
How to…
Support your staff and 
apprentices with Special 
Educational Needs (SEN)



• That person may be dependent on others for care and personal support
• Support may needed to interpret written instructions or read warning signs
• That person may need structure in their day and struggle with situations which require a deal of 

flexibility or judgement
• That person may have reduced confidence in social situations which, in turn, may result in some 

inappropriate behaviour

What are the impacts in a setting of someone having a learning disability?

In early years childcare, supporting any children with special educational needs that you may have in 
your setting, is something that you and your team will either have experience of, be familiar with, or will 
learn about through your continued professional training and development.

But what about your staff… your apprentices? How can you best support those with SEN to allow them 
to gain their qualifications and reach their full potential? 

Read on for all you need to know about supporting your staff with SEN, including identifying 
crucial key characteristics; and putting help strategies in place for specific areas of SEN.

The Equality Act 2010 requires all employers to make ‘reasonable adjustments’ for anyone in the 
workplace with a disability. A reasonable adjustment is based on understanding what will enable the 
employee to best perform in the role.

How to… Support your staff and apprentices 
with Special Educational Needs (SEN)

• Provide clear, straightforward instructions – possibly in pictorial format, colour coding of products or 
tasks, and check they are understood. Ensure that these instructions are accessible to the employee 
in the workplace so that they can refer back to them easily

• Avoid giving multiple instructions at once
• Use a workplace mentor to support the employee from day one of a new job
• Be sensitive to any issues with change and communicate any as soon as possible

• People with learning disabilities can learn to a high standard, but do so in different ways, and 
can work in complex jobs, provided there is routine within that job

• A person with a learning disability may be reliable, dedicated, committed as well as positive 
and friendly

• They may have limited literacy and numeracy skills and potentially have difficulty in 
understanding and interpreting given situations, leading to slower process of information

How can I best support my staff who have learning disabilities?
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https://www.parenta.com/parenta-learner-mentor/


You might need to make some adjustments to your setting to help your apprentices. These could 
include specialist equipment like chairs and IT equipment. Grants are available through the 
Government’s Access to Work to help to cover the cost of items that are identified as “necessary to 
support employees who are disabled or have a health condition”.
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Involving other staff 

• It’s worth remembering that in some situations, a reasonable adjustment will not work without the 
co-operation of other members of staff, so it’s important to get the whole team on board to be able 
to facilitate this  

• There are lots of short, online courses available that can be built in to your CPD programme for staff 
in understanding Learning Disabilities/Difficulties 

Useful information about learning disabilities

The Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice identifies four broad areas of need: 
communication and interaction; cognition and learning; social, emotional and mental health 
difficulties; and sensory and/or physical needs.

Facts, hints and tips for specific areas of SEN

Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) & Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD)

People with ADD or ADHD can often display impulsivity in all areas of life.  
This varies greatly from individual to individual. 

Key characteristics:

People with ADHD or ADD:
• May murmur, talk or call out continuously 

because they are unable to internalise 
speech

• May often feel the need to frequently stand 
up and wander around. If a task or activity is 
given that requires them to be in one place 
try to schedule in short breaks that enable 
them to move around where possible

• Can be easily distracted and therefore find it 
hard to focus on one activity – try and keep 
tasks simple and one at a time

• May struggle with tasks that require sustained attention
• Can sometimes have problems with motor co-ordination and often appear clumsy when moving 

around
• Social interactions can be impaired and they may struggle to be part of the group
• Can struggle to follow instructions and they may often make mistakes because of an inability to 

attend to detail. Try to keep things short, clear and simple

https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work
https://www.parenta.com/parenta-online-courses/?view=product&id=learning-disabilities


Autism Spectrum (ASD)

People with ASD-Autism have difficulty with communication and social interaction.  
This can range from mild to severe.  

