment.
[bookmark: _b9mcxyoqljza][bookmark: _Toc220081038]2.4 Categories of SEN in Primary Schools
[bookmark: _xwxm6za9isxj][bookmark: _Toc220081039]2.4.1 Communication and Interaction Needs
The conditions of communication and interaction require a wide variety of conditions that influence children to comprehend, process, and use language and socialise (Nawaz et al., 2024). This group will cover children with autism spectrum, speech and language disorders, and learners with certain issues in social communication (Dockrell et al., 2019).
Autism spectrum conditions (ASC) are identified by variation in social communication and interactions, coupled with the limitation and repetitive behavioural, interests, or activity patterns (Bhat, 2020). Autistic children in primary schools can have problems interpreting social signals, having two-way dialogue, coping with routine, and dealing with sensory inputs (Unwin, Powell and Jones, 2021). It is estimated that 1-2% of school-aged children are autistic, although the prevalence of the diagnosis has been growing considerably over recent years (Hidalgo, Moreso and Sans, 2021).
The speech, language, and communication needs (SLCN) influence the ability of children to articulate sounds, create words and sentences and understand verbal communication(Cronin et al., 2020). These challenges may greatly hinder academic achievement, because literacy is supported by language and access to the curriculum in all subjects(McLeod, Harrison and Wang, 2019). Studies have suggested that about 10% of children who start primary school have some form of SLCN, with higher prevalence in socioeconomically disadvantaged regions (Gibbard et al., 2024).
Children with communication and interaction needs should be supported with multifaceted methods that consider both the development of the skills and the environmental adaptation (Zamiri and Esmaeili, 2024). The strategies that are suggested in the literature as effective are structured visual supports, explicit instruction of social skills, speech and language therapy interventions, and developing communication-friendly classroom settings (Mahsud and Masood, 2025). Nonetheless, the availability of specialist speech and language therapy is not evenly distributed throughout England, and most schools report the lack of services to address the demand (Mathers et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _8v7fdsb2kt21][bookmark: _Toc220081040]2.4.2 Cognition and Learning Needs
Cognition and learning needs involve challenges that influence how and how fast children receive, process and store information (Porter, 2020). Specific learning difficulties in this category include dyslexia, dyscalculia, and dyspraxia, moderate learning difficulties (MLD), and severe learning difficulties (SLD) (Filmer, 2024).
One of the most prevalently defined SEN in primary schools is dyslexia, which is the inability to read and spell words accurately and fluently despite receiving sufficient training (Miciak and Fletcher, 2020). It is estimated that around 10% of the population has some dyslexic difficulty, and about 4% have significant dyslexic difficulty (Wagner et al., 2020). Prompt diagnosis and treatment are essential because continuous reading problems can indirectly impact academic performance throughout the curriculum, as well as self-esteem and motivation in children (Omar et al., 2024).
Dyscalculia is defined as certain impairments in the comprehension of number concepts, learning number facts, as well as mathematical calculations (Yoong and Ahmad, 2021). Dyscalculia is not as widely studied as dyslexia, but it is estimated to occur in 3-7% of children and can be a big obstacle to development in the field of mathematics and other subjects that involve quantitative reasoning (Haberstroh and Schulte-Körne, 2019).
Moderate learning difficulties (MLD) is a terminology that is used to refer to children whose learning is slower than that of average children in most aspects of the curriculum and who may also have problems with literacy, numeracy, memory, and reasoning (Zerafa, 2020). MLD is a large subset of the SEN population in primary schools, but the category has been criticised due to its absence of specificity and its possible oversensitization (Vince, 2021).
Pedagogical strategies to address cognitive and learning requirements include a focus on systematic, organised instruction, multisensory learning, frequent practice and consolidation, and task and material differentiation (Chestnutt, 2025). Research, however, also points out the significance of having high expectations and access to an ambitious curriculum, as opposed to the deficit-oriented approach that restricts opportunities.
[bookmark: _jbtdl8rg13sa][bookmark: _Toc220081041]2.4.3 Social, Emotional, and Mental Health Needs
Social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) needs are a broad concept that comprises challenges that may be exhibited in the form of challenging behaviour, anxiety, self-harm and a broad spectrum of emotional and behavioural problems (Johnson, 2023). In this group, children diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), conduct disorder, and anxiety disorders and children who have emotional problems due to unfavourable childhood experiences, trauma, or environmental stressors are included (Waite, 2025).
One of the most prevalent neurodevelopmental disorders is ADHD, which is marked by constant inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsiveness (ADI) and is present in about 3-5% of school-aged children (Salari et al., 2023). At the primary school level, kids with ADHD might find it difficult to maintain attention, verbal commands, organisation, sitting, and impulse control (Staff et al., 2023). With the lack of proper support, these challenges may severely affect academic achievements and social interactions (McDougal et al., 2022).
Although anxiety and depression are more frequently diagnosed in adolescence and adulthood, they are also becoming prevalent in primary-aged children (Barker, Beresford and Fraser, 2022). Anxiety in schools can be in the form of reluctance or refusal to go to school, physical symptoms, including headache or stomachache, excessive worry about grades, and avoiding social events (Vincenzo et al., 2024). Childhood mental health problems, which are not treated, have been linked to worse long-term outcomes, such as worse academic achievement, lower chances of employment, and a higher risk of mental health problems later in life (Schlack et al., 2021).
Children with SEMH needs should be supported through a whole-school strategy including universal mental health promotion, interventions targeting vulnerable pupils, and specialised support to pupils with serious difficulties (March et al., 2022). Examples of evidence-based practices are trauma-informed practice, cognitive-behavioural interventions, social and emotional learning programs, restorative behaviour management, and collaborative working with mental health services (Pollack et al., 2024). Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) access, however, is extremely limited, and a lengthy waiting time and high entry barriers restrict the ability to provide timely assistance to many children.
[bookmark: _mowyldyvquhq][bookmark: _Toc220081042]2.4.4 Sensory and Physical Needs
Physical needs and sensory needs encompass the following: visual impairment, hearing impairment, multi-sensory impairment, and physical disability, which have an impact on the ability of a child to access the curriculum and engage in school life. Although the number of children with sensory and physical needs is lower than the proportion of children with other categories of needs, children with sensory and physical needs tend to need highly specialised support and environmental adaptations (Maryanna et al., 2026).
Visual impairment can be mild sight impairments to total blindness, which can have different implications on learning (Loh, Senthil and Constable, 2024). To ensure safe movement and complete attendance, children with visual impairments might need to make changes to written materials, assistive technologies, and physical environment alterations (Fanu, Schmidt and Virendrakumar, 2022). The specialist teachers in visual impairment and the provision of resources like large print material or screen readers in a timely manner are necessary but seldom consistent (Mpolomoka, 2025).
Hearing impairment also covers a range from slight hearing impairment to severe deafness (Kushalnagar, 2019). Hearing impairments that are not diagnosed or not adequately managed may have a profound effect on language acquisition, literacy acquisition, and socialisation (Mushtaq et al., 2024). The most efficient support involves amplification systems, preferential seating, visual aids, and, in others, specialised means of communication like sign language (Kushalnagar, 2019).
Physical disabilities could be caused by cerebral palsy, muscular dystrophy, spina bifida or acquired injuries (Jane and Hilberink, 2023). Physically challenged children might need adaptations of the built environment, specialised equipment, physiotherapy and personal care assistance (Swai et al., 2024). The inclusion principle of physical education and recreational programs is significant to the social inclusion of these children and their physical growth.
[bookmark: _7tcl9g6lls5][bookmark: _Toc220081043]2.5 Existing Evidence on Support Strategies
[bookmark: _2suhsw8alchi][bookmark: _Toc220081044]2.5.1 Overview of Intervention Research
Over the past decade, the body of research on interventions with children with SEN has expanded, and it includes a variety of approaches to different methodological designs such as randomised controlled trials, quasi-experimental studies, case studies, and qualitative research (Maggin, 2022). This evidence-based body cuts across many areas, such as academic interventions of certain skill deficiencies, behavioural interventions of challenging behaviour, social interventions of developing peer relationships, and systemic interventions of enhancing whole-school inclusive behaviour.
This evidence base has been synthesised in a number of systematic reviews and meta-analyses. The general findings of these reviews are that the successful interventions are characterised by some common features, such as clear, systematic training; sufficient intensity and the length of training; implementation fidelity and training individualisation to suit the needs of the particular requirements (Morse, 2025). Nevertheless, reviewers also highlight a high level of heterogeneity in intervention strategy, outcome measures, and other aspects of context, which makes it more challenging to make conclusive findings on what works (Paparini et al., 2021).
The main theme of the literature is the difference between efficacy (whether or not an intervention works in ideal, controlled conditions) and effectiveness (whether or not it works in real-world, typical school circumstances) (Hagger and Weed, 2019). A significant portion of the interventions that have been proven effective in research studies do not replicate the same results when applied at scale in schools, frequently because of the lack of training, inadequate resources, conflicting demands on teacher time, and low fidelity to the intervention protocol (Combs et al., 2022). This gap in efficacy and effectiveness highlights the need to study not merely what interventions are theoretically viable but what are practically viable and sustainable within the limitations of normal primary schools.
[bookmark: _ai4nleprpyj5][bookmark: _Toc220081045]2.5.2 Evidence from Previous Reviews
Several strong systematic reviews have discussed the support strategies of children with SEN in primary school. A single review of the mainstream classroom interventions reported that structured literacy programs, peer tutoring, and cognitive strategy instruction exhibited promising outcomes in children with learning difficulties (Bowman-Perrott et al., 2022). In a different review of evidence-based interventions to promote autistic children in a mainstream environment, visual aids, structured teaching strategies, and social skills instruction were found to be evidence-based practices (Dean and Chang, 2021).
Studies on the effectiveness of teaching assistants (TAs), who serve as a major resource in SEN support, have produced mixed results (Webster and Boer, 2019). Although TAs can offer a good level of individual and small needs support, there are studies that showed that overuse of TA support can lead to a decrease in access to the class teacher and lessen the independence of children (Lewis, 2023). These results emphasise the significance of the way the support is implemented, as opposed to whether extra adult support is given or not (Webster and Boer, 2019).
Social-emotional review has identified cognitive-behavioural therapy, mindfulness-based therapy, and social skills training as potentially effective strategies to meet the needs of SEMH (Hassani and Schwab, 2021). Most of the studies, however, are also limited in terms of their methodology, such as small sample size, absence of control groups, and limited timeframe of the follow-ups, which makes it hard to make solid conclusions regarding the effectiveness in the long-term.
There is an emerging body of evidence that multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS), or more intensive interventions that are proportional to the needs of pupils, are a promising structure of organisation in terms of SEN provision (Pinnock, 2025). Nevertheless, the use of MTSS in English primary schools is still rather scarce, and additional studies are required to define its effectiveness in the UK (Scott et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _u0ft0kwr0hxq][bookmark: _Toc220081046]2.5.3 Gaps in the Evidence Base
Nevertheless, despite the high amount of research on the subject of SEN interventions, some important gaps exist. To start with, a significant portion of the evidence is based on contexts not within England but especially in the United States, which brings in questions of transferability due to the educational differences, policy differing structures, and cultures. Further studies that explicitly focus on the efficacy of interventions in English primary schools under the existing policy of SEND are necessary (Owen, Watkins and Hughes, 2022).
Second, most intervention research centres on individual SEN categories or specific conditions, but teachers in primary schools often teach heterogeneous classes, which include children with multiple and co-occurring needs (Harbour et al., 2021). Literature that investigates the ways of effectively facilitating the needs of more than one type of SEN in classrooms that are predominantly mainstream is rather limited.
Third, the implementation aspects, such as teacher education, school leadership, resource distribution, and cooperation with the outside experts, are frequently under-investigated in the context of intervention research (Cook et al., 2019). Knowledge of what should be in place to make implementation successful is important in translating research into practice.
Fourth, a lot of research uses extremely limited outcome measures, which tend to focus on academic achievement at the expense of other equally important outcomes, such as social engagement, emotional well-being, autonomy, and transition into adult life (Martinsone et al., 2025). There is a need to have a more holistic view of the effectiveness of the interventions.
Last, but not least, the voices and the opinions of children with SEN themselves are often not represented in research. The experience of children receiving various types of support, what they consider helpful and what they prefer not to have, and how interventions influence their feeling of belonging and self-worth is the key to the creation of truly child-centred practices (NAEYC, 2020).
[bookmark: _peznbif1yln3][bookmark: _Toc220081047]2.6 Chapter Summary
This chapter has laid down the conceptual, theoretical and policy background of SEN provision in English primary schools. It has conceptualised important ideas and discussed rival models of disability and their educational consequences, as well as placed inclusive education in the context of a guiding framework. The chapter has followed the historic development of SEN policy in England, leading up to the 2014 SEND reforms, but has not ignored the long-standing implementation issues and deficits of resources that still hinder the quality of provision.
Four general areas of need that are identified in the SEND Code of Practice were analysed, including communication and interaction, cognition and learning, SEMH, and sensory and physical needs, which emphasise a range of needs in each of the categories and the support implications. The chapter has then provided a critical review of available research on interventions, including indications of promising interventions, but with a notable evidence gap, especially in terms of how the interventions can be applied within English primary schools, support heterogeneous classroom settings, and adopt more comprehensive outcome measures.
[bookmark: _m89n90l0g5s5]These gaps explain why a systematic review that would synthesise available evidence on effective support strategies, particularly in English primary schools that serve children aged 5-11 with diverse SEN, is necessary. The next chapter explains the procedure used in this systematic review.
[bookmark: _tftv002j0bge]

