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This Action Research case study was completed as part of the Department for Education (DfE, UK) nasen
Universal SEND programme.

Abstract

Context: The research focuses on enhancing relationships between schools and parents/carers of
learners with special educational needs and disability (SEND). It emphasises the significance of
collaborative strategies to support families in managing their children’s educational needs at home,
specifically through structured meetings known as Assess, Plan, Do, Review (APDR) sessions.

Aims: The primary aim of the research is to explore effective ways to deepen productive partnerships
with families of learners with SEND, facilitating their involvement in the educational process. This
involves gathering insights during APDR meetings, utilising these insights to inform school practices, and
ultimately creating a supportive environment for families to access the necessary resources.

Methods: The study employs an action research approach, organised into two cycles of planning,
execution, and review. The first cycle revolves around developing and refining the research question
based on initial findings, while the second cycle builds on the insights gained to enhance practices. Ethical
consent was obtained from all participants to ensure anonymity throughout the research process.

Findings: The collected data reveal that engaging parents and carers in the APDR process contributes to a
more holistic understanding of learners’ needs. It highlights the role of school staff in fostering
communication and facilitating access to external support resources, positioning the school as a central
hub for family assistance and engagement.

Implications: Other educators may observe that establishing a systematic approach to involving families
within the educational framework can yield constructive outcomes for learners with SEND. The insights
gained from these partnerships may inform the development of similar collaborative practices in
different educational contexts, aiming to strengthen the supportive network surrounding learners and
their families.

Keywords
Inclusion, special educational needs and disabilities; mainstream primary; productive partnership with
parents/carers; assess, plan, do, review meetings
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability
(ISEND): Case Study

Deepening Productive Partnerships with Parents/Carers: A focus on support in the home
Assess, Plan, Do, Review meetings provide a natural space to explore how families of learners with
SEND can be supported at home. Collated insights provide opportunities to invite externals into
school, meaning the school becomes a one-stop-shop for parental/carer support. Subsequently,
school staff can pick up on key messages and engage in follow-up conversations with families
(Mainstream, Primary)
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Type of setting Primary School
Age range of pupils Age 5-11 years
Roles of the Research Inclusion Manager
Team

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES
See Appendix 1 for the Action Research Cycles

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

SUMMARY
Research focus Parent partnerships, special educational needs and disabilities,
home, school offer
Research question To determine what further support could be offered to the families
of our learners with SEND to help families meet their needs at
home.
Overview/Key information The research aimed to strengthen parent-school partnerships to

better support families of children with SEND, focusing on
identifying and addressing home-based needs through existing
Assess, Plan, Do, Review (APDR) meetings.
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Key points of note

Parents’ views were gathered meaningfully through existing Assess,
Plan, Do, Review meetings, led by familiar staff. This approach
avoided the use of impersonal forms and did not require additional
time or resources, making it both effective and sustainable. As a
result, all parental feedback was collated, and key

themes emerged—particularly around areas such as toileting, sleep
routines, and emotional regulation.

In response, the school proactively engaged external support
agencies, who will now deliver sessions on-site. This transforms the
school into a one-stop-shop for support and guidance, significantly
reducing the administrative burden on parents and carers trying to
access external services.

School staff are encouraged to attend these sessions, ensuring they
are upskilled and able to continue conversations with families,
reinforcing and extending the support offered.

Looking ahead, this approach will be embedded for children joining
in Reception, ensuring that early, targeted support is available from
the outset and that strong partnerships with families are built from

the beginning.

Evidence-informed theory

Assess, Plan, Do, Review meetings provide a natural space to
explore how families of learners with SEND can be supported at
home. Collated insights provide opportunities to invite externals
into school, meaning the school becomes a one-stop-shop for
parental/carer support. Subsequently, school staff can pick up on
key messages and engage in follow-up conversations with families.

RESEARCH TIMELINE

December January February March
Action Action Research Cycle Step 6: Do 1
Research 1 Steps 7-8: Review 1 Share and disseminate
Cycle 1 Step 2: Study the research
Steps 3-5: Plan 1 Action Research Cycle 2 (anonymised) with
Step 1: Step 9: Study 2 other interested
Establish Steps 10-12: Plan 2 parties.
the Step 13: Do 2
research Step 14-15: Review 2
focus

RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1

Initial research interest,
aim/question (Step 1)

To determine what further support could be offered to the families
of our learners with SEND to help families meet their needs at
home.
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KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2

Reference Department for Education (2017). Engaging parents and families:
Introduction to the case study practice illustrations.
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/syste
m/uploads/attachment data/file/634733/Practice _example-
Engaging parents and families.pdf

Key point(s) of note The Department for Education's (2017) practice example illustrates
how schools and colleges actively engaged parents and families to
support pupils’ mental health, highlighting key facilitators such as
varied communication methods and pastoral staff involvement. It
also outlines challenges, benefits, and practical strategies for
fostering meaningful partnerships with families to enhance mental
health outcomes.