Key characteristics:

People with ASD:
• Can find eye contact or physical contact very 

difficult
• Can often take things literally and may 

struggle with idioms or figures of speech: 
they may misinterpret social situations or 
conversations and do not always understand 
a ‘joke’  

• May have a tendency to repetitive 
behaviours. This could include ‘parroting’ 
behaviours – repeating what another person 
has said. Make others aware that for this 
person this is entirely normal and don’t make a fuss about it. If the person does become fixated on 
repeating something gently remind them that they don’t need to repeat that anymore or distract 
them to focus on something else

• May have difficulty controlling their emotions – especially when anxious, confused or there is a 
change to their routine or environment 
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• May have poor organisational and self-help skills, such as finding the right tools/resources for a 
task. Try to support them by pointing out where they can find what they need when given a task

• Can have perceptual-motor problems and find writing difficult – enable the use of ICT or other 
methods for recording work where possible

• Can have limited concentration and poor listening skills – check understanding with them often and 
repeat instructions/information if necessary

• Can be unaware of danger – make sure there are visual reminders

Strategies to help:

• Be consistent in using an organised set of rules and routines, and make sure that the person is 
notified of any changes in routine well in advance

• Praise small achievements 
• Provide opportunities for the person to move around at work (e.g. practical activities and 

responsibilities)
• Explain to others that it is the behaviour that is a challenge, not the person
• Use time out as a support strategy, as a time to calm down and be away from distractions
• Help the person organise their written work by using writing frames/templates and other alternative 

methods of recording
• Give short, simple instructions and encourage the person to talk through a task before attempting it
• Be realistic in your expectations - set short, clearly defined targets
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Strategies to help:

• Provide an area at work where the person can have their own personal space, with the minimum of 
distractions for short periods when needed

• Ensure that the environment has an element of continuity - not too many changes at one time
• Prepare the person well in advance for any 

changes in routine, if possible, as this can be 
very distressing and heighten anxiety

• Be consistent in the management of 
behaviour

• Use as many visual reminders in the 
workplace as possible

• Use visual task lists if appropriate to do so – 
for example the daily routine

• Keep instructions clear and simple, checking 
that they are understood by repeating the 
instructions individually. An autistic or ASD 
person will not always understand that 
general instructions are for them unless their 
name is used

• Explain jokes, idioms and figures of speech - what they are, what they mean and how they work, as 
far as can be understood, and that people often say things that may not seem logical or literal

• Keep language clear and unambiguous – especially when setting expectations. For example, 
if some food was warming on the stove saying ‘can you keep an eye on that’ would be too 
ambiguous. You will need to give a timeframe and tell the person that you will return. The 
uncertainty of not giving this extra detail may make them walk away to come and speak to you and 
find out how long you want them to wait there

• Help the person to understand and interpret social signals
• Try to be clear with instructions and check the person has understood what you want from them to 

avoid confusion  
• Keep change to a minimum but if change is necessary then try to give as much notice as possible 

and explain why something has to change. Look for tell-tale signs that the person is becoming 
anxious – are there changes in the demeanour? Hands clenched, darting eyes, fiddling fingers, 
moving from one foot to another, head movements etc. These can be key indicators that the person 
is struggling with a situation. If you notice this take them to a quiet space, talk to them calmly and 
give them some time. Try to establish the cause of the anxiety and then work through it with them

Asperger’s (ASD):

This is very similar to ASD Autism.
People with Asperger’s have a particular challenge with social and communication skills.

