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Quality of Care and Support in Special Schools

The quality of care and support in special schools is extremely important because it influences both the daily experiences and long‑term development of children with additional needs. Many pupils rely on their school not only for academic teaching but also for emotional support, communication assistance and structured routines that help them feel safe and secure. I chose this topic because I believe that, in some special schools in England, the standard of care can vary significantly. By exploring the issue in more depth, it becomes possible to understand what works well, what is missing, and what practical improvements could be made to better support pupils and their families. This report therefore examines relevant research, appropriate research methods and different types of data connected to the quality of care in special schools.

The topic is highly relevant because pupils with SEND often have complex needs and rely on adults every day for help with communication, sensory regulation, emotional wellbeing and social understanding. Studies show that consistent, high‑quality support helps children feel understood, valued and safe, which increases their engagement and confidence (Clarry, Wood and Long, 2023). When support is poor or inconsistent, pupils may become unsettled, anxious or disengaged, making learning more difficult. This demonstrates why quality of care is an essential aspect of educational practice within UK health and social care sectors.

In recent years, concerns about the SEND system in England have become more visible. Research highlights national problems such as staff shortages, long waiting times for Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) assessments, uneven access to therapists and variation in quality between local authorities (Gains et al., 2025). Parents often describe difficulties in receiving appropriate support, while school staff report increasing workloads and fewer opportunities for specialist training. These systemic issues show that improving care quality is urgent, especially as the number of pupils with complex needs continues to grow.

The groups most affected by this issue include pupils with SEND, their families and the staff who support them. Pupils with autism, learning disabilities, sensory processing needs, speech and language difficulties or physical disabilities rely on consistent, skilled support to manage their emotions, understand information and build independence. Research shows that emotional safety and supportive relationships play a key role in helping these pupils make progress (Davidson et al., 2021). When pupils feel safe and connected to staff, they are more willing to try new tasks and communicate their needs.

Parents are also deeply impacted. They need to feel confident that their child is safe, understood and supported at school. When care is inconsistent, families may experience anxiety, frustration and uncertainty. Studies show that parents value clear communication and active involvement in education planning, yet many feel excluded from decision‑making processes (Gormley et al., 2024). This highlights a gap between policy expectations and real‑life practice in some schools.

Staff in special schools also face significant challenges. Teachers and teaching assistants often work with pupils who require high levels of support, but many feel that staffing levels, specialist training and preparation time are not sufficient to meet pupils’ needs effectively (Daley and McCarthy, 2021). When there are not enough trained staff, it becomes difficult to provide truly individualized support, and this can lead to stress, fatigue and burnout. High-quality care depends not only on staff commitment but also on the resources and training available to them.

To better understand the quality of care in special schools, I examined a range of academic sources. Castro, Grande and (Palikara 2019) highlight the importance of well‑designed outcomes in EHCPs, noting that many plans lack clear, measurable or functional goals. This can affect how effectively support is provided. McKenna et al. (2024) found similar problems in IEPs, with many targets described as vague or too broad, making it difficult to track progress. These studies show that personalized planning, when done well, can significantly improve the quality of support, but only if plans are clear and regularly reviewed.

Furthermore, Findley, Ruble and McGrew (2022) demonstrate that high‑quality IEPs can improve outcomes for pupils with autism, especially during transitions to adulthood. Hughes et al. (2023) argue that IEPs must address pupils’ real-life needs, such as emotional regulation, independence and daily living skills. These studies reinforce the idea that personalized planning is a core part of quality care, but only when supported by adequate staffing and training.

Emotional and relational aspects of care are also essential. Davidson et al. (2021) and Davis et al. (2023) show that teacher‑child interaction training can improve emotional safety, behavior and engagement in special education settings. These findings emphasize the need for staff to receive ongoing professional development in communication, interaction and emotional support.

Therapeutic support is another crucial component of quality care. Lynch et al. (2023) and Salazar Rivera et al. (2024) show that occupational therapy in schools supports children’s sensory needs, communication and functional skills. However, due to widespread shortages of therapists, many schools struggle to provide consistent access to OT, speech therapy or psychology services (Odom, 2021). Without regular specialist support, staff must manage complex needs with limited resources, which affect pupils’ wellbeing.

These sources were selected because they highlight essential areas such as emotional care, individualized planning, therapeutic support and national system challenges. Together, they provide a strong foundation for understanding both strengths and weaknesses in current practice.

For this topic, qualitative research is the most suitable approach because it focuses on understanding people's experiences, feelings and perspectives. Quantitative data, although useful, cannot fully capture the emotional complexities of working with pupils who have additional needs. Taylor (2020) explains that qualitative methods help explore sensitive issues, making this approach appropriate for studying care quality in special schools.

Semi‑structured interviews are especially useful because they offer flexibility while still providing structure. Staff working in special schools can discuss their daily routines, challenges and views on what works well. Their insights can help identify practical improvements and highlight areas where additional training or resources may be needed. Interviews also allow participants to speak openly about emotional aspects of their work, which statistical data alone cannot reveal.

Although qualitative research has limitations, such as smaller sample sizes and time‑consuming analysis, it provides rich, meaningful information. These insights are essential when examining issues like emotional safety, communication barriers or staff wellbeing. Qualitative research helps paint a fuller picture of what quality care looks like in practice.

In addition to qualitative data, both primary and secondary data are useful in exploring this topic. Primary data, such as interviews with school staff, can reveal detailed, real‑world experiences of what care looks like day to day. Secondary data, including academic articles, government reports and Ofsted findings, offers national context and helps identify broader trends. Combining both types of data strengthens the reliability of findings and supports a more complete understanding of the issue.

In conclusion, the quality of care and support in special schools is a vital issue that affects pupils, parents and staff across the UK. The research shows that pupils benefit from strong relationships, personalized plans and access to specialist services (Castro et al., 2019; Davidson et al., 2021). It also shows that many schools face challenges such as staff shortages, limited training and uneven access to therapeutic support. Qualitative methods, especially interviews, are effective for exploring this issue because they capture the emotional and practical realities of care. Secondary data helps identify national patterns and systemic pressures. Improving the quality of care in special schools would greatly benefit pupils with additional needs and is an issue that should remain central in health and social care discussions.
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