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Abstract
Exam access arrangements aim to support students to demonstrate their knowledge 
in high-stakes examinations. This study aimed to capture the experiences of 
practitioners providing this support. The sample comprised 134 SEN practitioners 
(SENCos and Exam Access Arrangements Assessors) based in secondary schools 
across England. Participants completed a survey asking about identification and 
monitoring the need for an access arrangement, they rated their confidence in these 
processes, and identified any challenges experienced. The findings highlighted 
inconsistencies in when students are being identified for access arrangements 
and a lack of processes in place to monitor the support being offered. Confidence 
to support provision was generally high, but SENCos rated themselves as less 
confident than those that had the assessor qualification. Thematic analysis of 
open-text responses elicited three key themes: (1) Lack of time to fulfill duties; 
(2) Poor understanding of access arrangements raises further challenges; and (3) 
Meeting the increase in demands puts a strain on resources. The findings suggest 
that senior leaders ought to reflect on the roles of their SEN team, as well as 
equipping them with the training, resources and staffing to support the provision 
of access arrangements.
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Key points

•	 An increase in the need for exam access arrangements is placing significant pres-
sure on SEN teams and availability of resources is a challenge for many schools.

•	 Students with SpLD are accessing 25% extra time in their exams, but also centre-
delegated arrangements (e.g., use of a word processor and rest breaks) are com-
mon for this group. With this comes additional resource demands (technology, 
rooms and staffing).

•	 Few respondents reported having something in place to monitor if exam access 
arrangements are being used.

•	 SEN professionals felt confident in identifying need, but less so about support-
ing students to use their exam access arrangement. Schools should reflect on the 
training they could offer to students to provide effective provision.
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INTRODUCTION

At key points throughout education, children and young 
people are assessed on their ability to demonstrate 
their knowledge in high-stakes tests (examinations). 
Statutory assessments, in the form of examinations, 
take place in the final year in primary (e.g., Standard 
Assessment Test [SATs]) and secondary schools (e.g., the 
General Certificate for Secondary Education [GCSEs]) 
in England. Some argue that, by measuring compe-
tencies in core subjects, standards are monitored and 
maintained across schools (Cresswell,  2000; Standish 
& Perks, 2021). However, there is a recognised pressure 
surrounding the need to succeed in league tables that 
compare performance across schools, and data from ex-
aminations are often used to hold educators to account 
(Jerrim et al., 2024). In addition to pressures on the wider 
school and teachers, there is also a level of accountability 
placed on the student, as performance in examinations 
can determine their next steps in education and/or em-
ployment (Carey et al., 2019).

The pressure of high-stakes examinations may, 
arguably, be most felt with regards to supporting stu-
dents with special educational needs (SEN). Being able 
to demonstrate knowledge and skills under time con-
straints in a written exam can be particularly challeng-
ing for students with SEN (Elliott & Marquart,  2004; 
Lewandowski et al., 2014; Wood & Happé, 2020). Under 
the Equality Act (2010), schools in England have a legal 
responsibility to ensure equitable access to assessment 
for all students. One way that students may be supported 
in exam settings is by being granted an access arrange-
ment—for example, extra time, use of a reader, a scribe, 
rest breaks, etc. Exam access arrangements (EAA: com-
monly referred to as ‘test accommodations’ in other 
countries) aim to level the playing field and remove any 
barriers so that students with identified difficulties can 
access the assessment without changing the assessment 
demand (Lovett & Lewandowski,  2015). Research has 
reported that EAA make students feel more comfort-
able when taking a test (Lovett & Leja, 2013), particu-
larly when offered extra time (Lewandowski et al., 2014). 
Further, students' exam anxiety has been found to be 
reduced with the use of EAA, leading to improved per-
formance (Elliott & Marquart,  2004). To maintain eq-
uity, the process of putting EAA in place for students is 
regulated by the Joint Council for Qualifications (JCQ) 
in the UK.

The JCQ requires centres (schools/colleges) to submit 
detailed evidence that confirms the need for an arrange-
ment, although the evidence required will depend on the 
needs of the student. One group of students that requires 
significant paperwork is those with specific learning dif-
ficulties (SpLD), as their need must be clearly evidenced 
(Joint Council for Qualification (JCQ), 2024). Students 
with SpLD may have slow processing, difficulty reading 
the exam question, poor attention, spelling challenges, 

a lack of handwriting automaticity (impacting speed) 
or poor legibility, amongst other challenges (Carroll 
et  al.,  2020; Hebert et  al.,  2018; Miller-Shaul,  2005; 
Sumner et  al.,  2013). For such students, evidence of 
need must be provided from cognitive and/or literacy 
psychometric assessments outlined by the JCQ and ad-
ministered by a qualified assessor, detailed paperwork 
demonstrating that the arrangement is the students' nor-
mal way of working, and examples of work (JCQ, 2024). 
Learning difficulties are, arguably, time intensive for 
centres to evidence, in comparison to more complex 
needs (e.g., autism, physical and sensory needs, social, 
emotional and mental health needs), where the centre is 
able to use external diagnostic reports and referral let-
ters as evidence of need.

