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i

Foreword

A shoulder.

An ear.

A voice.

An advocate.

A champion.

A mouthpiece.

A showcase.

A brainstorm.

A calm in the storm.

A break in the clouds.

A light in the dark.

A family counsellor. 

A family mediator.

An interpreter.

A chaperone.

A coach.

A fan.

A referee. 

A messenger. (Don’t shoot.)

A way through.

A way out.

A way in. 

The one who listens.

The one who knows.

The one who cares.

A friend.
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A critic.

A challenge.

A hard stare.

A look of love.

The educational professional who campaigns tirelessly on 
behalf of the children who need more support than most 
to navigate a system that, at times, seems purposefully set 
up to make them fail.

A rock.

A lighthouse.

A signpost.

A crossroads.

A bridge.

A map.

A guidebook.

An encyclopaedia.

A facilitator.

A fixer.

A breaker.

A ducker and diver.

A risk taker.

A forgiveness seeker, not a permission requester.

An iterator.

An inventor.

An innovator.

A renovator.

A restorer.

A curator.

A creator.
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Foreword

A pioneer.

A navigator.

A confronter.

A holder to account.

A holder of standards.

A holder of hands.

An ‘If at first you don’t succeed, try again’.

A ‘won’t take no for an answer’.

A ‘things can only get better’.

A smile maker.

A promise maker.

A tea maker. (Coffee also available.)

The one who knows where the biscuits are kept.

The one who always has tissues.

The one who knows where the loos are.

A transcriber.

A photocopier.

A filing cabinet.

A contacts list.

A secretary.

A calendar sorter.

A meeting organiser.

A room arranger.

An ambiance creator. 

A switcher-off of the lights and a locker-up at the end.

A shot in the arm.

A shot in the dark.

A shot at life.

A starter.
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A finisher.

An everything in-betweener.

A reassuring face in a crowded room.

A smile on a bad day.

A smile on a good day.

A hug when you win.

A bigger hug when you lose.

A keeper of promises.

A keeper of secrets.

A keeper of the flame.

That first hope.

Our last hope.

An expert.

An ally.

A connection.

A relationship.

A traveller on other people’s roads.

A wearer of other people’s shoes.

A SENDCO.

Ian Gilbert

ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   4ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   4 24/04/2023   13:5724/04/2023   13:57



vii

Contents

Foreword ................................................................................................................... i

Acknowledgements  ......................................................................................  v

First Thoughts  .....................................................................................................  1

113 Tips  ..................................................................................................................... 5

1. The importance of having a network around 
you  .........................................................................................................  7

2. The power of social media  ................................................. 8

3. Read a book or join a webinar  ........................................  9

4. SEND and the eureka moment: part I  ................... 10

5. SEND and the eureka moment: part II  ..................  12

6. How to build relationships with parents: part I   13

7. How to build relationships with parents: part 
II  ............................................................................................................. 14

8. Spiky emails from parents  ...............................................  16

9. Breaking down the barrier between teachers 
and parents  ..................................................................................  17

10. How do parents perceive SENDCOs?  .....................  18

11. Remember, we are just passing through  ............  19

12. Home and school – stronger together  .................. 20

13. It isn’t personal  ..........................................................................  21

14. Make trips work for everyone, including 
parents  ............................................................................................  22

15. The small things parents tell us are, in fact, the 
big things  ......................................................................................  23

16. Follow the empathy road  .................................................  24

17. Sorry seems to be the hardest word  .......................  25

18. Humour is a human connector  ..................................  26

ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   7ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   7 24/04/2023   13:5724/04/2023   13:57



viii

Independent Thinking on Being a SENDCO

19. The power of the third person  .....................................  27

20. Play detective  ............................................................................  28

21. Choose your words carefully  .......................................... 30

22. Don’t confront, comfort  .....................................................  31

23. The power of the pre-meeting: part I 
– parents  ........................................................................................  32

24. The power of the pre-meeting: part II – staff  ...  33

25. The why, when, where and who of a meeting: 
part I  .................................................................................................. 34

26. The why, when, where and who of a meeting: 
part II  ................................................................................................  36

27. Why are we having the meeting?  ............................  37

28. The road to nowhere  ...........................................................  37

29. The live agenda  ........................................................................  38

30. How long should a meeting last (and can we 
have a cuppa)?  .........................................................................  38

31. Who should come to the meeting? ........................  39

32. The power of the pop-up meeting (and when 
not to do it)  .................................................................................  40

33. Dress to impress  .......................................................................  41

34. How do staff perceive the SENDCO?  ..................... 42

35. Broadening horizons  ...........................................................  43

36. How to ensure staff training sessions are 
available to all  ...........................................................................  44

