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Witherslack Group is delighted to make this submission to the Education Select Committee’s inquiry into the government’s recent School White Paper. There are many aspects of the White Paper with which we are in broad agreement, and therefore we limit our response to this inquiry to the subject of attainment (section one of the terms of reference), and specifically that of essential skills and employment outcomes where we feel there is an opportunity for the government to learn from and build upon existing best practice within the education sector and independent specialist provision in particular. 

Focusing on longer term outcomes to achieve NEET Zero

The White Paper rightly places outcomes at its heart and we agree with the government that systems-wide change is important to achieve this on a national scale, and to ensure that all young people are able to achieve their own ambitions regardless of their background, where they live, or what school they go to. 

Too often, children have been held back by low expectations. We feel strongly that achieving the right longer-term outcomes for young people is not just about qualifications, which are of course critically important, but ensuring that academic attainment is balanced against wider progress measures that value a young person’s growth in other important areas. Witherslack schools have the highest expectations for our children and young people. Alongside academic success, we prioritise supporting our children and young people to develop independence, real world skills and to understand and explore future employment opportunities. These are the essential skills that we feel are important to deliver positive and sustainable longer-term outcomes for young people and reduce the number of young people not in education, employment or training (NEET). We know that young people with SEND are particularly at risk of becoming a NEET. At Witherslack Group, we are committed to preventing this, and ensuring all our young people can access meaningful and aspirational work. 

We also feel however that these essential skills and employment pathways are valuable not just for the individual but for wider society. In addition to the net positive economic impact, we are able to equip young people to contribute positively to their societies and communities, and in turn lead fulfilling lives into adulthood and beyond.

With almost all of our leavers moving into employment, further education or training, we believe that Witherslack Group’s Futures Programme is an exemplar of how young people can transition successfully into the world beyond school. We would strongly 




encourage the government to consider how the wider education sector could benefit from learning from this best practice and rolling out similar programmes on a national scale to materially improve outcomes for young people. We would be delighted to support in delivering Futures at a national scale for all SEND and high risk NEET children.

The Futures Programme is designed to support our students to successfully move onto and to access sustainable, paid employment opportunities in adulthood. As all of our students have SEN, high acuity and / or are vulnerable, we believe it is essential that the support we provide to our alumni continues for as long as the support is required. 

We partner with over 300 handpicked national, regional and local employers across the UK to create positive and highly valued work experience opportunities. These partnerships are intended to offer motivation and ambition to young people who are interested in specific careers (such as construction, catering etc.), as well as a service that enables young people to access jobs from their bank of employers as full-time paid employment when they are ready. The scheme remains accessible to former students into adulthood, ensuring that employment outcomes can be sustained in the long term.

Our employer partners include nationally recognisable brands, such as Microsoft, British Airways, Wagamamas, John Lewis, Roadchef as well as many local businesses. The breadth of these partnerships is intended to provide regional opportunities to our students wherever they are in the UK, and to open opportunities into a range of different careers. All our Futures employer partners receive specialist training to ensure they can support the additional needs of our young people. Often, we are unable to meet the demand for employees from the Group’s student body alone, and have met with officials from the Departments for Education and Work and Pensions to discuss how it is possible to scale up this offer and provide a blueprint for other schools and providers to adopt. Over 93% of our leavers in 2024/25 moved into employment, further education or training – significantly higher than mainstream schools in England - and therefore we are proud to be driving towards being ‘NEET Zero’ in the coming years. The Futures Programme enables us to support our other leavers on the edge of employment.

Witherslack therefore, strongly aligns with the government’s vision for tackling young NEETs and achieving NEET Zero nationally, and is committed to supporting this important work, and to to working constructively with the government and the committee to achieve much needed further progress. We champion inclusive practices and support long-term thinking, believing that the future for neurodivergent children and young people with complex needs must extend beyond education into the workplace and the wider community. 

We believe that the success of the Futures programme demonstrates how supporting the growth of essential skills and the provision of ongoing support can help the government stem the growth in NEETs and provide greater opportunities for young people nationally. We urge the government to learn the lessons from the best practice seen within the sector and deliver a stronger national offer that better equips schools to complement their students’ academic attainment with other essential skills, and to 



support their transition into rewarding post-16 academic and training opportunities that equip them successfully for the future. 

About Witherslack Group

Witherslack Group is the UK’s leading education provider for neurodiverse children and 
young people and those with social, emotional or mental health challenges. Witherslack Group have been providing education for neurodiverse children and those with social, emotional or mental health challenges, and young people on the autistic spectrum for over 25 years. Each one of our pupils have Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) provided by their local authorities.

Witherslack Group has the highest proportion of Outstanding schools in the sector, with 94% of our 39 schools rated Good or Outstanding by Ofsted. Our award-winning provision offers inspirational living and learning environments and our unique approach enables each young person to achieve outstanding outcomes. This year, our students achieved a total of 1,734 qualifications; with 91% achieving an English Language qualification, 88% achieving Maths, and 85% achieving a Science qualification. We are pleased to have 123 local authority partners who place with Witherslack Group.
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