Applications for EAA in England are managed by the 
school Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCo). 
The roles and responsibilities of the school SENCo are 
set out in the Special Educational Needs and Disability 
(SEND) Code of Practice (Department for Education 
(DfE) and Department of Health (DoH),  2015). They 
are tasked with strategic oversight and leadership of 
the SEN policy within the school, of which EAA is just 
one aspect. The Code of Practice specifies that schools 
must have a teacher employed in the role of SENCo; 
thus, many SENCos also have teaching responsibil-
ities. Further, they should endeavour to identify needs 
early and to implement appropriate support in line with 
the graduated approach or assess-plan-do-review cycle 
(DfE/DoH, 2015). The requirement to establish and re-
view a student's normal way of working, in addition to 
individual testing of ability as part of the application for 
an EAA, means that SENCos need to collaborate with 
the wider teaching team to gather appropriate evidence, 
as well as regular check-ins with the student. The JCQ is-
sues annual changes to EAA regulations, which SENCos 
must be aware of; thus, there is a yearly training demand. 
They further stipulate that only assessments conducted 
from Year 9 onwards may be used as evidence for EAA, 
and that privately commissioned diagnostic assessments 
are not permitted for this purpose unless the assessor 
has an established working relationship with the centre 
(e.g., regularly works with the school, is on an approved 
list, or is contracted to provide assessment services). In 
some cases, a SENCo may decide to pursue a Level 7 or 
equivalent qualification to be professionally recognised 
as qualified to administer the psychometric assessments 
required to identify and evidence need. In other cases, 
the school may employ an EAA Assessor (in-house or 
privately) with the required qualification to be able to 
administer psychometric tests and interpret assessment 
data.

In 2018, Woods et  al.  (2018) reported that SENCos 
did not consider the process of applying for EAA to be 
manageable or fair to students. Since then, the JCQ has 
made a number of changes to the EAA process. Perhaps 
most notable for students with SpLD is the change from 
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students needing one to two processing scores below a 
standard score of 85 to qualify for 25% extra time (from 
the 2021–2022 academic year onwards). This shift to being 
more stringent with identifying need may have impacted 
the time taken to assess students with SpLD. A large sur-
vey broadly investigating the SENCo role highlighted 
that SENCos specifically raised concerns about the in-
tensity of paperwork required for the role and cited the 
Form 8 (application for EAA) as being lengthy (Curran 
& Boddison, 2021). Similarly, more recent interview find-
ings revealed that SEN professionals (SENCos and EAA 
Assessors) felt that the increased demands on meeting 
exam needs placed unmanageable pressures on their 
workload (McGhee & Masterson, 2022). Dobson (2023) 
has argued that more data is required to better un-
derstand the SENCo workforce in terms of whether 
they need more influence and time to provide strate-
gic support. Further, the publication of the SEND and 
Alternative Provision Improvement Plan (DfE, 2023), in 
response to the ‘SEND crisis,’ highlighted the need for 
greater consistency and equity in SEN provision, with a 
specific focus on providing effective support. With this in 
mind, an investigation of how EAA is being implemented 
and supported was deemed critical.

The present study

The existing literature has highlighted that SEN prac-
titioners find the process of applying for EAA to be 
unmanageable (Curran & Boddison,  2021; McGhee & 
Masterson, 2022; Woods et al., 2018). In a similar way, 
the present study aimed to capture how SEN practi-
tioners feel about EAA. However, building on previous 
work, the present study focused on four new areas with 
the potential to identify where support may be required 
to ensure that practitioners are able to deliver effec-
tive EAA provision to secondary students with SpLD. 
First, although Ofqual has provided statistics to indicate 
the overall number of EAA granted each year and the 
most common arrangements (Ofqual, 2024i), data is not 
available on which EAA is used by specific groups of 
students/areas of need, and centre-delegated EAA (i.e., 
use of a word processor, rest breaks, etc.) is not formally 
reported at a national level. Identifying the most com-
mon EAA for students with SpLD identifies where time 
and resources are being spent and may help to prioritise 
where to target future research and guidance around 
support. Second, while practitioners have stressed the 
demands of EAA in terms of paperwork (McGhee & 
Masterson,  2022), little is known about how confident 
they feel in implementing EAA. While JCQ regulations 
stipulate the process for evidencing need, it is the cen-
tre's responsibility (and specifically the SEN team) to 
identify students and monitor EAA provision. A bet-
ter understanding of how confident SEN teams are in 
their ability to identify and action support will inform 

more appropriate professional development in this area. 
Third, while previous work has focused on identifying 
need, an important part of any intervention is the review 
process. Specifically, SEN teams should monitor EAA 
provision and, as per JCQ regulations, ensure that an 
arrangement becomes a student's normal way of work-
ing. Capturing the ‘full circle’ of EAA provision was 
important to understand how students are being sup-
ported beyond identification of need and enables explo-
ration of how policy and guidance are interpreted and 
enacted across different settings. Finally, while previous 
research has stressed that applying for EAA takes up a 
lot of time for SEN teams (McGhee & Masterson, 2022; 
Woods et  al.,  2018), the present study gave practition-
ers the opportunity to report any challenges that they 
experience in the current landscape. Reflecting on cur-
rent experiences is pertinent given the increased focus 
on reforming SEND provision.

