
 

 
 
 
Early intervention, local flexibility: the role of 
part-time Alternative Learning Providers in 
SEND support 
 

 

For children, the level of support they receive is too often determined by 
how hard their families fight, or how much their families can spend. It is 
clear that we must reset how we are equipping mainstream schools and 
the services that should wrap around them to enable all children to 
achieve and thrive in education, alongside securing high-quality specialist 
provision for children with complex needs who need a tailored 
educational experience.  
 
(Schools White Paper, March 2026)



Early intervention, local flexibility: the role of part-time Alternative Learning Providers in SEND support 
 

HorseWorld | www.horseworld.org.uk Page 1 

Foreword 
 

 
You can only have a thriving country if you have a population equipped to meet its potential. 
Right now, too many young people are not being given that chance. 
 
Pressures on the school system, rising mental health need, and increasing complexity of SEND 
are leaving growing numbers of children struggling to engage with an education system that 
was not designed with them in mind. And when young people struggle to engage with 
education, they are far more likely to struggle to engage with employment, independence and 
wider society beyond it. We know the current system needs to change. 
 
At HorseWorld, and across the Bath and Bristol area, organisations like ours provide specialist 
inclusion provision – typically delivered on a part-time basis alongside mainstream education. 
This work is often grouped under ‘alternative learning provision’ but that description is 
misleading. We are not an alternative to school. We are a complement to it. This distinction 
matters. 
 
When specialist, part-time provision is understood and deployed correctly, it can prevent 
escalation, reduce exclusion, and avoid the need for more intensive and costly interventions 
later. It can also support young people to develop the confidence, resilience and relational 
skills that employers consistently tell us are essential – but too often missing. 
 
When it is misunderstood, it is often accessed too late – once a child has already disengaged 
not just from education, but from a future they can see themselves in. 
 
The Government’s Schools White Paper, Every Child Achieving and Thriving, rightly places 
emphasis on early intervention, inclusion and partnership between mainstream schools, 
specialist settings and alternative provision. This paper builds on that direction. 
 
Following the publication of the White Paper, HorseWorld convened a roundtable with local 
stakeholders – including schools, multi-academy trusts, local authorities, alternative providers 
and parents – to explore how these reforms may play out in practice, and what is needed 
locally to make them work. 
 
What emerged was clear: 
 

• There is shared ambition for a more inclusive system. 
• There is strong alignment on the importance of early intervention. 
• But there is also a risk that without clarity, coordination and appropriate funding, the 

system will continue to respond too late. 
 
This paper sets out the insights from that discussion, alongside additional stakeholder input, 
and offers practical recommendations for how specialist inclusion provision can be more 
effectively integrated into local SEND systems. 
 
Because if we get this right, we do more than improve education outcomes. 
We enable young people to contribute – to their communities, to the economy, and to their 
own futures. 
 
Jo Coombs, CEO HorseWorld 
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Introduction 
 

 
On Monday 23 February the UK Government launched its long-awaited Schools White Paper, 
Every Child Achieving and Thriving. 

Specialist part-time providers – often referred to as alternative learning providers (ALPs) – like 
HorseWorld, are considering the extent and likely impact of reforms to the SEND system and 
how they and other similar ALPs should respond. Do they go far enough and what does it 
mean for the children and young people who are not thriving in mainstream schools?  

This paper focuses specifically on provision delivered on a part-time basis alongside 
mainstream education, which plays a distinct role from full-time alternative provision that 
replaces school. 

 

“Far too often I am contacted by concerned parents whose 
children have been pushed aside, out of education for 
months, and whose needs are not being met. No one 
doubts the current system of Special Educational Need 
and Disability (SEND) provision is failing young people, 
support is delayed by a complex bureaucracy, and children 
miss out on the early help they need.   
 
Rather than addressing this in isolation, we are proposing 
major changes which will help all children.” 
 

— Karin Smyth MP, Bristol South 

 

The White Paper sets out that the education system should not separate inclusion from high 
outcomes: both should be pursued simultaneously for all pupils regardless of background or 
need. The reforms also aim to address issues facing families such as inconsistent support, 
postcode inequalities, rising costs and the adversarial nature of relationships between parents 
or carers and schools or the local authority on accessing support and funding.  

