SLAIP Blog – July

Hello and welcome to the latest blog from Torbay’s SEND Local Area Improvement Partnership (SLAIP) Board meeting, which took place on 1st July 2026.  

In the meeting, there were two key messages repeated throughout the morning. The first was encouraging, Torbay is making progress. The second was equally important, many families are not yet feeling that progress consistently enough in their everyday experience. That tension sat at the heart of the Board's discussions.

Over the last year, a significant amount of work has taken place across education, health and care services. Systems have been redesigned, services have been reviewed, new ways of working have been introduced, and partners have come together more closely than ever before. The challenge now is ensuring that improvements seen in reports and dashboards translate into real life improvements for children, young people and their families in Torbay.

One of the strongest themes to emerge from the meeting was the recognition that organisations across Torbay are working together in a much more coordinated way than before. Board members reflected on the successful submission of Torbay's SEND Reform Plan last month and the way partners across education, health, parent groups and the local authority had come together to develop it.

There was also positive feedback about Torbay's growing culture of co-production. A recent workshop with families and professionals led by Genuine Partnerships was described as warm, constructive and hopeful, with participants recognising that Torbay has built strong foundations for involving families more meaningfully in shaping services. The recruitment of a new SEND Family Liaison Worker is another example of this commitment. The role, which will sit within SEND Family Voice Torbay (Parent Carer Forum), will focus on helping schools and families work together more effectively, strengthening co-production and helping parents feel more confident in the support available for their children.

While challenges remain, there are some significant improvements worth highlighting.
One of the most notable is in the timeliness of Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs). At the start of this year, only 6% of plans were being completed within timescales. By June, that figure had risen to 41%, which is a substantial improvement and much closer to the national average of 46%.   The board recognised this improvement relates to new EHCPs and work is still ongoing to reduce the backlog to ensure fewer families continue to wait. 

Health services are also reporting encouraging progress.  The waiting list for speech and language therapy for under-fives has now been eliminated, occupational therapy waiting times have reduced, and long waits within key mental health services have been cut. Alongside this, more support is being offered to families while they wait, helping children access advice and help before formal assessments are completed.

There is also positive news in schools. Work to improve inclusion and reduce exclusions is beginning to show results in some areas. One example shared at the meeting was for a setting where suspensions have fallen by around 70% and there have been no permanent exclusions this year in that school.  

Families whose children are Educated Other Than at School (EOTAS) and those who access Alternative Provision should also see benefits from a much stronger quality assurance framework. The Board heard how new systems now provide better oversight of attendance, safeguarding and the quality of support being provided, helping ensure that children receive safe and appropriate education wherever their learning takes place. 

The Board was equally clear about the difficulties still facing many families.
Communication remains one of the most frequently raised concerns.
Parents continue to report feeling that information arrives late, that different services sometimes provide different answers, and that they must work hard to find out what is happening. Board members acknowledged that no matter how much strategic improvement takes place, families' confidence will only increase when communication is timely, clear, consistent and compassionate.

Waiting times for neurodevelopmental assessments remain another significant pressure. Around 5,700 children are currently waiting for autism and related assessments. Although more than 1,600 additional assessments have been completed recently and referral rates are becoming more manageable, the legacy of long waits continues to affect many families.

Educational Psychology services are under similar pressure. Demand for assessments continues to rise rapidly, creating concerns that progress made in reducing backlogs could be undermined if additional capacity cannot be secured. The Board discussed a range of mitigation measures, including the use of new technology to reduce administrative burdens and regional approaches to recruitment.

Perhaps some of the most challenging discussions focused on exclusions, transitions and equitable inclusion in mainstream schools. While there are examples of excellent practice, the Board heard evidence that experiences remain inconsistent. Concerns were raised about the consistency of quality support during transitions from primary to secondary school and the ongoing difficulty in reducing suspensions and exclusions for children with more complex SEND. An independent review is now underway to better understand what is happening and identify what more needs to be done.

As the meeting drew towards its conclusion, the conversation shifted from actions and data towards impact.  Comprehensive feedback was presented to the board by SEND Family Voice Torbay, who had spoken to 60 parents and carers ahead of the board meeting, asking them the question ‘Do families feel the difference yet?’
The answer is that there is still work to do. Families spoke about exhaustion, anxiety, financial strain and the emotional toll of navigating services. They were clear that improvement is not simply about launching new initiatives or writing new plans. It is about making systems work reliably, consistently and fairly.

Parents told the Board that success looks like:
· receiving answers more quickly;
· understanding what is happening and why;
· getting support before reaching crisis point;
· having confidence that services will do what they say they will do; and
· knowing their child can access education and support without unnecessary barriers.

As Torbay moves into the next phase of its improvement journey, the focus will increasingly be on evidence of impact rather than evidence of activity and not just focusing on what’s been done, but on the difference it has made. 

The Board's challenge, over the coming months, is to ensure that improving statistics are matched by improving experiences, and that families feel the benefit of the hard work taking place across the partnership.

If you are a parent or carer of a child or young person with SEND, and would like to get your voice and lived experience heard by the partnership please contact  SEND Family Voice Torbay by emailing admin@familyvoicetorbay.onmicrosoft.com 

There won’t be a board taking place in August due to the school holidays so the next blog or vlog will be in September. 

Have an enjoyable summer!

Alison Hurley 
Independent Chair, SEND Local Area Improvement Partnership Board