Given the important role that both SENCos and EAA 
Assessors have in identifying and working with students 
that may need EAA, both roles were the focus of the pres-
ent study. A focus was also given to secondary schools as 
preparation for GCSEs is a particular pressure point to 
support students. Therefore, the present study aimed to 
understand the current landscape, posing questions in 
four key areas:

1.	 Do SEN practitioners feel that access arrangements 
make a difference in enabling students to demon-
strate their knowledge in an exam?

2.	 What is the most common access arrangement used by 
students with SpLD?

3.	 Do practitioners feel confident in their ability to sup-
port access arrangements, and what factors predict 
greater confidence?

4.	 How are access arrangements managed and are there 
any challenges in practice?

M ETHODS

Participants

Professionals who were active in the assessment of stu-
dents for EAA in secondary schools in England at the 
time of the survey were invited to participate. For re-
cruitment, the research team utilised their school and 
related networks and social media (e.g., Twitter/X), as 
well as contacting university training providers to ask 
that the study information and survey link was shared 
with alumni that had trained as SENCos and/or EAA 
Assessors (‘Assessors’ is used for the sake of brevity from 
hereon). A total of 228 professionals accessed the survey. 
The first questions within the survey asked respondents 
to provide informed consent and to confirm their role. 
Ninety-four respondents did not confirm these points 
and, therefore, are excluded from the reporting. The final 
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sample included 134 respondents. Of note, some missing 
datapoints were observed (n = 98 answered all questions), 
but all 134 respondents are included as they completed 
the personal and school demographics questions, as well 
as some questions about their views on access arrange-
ment support.ii The number of responses per question is 
indicated in subsequent tables.

Table  1 provides the sample characteristics. The 
majority of respondents were female (n = 122, 91.04%), 
which is in keeping with a higher proportion of women 
in the SEN workforce (Dobson, 2023). A spread across 
the range of ages was evident, with a high proportion 
observed in the 41–50 and 51–60 brackets. Of note, 50 
(37.32%) respondents were employed as SENCos. A fur-
ther 42 (31.34%) were SENCos who also held an asses-
sor qualification and had a role in assessing for EAA. 
There were a further 42 (31.34%) Assessors in the sample. 
Twenty-six (61.9%) of the Assessors were employed by a 
single school, while 15 (35.7%) worked privately across 
a number of schools. Of the 42 SENCos with the asses-
sor qualification, 14 had completed Level 7 training and 
held an Assessment Practicing Certificate (APC), with 
the remaining completing Level 7 equivalent training 
leading to being able to assess for EAA (but not diag-
nose dyslexia). In comparison, 37 of the 42 Assessors 
in the sample held an APC with Level 7 training, with 
the remaining completing the equivalent training. A 
range of experience was recorded. A significant number 
of respondents were fairly new to the role (15.67% had 
less than 1 year experience), but on the whole, the sam-
ple could be considered experienced, with close to two-
thirds having worked for 5 or more years in the area of 
supporting students with access arrangements.

School characteristics

Table  1 also presents information about the schools 
of the respondents. The majority of respondents were 
working in schools in the South East (n = 43, 32.08%), 
followed by Outer London (n = 24, 17.91%) and Inner 
London (n = 16, 11.94%); although responses were gath-
ered from each region in England (apart from a lack of 
data from the South West). At the time of the survey, 
approximately 7.2% of secondary schools in England 
were independent schools (DfE, 2024). A range of set-
tings was evident, with two-thirds being mainstream 
(state and academies). The majority worked in schools 
that had more than 500 students, with 66% having 
1000 students or more. In addition, respondents were 
provided with the national averages at the time for the 
proportion of pupils with English as an Additional 
Language (EAL) and those accessing Free School 
Meals (FSM). In relation to this, half of the sample 
(n = 67, 50%) identified that they worked in schools 
that were below the national average for pupils with 
EAL, while 41 (30.59%) respondents worked in schools 

TA B L E  1   Sample characteristics.

Whole sample (n = 134)

Frequency (%)

Gender

Male 11 (8.21%)

Female 122 (91.05%)

Prefer not to say 1 (0.74%)

Age

21–30 years 5 (3.73%)

31–40 years 24 (17.92%)

41–50 years 41 (30.60%)

51–60 years 47 (35.07%)

61 years and above 13 (9.70%)

Prefer not to say 4 (2.98%)

Role

SENCo 50 (37.32%)

SENCo and EAA Assessor 42 (31.34%)

EAA Assessor 42 (31.34%)

Years' experience in role

Less than 1 year 21 (15.67%)

1–2 years 16 (11.94%)

3–4 years 14 (10.45%)

5–9 years 47 (35.07%)

10+ years 36 (26.86%)

School region

Inner London 16 (11.94%)

