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Inclusion Sparks - Understanding Areas of Need
Session 1 – Communication and Interaction
Slide 1 – Understanding Areas of Need
Welcome to the first session in our new series exploring the different areas of SEND need.
Over the next six weeks, we're going to develop our understanding of the four broad areas of need, but importantly, we're not going to use them as boxes to put children into.
Instead, we're going to ask:
What might this need actually look like in our classrooms?
What barrier might the pupil be experiencing?
And most importantly:
What can we change about our teaching, environment or interactions to make learning more accessible?
Today, we're beginning with communication and interaction.
And one of the most important ideas to hold onto throughout this session is that communication is much broader than whether a child can speak.
A pupil can be incredibly articulate and still experience significant communication barriers.

Slide 2 – Safeguarding Spark: What Might We Miss?
Let's begin with our Safeguarding Spark.
A pupil with communication difficulties has recently started becoming distressed whenever a particular activity is mentioned.
They don't explain why.
An adult asks:
“Did something happen there?”
And the pupil responds:
“Something happen there.”
Now we have a difficulty.
Is the pupil telling us something?
Or are they repeating language they've just heard?
Take a moment to discuss:
Why might safeguarding information be harder to recognise here?
And:
What should adults be particularly careful not to assume?
The important thing is not necessarily to reach a conclusion.
Think instead about what makes this situation more complex.

Slide 3 – Safeguarding Spark: Reflection
Children with speech, language and communication needs may communicate worries, experiences or disclosures differently.
And that means some of the conventional ways adults might try to establish what's happened can become less reliable.
For example, receptive language difficulties might affect how well a child understands our question.
Expressive difficulties might affect their ability to tell us what happened.
And some children may repeat language they've heard without necessarily using it to communicate the meaning we assume.
So we need to be particularly careful about leading questions.
We shouldn't interpret communication too quickly.
And crucially, we shouldn't assume that limited verbal communication means limited understanding.
We also need to notice change.
Changes in behaviour.
Changes in communication.
Changes in emotional presentation.
Changes in engagement.
Those things may be significant too.
So the key message is:
Every child communicates — our responsibility is to notice how.

Slide 4 – The Journey
Across this six-week series, we'll explore each of the four broad areas of SEND need.
Today we're focusing on communication and interaction.
Next, we'll consider cognition and learning.
Then social, emotional and mental health.
Followed by sensory and physical needs.
In Week 5, we'll consider something particularly important — what happens when pupils' needs overlap.
And finally, we'll look beyond diagnosis and think about how we understand the individual pupil rather than simply responding to a label.
Our question for this week is:
What might communication and interaction needs look like — and how can we remove barriers without lowering expectations?
That last part matters.
We're not looking for ways to make learning easier.
We're looking for ways to make learning more accessible.

Slide 5 – By the End of Today's Session...
By the end of today's session, we'll understand what communication and interaction means as an area of SEND.
We'll recognise some of the different ways communication and interaction needs might present.
We'll consider practical strategies that reduce communication barriers in everyday classrooms.
And we'll reflect on something that we perhaps don't consider often enough:
How might the environment and our own adult interaction make communication easier — or harder?
The process we're aiming for is simple:
Understand the need → identify the barrier → adapt the environment.
Notice that we're starting with the barrier rather than jumping immediately to a strategy.

Slide 6 – What Do We Mean by Communication and Interaction?
When we hear the word communication, it's easy to immediately think about speech.
But communication is much more complex than whether a pupil can talk.
To participate successfully in classroom learning, pupils need to understand language and instructions.
They need to express ideas, needs and knowledge.
They need to interact with other people.
They need to use and interpret social communication.
And they need to process spoken information.
Think about how much of an ordinary school day relies on those things.
Listening to an explanation.
Following instructions.
Answering a question.
Working with a partner.
Explaining your reasoning.
Joining a game.
Understanding humour.
Asking for help.
Resolving a disagreement.
Communication sits underneath an enormous amount of learning and participation.
So a communication barrier can affect learning, relationships, participation and independence.
And remember:
A pupil can have lots to say — and still experience significant communication barriers.

Slide 7 – The SEND Code of Practice
The SEND Code of Practice identifies communication and interaction as one of the four broad areas of need.
This includes pupils with speech, language and communication needs — often referred to as SLCN — and autistic pupils who may experience differences or difficulties in aspects of communication and social interaction.
But there's an important caution here.
The four broad areas are useful.
They give us a framework for thinking.
But they're starting points for understanding need — not boxes for categorising children.
A pupil's needs might overlap across several areas.
They might present differently depending on the context.
They might change over time.
And the support that works in one situation may not necessarily be needed in another.
So:
Know the area of need.
But:
Know the individual pupil better.