Currently most children with a legal statement of need through an Education, Care and Health 
Plan (EHCP) can access very specialist and nurturing off-site programmes such as Discovery 
at HorseWorld. These plans will remain in place for children with very complex needs with 
Individual Support Plans introduced for all children with SEND.  
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For ALPs the most significant likely impact is the commitment to ‘new partnerships between 
special schools, alternative provision and mainstream settings’ to offer a range of support. The 
paper places an emphasis on improving capacity (with funding) in mainstream schools for 
inclusion and early intervention. 

With consultation for the White Paper live, HorseWorld took the opportunity to convene a 
roundtable to discuss this shift in provision to partnerships, outreach and early intervention.   

The roundtable looked at: 

• How the SEND crisis is playing out locally; 

• What the government’s proposed reforms might mean in practice; and 

• How specialist part-time alternative provision – including therapeutic approaches such 
as equine assisted learning – can contribute to early intervention, inclusion and 
prevention of escalation. 

• Our focus was on part-time alternative provision delivered alongside mainstream 
education, which is different to a placement in a Department of Education registered 
ALP school – we explain the main differences at the end of this paper.  

 

Here we set out some of the issues raised, identifying the current challenges in the Bath and 
Bristol areas and make recommendations for policymakers to consider when responding to 
the White Paper or making local decisions. 

 

KEY INFORMATION 

- Bath and North East Somerset (B&NES) is experiencing a steady rise in 
children and young people requiring Special Educational Needs and Disabilities 
(SEND) support, with the need currently at 18.8% of the student population, 
which is 0.7% higher than the national average. As of January 2024, there 
were 2,230 children and young people in Bath & NE Somerset with a 
maintained EHCP. 

- Bristol is also facing a significant, rising demand for SEND services, with more 
than 15,400 pupils (as of Jan 2025) requiring support, a 5.8% increase from 
2024. In Bristol, there were 4,382 children with a maintained EHCP — an 18% 
increase from 2023.  

- Under current EHCP practices the cohort in England is expected to grow by 60 
per cent by 2040 (Mime Consulting). 

- Like the national picture, both areas are facing increasing demand for specialist 
places for children with autism and social, emotional and mental health needs. 
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The issues 
 

 
With our roundtable contributors and subsequent interviewees, the challenges around 
provision; access and the role of holistic placements were discussed as part of the wider 
education system. While Alternative Learning Providers will continue to have a role in providing 
short-term placements, the White Paper throws a number of challenges for the sector such as: 

• More mainstream inclusion and less referral via EHCPs 

• Drive for earlier intervention and staff training in schools 

• Funding routed more directly to schools with more emphasis on value for money for 
specialist services 

• Stronger focus on mental health and behaviour or very complex needs for ALP 
commissions. This could bring opportunities for coaching and training school staff. 

 
In discussion with a range of Bath and Bristol-based stakeholders, including politicians, there 
was much common ground on the problems facing the system. 

 
This included: 

1. Mainstream is not working for neurodiverse learners and there is a lack of specialist 
places. While Bristol City Council has just announced a £53m SEND expansion plan, 
local authorities would welcome more autonomy to build new provision and make 
decisions on places.  

 
“For schools, some of the current challenges include a lack of specialist 
and alternative places which mean that they are needing to support 
pupils with a high level of complex need, without the resources and 
provision that pupils need to thrive. Places in alternative provision are 
often offered too late, after a considerable wait, and where the pupil 
and school have been under considerable pressure.” Amplify Education, 
Multi-Academy Trust  

 
“What we’d like from the Department of Education is more delegation 
and to let us build because the specialist places are a priority for us in a 
way, they are not in the national programme.”   
Cllr Christine Townsend, Chair of the Children and Young People Policy 
Committee, Bristol City Council 

 
“Where we haven't been able to be reactive enough because we’re 
restrained by the DfE to open our schools quickly, it's meant that we 
rely too much on companies and the money is just going offline. One of 
the things that I think is really helpful is that the local authority can 
open schools again, we haven't been able to do that for a long time.”  
Laura Donnelly, Head of SEND at Bath & North East Somerset Council 
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2. Issues around building a workforce that is fit to become ‘Experts at Hand’ while 
acknowledging teacher burn-out. Parts of the workforce have become deskilled while 
they have been trained to do assessments for individuals, rather than whole-school 
support. ‘Experts at Hand’ also need to be able to afford to live near where they work, 
an ongoing issue in expensive cities like Bristol. Concerns were raised that new 
initiatives requiring more specialists may struggle without the training pipeline in place 
in the areas that need it most. 