[bookmark: _Toc220080364][bookmark: _Toc220081048]Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
[bookmark: _utr5xj5masqz][bookmark: _Toc220081049]3.1 Introduction
This chapter describes the methodology used to meet the research objective of systematically identifying and critically analysing effective interventions designed to help children with special educational needs aged 5-11 in English primary schools. A systematic literature review methodology was embraced to provide a rigorous, transparent and replicable process of identifying, selecting and synthesising applicable research evidence. The chapter outlines the rationale of the research design, search strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria, the study selection processes, quality appraisal processes, data extraction and data synthesis methods. Following the protocols of systematic review, this study sought to reduce bias, ensure maximum comprehensiveness and generate findings that could reliably be used to inform practice and policy.
[bookmark: _Toc220081050]3.2 Research Design
A systematic literature review research design was chosen as the most suitable research design to be used in this investigation. Systematic reviews are considered an effective tool for converting research evidence from multiple studies to address particular research problems (Sataloff et al., 2021). In contrast to the traditional type of narrative review, which can be vulnerable to selection bias and subjectivity, systematic reviews utilise pre-established protocols to conduct searches, select, and evaluate studies, thus improving the objectivity and reproducibility (Siddaway, Wood and Hedges, 2019).
The rationale behind the choice of a systematic review as opposed to primary empirical research was based on various factors. First, due to an extensive amount of the already existing research on SEN interventions, the synthesis of the existing evidence was considered more useful than the production of new independent results (Dell’Anna, Pellegrini and Ianes, 2019). Second, systematic reviews are especially suited to answering broad and applied research questions of what works in educational settings since they allow comparison of various types of interventions, settings, and populations (Newman and Gough, 2020). Third, the time and resources to be used in this dissertation were more suitable for a secondary analysis of existing literature rather than the primary data collection, which would involve ethical approval, recruitment of participants, and long durations of intervention implementation and outcome measurement.
This review adheres to the epistemological approach of pragmatism, which is concerned with practical application and the acknowledgement of the usefulness of various types of evidence in the solution of real-life issues (Kaushik and Walsh, 2019). This pragmatic perspective led to the inclusion of studies that used a wide range of methodological approaches, such as quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-method studies, to provide evidence of credibility on the effectiveness of interventions or how they were implemented. Although the various research paradigms contribute differently to the knowledge base, this review focused more on synthesising the findings that may be used by practitioners and policymakers to act on them.
[bookmark: _Toc220081051]3.3 Search Strategy
An extensive search plan was made to locate pertinent literature articles published since January 2015 up to December 2025. In 2014, the Children and Families Act was passed, which radically changed the SEN provision in England (Riddell, 2020). As a result, the evidence produced since the policy change was considered the most relevant for conceptualising the implemented practices within the existing legislative and organisational environment. The search was performed in November 2024, and it was made sure that the most recent evidence was included.
I used five electronic databases for the search, namely, ERIC (Education Resources Information Centre), British Education Index, PubMed, PsycINFO, and Web of Science. The reason behind choosing these databases is that they provide a wide range of educational, psychological and health research about SEN provision. Both ERIC and British Education Index had a wide coverage of literature on Education with the British Education Index having specific strength in UK-based research. PubMed was used to guarantee the incorporation of health and medical points of view pertaining to SEN support. Research on the psychological development of children, learning and mental health was captured in PsycINFO. Web of Science offered wide multidisciplinary coverage and a search of citations.
Search terms were also designed in an iterative manner, which included initial scoping searches, review of prior systematic reviews, and analysis of index terms used in important articles. The search query that was used in the databases was the following:
("special educational needs" OR "SEN" OR "SEND" OR "learning difficult" OR "learning disability*" OR "autism" OR "ADHD" OR "dyslexia" OR "speech and language" OR "communication difficult*" OR "emotional and behavioural difficult*" OR "SEMH") AND ("intervention*" OR "support" OR "strateg*" OR "pedagog*" OR "teaching approach*" OR "inclusive practic*" OR "differentiation" OR "accommodation*") AND ("primary school*" OR "primary education" OR "elementary school*" OR "key stage 1" OR "key stage 2" OR "age 5-11" OR "mainstream school*")
Peer-reviewed journal articles published in English were narrowed down to conduct the search.
[bookmark: _Toc220081052]3.4 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were developed beforehand to make decisions on study selection and to be consistent. Eligibility criteria were considered to include all studies that met the following criteria:
Inclusion criteria:
· Population: The studies included in this category were studies involving children aged 5 years to 11 years (or predominantly in this age group) who have special educational needs according to the UK definitions or other global schemes. 
· Context: Research in mainstream primary schools in England, or in a similar context, where the results would have been generalisable to the English context.
· Intervention/Phenomenon of Interest: Research that examines strategies, interventions, teaching practices, or practices in schools to support children with special educational needs. 
· Outcomes: Research with results of interest in terms of educational, social, emotional, behavioural, and other aspects of child development and schooling. Quantitative outcome measures and qualitative descriptions of the experience of children or stakeholders were all acceptable.
· Study Design: Quantitative, qualitative or mixed-method empirical studies such as randomised controlled trials, quasi-experiment, cohort study, case study, ethnographies and phenomenological inquiries.
· Publication Type: Peer-reviewed journal articles published in English.
· Timeframe: Published between January 2015 and December 2025.
Exclusion criteria:
Studies were excluded if they:
· Focused exclusively on children outside the 5-11 age range (e.g., early years, secondary education).
· Were conducted entirely in special schools or specialist units, without relevance to mainstream primary settings.
· Focused on medical or clinical interventions outside the scope of educational practice (e.g., pharmacological treatments).
· Were conceptual or theoretical papers without empirical data.
· Were dissertations, conference abstracts, or non-peer-reviewed publications.
· Were not available in English.
· Provided insufficient detail about interventions or outcomes to permit meaningful synthesis.
These criteria were pilot-tested on a sample of articles during the scoping phase and refined to ensure clarity and applicability. Throughout the review process, records were maintained of all inclusion/exclusion decisions to ensure transparency and auditability.
[bookmark: _Toc220081053]3.5 Study Selection Process
The selection of the studies was based on the PRISMA guidelines and performed in several phases (Page et al., 2021). After running database searches, all the retrieved records were exported to reference management software (Mendeley), where duplicate records were determined and deleted. The rest of the special records went on to title and abstract screening.
The first round of screening was conducted on titles and abstracts by comparing them with the inclusion and exclusion criteria. At this stage, studies which were obviously not eligible (e.g., incorrect population, incorrect setting, incorrect type of publication, etc.) were weeded out. Considering the resource limitations of a master's dissertation, it has been screened by one reviewer (the author). Although it is accepted that dual independent screening is the best practice in systematic reviews to reduce selection bias (Stoll et al., 2019), this weakness is shared by student-led systematic reviews and addressed by deploying clear criteria and keeping detailed screening notes.
Documents that had passed title and abstract screening were moved to full-text. The full-text articles were searched and evaluated in detail against all inclusion and exclusion criteria. At this level, other research works were omitted when they did not fulfil the eligibility criteria on further examination. The causes of exclusion at the full-text phase were recorded in a systematic manner.
