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Introduction
This report examines the challenges faced by parents of children with Special Educational Needs (SEN) in UK mainstream schools. The Children and Families Act 2014 aims to give parents more say and support. However, many parents still feel stressed, alone, and at odds with schools. This report explains why this issue is important, how it impacts families and organisations, and reviews three reliable sources to provide evidence. In conclusion, this research project outlines the chosen approach and methods for gathering information on this key yet often-neglected area of health and social care to better understand the lived experiences of those involved.
Research Topic: Challenges Faced by Parents of Children with Special Educational Needs (SEN) in UK Mainstream Schools
This topic was chosen for two main reasons. First, it is a common problem closely related to academic work in health and social care. It particularly focuses on social factors affecting well-being and the need for integrated, person-centred support. Second, it connects with future career goals of working with children and families. Understanding the system's pressures on families beyond individual children's needs is crucial for practitioners seeking to develop effective, empathetic, and supportive relationships. This topic is an important and underexplored part of SEN holistic care.
Evaluating Information Sources
For my research, this report concludes with three credible sources. The first source, Parsons, S., Lewis, A., and Ellins, J. (2009), offers a systematic review that summarises findings from multiple studies. It provides an overview of parental experiences, covering key issues such as the stress of obtaining diagnoses, difficulties securing appropriate school placements, and the ongoing need for parents to advocate for their child's needs. This source is particularly valuable as it establishes a foundational understanding of persistent challenges noted over time, suggesting that the issue is both systemic and ongoing. Its credibility is supported by its status as a peer-reviewed journal article and a systematic review, both of which are considered strong evidence.
The second source used is important legislation: Great Britain. (2014) Children and Families Act 2014: Part 3: Children and young people in England with special educational needs or disabilities. London: The Stationery Office. This Act provides the legal framework for SEND support in England. It introduced Education, Health and Care (EHC) plans to replace Statements of Special Educational Needs, aiming to create a more integrated, holistic, and person-centred system that gives parents more control. This source is useful as it represents the intended ideal of the support system. It acts as a standard against which the current poor parental experience can be measured. Understanding the law's goals highlights the gap between policy and real-life experiences, which the proposed research seeks to address.
The third source used is a recent report from the National Charity Contact (2023). It presents findings from surveys and case studies that reveal the current pressures families face. The report discusses long waits for Education, Health and Care (EHC) plans, funding disputes, and the significant impact on parental mental health and employment. This source is valuable as it offers contemporary, real-world data that updates the academic findings of Parsons et al. and contrasts with the policy intentions of the 2014 Act. Being published by a reputable charity adds credibility in documenting families' lived experiences.
Together, these sources highlight a significant research gap. Academic literature, such as that of Parsons et al., highlights longstanding issues. Legislation like the 2014 Act aims to address these problems. Reports from charities, such as those from Contact, demonstrate that challenges continue. However, there is a lack of focused exploration of how parents experience this gap during their daily interactions at a specific school. Existing research generally remains broad and does not capture the complex dynamics of the parent-school relationship. This persistent disconnect between policy and practice underscores a critical gap in the existing evidence base. While large-scale studies and national reports effectively map the structural pressures on SEN families, they often fail to capture the granular, relational dynamics that define a family’s daily experience. The success of an EHC plan, for instance, is not determined solely by its statutory compliance but by the quality of trust and communication between parents and school staff during its implementation.
Research Methodologies
Research methodology refers to the overall strategy guiding a research project. There are three main approaches. Quantitative research involves numerical data and statistical analysis. It seeks to measure variables and test hypotheses, often using large samples to identify general patterns. For example, a survey could determine the percentage of SEN parents reporting high stress levels.
Qualitative research examines subjective experiences, meanings, and perspectives, using non-numeric data such as interview transcripts and observations to gain a deep understanding of a phenomenon. For instance, in-depth interviews with SEN parents can reveal the emotional effects of their interactions with school staff.
Mixed-methods research combines both quantitative and qualitative approaches within a single study to achieve a wider understanding. For my research on the challenges faced by SEN parents in schools, a qualitative method is most appropriate. The goal is not to quantify the frequency of challenges, but to explore their nature, the meanings parents ascribe to their experiences, and the dynamics of their relationships with schools. Therefore, a qualitative exploration is essential to move beyond identifying what the challenges are to understanding how they are navigated in real time. A qualitative approach provides rich, detailed accounts that expose subtle feelings of being unheard, specific communication barriers, and the emotional effort involved in supporting their children. This depth of insight is crucial for developing practical, empathetic recommendations to enhance school-family partnerships that quantitative data alone cannot provide. This approach is also consistent with the person-centred values central to health and social care.
Data Collection
Data collection techniques are tools for gathering information. A key distinction is between primary and secondary data. Primary data is new, original data collected by the researcher for their study, such as through their own interviews or surveys. Secondary data involves analysing data collected by others for different purposes, such as government statistics, previous research papers, or organisational reports.
For my qualitative study of the difficulties faced by SEN parents, I will use primary data gathering methods. My research aims to gain an in-depth, current understanding of real-life experiences in a specific context. While secondary data, like the charity reports mentioned earlier, provides useful background, it cannot offer the detailed, personal insights needed. I need to hear directly from parents in their own words. By centring the parents’ voice, this research will illuminate the subtle, often undocumented interactions that either build or erode collaborative relationships, providing a vital layer of insight absent from broader surveys and policy documents.
The primary data collection method I will use is semi-structured interviews. This involves having pre-planned, open-ended questions to guide the conversation while allowing for the flexibility to explore new topics and ideas that participants suggest. For example, I might ask, "Can you tell me about a time you felt the school did not hear your concerns?" This method allows parents to share their stories in detail and express the complexities of their situations, including emotional effects and practical barriers. The flexibility of the semi-structured format fits perfectly with the rich, nuanced data this qualitative inquiry seeks to capture.
Conclusion
This report proposes a research project to address the significant yet often-ignored challenges faced by parents of children with SEN in the UK education system. By reviewing key academic, legislative, and charitable sources, the report identifies a persistent gap between policy intentions and real experiences. To investigate this gap, a small-scale qualitative study using semi-structured interviews is recommended as the best method. This approach highlights the importance of deep, personal understanding to fully grasp the nature of these challenges.
Such an approach is vital because the findings will directly inform practice. By listening to parents' narratives, this research aims to produce actionable insights for health and social care professionals, such as social workers, family support workers, and educational psychologists. Understanding the specific communication breakdowns, the emotional toll of advocacy, and the daily barriers parents face will allow practitioners to move beyond a purely procedural approach. Instead, they can develop truly empathetic, collaborative partnerships that recognise the parent as an expert on their child. Tackling this issue is crucial because a child's well-being is closely connected to the support and collaboration provided to their family, which are essential for effective and compassionate health and social care.
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