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Introduction
This case study demonstrates how settings used the Whole School SEND (WSS) online units for professional 
development and to improve staff practice and learner outcomes. In some cases, this CPD was further 
supported by other resources, such as the online CPD Spotlight Sessions. 

Interviews were conducted with SENCOs, SEND leaders and senior leaders across a range of settings 
(including primary, secondary and FE settings). From these interviews, information was gathered on how the 
units have been used within their settings and what impact they have had.

Implementation 
The online CPD units were used to support staff development across the range of educational settings 
through a strategic approach; typically, senior staff first completed the units to tailor internal training to 
specific areas of need, ensuring relevance by considering both staff knowledge and learners’ needs. Schools 
strategically disseminated the training through approaches such as integrating CPD into structured staff 
training, individual learning, and whole-school initiatives. 

The units were also used for staff independent learning and collaborative application, with staff encouraged 
to directly implement key strategies discussed in settings. The units were used to facilitate guided reflection 
on inclusive practices, in some incidences supported by WSS Spotlight Sessions, fostering professional 
collaboration. 

Additionally, to this, staff had autonomy in selecting relevant training that they wished to pursue in addition 
to the content that the setting chose to focus on. 

CPD was embedded in broader school initiatives, informing discussions on inclusion, SEND strategies, 
and behaviour management. Collaborative approaches - including group training and peer observations 
- reinforced practical application of the unit content, ensuring sustained impact on staff practices and 
student support.
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Outcomes and Impact
The online CPD units provided a range of significant benefits for both staff and students. Firstly, 
they improved staff practices, as evidenced by observations from learning walks, where staff were 
evidenced implementing adaptive approaches such as using communication aids and promoting student 
independence. It was also observed that certain units directly influenced staff language and approaches 
for learners with SEND, evidencing improved adaptive teaching techniques. This led to increased staff 
confidence, including support staff becoming more adept at adapting their approaches based on student 
needs. The units enhanced staff understanding of SEND best practices; particularly with regards to 
communication, processing time, sensory needs and an understanding of behaviour as communication, 
fostering a deeper awareness of individual student needs. This resulted in improved independence of 
learners and increased engagement with learning, and in some settings there was an improvement in learner 
engagement and attendance, and a decrease in behavioural incidents.  

Overall, the online units provided a flexible, practical, and accessible means of professional development, 
supporting staff in refining their practice and enhancing their ability to support learners with SEND. 
The availability of free CPD was a crucial factor in the uptake of the units. Furthermore, the accessibility 
features, such as transcripts, ensured that staff could engage with the content in a way that worked for 
them. The flexibility of the units allowed staff to engage with them at their own pace, helping to reduce the 
overwhelm often associated with traditional full-day training sessions. This flexibility, particularly through 
short, modular formats, was appreciated as it allowed incremental learning to fit into staff schedules. 

The units also facilitated more structured and effective interventions, with staff increasingly proactive in 
applying strategies rather than relying solely on the SENCo for direction. Staff collaboration was enhanced, 
leading to better problem-solving and a more cohesive approach to learner support. This collaboration 
was further reinforced through school-led initiatives such as peer observations and visits to a local special 
school, which provided real-world examples of best practices. 

For learners, the benefits were also notable. Improved staff understanding and use of strategies resulted 
in more meaningful and consistent support. For example, the regular use of visual prompts and scaffolding 
helped reduce student anxiety and improve engagement in learning. As a result, the environment became 
more inclusive, with staff better equipped to meet the needs of all learners. 

Ultimately, the online units contributed to a broader culture of SEND awareness and inclusion, with observed 
shifts in staff language and behaviour, particularly in supporting and managing learners with challenging 
behaviours. In all the settings interviewed, the CPD units were also embedded into broader strategic 
inclusion discussions, ensuring that SEND remained a priority for all leaders. 
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Key Learning
The recommendations derived from the CPD units emphasise the importance of structured, accessible, 
and reflective professional development. Key suggestions include: 

Senior leadership teams should carefully select relevant units for internal training, aligned with learner 
and staff priorities and use these for group CPD sessions. These should facilitate deeper learning, allowing 
staff to discuss and apply strategies in real-world contexts. A blended approach should also be adopted, 
combining mandatory units for consistency with optional units tailored to individual roles and interests. 

The “Understanding Behaviour as Communication” unit should be accessed by all staff, including 
administrative and premises staff, to foster an inclusive school culture. 

Structured reflection, such as peer discussions and peer observations, should be incorporated to ensure 
training translates into practice. 

Schools should encourage cross-sector collaboration, such as visits to special schools, to enhance practical 
understanding. 

By implementing these recommendations, school and other settings can enhance the accessibility, 
effectiveness, and long-term impact of the online units, fostering a more inclusive educational environment.
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