Slide 8 – Communication Is a Complex Process
Let's think about just how complex classroom communication can be.
Imagine the teacher says:
“Once you've finished the first paragraph, compare your answer with your partner and decide together which evidence best supports your conclusion.”
For many of us, that's an ordinary classroom instruction.
But look at everything the pupil needs to do.
First, they have to hear the language.
Then process it.
Understand the vocabulary.
Hold the information in mind.
Sequence the actions.
Formulate their own response.
And then interact successfully with another pupil.
That's a significant chain of processes contained within one instruction.
And if one part of that chain creates difficulty, what might we see?
A pupil sitting doing nothing.
Copying someone else.
Starting the wrong task.
Looking around the room.
Asking, “What are we doing?”
And sometimes the adult interpretation becomes:
“They weren't listening.”
But perhaps they were listening.
Perhaps the barrier came somewhere else in that communication chain.
So before we jump to behaviour, ask:
Could this be a communication barrier?

Slide 9 – What Might It Look Like?
Communication needs don't always announce themselves with:
“I don't understand.”
Instead, we might see a pupil who regularly copies what others are doing.
A pupil who struggles with multi-step instructions.
Someone who finds group discussion difficult.
A pupil who gives very short answers.
Someone who takes language very literally.
Or perhaps a pupil who appears to use fluent language but doesn't fully understand its meaning.
We might see difficulty explaining thinking.
Difficulty with turn-taking or conversational cues.
Or frustration when the pupil cannot communicate what they want or need.
This is where our interpretation matters.
Because sometimes behaviour is the visible part of an unseen communication difficulty.
Rather than only asking:
“Why are they behaving like this?”
we might also ask:
“What might be sitting underneath what I'm seeing?”

Slide 10 – Don't Confuse Fluency with Understanding
This is an important misconception to challenge.
A pupil may speak confidently.
They might use sophisticated vocabulary.
They might talk at length about topics they're interested in.
They might appear incredibly articulate.
And therefore we might conclude:
“Their language is really good.”
But spoken fluency doesn't automatically tell us how effectively that pupil is understanding and using language.
They might still find implied meaning difficult.
They may struggle with complex instructions.
Figurative language may cause difficulty.
Understanding another person's perspective might be challenging.
They might struggle to organise a response.
Or the social demands of conversation might be difficult.
So instead of saying:
“But their language is really good.”
ask:
“How effectively can they understand and use language in this particular situation?”
The context matters.

Slide 11 – Receptive and Expressive Language
Two useful concepts for us to understand are receptive language and expressive language.
Receptive language is about understanding what other people communicate.
So difficulties might include following instructions, understanding vocabulary, processing questions or understanding longer sentences.
Expressive language is about communicating our own thoughts and ideas.
Difficulties might include finding words, constructing sentences, explaining ideas or organising spoken language.
And these don't necessarily develop equally.
A pupil may understand much more than they're able to express.
Another pupil might sound incredibly fluent but understand less than their speech suggests.
Both can create barriers.
So when we're observing a pupil, it can be useful to ask:
Is the difficulty with understanding what's coming in?
Expressing what's going out?
Or aspects of both?

Slide 12 – Autism and Communication
We also need to avoid assuming there is one single autistic communication profile.
There isn't.
Autistic pupils are not one homogeneous group.
Some may experience differences around social communication.
Interpreting non-literal language.
Reading social cues.
Reciprocal conversation.
Communicating needs.
Or managing unpredictable interaction.
Other autistic pupils may communicate very differently.
So we want to move away from statements such as:
“Autistic pupils need...”
Because what follows will almost inevitably be too general.
Instead ask:
“What helps this pupil communicate and participate?”
A diagnosis can absolutely inform our understanding.
But it doesn't replace knowing the child.
That's a principle we'll keep returning to throughout this whole series.

Slide 13 – Reduce the Language Load
Now let's move from understanding needs to what we can actually do.
Sometimes one of the easiest adaptations is simply changing how adults communicate.
Imagine saying:
“Okay everyone, once you've got your books out I want you to find yesterday's work, read through what you wrote, think about the feedback I gave you and then improve your final paragraph.”
There's a lot of language there.
Instead, we might say:
One: Get yesterday's work.
Two: Read your final paragraph.
Three: Check my feedback.
Four: Improve the paragraph.
We haven't changed the learning.
We haven't lowered the expectation.
We've simply reduced the amount of language the pupil has to process at once.
We might also support spoken instructions with visuals, written steps, modelling, gestures or examples.
The principle is:
Make the instruction easier to process — not the learning less ambitious.
That's adaptive teaching in a very practical form.

