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Background of the SEND landscape UK

This toolkit is based on terms, legal reference and best practice within the UK (as of  March 2018). 

It’s worth quickly noting that guidance elsewhere may be different.

SEN or SEND? What’s in a name? Good question!

 • SEN stands for Special Educational Needs.

 • SEND stands for Special Educational Needs and Disabled (or Disability)

For our purposes these mean the same in terms of  audience needs and inclusivity. SEN however 

is a legally recognised term used in legislation like the Equality Act 2010 and Children and Families 

Act 2014. We also want to address physical barriers to accessibility in our toolkit so we will use the 

term SEND throughout. If  you’d like more information about the SEND landscape in the UK look at 

our summary and weblinks in the appendices.

Disability and identity

First and foremost it’s important to remember that people are people and thankfully we are not all 

alike, can you imagine how boring that would be?!

The trouble is, disability or rather impairment, is sometimes used as a qualifying description which 

overlooks so much else about the person. The term disability can itself  present a barrier almost 

immediately. It’s a complex subject with interesting debate but, the two main thoughts are the Social 

and Medical models that ascribe disability either to the barriers posed by society and equal access 

to it, or the physiological and neurological effects of  a condition which are seen to be ‘fixed’ through 

medical or therapeutic intervention. See appendix 2 for links to more articles about this.

For now just keep in mind that although we may need to ask questions about a person’s disability 

when planning to make their museum visit the best it can be remember, that the engagement itself  

is with the person, despite their impairment. It’s also important to note that there are many forms of  

‘invisible’ disability or impairment that you will not know about unless you ask if  the person needs 

assistance.

Definition of disability under the Equality Act 2010

You’re disabled under the Equality Act 2010 if  you have a physical or mental impairment that has a 

‘substantial’ and ‘long-term’ negative effect on your ability to do normal daily activities.

Ask yourself, given this definition, if  you know someone who is disabled or has an impairment and 

the chances are you do. The current UK figures are on the SCOPE website for more detail.

There are 13.9 million disabled people in the UK and 8% of  children in the UK are disabled.

6



7



Museum's 

Please ask questions and don t assume!
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Offer safe experiences that challenge boundaries!
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Things to think about at your museum

So far we have looked at what special needs school groups need to make a trip to a museum 

successful. There are quite a few things here that you may already do well, but there are always 

areas to improve on! It’s worth doing an ideas mapping session with all staff  on this issue to 

assess how you can become more SEND friendly.

A SWOT analysis to highlight Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats is also a quick 

and easy tool to identify areas of  improvement.

Do these before you approach a special school to gain their advice and you will have already 

started on the right track. Some things that you might want to consider are...

An Accessible website

Museums should all include an access statement on the access page of  their website outlining 

the access arrangements for different audiences. This should also promote and signpost the 

activities and resources that are available at the museum for special schools and families with 

SEND children. See the great example from the Discovery Centre in Stratford, London

www.discover.org.uk/access-statement/

Being able to plan a visit is vitally important for SEND schools and that’s also true for other 

groups and families.

Changing Places toilet

You may have heard in the news about national campaigns for organisations to install Changing 

Places toilets. These are larger than standard disabled access facilities and incorporate a change 

bed, hoist and usually a shower. This is because anyone over the age of  about 3 years is unlikely

to fit on a baby change bed and the only other alternative is to lie on the toilet floor, not nice.

Check out www.changingplaces.org for more information and a map to find where your nearest 

one is. Your local council should also be able to tell you this. There is also a ‘Space to Change’ 

campaign by www.fireflycommunity.com that advises smaller organisations on useful adaptations 

to meet this need when installing a Changing Place toilet is not possible.

If  no local offer is available then working with the SEND group/school to create an alternative 

such as a private space to change, a floor mat or folding massage bed/change bed will make a 

big difference to their visit experience. First Aid rooms are often used for this, even in large visitor 

attractions such as Disneyland Paris!

Similarly, being flexible about the museum space and how it can be used is important. I recently 

met someone who works for a national cinema chain, when the need arises for a child or adult to 

have a ‘quiet space’ the staff  vacate their office to accommodate this. Being sensible about risk 

vs need means you can be a more approachable and SEND friendly environment.
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If no room available within the museum, find 
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www.eureka.org.uk/plan-your-visit/access-information/
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SEND Families

Another important group of  SEND visitors are families. Here’s a few ways their needs might 

differ to organised school groups:

 • You probably won’t know when they are going to arrive!