A PRISMA flow diagram was used to record the study selection procedure and findings, and it graphically shows the volume of records identified, filtered, qualified and ultimately utilised in the review. The PRISMA diagram ensures the transparency of the amount of literature taken into account and why a certain approach to inclusion and exclusion was made at each step.
Eight hundred and forty-seven records were first located with database searching. Screening of titles and abstracts of 644 unique records was done after 203 duplicates were eliminated. Out of these, 589 were filtered out as obviously ineligible due to population, setting or type of study. The other 55 records went to full-text evaluation. After thorough scrutiny, 43 articles were eliminated because of the following reasons: inappropriate setting (n=15), little detail of intervention (n=12), unsuitable age group (n=8), not peer-reviewed (n=5) and irrelevant outcomes (n=3). In the end, 12 studies were included in the final synthesis and satisfied all the criteria of inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc220081054]3.6 Quality Appraisal
Quality appraisal is a significant part of systematic reviews, which can be used to determine the rigour and credibility of included studies and to guide the interpretation of findings (Shaheen et al., 2023). In this review, the quality of the methodology was evaluated with the help of instruments that could be applied to study designs. Appraisal of qualitative studies was performed based on the CASP qualitative research checklist (Stack, Symonds and Kinsella, 2021), which evaluates the research objectives, the suitability of the qualitative research approach, the recruitment strategy, the methods of data collection, the potential relationship between the researcher and its participants, consideration of ethics, rigor of data analysis and clarity of results.
Mixed-method research was evaluated with the help of appropriate elements of quantitative and qualitative checklists, along with the consideration of the extent of the integration of the quantitative and qualitative elements (Tang et al., 2025). All the included studies were categorised using a general rating of high, moderate, or low according to the degree to which they met the quality criteria. Not all studies were excluded based on the quality rating; the quality rating was important in determining the weight assigned to various studies during the synthesis and was taken into account in the interpretation of results. Studies with better designs, increased sample size, and well-reported procedures were given more weight in conclusions, and the results of lower-quality studies were treated with the necessary care.
[bookmark: _Toc220081055]3.7 Data Extraction and Synthesis
Systematic data extraction was done on a standardised form that was specially created to be used in this review. In each of the included studies, the following details were identified: bibliographic (author, year, title, journal), study characteristics (country, setting, sample size and characteristics), type of SEN investigated, intervention or strategy under study (with description of the main components, duration, and intensity), the study design and methods, outcome measures, major findings, and conclusions of the authors. The single reviewer carried out data extraction, and the extracted data were organised in tabular format to enable comparison of studies.
Due to the expected heterogeneity in the study designs, interventions and outcome measures, a narrative synthesis methodology has been chosen as opposed to meta-analysis. Narrative synthesis is especially suitable when included studies are heterogeneous in nature, and the aim is to generate theoretical knowledge about how and why interventions are effective, and not only to estimate pooled effect sizes (Siddaway, Wood and Hedges, 2019).
The synthesis was conducted thematically, and the findings were structured based on emerging themes with regard to support strategy type (Naeem et al., 2023). This was done through several readings of the included studies, determining repetitive concepts and patterns, creating clusters of similar results, and creating general themes that expressed the spectrum of strategies that were found in the literature. The data generated four key themes, which include pedagogical strategies, environmental and structural adaptations, multi-agency and collaborative approaches, and social and emotional support strategies.
In each theme, the findings of individual studies were synthesised to determine similarities and differences in the intervention methods, reported efficacy, and determinants of implementation. The differences among SEN categories were considered, and it was acknowledged that not all the strategies can be applied to all types of needs. Other contextual factors that were also considered in the synthesis included the school resources, teacher expertise, and policy environments that seemed to mediate the effectiveness of interventions.
During the synthesis, attempts were made to be faithful to the findings of the original studies and create a consistent narrative that would respond to the research objectives of the review. The use of direct quotes of studies was minimal and only where they best depicted important points. 
[bookmark: _Toc220081056]3.8 Ethical Considerations
This study was a systematic review of existing literature, which implies that secondary analysis of data already in the public sphere was carried out, and no ethical permission was sought from a research ethics committee. There was no primary data collection that involved any human participant. Nonetheless, a number of ethical principles informed the actions of this review.
To begin with, during the process of conducting the review, intellectual honesty and transparency were emphasised. All methodological choices, such as search strategies, inclusion criteria, and quality appraisal techniques, were recorded expressly so that they could be subjected to inspection and reconstruction. Second, the author also made an effort to reflect the findings of the included studies and prevent the likely use of selective reporting to misrepresent the evidence base. Third, quality appraisal was done in an objective manner without letting preconceived notions concerning specific interventions or theoretical perspectives into the assessment of study rigour.
Also, the author admits that there might be some unconscious bias during the study selection and interpretation, especially with the limitation of one reviewer. In order to counter this risk, clear criteria were used throughout, and the decision of screening was recorded in a systematic manner. Lastly, when synthesising and interpreting findings, the author was aware of the ethical need to generate recommendations that serve the best interests and well-being of children with SEN and not administrative convenience or cost-effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc220081057]3.9 Limitations of the Methodology
Although systematic reviews are a very strict method of evidence synthesis, some methodological shortcomings should be taken into consideration. To begin with, the limitation to English-language publications could have led to bias in language, which might have shut out any relevant studies that could have been published in other languages. But since the primary aspect of English primary schools was given attention and most of the educational research studies were conducted in English, this limitation will not have had a significant impact on findings.
Furthermore, a single-reviewer strategy of study screening, data extraction, and quality appraisal is a shift from the gold-standard methodology of systematic reviews, which is generally performed by multiple researchers to reduce bias and error (Nama et al., 2021). This practical concession was necessitated by the resource limitations of master's level dissertations. To contain such a limitation, clear protocols were partially adhered to, and comprehensive records were kept during the review procedure.
Also, the heterogeneity of the included studies in terms of SEN populations, types of interventions, outcome measures, and study designs made the synthesis difficult and excluded quantitative meta-analysis. Although narrative synthesis allows incorporating a wide range of evidence, it is more subjective and interpretive than statistical pooling of effects.
Finally, the emphasis on peer-reviewed studies in the review could have favoured academic views above practitioner knowledge and lived experiences of children with SEN and their families. Future studies could helpfully augment systematic reviews with participatory research designs, focusing on the voices of people who have been affected by SEN provision.
Regardless of these drawbacks, this systematic review utilised rigorous and transparent procedures to locate and synthesise the evidence related to effective support strategies that could be used to support children with SEN in English primary schools, thus forming a solid base based on which the findings and recommendations will be presented in the latter chapters.


