
 
I recently attended the SSAT annual lecture that discussed the issue of employment with a clear message 
that ‘work is good’. Matthew Taylor, CEO of the RSA, offered an articulate and measured view on the value 
of work. It really isn’t difficult to see the obvious benefits that employment offers and how schools prepare 
learners was a key topic of the debate. Should schools merely prepare young people for a lifetime of work?  
The general consensus was that schools, and school staff, are crucial in offering young people a love of 
learning – for learning’s sake!  Another overriding agreement appeared to be that schools are seen as being 
instrumental in developing qualities such as team working, co-operation, empathy and resilience. In short, 
we have the task of preparing our youngsters to become fully rounded citizens who can benefit from and 
participate in all the opportunities that are within communities. 
 
That is all well and good for those who are able to seize these opportunities but I was slightly perturbed that 
not one commentator appeared to mention young people with additional or special needs. Although these 
young people form a minority, their numbers seem to be increasing steadily. Mainstream schools in our 
region often discuss the rising population of children and young people who require additional support. I 
would argue that these populations are growing, nationally, and cover areas such as learning support, 
supporting appropriate behaviour and the highly publicised support around pupil and students’ mental health.  
Where does the vision of ‘work is good’ fit for all these learners? 
Some of you will have heard me speak about the very high percentage of young people with SEND (and 
from SEND settings) who do not achieve paid employment. Up to date statistics are notoriously difficult to 
find!   
 
I, like many others, welcomed the Secretary of State’s recently revised position on apprenticeships which will 
now be offered to Entry Level 3 students, together with the opportunity to assess through functional skills as 
well as the ‘traditional’ accreditation routes. I understand that there will be extended possibilities within the 
new T levels. The skeptical side of me does think we have been here before with the (doomed) diploma 
strands! However, let’s be optimistic and assume a future parity between the academic and vocational 
elements of the curriculum. 
 
These new opportunities, however, need to be balanced with what many commentators are now calling a 
‘mainstream drift.’ As a parent of children presently at secondary school, I am acutely aware of ‘raising the 
bar’ - I constantly find myself resorting to Google to try and support the Year 7 homework tasks and don’t 
even get me talking about last year’s Key Stage 2 SATs! The pace and rigour of the curriculum and 
assessment system is in danger of marginalising young people with SEND and additional needs even more. 
Progress 8, double weighting of GCSE Maths and English, end of key stage exams, many subjects not even 
being offered at Key Stage 4....the list could go on.  
 
I am not in any way suggesting that ‘raising the bar’ should not be happening. It’s a political decision that we 
have little or limited influence over. I am, however, aware that SEND departments in mainstream schools are 
under intolerable pressure. I am told that many committed teachers and support staff are overwhelmed by 
the numbers of children requiring extra support. Specialist settings, special schools and PRUs are operating 
at over capacity, pretty much across the country. We are told that special schools ‘can’t be full’ while at the 
same time we are seeing the numbers of children being assessed as needing the support of education, 
health and care plans increasing. 
 
So, back to the point – if ‘work is good’, where is the investment and co-ordination to support this growing 
group of learners into the workplace? I would argue that the present curriculum and assessment system is 
leading to a growing number of children and young people being disenfranchised from the school system. 
We know that the cost of supporting just one person who struggles (doesn’t work, needs support in living, 
may end up within the judicial system) can easily total more than £1 million over their lifetime.  We now have 
not only a moral obligation but also an economic pressure to address the situation. 
The tricky part of this piece is to try to offer some solutions. There are some pockets of excellent practice 
across the country.  This needs to be urgently promoted so that other schools can learn from it.  What we 
also need, however, is a root and branch understanding of the challenge we face. Can we use the National 
Audit Office and other government departments to offer us an initial baseline position? Where are the 



 

opportunities in today’s economy for these young people?  What will these future opportunities be?  How can 
we be ambitious for this group of youngsters? How can the evidence inform future curriculum design? 
One would assume we don’t want the ‘gap’ between disadvantage and non-disadvantage to get any wider? 
The danger is our most able youngsters (who may contribute the most to the economy) will find themselves 
in the position of supporting an increasing number of people for whom work just isn’t there! 
Schools that are members of SSAT have been at the forefront of innovation. Collectively we need to find 
solutions – if work is good, it’s good for everyone. 
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