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SEND Improvement Board Toolkit  
Learning from Priority Action Plans 
Following a judgement of widespread or systemic failings, local areas are expected to submit a Priority Action Plan (PAP) outlining how they will address the Areas for Priority Action identified within 35 working days. This timeline is set jointly by Ofsted and the Care Quality Commission (CQC) and is outlined in the official Area SEND inspections framework and handbook. These plans are a key mechanism for demonstrating accountability and setting out targeted, measurable improvements. 
The PAPs must be submitted to Ofsted and the Care Quality Commission, and once approved, local areas are required to publish the final version on their Local Offer website. This ensures transparency for children, young people, families, and local stakeholders, and allows the wider community to understand how the local area intends to respond to the inspection findings.  
Given the need to get the PAP completed within 35 days, the appointment of the independent Chair may not have happened within this timescale and so there will be limited for the Chair to have any oversight or contribution to the PAP. However, if the Chair has been appointed it’s really helpful to have direct involvement in the creation of the PAP as this is obviously the key document that will be overseen by the Improvement Board.  
To support local areas in developing robust and transparent PAPs, it can be helpful to draw on examples from other local areas. Two exemplars offer useful insights into structure, tone, and content: 
· Hertfordshire’s SEND Improvement and Priority Action Plan from page 17 onwards, the plan sets out specific priority actions aligned to inspection findings and measurable outcomes. You can view the full document on Hertfordshire’s Local Offer site. 
· Bury Local Area SEND Partnership Priority Impact Plan clearly defines actions, timelines, impact measures and leads for Priority Action Areas. The full plan is available via Bury Council’s website. 

· We are grateful to the following local areas for sharing their experiences of developing Priority Action Plans: Hertfordshire, Nottinghamshire, Bexley Bracknell Forest, Oxfordshire and Oldham. While personal reflections are included in full at the end of this document, a summary of the key themes can be found here: 
The PAP process has played a vital role in fostering shared ownership across local areas for the identified Areas for Priority Action. It has helped partners concentrate their efforts on these priorities, monitor progress and impact, and clarify roles and responsibilities. On a practical level, the document has also been a valuable tool in preparing for Deep Dive and Stocktake meetings. 
The submission deadline posed significant challenges, particularly around meaningful co-production with families, schools, and young people. Many areas noted that the time frame, especially when coinciding with holiday periods, limited engagement. Several reflected that pushing back on timescales or starting earlier would have allowed for deeper co-production. 
Strong programme management was identified as essential to coordinate drafting, maintain version control, and manage stakeholder engagement. However, several areas underestimated the level of resource required to deliver the plan post-submission. 

1. What process did you follow to write the Priority Action Plan within 35 days? 
	· Education, Health and Social Care Officers and Leaders came together to draft the PAP, we ran multiple meetings with them to brainstorm and review drafts. 
· PCF involved throughout, but true co-production with young people, parent carers and schools/settings was almost impossible given the 35-day deadline set. 
· We ran some YP focus groups to seek views (but limited on what is possible in 35 days).
· Our Programme Management Office were the engine room behind the draft, holding the pen, to support version control and keep focus.
· PMO also acted as liaison to 'action owners' responsible for finalising wording in the draft, high volume of emails and meetings to iterate drafts. 
· Towards end of deadline, we realised trying to go through 40+ pages with all EHC Leads was going to take too long, each EHC Leads took a 'Priority Action' or 'Improvement Area' in our plan and reviewed it in detail, splitting the workload.
· Went to our Board for our approval and Members were engaged throughout (although due to 35-day deadline set our PAP didn't get to our Cabinet until after it had been submitted to Ofsted, their process doesn't account for political timelines).
· When you consider the process followed by DfE who called a meeting of senior officers part way through our 35 days, we had to have the PAP ready before this as they asked for a draft 10 working days before, limiting our development time. We did still work on it after this, but the additional meeting with the DfE part through added pressure to an already pressured situation. More communication between Ofsted and DfE before and during this period so LAs are clear on who is doing what and why, would be helpful. 

	· Ed/CSC/Heath/PCF leaders came together to reflect on inspection 
· Main areas for remedial actions identified 
· Linkages to ongoing work/programmes identified (DBV/CPP, etc) 
· Tested with a practitioner group to better understand options/deliverability/develop KPIs
· Lead execs engaged for initial approval
· Went to board for sign off
· This process incredibly difficult within the timescale due to the 35 days coinciding with summer holidays.  This limited co-production.  Given that our partnership at that stage was weak, it just wasn’t a reasonable timescale to get to best product.  