[bookmark: _Toc220080365][bookmark: _Toc220081058]Chapter 4: Results 
[bookmark: _Toc220081059]4.1 Overview of Included Studies
This review examined ten articles between 2022 and 2025 that examined SEND provision in English mainstream schools. The studies included in the research had an array of different methods: four systematic or scoping reviews (Mathers et al., 2024; McDonald et al., 2024; Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist, 2022; Raevsky et al., 2025), one meta-analysis with systematic review (Hall et al., 2023), one theoretical review (Woolfson, 2024), one qualitative ethnographic study (Smythe, 2025), one online survey (Matthews et al., 2025). 
The variety of approaches taken in the studies is an indication of the complexity of the SEND provision, since it needs not only research on particular interventions but also a more in-depth look into the broader system structures. Six studies specifically focused on England (Smythe, 2025; Matthews et al., 2025; Nnamani, 2024; Azpitarte et al., 2024; Mathers et al., 2024; McDonald et al., 2024), and the rest examined the context of the UK. This concentration enabled a closer look at how the policy framework of England, such as the 2014 Children and Families Act and subsequent SEND reforms, affects the practice of inclusive education.
The studies had a significant difference in their substantive focus. Three of them investigated individual SEND conditions: dyslexia (Hall et al., 2023), autism (Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist, 2022), and sensory processing disorders (Raevsky et al., 2025). Four problems were studied in the system: training of teachers (Smythe, 2025), resource allocation (Azpitarte et al., 2024), the discussion of the policy (Nnamani, 2024), and the overall possibility of inclusive education (Woolfson, 2024). Three articles investigated collaborative practices and experiences: collaboration between speech and language therapists and teachers (Mathers et al., 2024), user views (Matthews et al., 2025), and school-based interventions to address emotional well-being (McDonald et al., 2024).
Together, these studies offer a consistent evidence-based pool of information, including the work with individual classroom settings, professional collaboration frameworks, user experiences, and on a larger scale of policy and resource frameworks. The temporal distribution of the publications (eight out of ten published 2024-2025) indicates the increased scholarly interest in SEND provision, which might be due to the current policy discussions and policy restructuring attempts in England. Appendix 2 is a summary of the main peculiarities of each of the included studies.
The synthesis that follows organises findings thematically rather than study-by-study, enabling identification of patterns, convergences, and contradictions across the evidence base. Five major themes emerged from the analysis, each representing a critical dimension of SEND provision in English mainstream schools.
[bookmark: _Toc220081060]4.2 Results: Thematic Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc220081061]4.2.1 Theme 1: Teacher Training and Professional Development
One of the recurring themes in various studies was the ongoing lack of teacher training in the area of inclusive practice, despite decades of policy focus on inclusive practice. Smythe (2025) discovered that educators in both mainstream and specialist SEND environments noted that they lacked enough time to develop professionally in inclusive pedagogies and struggled to support the needs of all students. More importantly, they were not merely complaints raised by poorly-equipped schools, but these were systemic across various educational settings. The teachers also indicated that they preferred school-based professional development that offered classroom strategies that they could apply immediately, as opposed to learning external courses that did not relate to their real-life practice.
Woolfson (2024) framed this gap in training as part of a larger historical trend, as teachers in 2024 both report issues with very similar concerns of poor preparation as had been expressed in early inclusion research in the 1990s. Following over 30 years of inclusive education policy, it is clear that teachers still believe that they are unprepared to work in inclusive classrooms, and this indicates not a gradual but a systemic failure to resource the professional development needed to work in classrooms. Woolfson suggested that this is an indication of a system in which the inclusion has been policy-mandated but without an equal investment in teacher capacity building.
The effect of training was insufficient not only to general inclusive pedagogy but also for particular SEND conditions. In their meta-analysis review of reading interventions for dyslexia, Hall et al. (2023) have reported a large research-to-practice gap. Though it has strong evidence of the effectiveness of systematic phonics instruction on dyslexic learners, its application in the classroom is inconsistent despite lasting for forty years since then. The authors observed that this gap could not be blamed on the absence of evidence (what works) but on the insufficiency of teacher training in evidence-based interventions with dyslexia. In a similar manner, Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist (2022) observed that whereas the research literature supports the use of effective strategies to support autistic students, teacher knowledge and confidence to implement these strategies differed significantly, and many teachers have no access to specialist training.
A similar concern, as presented by Mathers et al. (2024), is the issue of collaborative professional development. Their scoping review revealed that speech and language therapists (SLTs) practising in schools tend to act as expert consultants and not as joint contributors, partly due to a lack of foundational knowledge by teachers regarding speech, language, and communication requirements. This gap in knowledge restricts actual collaboration since teachers can be reluctant to hear out the SLT expertise, instead of co-existing and finding solutions to challenges. The review has a specific issue with teaching assistants who often provide SEND interventions, yet they receive even less training than qualified teachers.
The evidence indicates that training deficit works on various levels. Teacher education at the beginning does not equip them to practice inclusively (Smythe, 2025; Woolfson, 2024). Professional development continuation is usually unavailable, inappropriate or not connected to daily classroom practice (Smythe, 2025). Specific training on particular SEND conditions is not always utilized (Hall et al., 2023; Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist, 2022). The net result is a teaching population that is projected to apply the concept of inclusive education without proper professional development.
The most worrying aspect of this finding is its time component. Woolfson (2024) specifically recorded that studies conducted in the 1990s have found the complaints of teachers regarding the lack of resources and training with inclusion. Similarly, thirty years later, research in this review states substantially the same concerns. This is not the effect of a delay in implementation at an initial transition stage, but the manifestation of a long-term systemic failure to develop professional capacity to learn inclusive education. The discourse surrounding inclusion has changed, but the structures that the teachers require to implement it have not.
[bookmark: _Toc220081062]4.2.2 Theme 2: Collaborative Practice, Structural Barriers to Implementation
It has been well known that involving inclusive education involves cooperation among the teachers, teaching assistants, specialist professionals, and families. The evidence, however, indicated that there are considerable structural obstacles that would hinder such collaboration even in cases where there is professional goodwill.
Mathers et al. (2024) observed that in only five out of fourteen studies that identified collaboration in their scoping review was between SLTs and teaching staff, specifically the central focus, although collaboration was frequently referred to as a key to effective SEND support. Furthermore, even the concept of collaboration was not used consistently in research and included all types of interactions, such as advice given by SLTs to teachers, up to real co-planning and co-teaching. This definition's vagueness clouds the idea of what effective collaboration really means and makes it hard to judge whether collaboration is taking place.
Role clarity was a major theme identified in six papers in the scoping review, indicating that there is still confusion over professional responsibilities in SEND support. The views of teaching assistants were also significantly underrepresented in the research, even though TAs often provide the interventions offered by SLTs or teacher specialists. This research gap in the literature reflects the peripheral position of TAs in school-based professional structures- TAs are supposed to administer specialist interventions, but they are often not involved in making decisions about those interventions.
McDonald et al. (2024) reported the necessity of multi-agency partnership in helping pupils with emotionally based school avoidance (EBSA), usually related to unmet SEND needs. Nevertheless, a successful coordination among schools, mental health care, social care, and families was difficult to accomplish. The systematic review identified that effective strategies necessitated sustained dedication to collaborative work, comprehension of cause factors, and integrated intervention strategies, all of which are resource-consuming endeavours that numerous schools are unable to sustain.
In a study by Smythe (2025), the author shed some light on the problem of why collaboration is challenging, even though everyone agrees on the importance of collaboration. Teachers expressed that they had painful time restrictions that did not allow them to plan together and share knowledge. School day is designed in such a way that the majority of teacher hours are devoted to pupils, in which there is little time to build relationships and do co-planning, which are the basis of real collaboration. Moreover, according to Smythe, mainstream and specialist SEND schools tend to collaborate rarely, which may offer them a chance to transfer knowledge of adaptive pedagogies, a missed learning opportunity at the system-level.
The facts indicate that collaboration is frequently called upon in policy and guidance to help solve the challenges of SEND provision, but the structural conditions required to facilitate collaboration are not established. Teachers lack time. Professional roles are ambiguous. As intervention providers, teaching assistants are placed outside of the participation in any collaborative process. The existence of multi-agency working necessitates a coordination infrastructure, which is lacking in most localities. Teamwork therefore becomes inspirational rhetoric and not a deeply incorporated practice.
Woolfson (2024) claimed that the focus on collaboration on an individual teacher and school level prevents system-level accountability. Asking schools to develop a system of collaboration without giving time, resources, or explicit models makes the expectation of inclusion rest on individual teachers and not the education system that requires inclusion. 
[bookmark: _Toc220081063]4.2.3 Theme 3: Evidence-Based Strategies
One notable observation in the condition-specific studies was that there existed developed evidence-based strategies which were never systematically applied in general classrooms. This evidence-practice gap is one of the fundamental failure modes of the existing system: the issue is not the absence of knowledge regarding what works, but rather the inability to make sure that what works actually occurs.
The example of the meta-analysis of reading interventions among dyslexia is perhaps best illustrated by Hall et al. (2023). Four decades of research, including hundreds of studies, have shown that systematic, explicit phonics teaching is effective with students with, or at risk of dyslexia. The evidence base is consistent, reproduced in other situations, and scientifically agreed. However, there is an inconsistency in classroom implementation. Certain students get evidence-based interventions, and some do not. The authors were also able to observe that the intensity and length of intervention have a significant impact on the results, whereas not every school has the resources to offer the intensity of support required based on research evidence.
On the same note, Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist (2022) recorded various effective interventions in assisting autistic students in inclusive schools, which include environmental adjustments, visual aids, structured activities, and direct teaching of social skills. These measures are not experimental and contested, but they are set elements of good practice. However, the systematic review revealed that there is a high degree of variability in implementation, and some autistic students would be provided with extensive support, while others would be left in regular classrooms without the necessary support. A key mediating variable that was found to determine whether evidence-based strategies were in fact implemented or not was teacher attitudes and access to specialist training.
Raevsky et al. (2025) pointed out some evidence-based approaches to addressing sensory processing disorders in early childhood classrooms that involve implementing environmental changes, sensory breaks and individual accommodations. However, the study revealed that the quality of implementation differed significantly, and most teachers were not trained on sensory-informed practices. The strategies were not guaranteed to be applied consistently, even in cases where the strategies were known.
The gap in implementation cannot be ascribed to unwillingness or incompetence on the part of the teachers. Instead, it is a manifestation of systemic inabilities to establish the conditions of evidence-based practice. First, teachers might not be trained in certain interventions. They might also have no time to adopt labour-intensive policies. Schools also do not have the resources to offer the recommended intensity of intervention. Interventions can be provided by teaching assistants who do not have proper supervision or training. The evidence-practice gap is symptomatic of more general systemic shortcomings.
Woolfson (2024) thought that studies about the differences in the outcomes of mainstream and special schools tend not to question the reality of what occurs in classrooms. The fact that the setting is labelled inclusive provides no information on instructional practices, teacher expertise, available resources, or peer relationships. Two classrooms may be both mainstream yet offer vastly different learning opportunities to SEND pupils. It is not a question of placement but rather pedagogy; however, the quality of pedagogy is based on the training and resources.
 	 