Key Characteristics:

People with ASD:
• Can take things literally and may struggle with idioms or figures of speech. They may misinterpret 

social situations or conversations and do not always understand a ‘joke’. The person may find it 
hard to interpret body language and facial expressions – don’t make any assumptions that they 
have understood ‘silent’ signals. They will be very sensitive to your nonverbal communication and 
can easily misinterpret this



• May tend to avoid eye contact
• May seem to respond inappropriately to other people’s feelings, due to a lack of awareness of 

others’ emotions or reactions
• May imagine slights or challenges where none are intended. Be patient and take time to explain 

things clearly
• Can tend to talk obsessively about topics of their own interest. Be patient but support the person in 

refocusing on what you need them to do
• May need to follow routines exactly, to the point where they become rituals, and be very upset at 

any changes in normal routines. The tendency of ‘but this is how we always do it’. Try to give pre 
warning of any changes and explain to the person why you are changing the routine or the way 
something is done

• Are likely to follow any instruction or 
statement literally – so asking the person 
to wait 1 minute whilst you are talking to 
someone else means that after 1 minute they 
will expect your attention again

• Can have difficulty relating to the needs of 
others – they may not understand why they 
cannot take their lunch break yet because a 
colleague is late back from an appointment. 
Try to avoid this kind of expectation where 
possible 

• Can suffer easily from sensory overload. 
If a room is too noisy, too bright, too cold/
hot. This can lead to the person feeling 
overwhelmed - try and make time for them to 
take a short time out to just calm from the overload before returning back to their activities

Strategies to help:

• Provide an area where they can have their own personal space and avoid distractions
• Ensure that the work environment has an element of continuity - not too many changes at one time
• Prepare them well in advance for any changes in routine, if possible, as this can be very distressing
• Use visual reminders where possible
• Keep instructions clear and simple, checking that the person understands by repeating the 

instructions to them individually as they may not understand that general instructions are for them 
unless their name is used

• Keep language clear and unambiguous – especially when setting expectations. For example, 
if some food was warming on the stove saying ‘can you keep an eye on that’ would be too 
ambiguous. A person with Asperger’s may think ‘how can I keep my eye on the food – that is 
physically impossible for me to do as my eye is in my head’. It would be more appropriate to 
say ‘Can you watch that for me’, give a timeframe and tell the person that you will return. The 
uncertainty of not giving this extra detail may make them walk away to come and speak to you and 
find out how long you want them to wait there – or make their own judgement that you no longer 
want them to ‘watch’ the item on the stove and just walk away and leave it. Or if someone came 
along and asked them to check something else/do something else they would leave the task you 
had asked them to do. You need to be specific and clear

• Explain jokes, idioms and figures of speech as far as can be understood, or at least explain when 
something is a joke, etc.



Emotional Behavioural Disorder (EBD):

This term is used when a person’s ongoing behavioural difficulties appear to have their root cause in 
emotional or possibly social problems. It is important to remember that some people have such deep-
rooted emotional difficulties that these may manifest themselves in unusual quietness, rather than 
disruptive behaviour. A variety of praise and reward strategies is often useful and it is important to 
raise self-esteem at every opportunity.

Key Characteristics:

People with EBD:
• May find it difficult to form relationships
• Often appear preoccupied and therefore find 

it difficult to get involved in activities
• Have difficulty keeping on task
• Have difficulty taking part in group activities 

and discussion
• Often become tearful or upset for no 

apparent reason
• Have psychosomatic illnesses
• Have low self-esteem and often become 

victims of bullies or become bullies 
themselves

• They can be aggressive and disruptive and find it difficult to conform to rules and routines
• Can be excessively attention-seeking through either negative behaviour or clinginess and 

sometimes have phobias

Strategies to help:

• Ensure a consistent approach to the person’s behavioural difficulties by developing positive 
behaviour management strategies

• Encourage the provision of a positive working environment
• Have group/team discussions to focus on problems and give all staff opportunities to air their views 

in a controlled environment
• Develop social interaction through partnership working and paired problem-solving 
• Give short, clearly defined tasks
• Encourage the development of ICT skills to increase motivation
• Provide activities that encourage the building of self-esteem
• Give the person opportunities to express their feelings when they need to
• Develop positive links between staff – perhaps using a workplace mentor.

