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The Graduated Approach
Week 1 – Understanding the Graduated Approach
Slide 1 – Title
Welcome to the first session in our Graduated Approach series.
Across the next six weeks, we're going to explore how schools can make the graduated approach practical, purposeful and genuinely useful.
We'll look at assessing barriers rather than labels, planning purposeful support, delivering interventions effectively, reviewing impact rather than activity, and finally writing meaningful APDR cycles.
But today, we're starting with the foundation:
What is the graduated approach actually for?
At its best, it isn't about creating more paperwork.
It's about helping us make better decisions for pupils.

Slide 2 – Safeguarding Spark
Let's begin with our Safeguarding Spark.
Imagine a pupil with SEND who has recently become increasingly dysregulated.
Staff already know that distressed behaviour forms part of the pupil's identified needs, so incidents are routinely recorded as:
"Behaviour linked to SEND."
Discuss:
What might be the safeguarding risk here?
Think particularly about what could happen if a known SEND need becomes the automatic explanation for every change in behaviour.

Slide 3 – Safeguarding Spark: Reflection
A known SEND need can absolutely help us understand a pupil's behaviour.
But it should never become an automatic explanation for everything we see.
We still need to notice changes in frequency, intensity or presentation.
We still need to ask whether something has changed at school or at home.
We still need to listen to the pupil using communication approaches that are accessible to them.
And we still need to share patterns noticed by different adults.
If we simply record:
"Behaviour linked to SEND,"
we may stop being curious about what the behaviour is communicating.
That creates risk.
Understanding a pupil's needs should help us interpret behaviour more accurately.
It should never stop us noticing when something is different.

Slide 4 – The Journey
This is Week 1 of our six-week journey.
Today, we're building a shared understanding of the graduated approach itself.
Next week, we'll explore assessing barriers rather than labels.
Then we'll look at planning purposeful support.
Week 4 focuses on delivering interventions effectively.
Week 5 asks us to review impact rather than activity.
And finally, we'll look at writing meaningful APDR cycles.
Across all six sessions, one idea will keep returning:
The graduated approach should help us understand the pupil better each time we move through the cycle.

Slide 5 – By the End of This Spark...
By the end of today's Spark, we'll be able to explain the purpose of the graduated approach.
We'll identify the four stages:
Assess. Plan. Do. Review.
We'll understand that this is an ongoing cycle rather than something completed once.
We'll think about the roles of teachers, TAs, SENDCos, pupils and families.
And we'll begin asking an important question:
Is the support we're providing actually making a measurable difference?
Because the graduated approach isn't simply about what we provide.
It's about what changes as a result.

Slide 6 – Why Do We Need a Graduated Approach?
Imagine a pupil is struggling.
We try a visual timetable.
Then a different intervention.
Then more TA support.
Then a writing frame.
Then another intervention.
Six months later, we've provided a lot of support.
We've been busy.
We've tried lots of things.
But can we answer three basic questions?
What was the barrier?
What were we actually trying to improve?
And:
What worked?
If the answer is unclear, we have activity without enough learning.
The graduated approach gives structure to our response.
It turns:
"Let's try something."
into:
"Here's what we understand, here's what we're going to try, and here's how we'll know whether it helped."
That's the real purpose of the cycle.

Slide 7 – The Four-Part Cycle
The graduated approach has four parts.
First:
ASSESS.
What is happening, and what might the pupil need?
Then:
PLAN.
What are we going to do, and what change do we hope to see?
Next:
DO.
Put the agreed support into practice consistently.
And finally:
REVIEW.
What difference did it make?
What have we learned?
Then the cycle begins again.
Not because the first cycle necessarily failed.
But because we now know more.
Perhaps the support worked.
Perhaps it partly worked.
Perhaps it showed us that our original understanding of the barrier wasn't quite right.
Each cycle should leave us more informed than the one before.

Slide 8 – ASSESS: Understand Before You Act
Let's begin with Assess.
Assessment isn't simply about looking at attainment data.
We might draw on classroom observations.
Assessment information.
Pupil work.
Conversations with the pupil.
Parent or carer views.
Teacher knowledge.
TA observations.
Previous strategies.
Attendance or behaviour patterns.
And specialist advice where appropriate.
Different adults often hold different parts of the picture.
That's why shared information matters.
The key question isn't simply:
"What can't this pupil do?"
It's:
"What might be creating the barrier — and what do we already know?"
The better our understanding at this stage, the more purposeful the next stage becomes.

Slide 9 – PLAN: Be Clear About What Will Change
Next comes Plan.
A useful plan should answer some very straightforward questions.
What are we trying to improve?
What support will we provide?
Who will do what?
When and how often?
What will success look like?
And when will we review it?
Compare these two examples.
"Give additional reading support."
That's well intentioned, but very vague.
Now compare:
"Four times each week, practise identified grapheme–phoneme correspondences for 10 minutes. Review accuracy after four weeks."
The second version tells us what is happening and what improvement we're looking for.
That's important because if we can't describe the intended change, it's very difficult to judge whether the support actually worked.