Outer London 24 (17.91%)

South East 43 (32.10%)

South West 0

West Midlands 10 (7.6%)

East Midlands 12 (9.01%)

East of England 12 (9.01%)

North West 12 (9.01%)

North East 1 (0.75%)

Yorkshire and the Humber 4 (2.99%)

School type

State funded mainstream 45 (33.59%)

Academy 46 (34.33%)

Independent 21 (15.68%)

Grammar 4 (2.98%)

State funded specialist 1 (0.74%)

Non-maintained specialist 1 (0.74%)

Pupil Referral Unit 2 (1.49%)

Across different schools 14 (10.45%)

School sizeb

Less than 499 19 (14.18%)

500–999 34 (25.37%)

1000–1499 53 (39.56%)

1500–1999 13 (9.70%)

2000+ 5 (3.73%)

Unable to answera 10 (7.46%)
aApplies to respondents that worked across multiple schools.
bQuestion asked about number of pupils in Years 7–11.
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in line with the national average, and 26 (19.40%) were 
above for children with EAL. Fifty-one (38.05%) of the 
respondents' schools were below the national average 
for pupils accessing Free School Meals, with 34 in line, 
and 40 above the national average.

Materials

Participants completed an online questionnaire that iden-
tified current data on EAA provision, including usage, 
perceptions of use, confidence in provision and chal-
lenges and needs. The questionnaire was developed from 
the reviewed literature on EAA provision. Specifically, 
we chose to include questions asking whether practition-
ers felt they had enough time and resources to cope with 
the demand of current EAA. The issue of time and re-
sources was examined by Woods et al. (2018) and McGhee 
and Masterson (2022)—referring to ‘manageability’—but 
here we were able to provide an updated account since 
previous accounts, especially given the increase in ap-
proved EAA across the country. We then focused on 
three areas that Woods et  al.  (2018) and McGhee and 
Masterson (2022) did not previously address, but which 
may impact EAA provision: (i) the types of arrangements 
being sought for students with SpLD; (ii) perceived con-
fidence of practitioners in identifying and supporting 
needs; and (iii) examining how arrangements are moni-
tored. The development of the questions took an iterative 
approach, with all authors reviewing for appropriateness, 
as well as a member of the project advisory board provid-
ing feedback. Closed and open-ended (free-text) questions 
were used. The survey was piloted, and minor revisions 
were made to the clarity of the questions before official 
release. The final version comprised three sections:

	 (i)	 ‘About you’: Respondents completed questions that 
asked about their age, role and experience.

	(ii)	 ‘About your school’: They were asked to provide 
contextual information about their school (e.g., re-
gion, type of school, size, proportion of children 
with FSM and EAL).

	(iii)	 ‘About your practice’: Participants were presented 
with questions that asked for procedural details 
(e.g., when the identification process for EAA starts 
in their school) and about their views on EAA (e.g., 
ranking which were most common for students with 
SpLD, whether they felt the arrangements made a 
difference). They were asked to rate their confidence 
in providing EAA using a 5-point Likert scale, rang-
ing from ‘1 = not at all’ to ‘5 = extremely confident’ 
(see Table  2 for statements). Further, participants 
were asked how they manage the provision of EAA. 
Specifically, they were asked if they had enough time 
and resources (responding using a 5-point Likert 
scale, ‘1 = no, not at all’ to ‘5 = definitely yes’), and 
how they monitored whether access arrangements 
were used by students. This was then followed up with 
open-text boxes which allowed participants to elabo-
rate on any challenges they encountered and how this 
might be better supported. Finally, participants were 
given the opportunity to add anything further that 
they felt was pertinent to the survey topic.

Procedure

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from UCL 
Institute of Education research ethics committee.iii The 
survey was distributed via the online survey platform 
Qualtrics. It was ‘live’ between January and March 
2023. All data were anonymised. Informed consent was 
obtained as part of the survey, prior to respondents 
completing the study questions. The survey took ap-
proximately 20 min to complete. Missing data were not 
reconstructed.

TA B L E  2   Confidence ratings (N = 98).

Means (SD)

Not at all Slightly Somewhat Quite Extremely

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Staying up to date with JCQ 
regulations

4.17 (0.91) 0 6 (6.1%) 15 (15.3%) 33 (33.6%) 44 (44.8%)

Understanding JCQ regulations 
around applying for access 
arrangements

3.97 (0.97) 1 (1.0%) 7 (7.1%) 20 (20.4%) 35 (35.7%) 35 (35.7%)

Completing the access 
arrangement application

4.08 (1.03) 2 (2.0%) 5 (5.1%) 21 (21.4%) 25 (25.5%) 45 (45.9%)

Choosing which arrangement 
is most appropriate for a given 
student

4.05 (0.93) 0 7 (7.1%) 19 (19.3%) 34 (34.6%) 38 (38.7%)

Supporting an access 
arrangement (e.g., providing 
strategies/training)

3.83 (1.00) 2 (2.0%) 7 (7.1%) 25 (25.5%) 35 (35.7%) 29 (29.5$)

