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Every Child Achieving and Thriving’ White Paper
At Speech and Language UK, we are working to make sure every child has the skills they need to shape ideas, express themselves, understand others, connect and succeed. Currently, 2 million children and young people in the UK face challenges in talking and understanding words. These children currently wait months or years for specialist support from the NHS and make up 45% of CYPMH referrals. They are also up to 11 times more likely to be behind in core subjects at school. Getting more children the right speech and language support is critical to creating a more equal society.
Last year, we directly supported 267,000 children and families by designing tools and training for nurseries and schools, running our own two schools to generate new practices and giving advice and guidance to families.
We welcome the Education Committee's inquiry into the 'Every Child Achieving and Thriving' White Paper. Addressing the foundational speech and language needs of children and young people is essential to the success of the broad, mainstream structural reforms proposed in this White Paper. Without a deliberate focus on speech, language and communication skills, the Government will fail to deliver on its ambitions to raise attainment, reform behaviour policies, and empower the teaching workforce.
Raising attainment
The Government’s ambition to raise attainment, including reducing the disadvantage gap.
The White Paper's ambition to raise attainment cannot be realised without addressing the core skill for learning: speech and language. Children who struggle to talk and understand words are six times more likely to fall behind in English at age 11, and eleven times more likely to fall behind in mathematics2. Consequently, only 15% of this group ultimately achieve a grade 9-5 pass in GCSE English and Mathematics2.
To genuinely raise attainment and reduce the disadvantage gap, the Department for Education must introduce a statutory tracking tool for talking and understanding words at Key Stages 1,2, and 3, matching the rigour currently applied to tracking literacy and numeracy2. Without systematically identifying these foundational gaps early in a child's academic journey, efforts to broaden the curriculum and improve secondary attainment will remain inaccessible to the 2 million children currently struggling2.
Enrichment, belonging and behaviour
Measures to improve pupil behaviour, including schools' approaches to suspension and exclusion. How schools can promote belonging and positive relationships.
The White Paper rightly emphasises the need for safe, calm, and supportive classrooms where children feel they belong. However, current behaviour management frameworks frequently unfairly penalise children with speech and language challenges. In our 'Support not Sanctions' report, we found that 78% of teachers believe children are being sanctioned because of their speech and language challenges.   They are in danger of being misidentified as defiant, lazy, or poorly behaved3.
When children struggle to process multi-step instructions or articulate their frustrations, they often retreat into silence, become angry, or refuse to attend school altogether3. Alarmingly, 46% of educators state that their school's current behaviour policy fails to adequately prioritise speech and language needs3. We urge the Committee to recommend that the Government’s refreshed statutory behaviour guidance mandates schools to implement reasonable adjustments and communication-supportive environments before any punitive sanctions are applied3.
Furthermore, unaddressed speech and language challenges are profoundly isolating, directly undermining the White Paper's goals for pupil belonging. Over half (56%) of children with these challenges struggle to make and keep friends, and 35% report being actively bullied or excluded by their peers1. Fostering a true sense of belonging requires a school culture that explicitly understands and accommodates children and young people who communicate differently. 
Children and young people struggling with talking and understanding words are more likely to experience mental health challenges, with one study finding that as many as 45% of referrals to CYPMH  have some difficulty with language. To that end, Mental Health Support Teams in schools need to have training in how to adapt the available resources so they work for children with speech and language challenges.
Workforce reforms
The availability and quality of continuous professional development, mentoring, and leadership support.
The Government's target to recruit 6,500 additional teachers is a welcome commitment, but raw recruitment numbers will not solve the attainment or behaviour crises if the workforce is not equipped to support pupils' speech and language development. Currently, 49% of teachers report they have not had enough training to do this3.
During Initial Teacher Training (ITT), educators may receive as little as two hours of instruction on SEND, and maybe nothing specifically on speech and language development, leaving them unequipped to identify when a child is struggling and what to do to help them. We strongly recommend that ITT cover typical speech and language development and practical classroom support strategies. We think it will be extremely difficult for the government to deliver on its ambition for more inclusion if teachers aren’t trained from the word go how to support children and young people’s speech and language development and spot those who are struggling.
Additionally, the Government must commit to rolling out evidence-based continuous professional development (CPD) for existing staff, alongside clear guidance on what programmatic interventions work best2. We have seen better understanding of this need in the Early Years, with the Early Years Professional Development Programme (EYPDP) and now the Government’s new Language Leads in Family Hubs. However, sustained upskilling must be embedded across both the primary and secondary phases as well, so that every teacher can confidently spot and support children with speech and language challenges.

Key Recommendations
· Statutory tracking tool for talking and understanding words at Key Stages 1, 2 and 3
· The Government’s refreshed statutory behaviour guidance mandates schools to implement reasonable adjustments and communication-supportive environments before any punitive sanctions are applied
· Mental Health Support Teams in schools need to have training in how to adapt the available resources so they work for children with speech and language challenges.
· ITT covers typical speech and language development and practical classroom support strategies.
· Sustained upskilling must be embedded across both the primary and secondary phases so that every teacher can confidently spot and support children with speech and language challenges.
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