• Support the person in how to interpret social signals, such as facial expressions and gestures
• Give the person the opportunity to explain any anxieties they may have
• Give a logical explanation when asking them to do something new
• Ensure that the person understands which workplace rules apply to them
• Speak to the person in a calm manner, with little variation in tone/modulation of voice

https://www.parenta.com/parenta-learner-mentor/


Dyslexia:

Dyslexia is a specific learning difficulty that affects the ability to read and spell. Approximately 60% of 
children with dyslexia also have trouble with the sounds that make up words. Dyslexia can also cause 
difficulties with basic maths (especially the order of numbers and multiplication tables), general literacy 
skills, word interpretation and perception, organisational skills, short-term memory, sequencing and 
information processing.

Moderate Learning Difficulties (MLD):

People with moderate learning difficulties (also known as global learning difficulties) have a general 
developmental delay. Many people with moderate learning difficulties will also be suffering from 
low levels of self-esteem and motivation. They may become resentful and refuse to attempt new 
work as they perceive themselves to be likely to fail before they start. It is likely that they will become 
over-reliant on support to help them with tasks and they will need much encouragement and praise 
to persuade them to attempt new challenges which are within their capability and develop greater 
independence.

Key Characteristics:

People with MLD:
• May have poor visual or auditory memory 
• Can struggle with problem solving skills 

(or applying what they know to different 
situations) - ensure there is a named person 
for them to ask for help if they are struggling

• Have a low attention span 
• May need a workplace mentor to provide 

support at the beginning and end of a 
day, but encourage the person to work 
independently whenever possible

Strategies to help:

• Ensure activities are broken down into small steps and are clearly focused
• Keep language simple and familiar and instructions short and concise
• Ask to repeat instructions in order to clarify understanding
• Provide alternative methods of recording work, such as labelled pictures, diagrams or flow charts
• Use visual clues and recap in meetings or staff training. Keep tasks as short as possible and allow 

extra time to complete a task
• Keep visual reminders on display in the workplace for key tasks and activities. When giving 

instructions, keep it simple, check understanding and don’t give too many at once.
• Monitor and record progress so that each small achievement is recognised
• enable lots of observation for practical tasks to help develop understanding of new concepts
• Help the person to organise their written work by using writing frames or templates
• Praise every effort and successful achievement of new skills

https://www.parenta.com/parenta-learner-mentor/


Key Characteristics:

People with Dyslexia:
• May use bizarre spellings and have poor phonological awareness
• Frequently lose the place when reading and see blurred or distorted word shapes
• Can confuse some high frequency words, such as was/saw
• May reverse letters and number digits beyond the age where this is normal
• Can write words with the correct letters in the wrong order and sequences of letters and numbers in 

reverse
• Have difficulty remembering a word and substitute other words instead
• Have great difficulty organising themselves and their belongings
• Be unable to remember simple sequences, such as days of the week
• Experience problems following oral instructions
• Have poor sense of time and direction
• Make frequent errors when copying, especially from the board
• Can Have some coordination difficulties
• May have low levels of motivation and self-esteem

Strategies to help:

• Ensure repetition of learning new skills
• Encourage keyboard skills and encourage use of spell-checkers
• Encourage alternative methods of recording, such as writing frames/templates, diagrams, labelled 

drawings, flow charts or comic strip stories
• Allow someone else to write things down or provide notes for the person where possible
• Make use of audio-visual aids where possible - such as PowerPoint slides for meetings
• Keep oral instructions brief and clear
• Raise self-esteem and confidence with lots of praise and encouragement

Dyscalculia:

Dyscalculia is a specific learning disability involving maths skills. It may be a difficulty with counting and 
calculating, understanding abstract maths concepts or working with numbers and symbols.

Key Characteristics:

People with Dyscalculia:
• May have normal or above average verbal 

skills and good visual memory for the 
printed word

• May have difficulty understanding maths 
concepts, rules and sequences, especially 
involving time and money

• Can have a tendency to make substitutions, 
transpositions, omissions and reversals 
when reading and writing numbers

• May have a poor sense of direction (such as 
confusing left and right, getting easily lost, 
losing things) and time (such as often arriving late)



Giving your staff and apprentices who have special educational needs the support they 
require will not only help them to develop their personal skills with confidence, but will 
give them every opportunity to gain their qualification and progress their childcare career.