Note: Coding related to means: 1 = not at all confident, 2 = slightly, 3 = somewhat, 4 = quite and 5 = extremely confident.
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Data analysis

For their responses to be included, participants needed 
to have responded to sections 1 and 2, which asked about 
personal and school characteristics, as well as provided a 
response to some (if not all) of section 3. Closed questions 
were largely analysed using descriptive and inferential sta-
tistics. Descriptive analysis included the use of frequency 
counts and percentage of responses per category for each 
question, and rankings for the question about the most 
common access arrangement. Closed questions were typi-
cally answered on a 5-point scale, but for the questions 
related to resources and time, we report findings con-
densed into 3 points (‘no’, ‘neutral’ and ‘yes’) for ease of 
interpretation and given that the overall pattern of results 
remained the same. Data from the whole sample are re-
ported together unless otherwise stated. When exploring 
factors (research question 3) that may predict reported 
confidence, Pearson's correlation analyses (for years of ex-
perience) and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) (i.e., 
for examining roles and school setting) were conducted to 
explore different profiles of the group.

Respondents were given opportunities to elaborate 
further using open-text boxes. Qualitative data in re-
sponse to the question that asked if participants experi-
enced any challenges and also the responses to the final 
generic question that asked if they had anything further 
to add were analysed together using thematic analysis 
(e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2022). After familiarisation with 
the data, responses were re-read in an attempt to identify 
patterns. Codes were assigned to extracts of data, which 
were then organised into broader themes. In contrast, 
the free comments generated in response to the question 
about what would help to support participants to better 
provide access arrangement provision tended to be brief. 
Therefore, a content analysis approach (Graneheim & 
Lundman, 2004) was taken to summarise the data. The 
first author coded each response for the type of support 
suggested by respondents. A frequency count (and per-
centage of distribution) per type of support was then 
generated. The remaining authors then independently 
coded the data to check for consistency. Any disagree-
ments were discussed and rectified.

RESU LTS

Implementation of access arrangements

Respondents were asked to specify the earliest point 
that they begin the process of identifying which stu-
dents may need an EAA. Of the 134 participants, 57 
(42.5%) indicated that this starts on school entry (Year 
7, ages 11–12). Just two participants (1.4%) responded 
that this happens in Year 8 (ages 12–13); however, mid-
way through secondary school (Year 9, ages 13–14) was 
another common response (n = 58, 43.2%). Fourteen 

participants (10.4%) indicated that this happens in 
Year 10 (ages 14–15) in their setting, and just 3 (2.2%) 
suggested that identification of need occurs in Year 11 
(ages 15–16).

When asked if respondents felt that EAA made a dif-
ference to students with SpLD in terms of their ability to 
access the material being assessed, 44 out of 134 (32.8%) 
responded ‘yes, for all students’, 51 (38.1%) ‘for most’ and 
39 (29.1%) ‘for some’.

Figure  1 displays how respondents (n = 98) ranked 
EAA from most common to least common for students 
with SpLD. The most common arrangement, rated as 
number one by 66 participants (70.2% of the sample), 
was 25% extra time. This was followed by the use of a 
word processor, a reader and rest breaks.

Practitioner confidence

Table 2 presents the mean scores and frequency distri-
butions across the response items for each of the con-
fidence statements. Generally, the sample appeared 
very confident in their ability to stay up-to-date with 
the regulations, complete the applications and choose 
the appropriate arrangement for a given student. Lower 
scores were evident for understanding the regulations 
and supporting students in using the arrangements when 
they were in place (e.g., providing training or strategies 
to help students use the arrangement effectively), sug-
gesting that their confidence might be more reflective of 
operational than conceptual understanding of the up-
dates. Given the respondents' range of experience, dif-
ferent roles and varied school settings, factors predicting 
greater confidence were considered.

Years experience

Bivariate correlations were conducted to examine the 
relationship between years of experience and confi-
dence ratings. Small to medium, positive and signifi-
cant associations (p < 0.001) were observed for all of the 
confidence statements: staying up to date (r = 0.30), un-
derstanding regulations (r = 0.38), completing the appli-
cation (r = 0.34), choosing the arrangement (r = 0.34) and 
supporting the arrangement (r = 0.36).

Role

Separate one-way ANOVAs showed significant group dif-
ferences for each of the confidence ratings. Staying up-to-
date: F (2, 95) = 10.92, p < 0.001, n2

p = 0.19; understanding 
regulations: F (2, 95) = 12.06, p < 0.001, �2

p
 = 0.20; complet-

ing the application: F (2, 95) = 13.94, p < 0.001, �2
p
 = 0.23; 

choosing the arrangement: F (2, 95) = 13.39, p < 0.001, 
�
2

p
 = 0.22; supporting the arrangement: F (2, 95) = 12.42, 
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      |  7SUPPORTING EXAM ACCESS ARRANGEMENTS

p < 0.001, �2
p
 = 0.21. Bonferroni-corrected post hoc com-

parisons showed that SENCos identified themselves as less 
confident than SENCos that had the assessor qualification, 
and also those that were only Assessors, in all of the five 
areas (ps <0.01). Comparisons between SENCos + Assessor 
role and Assessors only revealed they were comparable in 
all five areas of confidence ratings (ps >0.26).