Slide 14 – Give Processing Time
Here's another incredibly small adjustment.
An adult asks:
“Why do you think the character did that?”
Two seconds pass.
Silence feels uncomfortable, so the adult jumps in:
“Was it because she was frightened?”
The pupil says:
“Yes.”
We've got an answer.
But we don't actually know what the pupil would have said.
Some pupils need additional time to process the question, retrieve vocabulary, organise an idea and then formulate the language required to communicate it.
If we repeatedly rephrase, simplify or answer for them too quickly, we may actually interrupt that process.
So try:
Ask → Wait → Listen.
Sometimes the adaptation isn't another resource.
It isn't a worksheet.
It isn't adult support.
It's simply time.
Processing time can be an adaptation.

Slide 15 – Make Participation More Accessible
Whole-class discussion can unintentionally reward pupils who are particularly quick at certain things.
Quick to process.
Quick to formulate an answer.
Confident enough to respond publicly.
And able to navigate the turn-taking involved in whole-class talk.
But those aren't necessarily the only pupils who understand.
So consider how we make participation more accessible.
Could pupils have thinking time before responding?
Could they rehearse an answer with a partner first?
Could visual support accompany spoken language?
Could pupils have some choice in how they communicate their answer?
Could we prepare key vocabulary before a discussion begins?
We want to avoid confusing ease of speaking with depth of thinking.
A pupil who needs ten seconds rather than two seconds to formulate an answer may still have an excellent answer.
We need classroom routines that allow us to hear it.

Slide 16 – Support Communication Without Speaking for the Pupil
Adults naturally want to help.
And when a pupil is struggling to find their words, it's incredibly tempting to finish the sentence.
The pupil says:
“The... um... the...”
And we say:
“You mean the character is disappointed?”
The pupil says:
“Yes.”
We've moved things along.
But we've also taken over the communication.
Instead, try waiting.
“Take your time.”
Or:
“Can you show me?”
Or:
“What's the first part of your idea?”
Where appropriate, we might offer visuals, choices or communication aids.
But the goal isn't to produce the fastest possible answer.
It's to give pupils space to communicate their own meaning.
Support communication without replacing it.

Slide 17 – Start With the Barrier, Not the Label
This slide brings together one of the most important principles of the session.
Instead of asking:
“What strategy do we use for SLCN?”
ask:
“What is this pupil finding difficult in this situation?”
If the barrier is vocabulary, perhaps we pre-teach or clarify key words.
If the barrier is processing spoken instructions, perhaps we chunk them and provide visual support.
If the difficulty is formulating an answer, perhaps we allow rehearsal time.
If social interaction is creating the barrier, perhaps we make roles and expectations explicit.
If expressing ideas is difficult, perhaps we provide alternative ways to communicate.
So our process becomes:
NEED → BARRIER → ADAPTATION → CHECK IMPACT.
Not:
LABEL → STANDARD STRATEGY.
Because two pupils with the same diagnosis or identified area of need may require very different adaptations.

Slide 18 – Spark Forward: One Small Tweak This Week
Now we bring this into classroom practice.
Choose one pupil who may experience communication barriers.
During one lesson, simply notice.
How much language are adults using?
How long do we give the pupil to process?
What visual information is available?
How much opportunity does the pupil have to formulate their own response?
Then make one small adjustment.
Perhaps say less.
Chunk an instruction.
Add a visual.
Give longer wait time.
Or allow rehearsal before answering.
You don't need five new strategies.
Choose one.
And then notice what happens.
This week's challenge is:
Change the communication environment before expecting the pupil to change.

Slide 19 – Research Links
The research and guidance supporting today's session are linked here for anyone who would like to explore the area further.
You'll find the SEND Code of Practice, which provides the statutory framework around the broad areas of SEND need.
The EEF's Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Schools guidance supports our wider thinking around high-quality teaching and adaptations.
There are also resources from Speech and Language UK and the Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists, which provide further information around speech, language and communication needs.
These are useful places to explore beyond today's ten-minute Spark.

Slide 20 – Final Reflection
Let's finish with one message.
Communication difficulty does not mean lack of understanding, ideas or potential.
And that's important because sometimes our response to communication difficulty can unintentionally reduce what we expect from pupils.
So perhaps the wrong question is:
“How can we get this pupil to communicate like everyone else?”
A much better question is:
“What barriers can we remove so this pupil can understand, communicate and participate?”
That changes our focus.
We're no longer trying to change the child so they fit the environment.
We're examining the interaction between the pupil and the environment and asking what we can adjust.
So remember the process:
Understand the need.
Identify the barrier.
Adapt.
Notice the impact.
And then repeat.
This week, don't try to transform everything.
Choose one pupil.
Notice one communication barrier.
Make one small adjustment.
And see what changes.
Because sometimes something as simple as using fewer words, adding a visual, or waiting another five seconds can give a pupil far greater access to the learning that was already there.
Small steps. Stronger practice.
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SMALL STEPS, STRONGER PRACTICE!