 
“We are not all about therapy, it is a learning provision and it's very 
much about scaffolding with the education system, because our job as 
an intervention is to identify next best steps for the child if possible.” 
Jo Coombs, CEO HorseWorld 

 

3. Families face constant battles with the system which is often highly adversarial and 
exhausting. They become their own case workers to access therapy, transport which 
adds to the emotional strain. 

 

4. To ensure quality and safeguarding standards are maintained all ALPs, full-time or part-
time, need to comply with the rigor of Ofsted requirements. With part-time ALPs this 
is driven though partnership with the school placing the child.  

 

5. Loss of creativity in the system with less space in the curriculum for music, physical 
activity and expression. 

 
“There has to be space to allow young people to be creative. The 
academic framework of today’s education system is driven by data and 
by outcomes and therefore drives out the creativity of young people.”  
Graham Hilliard, Head of Discovery, HorseWorld 

 

The discussions also highlighted what works and how this might aid responses to the White 
Paper. With a strong emphasis on inclusion and SEND support in mainstream schools our 
participants reflected on where part-time ALPs can add value: 

 

1. They can engage with vulnerable young people by making strong connections with 
students and families, giving agency to young people and linking their programmes to 
real-life skills and experience. These principles can re-engage students with traditional 
learning.  

 
“You've got to build the connection. You've got to give people agency, 
and you have to make it relevant.  That's the basis of the system. And 
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when we think like that, I see it work.”  
Jonathan Wood, Alternative Learning Manager, Bath Rugby Foundation 

 
“I want them to go back to school, and our evidence shows this 
happens and that they are more confident to ask for help and more 
confident to believe that they can be a success. They return with a 
different version of themselves. Once you learn to socially relate well, 
you do it more and then you build and it builds for lasting impact.”  
Tish Feilden, Co-Founder and Director of Therapeutic Education at 
Jamie’s Farm 

 

2. ALPs often see young people at crisis point when school-based interventions have not 
worked and relationships are broken. Earlier intervention in school could see ALPs 
working with younger students or more complex cases.  

 

“If you are recognising emerging need at an earlier age, it might be that 
some of that ALP provision is utilised earlier.” Cllr Christine Townsend 

 
“Anyone who has ever visited a specialist alternative provider can see 
just how transformational the placement can be. The specialist nature of 
that support can rarely be replicated in schools and can have a 
transformational impact on a young person. The White Paper could 
provide an opportunity for AP and inclusion bases to be developed 
strategically, providing a more streamlined system, with more flexible 
support that is better integrated with mainstream and that is available at 
an earlier stage of need.” Amplify Education, Multi-Academy Trust 
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The lived experience 
 

 
Sharon, Lisa and Paul’s children have very different social, emotional and mental health needs 
but they share similar stories of struggle to access HorseWorld’s Discovery programme.  

At the roundtable we heard how their teenagers were currently or had benefited from the 
opportunity to discover trust, calm and curiosity through work with specially trained horses 
and facilitators. They also shared their accounts of doing their own ringing around, finding 
transport and fitting the placement around work to access the therapy. 
 

“She got a place eventually, but I’ve had to fight for everything. I’m still 
fighting now for her to get the funding to continue.”  
- Lisa 

 
“How do I get my kids through today? When people say what university 
do your kids go to, all I want is to just keep my kids alive and to 
keep them happy.” 
- Paul 

 
 
Read HorseWorld Discovery pages for more parental experiences of gaining access to 
alternative learning. 

 

Conclusion and recommendations 
 

 
The roundtable discussion highlighted that Alternative Learning Providers are most effective 
when they are embedded within local SEND systems and deployed early as part of a 
preventative approach. 

The government is currently consulting on the White Paper until mid-May. The consultation 
seeks views on SEND reforms including Individual Support Plans (ISPs), revised EHCP 
thresholds, national inclusion standards and funding changes.  

We hope that the findings from our roundtable will help to shape a submission to the 
government consultation from Bath & Northeast Somerset Council, Bristol City Council and 
the West of England Combined Authority.  This paper is the basis of our ongoing dialogue 
with local authorities, multi-academy trusts, other providers and local MPs. 
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Key Recommendations 
 

For National Government: 

1. Provide clearer national guidance on how Alternative Learning Providers can support 
early intervention. 
 
Government should recognise ALPs as part of the wider ecosystem of support for 
vulnerable learners and encourage their use earlier in the intervention pathway, rather 
than only at crisis point. 