Key point of note

Aim to offer a variety of modes of communication with parents and
use consistent key staff to offer support and build relationships that
can lead to more open and honest discussions.

PLAN 1: Step 3
As part of the process of planning Action Research Cycle 1 and having completed the ‘study’ phase,
the research question can evolve and become further refined.

Revised research question | At this stage, no revisions to the original research question were
needed.

PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6

Methods of data collection
Conversations held at parent and ‘Assess, Plan, Do, Review’ (DfE and DoH, 2015)! meetings.

Description of research sample, timing and location
Teaching and pastoral staff supported the conversations taking place at the parents’ evening
meetings and ‘Assess, Plan, Do, Review’ meetings for all the children on our SEND Register.

- Over two weeks, a total of 20 ‘Assess, Plan, Do, Review’ meetings took place
- Each meeting lasted for around 20 minutes and was an opportunity to discuss progress being
made at school and identify any further support needs required at home.

! Department for Education & Department of Health and Social Care. (2015). Special educational needs and
disability code of practice: 0 to 25 years (DFE-00205-
2013). https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25

The SEND Code of Practice states that schools must implement a graduated approach to SEN support,
involving a four-part cycle—assess, plan, do, and review—to ensure tailored and effective provision for pupils
with special educational needs. This process requires collaboration between teachers, SENCOs, parents, and
external professionals, with regular reviews to refine interventions and improve outcomes based on the pupil’s
evolving support needs.
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PLAN 2: Step 5
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 1: Step 7-8
Data Analysis: process

After collating all of the notes about further support requirements, members of the pastoral team
(SENCO, Deputy Head Teacher and Family Support Worker) identified the most commonly
identified requests.

A discussion then took place between the team as to which external support agencies would be
most able and available to offer the support the parents/carers referred to.

Summary of Findings

Research Question

To determine what further support could be offered to the families of our learners with SEND to
support the management of their needs at home.

- The most identified requests for support were for advice on:
- supporting toileting/toileting-based anxiety
- supporting sleeping routines and habits
- supporting the emotional well-being of children who may be masking their level of
regulation throughout the school day
- Many families stated that since receiving a diagnosis, support for their child had reduced, and
difficulties making General Practitioner (GP) appointments meant that support was lacking to
meet their child’s needs further.
- Many families hadn’t heard of the local Neuro Hubs and the services and support that they
could offer.
- Many families stated that the periods prior to and directly after school were often the most
challenging periods of their day

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2

Supporting parents in accessing information or services linked to the common areas shown above
could have a meaningful impact on the families and their children with SEND. Using a low-
pressure meeting in a relaxed environment also encouraged parents to be more open and discuss
issues that they may otherwise have considered parenting issues, not to be shared with school
staff. Following these findings, two school health referrals and two referrals to the local Neuro
Hub were made to help support parents with their concerns.

After referrals were made, our school’s Deputy Headteacher received an additional offer of
parenting support focused on behaviour and well-being at home. A local special school provides
this extra support through their Enhancing Family Success Programme. In Action Research (AR)
Cycle 2, to gauge parents’/carers' interest in participating, the aims of this programme will be
shared with those engaged in Action Research Cycle 1. To encourage engagement and build on
findings from Action Research Cycle 1, which highlight the value of a relaxed and supportive
environment, our school has offered to host the support sessions.

Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2
To work collaboratively with external providers to offer targeted support, specific to the needs of
our families with children who have SEND.
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ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9
Reference No further literature was drawn upon.

PLAN 2: Step 10

Revised research question | Following the completion of Action Research cycle 1, the
researchers continued to explore the original question further; thus,
no revisions to the original research question were needed for
Action Research Cycle 2.

PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13
Methods of data collection
- Reflective analysis

Description of research sample, timing and location
Based on the feedback we have received, we are in the process of planning a schedule of sessions
for parents/carers.

PLAN 2: Step 12
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15

Data Analysis: process

In collaboration with the local special school, | began working on a schedule for the parent/carer
sessions. Prior to finalising the schedule, it was discussed with the Deputy Head Teacher, Family
Support Worker and teaching and support staff.

Summary of Findings
Action Research Cycle 2 Research Question

Planning for the parent/carer sessions
In total, six families have been identified as potentially benefitting from the support that could be
provided by both the staff from the local special school and our setting.

Sessions will be held in the Summer Term, and information will be delivered by staff from the
special school and any other relevant external services.

Each session will last for around 45 minutes after school and will occur once a week. Following the
first session, each new session will begin with a review of any strategies suggested to target specific
behaviours.