School setting

Given the low numbers of respondents in specialist 
settings, the focus here was on mainstream provision. 
Grammar schools were removed, again due to the low 
number, and responses from mixed settings due to dif-
ficulties identifying school type. This left state main-
tained (n = 30), academies (n = 33) and independent 
(n = 15) school settings to be compared. Separate one-
way ANOVAs revealed significant group differences for 
the following confidence ratings: staying up to date: F (2, 
75) = 4.94, p = 0.01, �2

p
 = 0.12; understanding regulations: 

F (2, 75) = 6.78, p = 0.002, �2
p
 = 0.15; choosing the arrange-

ment: F (2, 75) = 4.79, p = 0.01, �2
p
 = 0.11; supporting the 

arrangement: F (2, 75) = 3.34, p = 0.04, �2
p
 = 0.08. No dif-

ferences were found for completing the application: F (2, 
75) = 2.55, p = 0.09, �2

p
 = 0.06.

Bonferroni-corrected post hoc comparisons showed 
no differences between state and independent schools 
on any of the confidence ratings (ps >0.73). Participants 

working in academies had significantly lower confi-
dence ratings than those in independent schools on all 
measures of confidence (ps <0.02). The only differences 
observed between participants in state versus academies 
was for staying up to date and understanding the regula-
tions (with lower ratings for those working in academies, 
ps <0.03).

Managing the provision of access arrangements

Given the different roles, the responses from SENCos 
and Assessors on whether they had sufficient time to 
manage EAA and keep up to date with JCQ regula-
tions are presented separately. Only 16 (23.1%) SENCos 
responded ‘yes’, while 10 (14.6%) were neutral in their 
response, and the majority responded ‘no’: 43 (62.3%). 
Assessors had a different pattern of responses, with 
a higher proportion of responses being more positive 
about their time: 13 (44.8%) responded ‘yes’, 5 (17.3%) 
‘neutral’ and 11 (37.9%) responding ‘no’ they didn't have 
enough time.

Participants were also asked whether they felt they had 
enough resources within their school(s) to deal with the 
demand of EAA for students. In both cases, a higher pro-
portion of participants responded ‘no’: 35 (52.1%) SENCos 
responded ‘no’, 6 (8.7%) were ‘neutral’ and 27 (39.1%) re-
sponded ‘yes’; 18 (62.0%) Assessors responded ‘no’, 5 
(17.3%) were ‘neutral’ and 6 (20.7%) responded ‘yes’.

F I G U R E  1   Most common access arrangement for students with SpLD in rank order (n = 98).
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8  |      SUMNER et al.

Participants were asked how they monitor whether a 
student uses their identified EAA. Table  3 presents the 
categories identified from these data and the number of 
responses (and percentage counts) under each approach.

The highest reported approach was to consider test 
data to determine whether an access arrangement was 
being used. It was, however, not entirely clear how this 
was achieved. Feedback from teachers or wider staff 
was also highly reported, as were discussions with the 
students. Of note was that over a quarter (26.42%) of re-
spondents reported that there was no process in place to 
monitor EAA provision.

Qualitative findings

Qualitative data further expanded on the above findings. 
Open-text comments analysed in response to a ques-
tion asking about challenges with providing EAA were 
merged with comments added by respondents at the end 
of the survey. Three themes were identified from the data: 
(1) Lack of time to fulfill duties; (2) Poor understanding 
of EAA raises further challenges; and (3) Meeting the in-
crease in demands puts a strain on resources.

Theme 1: Lack of time to fulfil duties
A large number of responses emphasized how time-
poor professionals working in this area are and high-
lighted that coordinating EAA is just one part of this 
specialist role:

the time spent gathering history of need, 
completing form 8s, liaising with the assessor 
about dates they will assess and then ensur-
ing that the assessment days run smoothly, 
putting the arrangements on AAO [online 
application system] and communicating the 
agreed arrangements with all stakeholders. 
Access Arrangements are only a very small 
part of my role but it feels like they take a 
disproportionate amount of time and is 

overly bureaucratic. And that is with two 
amazing Deputy SENDCos also working 
on all aspects of SEN, including Access 
Arrangements. So yes, TIME is the biggest 
challenge. 

(P124)

Of note, this was not limited to the duties of those 
being interviewed (the SENCo and Assessor), but also 
the wider teaching team who should contribute to gath-
ering evidence of need:

The first challenge is getting staff, who are 
busy and overworked, to provide evidence 
needed. 

(P57)

teachers too busy to provide appropriate 
written evidence, no time to teach students 
how to use their access arrangements ef-
fectively, no communication from teachers 
when EAAs need to be implemented for in-
ternal mocks, not enough time to monitor 
which students are using them effectively 
and which don't and why not. Not given 
enough time to carry out the assessments, 
do the paperwork and everything around the 
topic of access arrangements. (P8)

The administrative load of applying for EAA was 
frequently acknowledged (e.g., ‘no time to fill in paper-
work’ (P115)), as was the impact of limited time on the 
support that can be offered to students: ‘Lack of time 
to help students learn how to make good use of access 
arrangements’ (P7).