[bookmark: _Toc220081064]4.2.4 Theme 4: Systemic and Resource Failures
Perhaps the most incriminating fact in the review is related to systematic failures in resource distribution that have created extensive inequalities in the provision of SEND in England. Instead of a unified national structure that enables a fair distribution of resources, the data shows what Azpitarte et al. (2024) called a postcode lottery, where the access of a child to the relevant SEND help largely depends on the geographic factor.
The study by Azpitarte et al. (2024), which compared the Key Stage 1 SEND outcomes of all 151 English Local Authorities, revealed that there were significant geographic disparities in the SEND provision and educational outcomes. At Key Stage 1, children with SEND showed significantly lower attainment compared to children without SEND; however, the size of the attainment difference between the two groups differed more widely among Local Authorities. This difference could not be attributed to variations in the prevalence of SEND only, or socioeconomic factors alone but indicated the actual differences in the quality of provision and resource allocation. The authors explained this by stating that it was evidence of patterned systemic failures across regions, as some Local Authorities support children with SEND more effectively than others.
The postcode lottery observation is an outright contention to the idea of an integrated national SEND system. Though national policy provides the broad frameworks and entitlements, the day-to-day provision is determined by the decisions that are made by the Local Authority in funding, commissioning of services and the support arrangements. This delegation of duty without sufficient oversight by the centre or justifiable distribution of funds fosters a state of deep inequality. Access to educational psychology services, speech and language therapy, specialist teaching assistance or appropriate school placements differs significantly between the two places that a child may reside.
Woolfson (2024) reviewed the models of funding SEND provision and found the basic contradictions in the distribution of resources. Models of input-based funding, in which funding is distributed according to perceived SEND, are a source of perverse incentives to diagnose more children with SEND and attract funding. This undermines inclusive values through rewarding the discovery of difference financially. The service-based funding models, rather than ones evaluated on the basis of need, offer minimal incentive to place an outcome-oriented focus. Output models which fund on the basis of achievement run the risk of punishing the schools serving children with greater needs. Woolfson claimed that the existing funding models are limited, and the existing methods of allocating resources simply do not encourage inclusive education.
The lack of resources was not limited to funding but also to the capacity to work professionally. Woolfson (2024), has observed that most English Local Authorities are finding it difficult to recruit and retain enough educational psychologists to undertake statutory assessment of Education, Health and Care Plans, and even more difficult to support inclusive practice generally. Equally, Mathers et al. (2024) observed that in most cases, the SLT capacity in schools is not adequate to address the demand and, therefore, there is prioritisation of the most severe needs and a less-than-adequate opportunity to consult with the teaching staff in collaboration.
The service user perspective of these systemic failures was given by Matthews et al. (2025). Reported experiences of young people with SEND and their families indicated that there were significant discrepancies between declared policy entitlements and their realisation. To access proper assistance, families had to deal with complicated bureaucracies, defend their children and engage in formal complaints or tribunals sometimes. The user perspective sheds light on the systemic resource inadequacy in the form of institutional hindrance, delay and non-giving support, which is supposed to be ensured by policy.
The policy discourse analysis provided by Nnamani (2024) was a complementary critical approach. It was found that the policy language has disadvantaged SEND in such a way that it might perpetuate exclusionary practices unwillingly. The discourse on policy establishes the paradigm of inclusion as ideal, and at the same time does not eliminate the categories and structures that define SEND pupils as fundamentally different from mainstream learners. This kind of discursive framing helps create a discrepancy between the use of inclusive language and the exclusionary practice. Nnamani indicated that the policy language-lived conditions mismatch cannot be attributed to the delay in the implementation process, but rather indicates inconsistencies in the conceptualisation of inclusion in the policy.
All these findings show that failures in SEND provision are not isolated local phenomena but have systemic characteristics of the education system structure and resource allocation. The postcode lottery displays inequality. Poor types of funding do not provide incentives or facilitate efficient delivery. There is a shortage in the professional workforce that brings bottlenecks in service. The policy discourse creates an inclusion that can weaken its actualisation. The weaknesses of individual teachers or schools cannot be compared with these systemic weaknesses.
[bookmark: _Toc220081065]4.2.5 Theme 5: Lived Experience
The most prevalent gap in the SEND research literature is the voice of SEND pupils and their families. The majority of the literature dwells upon the views of professionals, such as teachers, teaching assistants, therapists, and educational psychologists, but not the ones who come directly into contact with the education system as SEND students. The two studies included in this review that had focused on user voice showed strong disjunctures between professional and lived experience.
In the survey of young people with SEND and their parents/carers, Matthews et al. (2025) enquired about the English SEND system experiences. The results showed that the interactions of families with the system were full of systemic barriers, lack of support, and frustration with bureaucratic processes. According to service users, to receive support, advocacy was persistent, and many families felt that they had to struggle to access services to which they were entitled by policy but which were not provided. This adversarial formulation of family-system interactions implies underlying dysfunction in the context within which SEND provision functions- families do not have to struggle to claim the right to their children getting an education.
The user view helped understand how the failure of the system that is reported in Themes 1-4 is reflected in personal lives. The shortcomings of teacher training (Theme 1) find their reflection in children having to attend classes in an environment where teachers are not aware of their needs. Collaboration barriers (Theme 2) include disjointed support, in which professionals are not able to coordinate. Evidence-practice gaps (Theme 3) cause certain children to be given effective interventions, and others apparently not to be, on seemingly random criteria, rather than based on need. Failure of resources (Theme 4) generates waiting lists, service rejection, and poor provision.
Although the systematic review of emotionally based school avoidance strategies by McDonald et al. (2024) is oriented at professional intervention, the authors also emphasise the significance of learning about the underlying reasons as viewed by the pupil. EBSA is often linked to the lack of SEND needs, social anxiety or the negative experience in school. The solution to EBSA cannot be achieved by imposing attendance, but rather by addressing the reasons why a child is not attending school. However, McDonald et al. discovered that a lot of school reactions revolved around attendance checks and penalties, in contrast to responding to factors of underlying causes, which involves making institutions more about maximizing attendance rates at the expense of pupil wellbeing.
Marginalisation of the SEND voices is further extended in the research design. According to Mathers et al. (2024), the views of teaching assistants were not well represented in the research on the collaboration of SLT and teachers, although TAs often implemented interventions. Likewise, pupil and family views can hardly be the focus of studies on the effectiveness of SEND provision. Such a methodological gap implies that the literature in research can also be systematically misinformed about how SEND provision works in practice, by focusing on what is desired by professionals, as opposed to what pupils go through.
Woolfson (2024) adds to the assertion that inclusive education should be assessed based on wider outcomes measures, which would not focus on academic performance and social relationships, but on psychological outcomes, including wellbeing, anxiety, belonging, and life satisfaction. These dimensions are highly important in the school experiences of SEND pupils and they are not usually evaluated systematically. The lack of student-focused outcome measures is indicative of a system where the independent assessment of the system is based on professional and institutional measures instead of student experience.
The results indicate that policy and practice of inclusive education have been significantly evolved without centering on voices and experiences of the people on whom it targets to convey its services. The decisions regarding SEND provision are made by professionals and policymakers; the impact of these decisions is felt by pupils and families. SEND learners and their families are most directly affected when the system does not work, as indicated in Themes 1-4, but they are fully peripheral to policy-making and the research literature.