	· In anticipation of report publication, we began to pull together example action plans and reporting used for areas with WSOA’s.  
· We held workshops and a series of meetings with partnership leaders and stakeholders to brainstorm and pull together potential key improvement activities and outcomes.  
· A programme lead began to use this to design an early draft improvement plan. 
· We established governance and dedicated improvement PMO support to manage the revisions and reporting on the draft plan.  
· Each APA was appointed a lead officer from the LA and ICB to take responsibility for development of the plan. 
· In the developing stages, the draft plan was shared in meetings and via email with relevant leaders and refined through a series of further partnership meetings focused on each individual APA. 
· Early drafts were shared with the DfE for feedback and oversight although feedback was that this was a new process and they were finding their way through as well so there was little guidance other than pointing to WSOA action plans as examples of improvement planning. 
· Once the report was released the 35-day timescale to submit the plan became challenging given the high level of attention required to manage and move forward following the inspection outcome politically, with ICB and LA leadership, wider stakeholders, and partners.  
· We had to provide a draft at our senior officers meeting prior to submission, by which point we had established an independently chaired SEND Improvement Board to: 
· Approve the priority action plan, ensuring the plan is sufficiently ambitious to maximise the opportunity to improve experiences and outcomes for children and young people with SEND  
· Ensuring that all partners are clear in how they will contribute to the plan, and securing support and commitment from all partners to delivering the plan  
· Seeking assurance that children, young people and their families, and key stakeholders are actively involved in shaping and delivering the plan 
· Monitor progress against the plan and providing support and challenge where objectives are slow to progress or where challenges emerge around effective delivery 
· Monitor the impact of the plan on the experiences and outcomes of children and young people with SEND 
· PMO resource supported in ensuring a consistent approach to both APAs and in setting up opportunities to engage parents, carers and children and young people in the development of the plan. 
· Plan was signed off by the SEND Improvement Board prior to submission to Ofsted. 

	· We initially used the verbal feedback from the final feedback meeting with the Inspectors to start to identify the actions that we would write into the priority action plan. 
· We were keen to start this really early as we knew the timescale for the submission of the PAP would be really tight. 
· We held some workshops with key people across the partnership. Each workshop was focused on one area of the 3 PAP areas. We had parents from the Parent Carer Forum at the workshops too. 
· At the workshops we identified actions we needed to take jointly and as single agencies. These actions were written into a template that we modified from another local area’s PAP (with their permission).
· There was then a series of meetings and email exchanges to refine the actions and the desired impacts and ensure all partners were in agreement. 
· We looked at a lot of other Local Areas SEND Inspection outcome letters to try to gauge what “good” looked like and we researched best practice online and in conversations with other Local Areas. We checked this against the Inspection Framework and SEN Code of Practice. 
· We asked the DfE advisor to look over the draft PAP and we amended it based on her comments and advice. 
· Realistically, the PAP timescales are tight as we had 12 weeks from the end of the inspection which included the Christmas period before submission. We had 35 days from the receipt of the final outcome letter. This period also included Easter holidays. 
· This was a short timeline as we needed to ensure that the PAP was in final draft prior to going through the governance boards and committees across the Local Authority and ICB before it was submitted. The governance took 6-8 weeks, meaning we had six weeks after the inspection and 2 weeks after the outcome letter to finalise the PAP. 
· It should be noted that, alongside the PAP, we were also required to produce a revised Strategic Action Plan within the same timescales so had to work on both simultaneously. 


 
2. In retrospect, what would you have done differently? 
	· Had more confidence to push back on timescales (especially given summer).  Given that we’ve spend 2 years delivering on the PAP, taking an extra month to ensure that it was genuinely co-produced, aligned with wider improvement programmes, and was informed by a full understanding and analysis of the implications from the inspection would have been far better. 
· We would have been clearer with DfE/NHSE England in term of a joint understanding of monitoring/sign-off of actions.  That process emerged throughout delivery and seemed to get confused with a wider view from them of things they had concerns over, rather than specifically about the PAP.   
· I failed to understand the level of programme support required to deliver everything in the PAP. This isn’t about the development of priority actions especially, more about the capacity to deliver them.  I should have been stronger in getting the required capacity locally.  However, I think a joint understanding across everyone of the impact of such an inspection outcome, and the associated pressures on the local partnership to deliver the PAP should also inform the improvement offer from DfE/NHSE which I think is inadequate. 

	· We would have consolidated actions and streamlined the plan, it was too long.
· We would have spent more time thinking through our impact measures. Due thought given to measuring impact from the offset, making sure all measures of impact included are 'SMART'.  
· Cleared more time from EHC Leads diaries from the start (diary management to get them together to review was incredibly difficult). 
· Pushed on the timeline to allow for proper co-production. 

	· Take required time to proper co-production. 
· Ensure right programme support in place to deliver.
· Be clear from outset with DfE/NHSE on arrangements for monitoring/ sign-off.

	· Pushed back on timescales to allow us to fully scope with wider colleagues the most meaningful actions required to impact on the APAs. The process felt rushed at times decisions made by individuals too far from the improvement activity. 
· Focused more on the intended impact and impact measures to be used to measure the progress, especially in relation to frontline practitioners and children, young people, and their families. 