Theme 2: Poor understanding of access arrangements 
raises further challenges
A lack of understanding about the procedures for iden-
tifying need and gathering evidence was raised by re-
spondents. This sometimes was in relation to teachers' 
knowledge: ‘teachers don't understand how the refer-
ral process works (a mass of year 11s being suddenly 
referred for testing a week before or even after the 
deadline)’ (P8); and ‘Getting accurate feedback from 
teaching staff and sometimes very late notice of diffi-
culties’ (P15).

However, there are often comments related to diffi-
culties with navigating the demands from parents and 
senior leaders within the school, which are not in line 
with JCQ regulations. For instance:

…parents of students who are not eligible 
then going to the Head who then dictates 
they must [provide an access arrangement] 
putting SENCo in a difficult position. 

(P116)

TA B L E  3   Approaches to monitoring use of an access 
arrangement.

Types of reported approaches n (%)

Monitoring student progress through test data 36 (41.37%)

Feedback from teachers/staff 33 (39.08%)

Feedback/discussions with students about use 32 (36.78%)

No process in place to monitor use 23 (26.42%)

Invigilator feedback on use after exam 7 (8/04%)

Check if different pen colour used for extra time 2 (2.29%)

Class observations 1 (1.15%)

Speaking with parents 1 (1.14%)

Note: Some participants provided answers that fell across more than one of the 
categories above; therefore, percentages do not add up to 100%.
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      |  9SUPPORTING EXAM ACCESS ARRANGEMENTS

Further, it was evident that external professionals stip-
ulating that a child should receive EAA in a paid for di-
agnostic report (paid for by the parent) caused tension for 
SENCos and Assessors, as it is against JCQ regulations:

…parents demanding arrangements that are 
not appropriate, private diagnoses ticking 
boxes for all arrangements and not explain-
ing that schools have to prove NWOW [nor-
mal way of working] and agree need, parents 
‘buying’ a diagnosis, increased numbers of 
students with SEMH. 

(P71)

The sheer amount of private external reports 
that are sent in and parents misunderstanding 
that this is the sole basis on which EAA are 
given. This is often what happens in private 
schools and the guidelines need to be tight-
ened. Also medics who add about EAAs in 
letters with no real understanding of the actual 
guidelines. This makes it very difficult to al-
locate access arrangements according to real 
need. 

(P127)

Theme 3: Meeting the increase in demands puts a 
strain on resources
An increase in the demands was frequently acknowl-
edged (e.g., ‘a huge influx of students that need explo-
ration’—P5), but the strain this places on resources 
was especially pertinent. Many cited the lack of staff 
available to support arrangements: ‘not enough staff 
available to administer separate arrangements needed’ 
(P14) and it was linked to lack of finances/budget: 
‘low staffing and budgets to allow students to use the 
arrangements day in and out as their regular way of 
working’ (P63). Students must demonstrate that an ar-
rangement is their normal way of working and with-
out those opportunities for staff to provide individual 
support (e.g., technology or scribe), crucial evidence of 
need would be missing. On the other hand, the impact 
of staffing for EAA on regular classroom support was 
recognised:

Staffing—there will be only one TA left to 
support all of the pupils in Years 7–10 during 
GCSE exam weeks this summer as so many 
candidates will require access arrange-
ments which are provided by TAs [teaching 
assistants]. 

(P125)

In addition to the impact on assessing and supporting 
need, technology and physical space were often mentioned 
to be lacking: ‘Resources (laptops, invigilators, rooms)’ 
(P83); ‘Lack of funding/inadequate IT for using assistive 

technology’ (P90); ‘limited allocation of WP [word pro-
cessor] provision and increasing need. Small budget for 
invigilation so separate rooms an issue’ (P132).

Suggestions for support

Finally, participants were asked what would help them 
deliver better provision of EAA. Table 4 reports the iden-
tified categories and frequency counts per recommenda-
tion. The most frequent suggestion was an increase in 
staff that could support the use of EAA, with allocated 
time for the role and specific training materials also being 
suggested by roughly a quarter of the sample. Other re-
sources that were identified in the qualitative data were 
also picked up: for example, funding for technology and 
more space within the school.

DISCUSSION

The present study examined the provision of EAA in 
secondary schools in England. Existing research in this 
area has tended to focus on how manageable the EAA 
process is perceived to be (McGhee & Masterson, 2022; 
Woods et  al.,  2018). Reflecting on the roles and re-
sponsibilities of SEN professionals (DfE/DoH, 2015), 
we hoped to capture what and how EAA are being 
both implemented and supported (monitored) and to 
identify any current challenges in providing effective 
support. Confidence in providing these arrangements 
was also considered. While respondents generally felt 
positive that EAA enabled most students to access 
the material being assessed, variation in practice and 
several challenges were presented that are worthy of 

TA B L E  4   Suggestions to help support access arrangement 
provision.