[bookmark: _Toc220080366][bookmark: _Toc220081066]Chapter 5: Discussion 
This section answers the three research questions that guided this systematic review, synthesising the findings of the thematic analysis to present evidence-based answers to each question.
[bookmark: _Toc220081067]5.1 RQ1: What evidence-based strategies exist for supporting students with SEND in English mainstream schools?
The review found a lot of evidence on the effective strategies to support SEND pupils, especially in specific conditions. The meta-analysis study by Hall et al. (2023) showed that systematic and explicit phonics teaching is beneficial to students with, or at risk of developing dyslexia, especially with interventions that are implemented with enough intensity and over a long duration. Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist (2022) reported effective interventions of autistic students, such as environmental changes, visual aids, systematic routines, and phased teaching of social skills. Raevsky et al. (2025) suggest that environmental accommodations and personalised sensory-based solutions are potential support options in case of sensory processing disorders.
In addition to condition-based interventions, the evidence identified a number of cross-cutting principles of effective SEND support. The necessity of collaborative working among teachers, specialists, and families is highlighted in both studies by Mathers et al. (2024) and McDonald et al. (2024), yet, as demonstrated in Theme 2, effective collaboration remains limited by structural and practical factors. The role of professional expertise in the effective design and implementation of interventions seemed essential (Mathers et al., 2024; Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist, 2022).
Nevertheless, the key result of RQ1 is not the availability of evidence-based strategies but the disparity between what it knows and what it can implement. Though the evidence of dyslexia interventions has been long-established (Hall et al., 2023), the implementation is disorganised. This implies that the main issue is not the generation of knowledge but its application- a completely different issue that needs systemic, not technical solutions. The argument made by Woolfson (2024) is especially pertinent: instead of assessing the efficacy of the strategy, it is necessary to consider the reality that takes place in the classroom rather than whether the environment is referred to as mainstream or inclusive. The response to RQ1 is thus conditional: there are evidence-based strategies, which are well-documented, but their presence does not mean that students who could benefit from them will get them.
[bookmark: _Toc220081068]5.2 RQ2: What are the implementation challenges and barriers to effective SEND provision in mainstream schools?
The thematic analysis demonstrated implementation barriers working at various system levels, way beyond the issue of individual teacher or school capacities. Teachers often complain at the professional development tier (Theme 1) that they are not adequately prepared to practice inclusivity during both initial teacher training and ongoing professional development (Smythe, 2025; Woolfson, 2024). This training gap has existed in the last thirty years despite ongoing policy focus on inclusion, implying structural failures rather than short-term ones. The gap is also present in the case of teaching assistants who are often tasked with providing interventions but trained to a much lower level than qualified teachers (Mathers et al., 2024).
At the level of organisation (Theme 2), collaboration, which is strongly advocated as the key to successful SEND support, is subject to significant structural impediments. Role confusion between the staff, insufficient time to plan together, marginalisation of teaching assistants in decision-making, and a deficit of supportive coordination infrastructure constrain effective collaborative practice (Mathers et al., 2024; McDonald et al., 2024; Smythe, 2025). These are not issues of personal professional attitudes but the nature of the school structure and provision of education.
Theme 4 reflected the difference in SEND delivery across regions, which Azpitarte et al. (2024) described as a postcode lottery. The difference in results according to the geography proves that the inequity is systematic and not local. All current SEND funding models have major limitations, as highlighted by Woolfson (2024), who pointed out that none of them systematically encourage or promote inclusive practice. The service bottlenecks generated by the shortage of the professional workforce constrain the provision of services despite school commitment. At the policy level, a discourse analysis by Nnamani (2024) revealed the contradictions between the inclusive language and the exclusionary structures within policy.
All in all, the evidence represents a system where inclusive education is required by policy, but the systemic changes required to facilitate the process are mostly lacking. It is expected that teachers can and should include SEND pupils without proper training. Schools are supposed to work together with no time or infrastructure. Evidence-based practice should take place without providing the resources for the intensity of intervention recommended. The language of inclusion has been introduced in the education system with organisational structures that do not support inclusive practice.
[bookmark: _Toc220081069]5.3 RQ3: How effective are current practices in meeting the educational needs of SEND pupils in mainstream settings?
The evidence that is related to effectiveness indicates that there are not only persistent gaps but also limitations. Azpitarte et al. (2024) observed that children with SEND presently show a consistent pattern of poor educational results in Key Stage 1 in all English Local Authorities, but there are varied levels of underachievement by geographical region. This is not some isolated underperforming, but a system failure at the national level. The discovery of the postcode lottery shows that the performance of children differs remarkably depending on where the child lives, hardly a mark of a fair education system.
Woolfson (2024) also provided conflicting evidence on the ability of SEND pupils to perform better in mainstream or specialist schools. Most importantly, Woolfson claimed that this framing is misconceived: it is not the labelling of placement but what occurs pedagogically in classrooms that matters. The practices in most of the mainstream schools currently do not seem to work, not due to the inherent nature of mainstream placement, but due to the fact that the systemic provisions required to make a mainstream inclusion successful are insufficient. According to the user perspective, Matthews et al. (2025) reported high disparities between the policies on SEND entitlements and the lived experiences of the families. To get relevant assistance, it was necessary to work on a long-term advocacy plan, and most families described their relationships with the system as antagonistic instead of supportive.
The effectiveness question should be answered in relation to the variation and inequity. How effectively do SEND pupils in mainstream schools get the support they need? Indeed--the evidence based on working strategies (RQ1) reveals that this can be done. Are the overall system needs of SEND pupils being met effectively? The evidence suggests not. The prolonged unsatisfactory results (Azpitarte et al., 2024), the inequity across geographical areas (Hall et al., 2023; Themes 2-4), and user dissatisfaction (Matthews et al., 2025; Theme 5) all signify the ineffectiveness of the system.
Woolfson (2024) asked a controversial question: Did inclusion of children with special educational needs and disabilities become an impossible dream? The data presented in this review indicate that inclusion may not be impossible, but inclusion is failing many SEND pupils as it is currently being resourced and configured in England. Although the aim of inclusion remains of great importance, the system has failed to be solid enough in terms of laying out the circumstances within which inclusion can be effectively realised.
In all the findings, one very obvious metatheme can be found: a large discrepancy between the policy discourse of inclusion and the realities of SEND provision in mainstream schools. Policies require inclusion (Nnamani, 2024). Available literature provides the practices and conditions that are required to achieve effective inclusion (Hall et al., 2023; Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist, 2022; Raevsky et al., 2025). Collaboration and evidence-based practice are considered the priorities of professional guidance (Mathers et al., 2024; McDonald et al., 2024). However, the system continues to fail in giving teachers the proper training (Smythe, 2025; Woolfson, 2024), putting structural barriers to collaboration (Theme 2), distributing resources unequally (Azpitarte et al., 2024), and relying on chance to implement evidence-based practice instead of making it systematic (Theme 3).
This rhetoric-reality gap has existed for more than 30 years. Woolfson (2024) has recorded that teachers in the 1990s complained of poor preparation and resources in the same way teachers complain nowadays. It is not merely a transitional problem in the initial phases of policy reform, but indications of long-standing structural ineffectiveness in matching resources and organization with promises of inclusive education. The existing models of SEND delivery in English mainstream schools seem to represent a system that has undergone an inclusive-focused rebranding of the existing exclusionary systems and a lack of proper resourcing. This leads to what may be termed as rhetoric inclusion- a discursive adherence to inclusion which is not supported by the systemic modifications required to make it practical. The outcome is a system that not only espouses inclusion as a core value but also fails to achieve inclusion in reality, specifically for the most vulnerable SEND pupils.