37. Class teachers are the experts when it comes 
to their children  ......................................................................  44

38. Valuing all the staff who work with our 
children  ........................................................................................... 46

39. SENDCO surgeries  .................................................................  47

ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   8ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   8 24/04/2023   13:5724/04/2023   13:57



ix

Contents

40. Don’t judge a book by its cover – read a few 
chapters first  ..............................................................................  47

41. Three types of teacher  .......................................................  48

42. The traffic light system  ...................................................... 50

43. Break it down to build it up  ........................................... 50

44. How to support the class teacher  ..............................  51

45. Who liaises with parents when?  ................................  52

46. Managing our time effectively  .....................................  53

47. Getting to know your staff and their working 
day preferences  ........................................................................ 54

48. Finding a time for meetings that suits 
everyone: part I  .........................................................................  56

49. Finding a time for meetings that suits 
everyone: part II  .......................................................................  57

50. Keeping the seesaw balanced  .....................................  58

51. Setting timescales  .................................................................  59

52. Just say no!  ...................................................................................  61

53. Don’t make a beeline to a deadline  ........................  62

54. Pace yourself  ..............................................................................  63

55. The SEND development plan  ....................................... 64

56. Auditing SEND provision  ..................................................  65

57. Census and census-ability  ...............................................  66

58. Spending time in the slow lane  ..................................  66

59. Making technology work for you and save 
time ....................................................................................................  67

60. Tiny technological steps and the way to make 
big changes  ................................................................................ 68

61. Making yourself popular thanks to tech  .............. 69

62. PDF = PDQ  ................................................................................... 70

63. The power of the second monitor  .............................  71

ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   9ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   9 24/04/2023   13:5724/04/2023   13:57



x

Independent Thinking on Being a SENDCO

64. Quick, split! ...................................................................................  72

65. Keeping your EHCPs up to date  ................................  72

66. A virtual SEND resource library, anyone?  ............  73

67. Paper-free freedom ..............................................................  74

68. Just one look and then my heart went boom   75

69. Spread the load with a spreadsheet  .......................  77

70. Giving children who are new to our settings the 
best start possible  ..................................................................  78

71. Lunchtimes as a trigger for children with 
additional needs  ......................................................................  79

72. Providing children with the time and space they 
need  .................................................................................................  80

73. Putting ourselves in the shoes of the children 
we teach: part I  ..........................................................................  81

74. Putting ourselves in the shoes of the children 
we teach: part II  ........................................................................  82

75. When difficult conversations with children 
surprise  ...........................................................................................  83

76. The importance of liaising with preschools 
and previous schools  ..........................................................  84

77. Make the person behind the counter at the 
pound shop your best friend  ........................................  85

78. Think before you spend!  ................................................... 86

79. My favourite things  ............................................................... 88

80. Ginny the walking Pinterest board  .......................... 90

81. The flexible classroom ..........................................................  91

82. Everyone freeze! We have lost Dave!  ......................  93

83. To tray or not to tray?  .......................................................... 94

84. The pillowcase organiser  ..................................................  95

ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   10ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   10 24/04/2023   13:5724/04/2023   13:57



xi

Contents

85. Are you the Lego builder or the getter of 
pieces?  .............................................................................................  96

86. Would you rather ...?  ............................................................. 96

87. The power of tea to make positivi-tea  ................... 98

88. Where to have the meeting  .......................................... 99

89. Finnish as I mean to go on  ........................................... 100

90. The patchwork quilt of care  .........................................  103

91. Is this my role?  ........................................................................ 104

92. Getting to know you  ..........................................................  105

93. You can’t beat a good pupil progress 
meeting  ........................................................................................ 106

94. The importance of the full story  ...............................  107

95. Check in, not up  .................................................................... 108

96. Special schools really are special ...............................  110

97. See the world through the eyes of the class 
teacher  ............................................................................................. 111

98. I like your coat!  .......................................................................... 112

99. Mirror mirror  ............................................................................... 113

100. Being a SENDCO in more than one school  .....  114

101. Little Miss Mediator  ..............................................................  116

102. How do we teach kindness?  .........................................  118

103. The apple of kindness  ........................................................  119

104. Building trust takes time; losing trust takes 
seconds  ........................................................................................... 121

105. Listen to the quiet voices  ................................................ 122

106. A quick word on being endlessly fascinated  ... 123

107. Change your mind; prove you have got one  ..  124

108. Are we making our children independent or 
dependent?  ................................................................................ 125

ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   11ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   11 24/04/2023   13:5724/04/2023   13:57



xii

Independent Thinking on Being a SENDCO

109. When the referral maze meets the postcode 
lottery  .............................................................................................  126

110. Little Miss Translator  ..........................................................  127

111. Putting the ‘fun’ into funding  ....................................  128

112. There isn’t just one pathway to tread  ...................  130

113. How to make an outside agent your friend  ...  130

Final Thoughts  ............................................................................................... 133

ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   12ITO_SENDCO_180423.indd   12 24/04/2023   13:5724/04/2023   13:57



1

First Thoughts 
It is hard being a SENDCO. I should know (and I have been 
a head too!).