At Parenta, we support all our learners through their learning journey from start to finish. 
We help them every step of the way - with virtual teaching and learning sessions, regular 
telephone support and additional functional skills tuition, where needed.

Those apprentices that have additional educational needs receive further expert advice, 
guidance and tuition from their tutor; with extra resources supplied; and, in certain cases, 
added time to complete exams. 

Parenta’s friendly team of training experts and skilled tutors can advise you on all your training and 
recruitments needs, from hiring your first apprentice to helping your staff progress their career in 
childcare. For more information, call us on 0800 002 9242 or email hello@parenta.com.

• Can have difficulty recalling names and faces and have poor mental maths skills
• May have poor coordination when involved in activities requiring change of direction, such as 

aerobics, exercise and dance sessions
• Can have difficulty with keeping score in games or working out strategies

Strategies to help:

• Allow them extra time to complete a task
• Encourage the person to make use of 

calculators when necessary
• Use visual and concrete materials to develop 

understanding of maths concepts
• Make use of ICT as an aid to support work or 

learning
• Use multi-sensory teaching strategies to 

support the learning of new concepts
• Encourage working with a mentor or job 

coach to explain methods of working to each 
other

• Try to incorporate practical activities into most 
work activity

• Allow for the need to over-learn maths concepts and rules

mailto:hello@parenta.com


MARKETING SOLUTIONS

WEBSITE DESIGN

• Our childcare websites generate genuine interest and leads from 
parents and carers

• We specialise in designing and building childcare websites so you 
can rest assured that our team know what Ofsted and parents/
carers are looking for

SOCIAL MEDIA

• We assist you with setting up and using your social media 
accounts in no time to help you increase your setting’s visibility

BRANDING & DESIGN 

• Showcase your setting with branded products.  From newsletters to 
logos and prospectuses to business cards, we take care of all your 
branding needs
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Working together for our children

        0800 002 9242             hello@parenta.com 

www.parenta.com

Parenta, 2-8 London Road, Rocky Hill, Maidstone, Kent, ME16 8PZ
Reg No 05249690

Follow us on social media @TheParentaGroup

Parenta Solutions

SOFTWARE

NURSERY MANAGEMENT - ABACUS

• Save hours by reducing planning time by 50%

• Speedy invoicing to all parents and carers in minutes

• Instant view of all financial reports

• Manage payments and track debt

ONLINE DAILY DIARY - DAYSHARE

• Share every magical moment of each child’s day with their parents 
and carers with our online diary software

EYFS LEARNING JOURNEY TRACKER - FOOTSTEPS 2

• Record meaningful and detailed EYFS observations

• Improve essential safeguarding and save hours of time

• Reduce your workload and spend more time with the children

• Identify at a glance each child’s development pathway

PARENT PORTAL APP

• Bringing parents and carers closer to their child’s day by providing 
a timeline of their progress

• Download Parent Portal App on Android or iOS

TRAINING

Increase employee motivation and keep staff for longer within your 
setting by offering training – the ideal tool for you to develop your 
team.

Parenta courses include:

• Level 2 Childcare

• Level 3 EYE Diploma

• Level 5 Childcare Leadership Qualification

• Business Admin Levels 2 and 3

• Advanced Qualifications in Team Leading and Management

PLUS … Parenta offers a free recruitment service - no fees!

ONLINE CPD COURSES

No deadlines, no time restrictions, no classroom! Support your 
staff or further your professional development with our online CPD 
accredited courses

FEE COLLECTION

• We collect fees, allowing you to focus on childcare, not credit 
control

• Fee collection reduces stress about pay day

• Maintain good relationships with parents

• Eliminate bad debt from your setting

• We operate on a 98% success rate across the board