2. Formally recognise and define specialist part-time provision as a distinct tier within the 
SEND system. 
 
Current policy does not adequately distinguish between full-time ALPs (as a 
replacement for school) and part-time ALPs who specialise in interventions delivered 
alongside mainstream education. This lack of clarity risks inappropriate commissioning, 
misaligned expectations and missed opportunities for early intervention. A clear 
definition – and appropriate terminology – is required 

3.  Introduce proportionate oversight to support quality and safeguarding 

As specialist part-time provision becomes more embedded within SEND systems, 
there is a need for clearer national expectations around quality, safeguarding and 
delivery standards. At present, part-time provision is not consistently defined or 
regulated, creating variability in quality and increasing risk across the 
system.  Government should introduce proportionate oversight mechanisms 
appropriate to the nature and scale of provision. This should ensure consistent 
safeguarding and support high-quality delivery, without replicating the full regulatory 
framework applied to full-time alternative provision. 

4. Strengthen the specialist workforce that supports inclusion. 
 
Expand training places for key specialists such as speech and language therapists and 
ensure the existing workforce is equipped to provide whole-school support to meet 
growing SEND needs. 

5. Provide clearer national definitions and pathways for EHCP eligibility. 
 
Clarifying how ‘complex needs’ are defined would improve consistency across local 
areas and reduce uncertainty and conflict for families seeking support. 

6. Specify how early intervention through specialist part-time alternative learning 
provision will be funded. 

Funding for suitable specialist alternative learning provision should be available to 
children and young people at the point where it adds the most value – so it prevents 
crisis. 

7. Provide clarity on how off-site alternative learning provision will be integrated. 



Early intervention, local flexibility: the role of part-time Alternative Learning Providers in SEND support 
 

HorseWorld | www.horseworld.org.uk Page 10 

One of the risks in the White Paper is that the proposed on-site ‘inclusion hubs’ only 
work for children who are able to attend school. Government should recognise the 
role of off-site intervention as an alternative for children who need it.   

8. Ensure the national curriculum and accountability framework supports inclusion. 
 
Future curriculum reform should broaden the measures of student success and 
provide greater space for creativity and engagement, recognising that traditional 
academic measures do not capture the full progress of many vulnerable learners. 

9. Improve the evidence base on effective interventions. 
 
National accountability and evaluation frameworks should better measure outcomes 
for vulnerable children and young people, helping policymakers and practitioners 
identify which approaches deliver lasting impact – based on value for money and not 
just cost.  

 

For Local Authorities, Multi-Academy Trusts and Local SEND Partnerships: 
1. Develop clear commissioning frameworks for early-intervention provision. 

 
Local systems should establish transparent commissioning arrangements enabling 
schools and MATs to access part-time ALP support earlier, before relationships break 
down and needs escalate. 

2. Integrate ALPs into local SEND and inclusion partnerships. 
 
Alternative Learning Provisions (full-time and part-time) should be included in local 
SEND boards, inclusion partnerships and pathway panels so their expertise can inform 
early intervention strategies. 

3. Build stronger partnerships between schools and ALPs. 
 
Introducing partnership models where schools and specialist providers share 
responsibility, outcomes, and funding – without penalising schools for doing the right 
thing.  This would facilitate early conversations when students begin to struggle and 
allow therapeutic and experiential approaches to support re-engagement with learning 
at pace. 

4. Support school staff to respond to trauma and neurodiversity. 
 
Local systems should provide training and support for teachers and school staff to 
respond effectively to trauma, neurodiversity and complex needs, while ensuring staff 
wellbeing and preventing burnout. 

5. Use alternative provision to support transitions and prevent escalation. 
 
Partnerships between schools and ALPs can support pupils during key transition 
points and provide preventative support, reducing the likelihood of long-term 
disengagement or adversarial EHCP processes. 
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Next Steps 
 

 

 
“It was important to discuss the implications of the government’s White 
Paper with local parents of children with SEND and organisations that 
support them. 

There is an urgent need to reform the SEND system, and parents are 
rightly concerned about how the funding announced by the government 
will translate into real change within schools that are already over-
stretched and under-resourced.  

What came up time and again was the importance of creative subjects for 
children with SEND, particularly neurodiverse children. Creative subjects 
are not an optional extra, for many children with SEND they are where 
confidence is built and talents are discovered. If the government is 
serious about inclusion, it must protect a broad and creative curriculum.”  
 
Wera Hobhouse, MP for Bath 
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About HorseWorld and the Discovery Programme 
HorseWorld is a registered charity based in Whitchurch, Bristol. Founded in 1952 by 
Mabel Cocksedge, the charity rescues, rehabilitates and rehomes over 100 horses, ponies and 
donkeys each year. Many become part of the Discovery team, helping transform young lives 
through equine-assisted learning.  