 •  Families may not be fully aware of  your SEND offer, resources or accessible facilities until 

they arrive, making their initial five minutes of  orientation especially important.

 •  They may arrive with a multitude of  different types of  need, either because they have non 

SEND siblings and friends in their group or because they are visiting with other families 

with different needs (it’s not unusual for SEND families to visit together, strength in 

numbers and all that!)

 •  Although some may bring carers with them, the adult to child ratio is likely to be much 

less than with school visits.

 •  Lack of  sleep, a stressful journey, even getting out of  the car and visiting a new and 

therefore ‘strange’ place comes as part of  the territory for SEND families. Patience, 

understanding and empathy go a long way to making them feel welcome and supported 

when they arrive. Their day has usually started a lot earlier than yours!

 •  Whereas formal learning groups will have a structure to their visit, either in timings and 

or activities, family visits are much more fluid. SEND families may need flexibility on 

accessing activities and leaving half  way through if  needed.

 •   Self-led activities, trails etc are useful to all families but especially SEND families as these 

support their visit. Encouragement to use handling collections, touch exhibits where 

allowed and explore with all senses helps families to create their own experiences and 

memories beyond their visit.

 •  Art and craft activities should be open ended, allowing for any level of  participation. 

Remember the ‘end result’ rule that taking part in the activity is the important part, NOT 

what the end result looks like. For example instead of  saying “we are making clay animals 

we saw in the painting” suggest “we are playing with clay, and you can make something 

you saw today if  you like”. This removes ‘judgement’ and ‘failure’ from the eduation at the 

start.

 •  As with SEND schools, contact with front of  house staff  is an essential part of  the visit. 

Use clear language, explain who you are if  asked and keep details simple. Friendly, 

helpful and confident staff, make a SEND family’s day and they are more likely to visit you 

again!

 •  Consider running a museum take over day or develop a regular SEND group such as The 

Mighty Mega Saturday Club at the Discover Children’s Story Centre in Stratford, London. 

This is a club for SEND children, their families and carers. Sessions provide a creative 

and open atmosphere for exploration, fun and interactivity, where children can take part in 

storytelling, music, dance, arts, crafts and immersive multi-sensory experiences.
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The Equality Act 2010 

Discrimination means treating you unfairly because of  who you are. The Equality Act 

2010 protects you from discrimination by:

• employers 
•  businesses and organisations which provide goods or services like banks, shops and utility

companies (and museums – we added this one though!)

• health and care providers like hospitals and care homes

• someone you rent or buy a property from like housing associations and estate agents

• schools, colleges and other education providers

• transport services like buses, trains and taxis

• public bodies like government departments and local authorities.

There are nine protected characteristics in the Equality Act. Discrimination which happens 

because of  one or more of  these characteristics, is unlawful under the Act. We all have some of  

these characteristics - for example, sex or age - so the Act protects everyone from discrimination.  

If  you’re treated unfairly because someone thinks you belong to a group of  people with protected 

characteristics, this is also unlawful discrimination. 

What are the protected characteristics?

The characteristics that are protected by the Equality Act 2010 are:

• age

• disability 
• gender reassignment

• marriage or civil partnership (in employment only)

• pregnancy and maternity

• race

• religion or belief

• sex 
• sexual orientation

Discrimination by association 

The Act also protects you if  people in your life, like family members or friends, have a protected 

characteristic and you’re treated unfairly because of  that. This is called discrimination by 

association. For example, if  you’re discriminated against because your child is disabled. 

The Children and Families Act 2014 has been described as the biggest reform to child welfare 

legislation in 30 years. Part 3 of  the act specifically covers children and young people with Special 

Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND from birth to 25 years). It outlines what Local authorities 

must do including involving families and children in discussions and decisions relating to their care 

and education; and provide impartial advice, support and mediation services. 
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Appendix 2    Useful links

Disability Co-operative Network for Museums (DCN)

http://www.musedcn.org.uk/

Centre of Accessible Environments (CAE)

CAE offers consultancy for access audits and accessible interpretation and guidelines particularly 

physical access as well as intellectual.

http://cae.org.uk

National Register of Access Consultants (NRAC)

The National Register of  Access Consultants (NRAC) is an independent UK wide accreditation 

service for individuals who provide access consultancy and access auditor services.

http://www.nrac.org.uk/

Improving Access to Historic Buildings and Landscapes by Historic England

https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/technical-advice/easy-access-to-historic-buildings-

andlandscapes/

Equalities Act 2010 guidance –

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Documents/Advice%20booklets/equlity-act-2010-overview.pdf