[bookmark: _Toc220080367][bookmark: _Toc220081070]Chapter 6: Conclusion 
[bookmark: _Toc220081071]6.1 Summary of Key Findings
A total of 10 studies (2022-2025) that explored SEND provision in English mainstream schools were reviewed using 3 research questions based on evidence-based solutions, implementation issues, and existing effectiveness. Five broad themes that show systemic patterns were identified through the thematic analysis.
Systemic Inadequacy reported systematic shortcomings in teacher training to include practice. The same issues of poor training that were recorded in the 1990s studies are cited by teachers in 2024-2025 (Woolfson, 2024), not due to transitional implementation problems but due to systemic failure. The training gap includes not only the initial teacher training but also their further professional development and training on the specifics of SEND conditions (Smythe, 2025; Hall et al., 2023; Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist, 2022).
Structural Barriers to Implementation indicates that, as much as there has been a high degree of endorsement of collaboration between teachers, specialists and families, there are hardly any structural conditions that are established to facilitate such collaboration. There is no time to plan collaboratively, professional roles are not well defined, and teaching assistants are not included even though they often provide interventions (Mathers et al., 2024; McDonald et al., 2024; Smythe, 2025).
Data collected in the Implementation Gap brings up the usefulness of SEND interventions, particularly in the case of learners with dyslexia, autism, and problems with sensory processing (Hall et al., 2023; Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist, 2022; Raevsky et al., 2025). Nevertheless, there always exists a gulf between knowing what works and making sure it is implemented. Dyslexia interventions have a strong evidence base that has existed over the past four decades, but implementation has been uneven, which points to the main problem of inconsistency in implementing available knowledge rather than knowledge acquisition.
The Postcode Lottery displayed geographic inequality. The national data analysis conducted by Azpitarte et al. (2024) revealed significant disparity in SEND outcomes among Local Authorities, which means that the access to the necessary support significantly depends on the location. With the system, major obstacles remain: current models of funding are fundamentally flawed (Woolfson, 2024), the lack of personnel in the professional community hampers the delivery of services, and the policy language both fosters inclusion and exclusionary forms (Nnamani, 2024).
Voices from the Margins provided evidence of how the voices of SEND pupils and families are still marginalised in the education system. The survey presented by Matthews et al. (2025) indicated that the policy entitlement and lived experience have significant gaps, and most families describe the interactions with the system as combative instead of supportive.
Integrating the themes, the review has found a significant gap between the rhetoric and material reality of inclusive education. Although the system has embraced an inclusive language, it has still retained structures that prevent inclusive practice, which constructs rhetorical inclusion, discursive commitment, but not material enactment.
[bookmark: _Toc220081072]6.2 Implications for Policy and Practice
The implications of the findings are enormous at various levels of the system, and successful SEND provision needs to be a collaborative effort.
The national policy-level present funding strategies have inherent contradictions that are undermining inclusive practice (Woolfson, 2024). Reformed models should offer minimum standards of inclusive infrastructure not based on pupil labeling but allow more provision on an optional basis, and should encourage mainstream-specialist cooperation rather than artificial segregation. The systematic training deficiency reported by studies necessitates holistic workforce development change, and the initial training of teachers must involve significant preparation of inclusive pedagogy as a mandatory curriculum, as opposed to a choice course (Smythe, 2025). Professional development, especially teaching assistant development, as they play an intervention delivery role, should be financed, time implicated, and institutionalised in schools (Mathers et al., 2024). The provision of postcode lottery in SEND provision (Azpitarte et al., 2024) highlights the importance of national regulation to provide equitable access to all regions, a minimum standard that is enforced nationally, and purposeful investment to overcome workforce shortages in the education sector of psychological and speech and language therapy. The exclusion of the perspectives of SEND pupils and their families cannot be addressed without organised means of significant engagement in the policy-making process, but consultation and user experience indicators have to be added to evaluation frameworks alongside professional indicators (Matthews et al., 2025).
To build the conditions of successful collaboration at the level of local authorities and school management, it is necessary to create regulations that would allow joint planning and consultation with experts during the contracted hours of teachers and make teaching assistants an integral part of the team, not peripheral (Mathers et al., 2024; McDonald et al., 2024). The targeted evidence-practice gap requires the systematic implementation of strategies such as instructional coaching and fidelity monitoring to guarantee that the interventions become adequate in terms of intensity and quality (Hall et al., 2023). The official collaboration between mainstream and specialist environments must provide knowledge sharing and collaborative professional growth, which is adequately funded and not based on voluntary goodwill (Smythe, 2025).
At the classroom and individual practitioner level, although systemic changes are also necessary, practitioners can play a role in reflective practice and through actively formed professional learning communities that facilitate solving problems collectively. There is a possibility of establishing more positive relationships despite systemic limitations through proactive family communication (Matthews et al., 2025), and teachers who report systemic inadequacies ought to document and communicate such questions to enhance advocacy of reform.
These suggestions should be placed in the context of sincere recognition that individual teachers cannot resolve issues that were created by poor funding by their own efforts, and that the endemic nature of failures over the course of thirty years indicates that incremental adaptation is not effective enough. It seems that a key change in the resources, structure, and assessment of inclusive education is required so that rhetorical inclusion can be transformed into material achievement.
[bookmark: _Toc220081073]6.3 Recommendations for Future Research
This analysis revealed that there are a number of gaps in the evidence base that should be explored in future studies.
1. Implementation Science Research: Since the evidence on effective interventions in conditions such as dyslexia is already well-established (Hall et al., 2023), future research, such as how implementation barriers can be systematically mitigated, should be a priority.
2. User-Centred Outcomes Research: The focus on academic attainment as the main outcome of SEND provision cannot capture aspects of the school experience that can have a profound impact on the well-being of pupils (Woolfson, 2024). Future studies must formulate and validate user-centred outcome measures that include sense of belonging, anxiety, wellbeing and quality of peer relationships. 
3. Teaching Assistant Research: Although TAs are the primary participants in the delivery of SEND interventions, the views of TAs are still underrepresented in the research (Mathers et al., 2024). Further study and analysis are required to look at the experience of TAs, their training requirements, the perception of their roles and the kind of working relationships they have with teachers and specialists in particular.
4. Comparative Systems Research: The geographic differentiation in the provision of SEND reported by Azpitarte et al. (2024) prompts people to think that there are better and worse Local Authorities when it comes to the outcomes of SEND. A comparative study exploring the differences between high-performing and low-performing systems may find the effective practices that can be transferred. 
5. Policy Implementation Research: Nnamani (2024) found inconsistencies and contradictions in SEND policy language. Future studies ought to look at the understanding and application of policy by practitioners, considering whether policy ambiguity provides space in which local adaptation can be accomplished creatively or whether it creates confusion, which may hinder successful implementation.
6. Longitudinal Studies: A good part of current studies represents cross-sectional descriptions of SEND provision. A longitudinal study of pupils with SEND and their progression through education may help explain the impact of provision at various levels on progress.  
[bookmark: _Toc220081074]6.4 Conclusion
The systematic review aimed to investigate SEND provision in English mainstream schools by using three research questions on evidence-based strategies, implementation challenges, and effectiveness. The synthesis of new research evidence demonstrates a system, where there are unresolved inadequacies at numerous dimensions: training of teachers, collaboration, implementing evidence, resource allocation and user experience.
The perpetual existence of these gaps is of concern. The recurrence of training and resource shortages in 2024–2025, mirroring findings from the 1990s, points not to gradual progress but to stagnation, or possibly a regression, in the development of systemic capacity for inclusive education. This disjuncture between rhetoric and material reality of inclusive education has, on the contrary, only increased as the aspirations of policies have been broadened and the infrastructure to implement them has not mirrored this expansion.
Nevertheless, the findings of the review cannot be taken as evidence that inclusive education is impossible or something to be avoided. Instead, they indicate that the current resources and design of inclusive education in England are not serving many SEND pupils. The issue is not the principle of inclusion but the inability of the system to provide conditions under which the inclusion will be effective. There are evidence-based approaches to helping SEND pupils, and they are thoroughly documented. The inclusiveness in practice is highly practised professionally. The absence of the systemic infrastructure is inadequate training, secured collaboration time, fair resource allocation, consistent funding frameworks, and adequate professional workforce capacity.
Going forward would require the acceptance of systemic failures with truthfulness, rather than continuing with the perception that current strategies need only a minor adjustment. Primary changes in the funding models, professional development systems and the system of accountability seem to be needed. This reform ought to be user-informed, which is largely excluded in policy formulation and needs to tackle the documented inequities that present a postcode lottery of provision.
Inclusive education is both a moral duty, based on rights and justice, and a practical task, which requires substantial resources and system restructuring. The English education system has adopted the former and avoided the latter. The inclusion of materials requires political will to finance inclusive infrastructures, readiness to address systematic failures, as well as the orientation toward evaluating delivery through the prism of user experiences instead of solely on professional or institutional indicators.
The synthesised evidence in this review proves the fact that we are aware of what should be done to provide SEND effectively. It is not a technical question, but a political one: will the education system give it? To the tens of thousands of SEND pupils who are currently receiving insufficient support in the mainstream English schools, that question must be given an urgent response. They also rely on the system to go beyond inclusive rhetoric and eventually inclusive reality, to determine their educational future, and consequently, their life opportunities.
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	Author(s) & Year
	Study Design
	Sample/Context
	Key Findings