It isn’t just the job, which is as challenging as it is reward-
ing, on a good day. It is also about the little things.

Have you ever had a time when you felt overwhelmed and 
you retreated, snail-like, into your shell, hoping things 
would sort themselves out? And what about that spiky 
email you received this morning? How is that going 
down? And when that parent raised their voice at you? 
How did you feel?

Then there are those times when you started to question 
your knowledge and expertise right in the middle of an 
important meeting and ended up losing your confidence 
and saying nothing (and then kicking yourself 
afterwards).

I know you have been there because I have been there too. 
That is why I wanted to write this book – to share with you 
many practical ideas to help you be the best SENDCO you 
can be, the SENDCO your children need you to be, the one 
you know you can be.

Perhaps the biggest lesson of all – and I am going to put 
this out there, right from the start – is this one: you don’t 
know everything, and that is okay.

There are too many issues, too many children, too many 
families, too many situations and too many variables. No 
one knows it all, so beware those who think they do. It isn’t 
only okay to say you don’t know, it is you at your profes-
sional best. It isn’t a weakness but a strength. I know that 
now, but it took me a while to learn.
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My teaching career began with my training in Liverpool. It 
was such a great place to get a real feel for what lay ahead. 
Tough schools with tough teachers. No time for empathy. 
It was all about survival. I remember beginning teaching 
practice and being faced with a teacher who was very 
much on the edge. She would teach with perspiration 
dripping down her forehead, clearly in a constant and 
draining state of high alert. A teaching assistant 
approached me and said, ‘Our number one job is to stop 
her from having a breakdown.’ We just about managed it.

Fast forward four happy and challenging years to my first 
proper teaching job in Gateshead. Another tough school 
with some amazing children and now my own class. At 
the end of my first year, a parent sent me the loveliest card 
thanking me for everything I had done for her son. He was 
a fabulously challenging Year 6 child. His mother said I had 
given him the time and understanding that no one else 
had ever given him. A seed was planted in my brain.

Fast forward f ive more years. I had moved to 
Northamptonshire and was working in a school in 
Kettering. A Year 2 mother came to see me one day to say 
that her son found it difficult to write on A4 paper due to 
his fine motor difficulties. I said, ‘No problem. Let’s make 
his worksheets A3 size to help him.’ You would have 
thought I had given her the world. Another seed.

In 2005, I not only became a teaching head in a small vil-
lage school in Northamptonshire but also the school’s 
SENDCO. Those were the days! To be honest, the SENDCO 
role was very different back then. I had so much else to do 
with teaching and leadership that the SENDCO role was a 
small part of my job. Four years later, after having my son, 
I returned to being a class teacher and now, without the 
headship duties, I could really take a look at those SEND 
seeds that had been planted previously.
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Even as a class teacher, I began to understand the power 
we have to make a difference for the children who need us 
most, often through little things. And those little things 
start with listening carefully and then responding with 
creativity, determination and, of course, empathy. And 
with those three magic words: I don’t know.

Over my career, I had come to learn that by making myself 
a bit more vulnerable, by having the confidence to admit 
I didn’t have all the answers, I was able to build bridges 
with everyone with whom I worked. The families you come 
across meet enough experts; they need a human being. 
They need you at your professional, honest and compas-
sionate best.

This book is designed to help you be that best, combining 
your professionalism with empathy, the ability to listen 
properly and a desire to understand what the lives of oth-
ers are like and how you can help. It is a book full of tips to 
save you time and energy, little hacks to help you over-
come obstacles and bumps in the road, and proven 
strategies that will help you build more effective 
relationships.

These relationships will benefit everyone who comes into 
contact with the amazing children in our care. It also 
extends to parents (a word I am using to refer to all individ-
uals who have guardianship and a duty of care of a child or 
children) and to the professional teams outside the school 
environment who play a part in helping children.

Together, we can help children, often against the odds and 
even when the system seems to be working against us. 

And we can love our role too; I should know.
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1. The importance of having 
a network around you 

You aren’t alone. I know it feels like it at times, but you 
aren’t. What are you doing to make sure you are building 
a great support network around you?