The Children and Families Act 2014 Part 3: Children and young people with special educational 

needs and disabilities A briefing from the Council for Disabled Children

http://councilfordisabledchildren.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachemnt/

ChildrenAndFamiliesActBrief.pdf

Government Green Paper “Support and Aspiration: A new approach to special educational 

needs and disability”

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/

file/198141/Support_and_Aspiration_Green-Paper-SEN.pdf

Special educational needs and disability code of practice: 0 to 25 years

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/

file/398815/SEND_Code_of_Practice_January_2015.pdf
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Social Model of Disability

https://www.scope.org.uk/about-us/our-brand/social-model-of-disability

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/

Changing Places

Best practice advice on creating fully accessible toilets

https://www.changing-places.org/

Collaborative Alliance of Special Schools (CLASS) 

http://www.classtsa.org.uk/

Euan’s Guide

Access reviews written by disabled people about a wide range of  venues, including Top Tips for 
Museums and Galleries

https://www.euansguide.com/news/top-tips-for-museums-and-galleries/
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DCN - Disability Co-Operative Network for Museums

The DCN for Museums are a group of  committed museum professionals who have set up the 

Disability Cooperative Network. They work with national charities, organisations, people with 

disabilities, academics, groups, disability networks in other sectors, curators and managers  

to promote and embed inclusive practice in the heritage and cultural sector. The network  

run training sessions and have a resources bank of  advice on their website 

https://www.musedcn.org.uk/ 

Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Network and Conference

A London-based network offering peer support and imaginative approaches to interpreting 

museums, galleries and heritage sites for visitors with special educational needs and disabilities. 

39 The network meet every quarter with a free annual conference including a keynote speaker 

and practical and interactive workshops.

Special Needs Advisory and Activities Project (SNAAP)

A Kent-based charity which aims to improve the quality of  life of  disabled children and

young people, their carers and families by providing information, support, advice and

leisure activities in a friendly, safe and non-judgemental environment. A great site to

promote accessible visits and activities.

http://www.snaap.org.uk/

Discover Children’s Stgory Centre access statement

http://www.discover.org.uk/access-statement/

RNIB - How to design and curate accessible exhibitions

https://www.rnib.org.uk/rnibconnect/how-to-accessible-exhibitions

AIM Association of Independent Museums - How to Market Accessibility

https://www.aim-museums.co.uk/how-to-market-accessibility/
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Glossary of terms

 Term Acronym Meaning 

Access page Not 

applicable

A really important page that should be just one click away from 
the home page of  every museum website! It should include 
clear information for visitors with special educational needs 
and disabilities to plan their whole visit. 

Access statement Not 

applicable

Usually found on the access page this highlights in more detail 
what is available at the museum for different SEND audiences, 
often on a gallery by gallery basis.

Accessible text Not 

applicable

All print whether on the website, in interpretation, exhibitions or 
leaflets needs to be accessible in a large clear font with high 
contrast. This makes reading it easier and more enjoyable for 
all, but is particularly important for partially sighted people.  
See the RNIB website for details. 

Accessible toilet Not 

applicable

A wheelchair accessible toilet

Adapted 

workshops

Not 

applicable

There’s no need to re-invent the wheel. Many existing 
workshops and activities can be made inclusive or accessible 
to specific audiences with a little thought and planning.

Attention Deficit 

Disorder

ADD Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) is a term used for people 
who have excessive difficulties with concentration without 
the presence of  other ADHD symptoms such as excessive 
impulsiveness or hyperactivity

Attention Deficit 

and Hyperactivity 

Disorder

ADHD Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a 

behavioural disorder that includes symptoms such as 

inattentiveness, hyperactivity and impulsiveness.

Audio description AD Describing a museum object painting or gallery in words for 

blind or partially sighted people
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Autistic 

Spectrum 

Disorder

ASD Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) affects social interaction, 

communication, interests and behaviour. It includes a range of  

different conditions from High Functioning Autism to Asperger’s 

Syndrome 

Changing 

Places toilet

Not applicable A toilet designed to meet the needs of  people with profound 

and multiple learning disabilities, as well as other physical 

disabilities. A Changing Places toilet is designed with the extra 

space and equipment for this important group of  visitors to use 

it safely and comfortably. It should be the aim of  all museums 

to get one! See changing-places.org

Hearing 

Impairment 

HI A partial or total inability to hear.