HorseWorld Discovery is a part-time Alternative Learning Provision, registered with four 
local authorities: Bristol, B&NES, South Gloucestershire and North Somerset.  Since the 
Discovery programme began in 2008, more than 3,000 children have taken part — and 
countless futures have been changed.  

To learn more, visit www.horseworld.org.uk  

 

About part-time and full-time Alternative Learning Provision 
While all ALPs aim improve attainment and wellbeing by improving attendance, behaviour and 
academic outcomes, full-time ALPs focus on intensive support or re-engagement, while part-
time provide targeted, temporary or flexible intervention.  
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Full-time ALPs are typically for those requiring long-term alternative education. As 
replacement schools, full-time ALPs are registered with the Department for Education and are 
Ofsted inspected. 

Part-time ALPs are very different. They offer greater flexibility to cater for specific, evolving 
needs (e.g., anxiety or medical issues). They partner alongside mainstream education, allowing 
pupils to maintain a connection to their original school. Safeguarding responsibility remains 
with the school with delivery partners working within agreed safeguarding frameworks and 
standards. 
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HorseWorld Discovery — Case Studies 
 

Natasha and Jayden's story 

Natasha’s son, Jayden, was diagnosed with autism and ADHD in 2019. He is 13 years old and 
in his second term at HorseWorld. 

“Jayden had a difficult transition from his specialist primary school to secondary. Although he 
is still enrolled, he hasn’t attended full-time for a few years. He suffered with severe anxiety, 
and we were at the point where he didn't even leave the house for almost two years. We 
were going backwards with his schooling, so I started looking at alternative provision. 

 “HorseWorld were very helpful in making the placement happen and kept a place open while 
we sorted out the funding with the school. Jayden is on his second term and is doing 
amazingly. I can leave him at HorseWorld, knowing that he is comfortable and his confidence 
is building. Attending is never an issue. He is always willing to get ready for HorseWorld on a 
Friday morning.  

“The experience has helped him engage in other activities in the outside world. He was 
enrolled with St John’s Ambulance Cadets, as he loves anything to do with the emergency 
services but it was really hard to get him to attend. Since starting with the Discovery 
programme, he now has the confidence to also take part in the St John’s training sessions 
which he also enjoys.  
 
“At home Jayden is always talking about HorseWorld. He’s now having proper conversations 
with his key workers. It has been a massive boost to our lives. I just think it's fantastic and the 
team is brilliant.”  

 

Rachel and Charlie's story 
Rachel fought for her son, Charlie, to receive alternative learning at HorseWorld’s Discovery 
programme after years of disrupted mainstream education. By the age of ten, Charlie had 
attended three different primary schools and Rachel was struggling to get his needs met.  

“By the time we could access the Discovery programme, Charlie had not attended full-time 
education for two and a half years. He was unwell, his needs could not be met in school and 
he was highly anxious.  

“On his first day at HorseWorld, Charlie was really anxious. He had no trust in adults apart 
from myself and his dad. Straight away we were impressed by how his facilitator, Kaleigh, met 
him at the gate and spoke to him on his own level. She saw Charlie as a boy, rather than 
through his diagnosis. Starting with a Shetland pony, they accessorised it and took it around 
the courtyard which was the start of his joyful time at HorseWorld.  

 “As we were not going out as a family it became his one regular contact with the outside 
world that he looked forward to. He wasn’t frightened and his confidence built through a 
sense of purpose by caring for the animals. As Charlie benefited from the non-verbal 
connection with the horses and it felt refreshing and healthy to be outdoors the programme 
worked for us from the outset. 
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“As the first six-week programme was such a success we were able to fund two more terms 
through Charlie’s personal budget, provided by the local authority. Leading his favourite 
horse, Archie, around the arena without reins was the most significant sign for us that 
HorseWorld was working for Charlie. All his schools told us that Charlie had could not 
concentrate, which impacted his ability to learn, but here he was able to relax and lead a 
horse only through body language. Since then, he has been able to catch up academically.  

“Thanks to their ability to bridge any gaps in Charlie’s educational journey and keep in touch, 
he is now an ambassador for HorseWorld. The bespoke approach from HorseWorld was 
exactly what you would want from an alternative provider. We could not be prouder of 
Charlie now he is back in education and engaging with the world.”  