In recent years, I have been lucky enough to work along-
side fabulous SENDCOs in a multi-academy trust (MAT). 
We became a great team. We all brought our own lived 
experiences to each meeting, which meant that between 
us we had a wonderful breadth of knowledge. We all acted 
as each other’s sounding board too, something all 
SENDCOs need. A critical friend to bounce ideas off in a 
non-judgemental but honest way.

Despite our breadth of knowledge, we also knew we had 
gaps. Everyone does. Once we had identified them, we 
were then able to organise the appropriate training to fill 
those gaps. This coordinated group effort gave us a great 
sense of security. 

You may be the only SENDCO in your school, but you still 
need a network, even if you have to cast your net a little 
further afield to find it. Post-COVID-19, I am now being 
asked to speak at SEND events and conferences across the 
country. Make sure you come along! The SEND commu-
nity is such a welcoming group, and I know you will be 
able to ask for all the guidance and support you need, 
both on the day and then through the new connections 
you have made.
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2. The power of  
social media 

A face-to-face network is great, but it is also important to 
tap into online networks. They are such an invaluable 
source of ideas and support.

I joined Twitter in 2019, and I have never looked back. It has 
provided me with so many amazing contacts and is the 
best continuing professional development (CPD) you 
could wish for with regard to SEND. There are many useful 
SEND networks on Facebook and Instagram. I would 
strongly suggest that you give the world of social media a 
go, even if it is something that terrifies (or bores) you.

I was sceptical about joining these online groups at first; 
however, I have been proven wrong. Through these plat-
forms, I have made amazing contacts, I have learned a 
great deal, I have people on hand who can answer my 
questions, day or night, and I have found out about so 
many SEND events – online, in person and often free.

If you are concerned about any of your questions and con-
versations being in the public domain, you can get (and 
give) advice through direct messaging. You can also join 
closed groups where you can ask specific questions about 
SEND. 

To start with, make sure you follow me on Twitter –  
@SendcoGirl. Say hi, and I will help you find your feet. You 
will love it, I guarantee.
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3. Read a book or  
join a webinar

‘Every day is a school day’ is such a well-known saying in 
education, but it is one in which I firmly believe. While on 
social media, I look out to see if there are any webinars that 
I think would benefit me professionally or personally. I 
watch out for anyone who interests me, and I view their 
webinars (either live or at a later date, when you can pause 
or re-watch parts of particular interest). It is fascinating to 
me that the authors I enjoy reading are often amazing 
speakers too. I like it when I read a book and can hear the 
author’s voice speaking to me in my head. Often, webinars 
are up to an hour long, but they also include question-
and-answer sessions, so you are getting a truly personalised 
professional development session from an inspirational 
person.

I am one of those people who likes to write notes in the 
book I am reading about the parts that really appeal to me 
or that I might want to refer to in the future, while others 
prefer to read eBooks. Either way, I would highly advocate 
listening out for recommended books on SEND. I use 
social media such as Twitter for recommendations. I find 
that if I own my CPD, I am more likely to enjoy it and learn 
from it. Own your own CPD too! There are also lots of free 
podcasts out there featuring lots of interesting ideas on 
special needs by people who are doing the same job as us. 
In this area, there seems to be a true feeling of sharing 
rather than a hierarchy.
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4. SEND and the eureka 
moment: part I

When did you first realise you had a passion for being a 
SENDCO? And when did you utter your first SEND-related 
‘eureka’? The moment when you grasped that this was 
the job you were put on this earth to do?

For me, it occurred thanks to one particular child. I had 
been a SENDCO for many happy years when, always will-
ing to learn new things, I went on a course to help me 
understand the specific needs of a child in my care. That 
day changed forever how I approached my SENDCO role. 
I suddenly had a moment of utmost clarity and under-
stood, perhaps for the first time, what was important in 
my role and in my work with children. 

Anyone who has heard me speak or followed me on 
Twitter will understand what I mean when I say that I sud-
denly knew the road I needed to follow wasn’t a yellow 
brick one but an empathy one. I have been skipping that 
road ever since.

The approach we explored on that day unlocked in me a 
greater understanding of how I, as a SENDCO, could help 
children to feel safe, secure and valued in a genuine and 
understanding way. It was the key to revealing my true 
potential as a SENDCO. And what was the course that so 
changed my approach to my work? It was one that con-
sidered the work of Dan Hughes and Kim Golding and 
their PACE approach, which demonstrates the many ben-
efits of employing playfulness, acceptance, curiosity and, 
of course, empathy in all your interactions.1

1 See K. S. Golding and D. A. Hughes, Creating Loving Attachments: Parenting with 

PACE to Nurture Confidence and Security in the Troubled Child (London: Jessica 

Kingsley Publishers, 2012).
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 ● Playfulness. When we talk to children, we need to 
consider our tone and stance, to talk with and not to 
or at. It is important that we don’t come across as 
Judge Judy, but as someone who is listening to 
understand. This isn’t being soft on children or letting 
them off (before Twitter explodes), but it is about 
having the empathy needed to help everyone learn 
from what has happened.