Inclusive 

storytelling

Not applicable Stories that involve the audience actively participating in 

the story, using music, gesture, rhyme and repetition. The 

storyteller responds to the needs and suggestions of  the 

audience to create a story rather than reading from a book. 

Kent 

Association 

of Special 

Schools

KASS A group of  special schools across Kent who work together and 

deliver the same curriculum. A good network through which to 

publicise SEND visits and activities!

Language 

through Colour

Not applicable A simple colour-coded resource to help children understand 

the meaning of  words and develop their reading and writing. 

If  you create resources in partnership with a special school 

they might help you design resources in this format so children 

can understand them better. Used by the Kent Association for 

Special Schools.

Makaton Not applicable A language programme using signs and symbols for children 

who can’t communicate effectively through speaking. If  you 

develop resources in partnership with a special school they 

may suggest a few Makaton signs to help your engagement 

with this audience. Used by the Kent Association for Special 

Schools.

Moderate 

Learning 

Difficulty

MLD People with a Moderate Learning Difficulty will often mix well 

with others and be able to cope with many everyday tasks. 

However, they may need support in other areas of  their life. 

Multi-sensory 

resources

Not applicable Ones that encourage the user to explore through touch, smell, 

sound, sight and sometimes even taste.

Physical 

Disability

PD The long-term loss or impairment resulting in a limitation of  

physical functioning, mobility, dexterity or stamina. Due to the 

functional loss the person will experience the inability to perform 

normal movements such as walking and mobility, sitting and 

standing, use of hands and arms, muscle control, etc.

Profound 

and Multiple 

Learning 

Difficulties

PMLD Commonly associated with pronounced developmental delay, 

significant physical and sensory impairments and epilepsy. 

Most people with profound and multiple disabilities will have 

physical disabilities, be unable to walk and have to use a 

wheelchair. They may have hearing and sight problems. They 

will communicate non-verbally, that is, they will not speak or if  

they do, will use only a few words. Some may use signs and 

symbols or look and point to what they want.
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Quiet Space Not applicable A quiet room where a child can have some time out during a 

museum visit. 

SEN Special 

Educational 

Needs

Special Educational Needs (SEN) is a legal term. It describes 

the needs of  a child who has a difficulty or disability which 

makes learning harder for them than other children their age. 

About one in five children has SEN at some point. 

SEND Special 

Educational 

Needs and/or 

Disabilities

Widely used to describe children and young people with a broad 

range of needs that can affect their ability to learn including…

• behaviour or ability to socialise

• reading and writing

• ability to understand things

• concentration levels

• physical ability

SENDCo Special 

Educational 

Needs and 

Disabilities 

Coordinator

The SENCO is a qualified teacher whose role is to ensure that 

children with special educational needs and disabilities receive 

the support they need.

SEND Network Not applicable A network of  museums and galleries in London and the SE 

who support and promote best practice in working with and 

developing resources for SEND audiences. They run some 

excellent training courses as well as the annual SEND Network 

Conference.

Sensory Story Not applicable Brings the story of  an object or painting to life through the 

senses… The story might include items to touch, hear and smell, 

or include elements of  music, dance or drama inspired by it.

Severe 

Learning 

Difficulty

SLD Learners with Severe Learning Difficulties are likely to have 

extreme difficulty with reading and writing and may also require 

help with face-to-face communication.

Social Stories Not applicable Created for visitors on the autistic spectrum, these are short 

descriptions of a particular situation, event or activity (such as 

a visit to a museum) which include information about what to 

expect. They often include photographs or are in the form of a 

short film. 

Specific 

Learning 

Difficulty

SpLD Affect the way information is learned and processed including 

dyslexia, dyspraxia/DCD, dyscalculia, ADD, ADHD

Storymat Not applicable A colourful tactile fabric mat including different textures used 

for multi-sensory storytelling. Often in the form of a map, with 

pockets in which artefacts and multi-sensory objects are hidden, 

and with fabric story characters around whom stories are 

created.

Talking Tins Not applicable Low cost sound recording and play devices that work well 

in gallery settings for short descriptions or sounds (up to 40 

seconds long).

Visual 

Impairment

VI A degree of  sight loss that may cause people difficulties with 

normal daily activities such as driving, reading, socializing, and 

walking. 

Visual Gallery 

Guide

Not applicable Large images of  exhibits and objects in a museum gallery with 

minimal accompanying text

43