	Mathers et al. (2024)
	Scoping review
	14 studies examining SLT-teacher collaboration in UK mainstream primary schools
	Role clarity emerged as a key theme; teaching assistant perspectives were underrepresented; varied definitions of 'collaboration' limit synthesis; insufficient evidence base for a full systematic review

	Smythe (2025)
	Qualitative ethnographic study
	16 educators from 4 schools in England (2 mainstream, 2 SEND/AP settings) interviewed 2021-2022
	Teachers across all sectors report a lack of time for inclusive pedagogy training; they prefer school-based professional development over external courses; mainstream and specialist sectors should collaborate to share adaptive pedagogy expertise

	Woolfson (2024)
	Theoretical review and conceptual analysis
	Critical examination of 30+ years of inclusive education research and policy implementation
	Persistent lack of definitional clarity around 'inclusion'; teachers report the same resource and training deficits as 30 years ago; mixed evidence on academic/social outcomes; funding models require fundamental redesign; need for unified biopsychosocial framework

	Matthews et al. (2025)
	Online survey
	Young people with SEND and their parents/carers across England
	Service user experiences reveal significant gaps between SEND policy intentions and lived reality; systemic barriers to accessing appropriate support; need to centre SEND community voices in policy development

	McDonald et al. (2024)
	Systematic review
	Studies examining emotionally based school avoidance (EBSA) in UK primary and secondary contexts
	EBSA is often linked to unmet SEND needs and mental health challenges; it requires a multi-agency collaborative response; addressing underlying systemic causes is more effective than attendance-focused interventions

	Nnamani (2024)
	Critical policy discourse analysis using the WPR framework
	English educational policies governing the social inclusion of SEN learners in mainstream schools
	Policy discourse may inadvertently construct inclusion in ways that perpetuate exclusion; significant gap between policy rhetoric and material implementation reality; problematic assumptions are embedded in policy language

	Azpitarte et al. (2024)
	Quantitative analysis of national administrative data
	Key Stage 1 SEND outcomes across all 151 Local Authorities in England
	Substantial geographic variation in SEND provision and outcomes; children with SEND demonstrate consistently poor attainment at KS1; evidence of systemic failure across regions; stark inequalities in resource allocation

	Raevsky et al. (2025)
	Systematic review of intervention studies
	Evidence-based classroom strategies for managing sensory processing disorders in early childhood education
	Specific sensory-informed strategies identified with empirical support; teacher training essential for effective implementation; environmental modifications and sensory accommodations improve engagement; implementation quality varies significantly

	Hall et al. (2023)
	Systematic review and meta-analysis
	40 years of reading intervention research (1980-2020) for elementary students with/at risk for dyslexia
	Strong evidence base for phonics-based systematic instruction; intervention intensity and duration significantly impact outcomes; research-to-practice gap persists despite well-established evidence; effective strategies exist but are inconsistently implemented

	Petersson-Bloom & Holmqvist (2022)
	Systematic review of qualitative studies
	Studies examining support strategies for autistic students in inclusive mainstream education
	Range of effective strategies including environmental modifications, communication supports, and social skills interventions; teacher attitudes and specialist training crucial; individualised approaches necessary; collaboration between educators and specialists essential


Note. SLT = Speech and Language Therapist; SEND = Special Educational Needs and Disabilities; EBSA = Emotionally Based School Avoidance; KS1 = Key Stage 1; LA = Local Authority; AP = Alternative Provision; WPR = 'What's the Problem Represented to Be?' framework. All studies published 2022-2025, except Hall et al. (2023) meta-analysis, covering 40 years.
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