Slide 10 – DO: Consistency Matters
Then comes Do.
This is the point where the plan becomes the pupil's actual experience.
And this is why implementation matters so much.
Teachers retain responsibility for the pupil's progress, including when additional support is delivered by a TA or specialist.
So teachers and TAs need a shared understanding of:
The intended outcome.
The strategy being used.
What successful support looks like.
What should happen in everyday lessons.
What adults should notice.
And how independence will be supported.
A beautifully written plan is of very limited value if different adults interpret it differently or the support happens inconsistently.
A brilliant plan implemented inconsistently is unlikely to produce reliable information.
The Do matters.

Slide 11 – REVIEW: Did It Make a Difference?
Now we come to Review.
And this is one of the most important parts of the whole cycle.
Review isn't:
"Did we deliver the intervention?"
That's useful to know, but it's an implementation question.
The better question is:
"What changed for the pupil?"
Did they become more accurate?
Participate more?
Work more independently?
Retain more learning?
Communicate more successfully?
Experience fewer barriers?
Transfer the skill into classroom learning?
And importantly:
What does the pupil think?
What have their family noticed?
Because:
Provision delivered is not the same as impact achieved.
We can deliver something perfectly and still discover that it hasn't made the difference we hoped for.
That is useful information.

Slide 12 – What Happens After Review?
A review shouldn't automatically end with:
"Continue for another six weeks."
Sometimes that will be the right decision.
But the evidence might point us in different directions.
We might CONTINUE because it's working.
We might ADAPT because there is some impact, but something needs changing.
We might FADE because the pupil is becoming more independent.
We might STOP because the support isn't addressing the identified need.
Or we might SEEK FURTHER SUPPORT because our growing understanding suggests additional assessment or specialist advice is needed.
The important thing isn't which decision we make.
It's that the decision is informed by what we've learned.
Review should move the cycle forward.

Slide 13 – Everyone Has a Role
The graduated approach works best when information is shared.
Teachers remain responsible for pupil progress and for connecting additional provision with classroom learning.
TAs play a crucial role in implementing agreed approaches consistently, noticing pupil responses and sharing useful observations.
The SENDCo supports assessment, planning, provision and review and may coordinate specialist involvement.
Parents and carers bring essential knowledge about the pupil beyond school.
And then, perhaps most importantly:
The pupil.
They can tell us:
"What helps me?"
"What is difficult?"
"Is this making a difference?"
The graduated approach should happen with pupils, not simply to them.
That doesn't mean every pupil will be able to articulate everything in the same way.
But their perspective should be actively sought in a way that is accessible to them.

Slide 14 – Spark Forward: One Small Tweak This Week
For this week's Spark Forward, choose one pupil who is currently receiving additional support.
As a teacher and TA team, work through the four stages.
ASSESS
What barrier are we actually trying to address?
PLAN
Can we clearly explain what improvement we hope to see?
DO
Is the agreed approach happening consistently?
And:
REVIEW
How will we know whether it has worked?
You do not need to rewrite the pupil's provision.
You don't need to create a new document.
Simply identify:
Which part of the cycle could currently be stronger?
Then make one small improvement there.
Perhaps the barrier needs clarifying.
Perhaps the intended outcome is too vague.
Perhaps implementation is inconsistent.
Perhaps nobody has agreed what success will look like.
Strengthen one part.
Then notice what difference that makes.
Small steps. Stronger practice.

Slide 15 – Research & Evidence
Today's Spark is grounded in the wider SEND guidance and evidence base.
The resources linked here include the DfE SEND Code of Practice, the EEF's Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Schools guidance, its Five-a-Day guidance for high-quality teaching for pupils with SEND, and resources from nasen.
These provide useful further reading for anyone wanting to explore the graduated approach, classroom provision and SEND decision-making in more depth.
As always, the purpose of the research links is to make the evidence easy to access rather than adding another task for staff.

Slide 16 – Final Reflection
Let's finish with the central message from today's Spark.
The graduated approach isn't about producing more paperwork.
At its best, it asks four straightforward questions:
What do we understand?
What are we going to try?
Are we actually doing it?
Is it making a difference?
And then:
What have we learned?
That's the part that matters.
The aim isn't to accumulate more interventions.
More strategies.
More adult hours.
Or more paperwork around a pupil.
The aim is to become increasingly precise about:
What helps this pupil learn?
What helps them participate?
What helps them become more independent?
Each cycle should sharpen our understanding.
So when you think about one pupil receiving additional support this week, don't begin with:
"What else can we add?"
Begin with:
"Where are we in the cycle — and what have we learned so far?"
Assess.
Plan.
Do.
Review.
Then use what you learn to make the next decision better than the last.
Small steps. Stronger practice.
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SMALL STEPS, STRONGER PRACTICE!