 ● Acceptance. You know you shouldn’t have done it. I 
know you shouldn’t have done it. The person you did it 
to knows you shouldn’t have done it. So, let’s accept 
that you shouldn’t have done it. No ifs, no buts, no ‘But 
he started its’. Accepting that what happened 
shouldn’t have happened means we can all move on. 
This acceptance is important for the child as part of 
the process of taking ownership of their behaviour. It 
is a vital step in helping them learn to manage their 
emotions and actions when they are in a similar 
situation in the future in order to tread a different 
path.

 ● Curiosity. What does life look like through the eyes of 
an anxious 5-year-old, a traumatised 7-year-old or an 
autistic 10-year-old? We can never really know, but 
asking ourselves these questions means we will 
approach our interactions with such children in a far 
more curious and less judgemental way. I have found 
that when I unpick situations with children from a 
place of curiosity, new possibilities present themselves. 
As a consequence, I have identified changes that 
could be made to the school’s systems that would 
prevent the event from recurring. 
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 ● Empathy. And lots of it. My #FollowTheEmpathyRoad 
approach is right at the heart of all my work on a daily 
basis. You will have noticed by now that it is running 
through this book, too, like ‘Bridlington’ in a stick of 
rock. 

Easy really.

5. SEND and the eureka 
moment: part II

Learning about a new strategy is one thing. Translating it 
into school-based practice is another – the real test of 
whether a day spent on an out-of-school course is worth-
while. Armed with my new acronym and a sense of 
excitement, I began using PACE in my work; it was hard.

To begin with, it felt laboured. I had to consider every sen-
tence, every word, every non-verbal response, and to 
consider it all carefully. And then to reconsider it. We are so 
used to thinking and responding in certain ways that we 
don’t even think about it. It is just the way we are. But, like 
all habits, our responses can be changed. It just takes a bit 
of dedication.

One of the fundamentals of the PACE approach is to get 
to the bottom of things without ever using the word ‘why’. 
Have a go; it is tricky to master. I spent many a journey to 
and from school practising model sentences without 
using ‘why’. 

I soon learned that the easiest way to get round the com-
pulsion to ask ‘why’ was to simply echo whatever it was a 
child had said to me. For example, if a child came to me and 
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An informative guide that identifies simple 
ways to build and cement strong relationships 
between all those who work with children with 
additional needs, whether they are teachers, 
parents, carers or outside agencies.
What is a SENDCO? A voice. An advocate. A messenger (don’t shoot!). A 
calm in the storm. A connection. A friend. A forgiveness seeker, not a 
permission requester. A shot in the dark. A shot at life. The one who listens. 
The one who knows. The one who cares. The educational professional who 
campaigns tirelessly on behalf of the children who need more support than 
most to navigate a system that, at times, seems purposely set up to make 
them fail.

Independent Thinking on Being a SENDCO is designed to help you become 
a compassionate, honest and determined SENDCO, combining your 
professionalism with empathy, the ability to listen properly and a desire to 
understand what the lives of others are like and how you can help. It is a 
book full of tips to save you time and energy, little hacks to help you 
overcome obstacles and bumps in the road, and proven strategies that will 
help you build more effective relationships.

Suitable for SENDCOs and primary and secondary school 
teachers and leaders, as well as parents of children 
with additional needs.

independentthinkingpress.com

Education  Teaching of specific groups and 
persons with special educational needs

Ginny Bootman is an experienced teacher and SENDCO with 
responsibility for four primary schools, as well as a regular 
speaker at national SEN conferences. She is passionate about 
the impact of relationships within education, particularly for 
those working with children with additional needs, and is 
determined to improve understanding of the pivotal role that 
these relationships play within the school environment.

Beautifully written, very funny and it sounds as though she’s alongside 
you as you navigate the complex world of education in general and being 
a SENDCO in particular. A fantastic resource.

Mary Myatt, education writer, speaker, curator, Myatt & Co

Full of invaluable, easy-win ideas to help the busy SEND leader save time 
and effort in their demanding yet extremely rewarding role. 

Natalie Packer, SEND Consultant, NPEC Ltd, author of  
The Perfect SENCO and The Teacher’s Guide to SEN
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