	· I think we did produce a good quality PAP.  It would have been good to have more time as there needed to be a time for reflection on the outcome of the inspection and consolidation prior to submission. 
· We are a small local area and have limited SEND workforce and to manage a PAP, Strategic Action Plan, factual accuracy checks on outcome letters, reports and communications re the outcome of the inspection etc is a big ask and meant a lot of pressure on a small number of people who also had day jobs to do. 
· The PAP was agreed at first submission. 
· It would have been helpful to have a national template and some national guidance on what a PAP should contain. 
· It would have been helpful to have better and more detailed information about what the Deep Dive and Stocktake Meetings and the definition of “Effective Actions.” 


 
3. How has it helped you focus on improvement? 
	· Helped keep urgency and momentum on the areas of focus agreed in the plan, less risk of scope creep.  
· Partners were able to hold each other to account because their commitments in the PAP were clear.

	· Considerably.  Without the inspection outcome and the subsequent scrutiny, we would not have made the progress we have (and even that progress has been hard earned).  It created the urgency and profile to move the partnership forward.  Obviously, the PAP is only part of this, but it is an important part and having specific and detailed actions that are made public, and you are held to account for nationally has had an impact and has moved things forward faster than previously.  Initially deep dives and stocktakes assisted.   
· As time has gone on, the PAP has faded further into the background (actions completed, context changes, etc) This is probably a function of monitoring inspections having been paused.  Again, clear processes around formal completion of PAP, improvement notices, MI, etc would be helpful from the centre. 
· Initially deep dives and stocktake were helpful. Laterally, not so much.  

	· The PAP has been a significant driver in improvement activity as it has focused on specific action to make improvement, brough shared ownership and true collaboration between partners especially ICB/LA and provided a clear improvement framework to make change and measure progress against this. 
· Without the PAP we would not have driven forward with the level of activity or system change that we have. 
· It has provided accountability, a visible plan to share with stakeholders and report progress against and provided transparency to what action leaders are taking to make improvements. 

	· The PAP is effectively viewed as a contract between the Local Area and Ofsted/CQC/DfE/NHS England and the Local Area. It sets out the actions Ofsted and CQC agreed would lead to the required improvements. 
· The PAP has helped us focus on the actions we needed to take, monitor the timeliness of the actions and the impact of them. It has helped us identify the information we needed to present at the Deep Dive and Stocktake Meetings. 
· The PAP has been key to summarise our actions to reassure parents, senior leaders and members that we will make the improvements required. 
· The PAP also helped us form the governance required to ensure the actions were taken (i.e. the themes of the task and finish groups). 
· A National Template may have assisted us to easily define the action, output and impact which is something that has generated a lot of discussion/debate. 



4. What advice would you give to Local Areas who are starting this process now? 

	· My advice is for the LA to step in to the space, draft it and then seek comments – as annoying as it will be, if you start with a blank sheet just after a failure, you’re going to end up with the recriminations being written through the plan. 
· I’d also say that in an ideal scenario you need to write a plan that goes beyond just the Ofsted actions, but which incorporates a broader improvement journey. 

	· However long you plan for your 'brainstorming', 'drafting' or 'reviewing' meetings to take, they will always take longer so plan realistic timings from the start.
· Accept that it is a huge amount of work in a short time frame, EHC Leads will have to cancel other meetings to prioritise (it was almost as intense as inspection period).
· You will be held to this plan for 18 months, be absolutely certain of every action, timeline and impact measure before you submit, it will save you pain further down the road. Always think SMART! 
· Balance ambition with pragmatism in terms of setting impact milestones (and don't call them targets!) 

	· Start early – begin to engage and coproduce with all stakeholders as to what would make the most notable difference. Consider how and when impact will be seen and felt at the frontline and by families.  
· Have a strong programme support resource to drive the development.  
· Focus on the AFI’s as well as the APA’s as these often underpin the improvement activity or are interrelated.  
· Created a costed plan so this is clear and transparent from the outset. 
· Be confident in taking ownership for the improvement activity. 
· One of my key reflections has been how powerfully the process has brought together the leadership across the local area partnership and focused all organisations on SEND as a key priority. However, the PAP process and time frames means that some of the actions needed to be expanded or changed during the life of the PAP. 

	· Don’t be afraid to reach out to other Local Areas who have or have had a PAP. 
· Use your DfE Advisor effectively. 
· Be clear about your baseline – where you started from – remember to note this at the very beginning so you can measure/demonstrate progress. 
· Think carefully about the impact and how you will demonstrate this. It takes time to build up evidence from surveys, engagement, data sources, audits etc so do this early on. 
· Try to ensure you have capacity across the partnership to assist with monitoring the PAP actions and progress, and that you get it in place as early as possible. The level of reporting for the DfE and NHS England in addition to the local area scrutiny at Boards and Committees is significant, structuring multi-purpose reporting mechanisms early is essential to help manage this. 
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