The school’s pastoral team will support each session and will act as a consistent contact for
parents/carers or the children, should they require any support in between sessions.

We intend to run the programme for six weeks with the support of the special school staff.
Planned sessions

- Children’s continence service
- Sleep routines
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- Wellbeing in the home (several sessions broken into a number of topics)

A focus group will be arranged upon completion of the programme to gauge the impact of its
content on families and children.

Moving forward, we then plan to see if we could replicate this model and refine it further for the
parents/carers of our upcoming Reception cohort (age 4-5). Currently, children joining our setting
from local nursery providers visit the school over the final four weeks of this academic year,
leading up to a whole day during our school’s transition week. During these periods, families
requiring further support to meet the needs of their children with SEND could be identified, and
early-intervention strategies and signposting to other agencies could take place.

Analysis and next steps leading to the conclusion

As opposed to quickly assembling a schedule for parent/carer sessions, the methodology
deployed in this research embeds four key elements:

- Parent/carer voice

- Support from specialists with relevant expertise

- Careful consideration of the location and the timing of sessions

- Support from colleagues in the school setting

Taking time to get these four elements in place has, we hope, led to the development of a
relevant and meaningful schedule of parent/carers support sessions — far more so than had we
just decided as a school what support was needed and run some sessions ourselves.

Having developed this approach, we feel we have something that we can build on in the future
and that the process will also be quicker as key methodological decisions have already been
made, i.e.:

- When and how to gain parent/carer voice

- Who to go to for support

- When to run the sessions

Ultimately, the findings from Cycle 2 could have a sustained impact on our annual transition
processes for new starters to our setting. If this model proves effective, it can be further refined
to ensure that maximum information gathering and support is offered to our new families upon
enrolment to the school.

CONCLUSION
Research aim/question

To determine what further support could be offered to the families of our learners with SEND to
help families meet their needs at home.

Conclusion(s)

- Creating a low-stakes, non-judgmental environment enabled parents and carers to openly
discuss the support they needed at home. Importantly, we avoided sending parents/carers an
additional out-of-context form to complete, instead gathering information through the
existing Assess, Plan, Do, Review meetings. This approach allowed conversations to naturally
evolve into discussions about home life and additional support, all within the broader context
of celebrating successes and planning next steps. As these meetings were already embedded
in practice, this small addition was not burdensome for schools or families.
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- Common areas of need identified by parents/carers include: toileting, sleep routines, and
emotional regulation—providing sustained support in these areas could have a broader
positive impact.

- To support staff training within the setting, relevant team members, including teaching and
pastoral staff involved in the Assess, Plan, Do, Review meetings, will be invited to attend the
sessions. This approach promotes consistent, open communications between familiar key
staff and families, enabling tailored interventions and regular review of recommendations. As
a result, support for children with SEND and their families can be more effectively optimised.

- By bringing relevant support services directly into the school, the school setting begins to
function as a one-stop hub for guidance and assistance. This reduces the burden on parents
and carers, who no longer need to navigate complex administrative systems to access
additional support for their children—making the guidance more accessible and impactful.

- We are hoping that the external support services will help parents build confidence, explore
effective strategies, and access long-term, targeted assistance.

Next Steps

- To continue to offer parent support in a variety of forms, such as through targeted support
workshops and coffee mornings.

- To continue to impress upon staff the importance of building relationships with parents in
low-stakes ways, such as through the effectively established Assess, Plan, Do, Review
meetings.

- To continue liaising with local health services to offer specialist support for toileting, sleep
routines and emotional wellbeing, and during the full-day visit for our upcoming Reception
cohort (age 4-5), invite services to set up support stations in the school hall, with a planned
talk on toilet-readiness.

September 2025

All children who joined the school in September 2025 were toilet-ready (none in nappies), which
marks a notable change compared to previous years. This shift suggests the toilet-ready session
had a positive impact.
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Appendix 1 — Action Research Cycles

Establish the
research focus

Step 1: Identify the ISEND area for development which requires
research.

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature.
First Plan
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research.
Action Plan 1 Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take (direct or
Research enquiry).
Cycle 1 Step 5: Consider research ethics (engage with the ethics checklist).
Do 1 Step 6: Implement the first plan (either direct action or enquiry as
B action).
Step 7: Review and Reflect.
Betiaiit Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required.
Second Plan
Step 10: Based on the ‘reflect’ phase, refine the research (this may
involve revising or developing the research questions) and plan the
next actions.
Plan 2 Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take (direct or
enquiry).
Action quiry)
Research Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed (engage with
Cycle 2 ethics checklist).
Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan — (either direct action or
B enquiry as action).
Step 14: Review and reflect.
Review 2

Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
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