Resources n (%)

Availability of more staff to support EAA 24 (26.37%)

More allocated time with the role 23 (25.27%)

Specific training materials provided 21 (23.07%)

Funding to support the availability of 
technology

19 (20.87%)

Streamline the admin process 11 (12.08)

Accessible guidelines/training for teachers 7 (7.69%)

More space within the school to conduct tests 
and exams

6 (6.59%)

Allocated time to train teaching staff 4 (4.39%)

More standardised tests available in school 4 (4.39%)

Accessible guidelines for parents 3 (3.29%)

Support from senior leaders in providing EAA 3 (3.29%)

Note: Some participants provided answers that fell into more than one of the 
categories above; therefore, percentages do not add up to 100%.
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10  |      SUMNER et al.

discussion and linking to practical implications mov-
ing forward.

Knowledge of which EAA are being used specifically 
by students with SpLD highlights where time (e.g., on pa-
perwork) and resources are being spent. Providing new 
data, 25% extra time was identified as the most common 
arrangement for students with SpLD, followed by use of 
a word processor, reader and rest breaks. To date, it was 
not known how common use of a word processor or rest 
breaks is, as they are centre-delegated EAA. Extra time is 
recorded formally as the most common arrangement for 
students across the board (Ofqual, 2024), and given that 
slow processing is a core characteristic of students with 
SpLD, as well as poor handwriting automaticity (Carroll 
et al., 2025; Hebert et al., 2018; Holden et al., 2025), it fol-
lows that practitioners may identify extended time on the 
task to be beneficial for students. This finding mirrors 
data from the United States, which also finds extra time 
to be most recommended in school reports for learning 
disabilities (Burns et  al.,  2020). However, interestingly, 
research in both the UK and US has shown that many 
students who are offered extra time as an access arrange-
ment choose not to use it (Hipkiss et al., 2021; Witmer 
et al., 2023). Capturing student voice is critical to under-
standing what might be influencing lack of engagement 
with an EAA. Previous research in the UK found that 
students with SEN can show reluctance to use EAA, with 
some reporting shame, others not seeing the value in their 
EAA, and others reporting lack of practice in using an 
EAA (Woods et al., 2010). There is also evidence which 
suggests that some students do not benefit from extra 
time in an exam, and some actually do worse with this 
arrangement (Elliott et al., 2001). Future research could 
seek to empirically test the efficacy of allowing students 
with SpLD to have extra time in an exam. Similarly, un-
derstanding the effectiveness of word processors and rest 
breaks as supporting performance would be of interest. 
The present findings suggest that a word processor is a 
popular accommodation utilised by students with SpLD, 
which is perhaps not surprising given characteristic fea-
tures are often poor handwriting (Rose,  2009; Sumner 
et al., 2013). Yet, word processors (laptops) are a costly 
arrangement, and the qualitative findings from the pres-
ent study highlighted a significant need of more funding 
to increase the availability of technology in schools. A 
practical implication raised in light of these findings is 
that senior leaders may wish to review allocated funding, 
usability and effectiveness of common EAA, in addition 
to ensuring that their staff feel well-equipped to support 
students to use EAA effectively.

Variation in identifying need and monitoring pro-
vision was observed. Two common crunch points for 
identification were at secondary school entry, which 
can be presumed to be a screening process, and mid-
way through secondary school (Year 9), which would 
be in preparation for mock GCSE exams (statutory 
assessment) the following year. EAA cannot be put 

in place until Year 9 at the earliest. Different ap-
proaches to screening and identifying students may 
be related to the availability of resources (staff time, 
funding for assessors) and the number of students 
needing an assessment. However, the later identifica-
tion takes place, the more difficult it is to put in place 
effective support where students can use the arrange-
ment as their normal way of working (a requirement 
of JCQ,  2024) and can have sufficient time practic-
ing with such arrangements. Similarly, monitoring 
and reviewing whether alternative provision may be 
required lacked consistency across respondents. The 
most common strategy for monitoring provision was 
through test data, as well as gathering feedback from 
teachers and the student. However, a striking find-
ing was that over a quarter of participants (26.34%) 
reported that no process is in place to monitor use 
in their school. Identification of need and moni-
toring should be closely linked—that is, the earlier 
need is identified, the more time to implement an ap-
proach, monitor the impact and modify the approach 
if needed—in line with the graduated approach and 
the assess-plan-do-review cycle in the SEND Code of 
Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015). This variation in the iden-
tification of need and provision to meet SEN need has 
been highlighted generally by the DfE and addressed 
in the SEND and Alternative Provision Improvement 
Plan (DfE,  2023). The plan seeks to create greater 
consistency and equity through a new national system 
that will allow early identification and effective sup-
port to meet need.

Arguably, time and resources could be impacting 
variation in identification and monitoring, both of which 
were identified as challenges in the quantitative and 
qualitative data. Close to two-thirds of SENCos (62.5%) 
reported they don't have the time to manage EAA. 
Moreover, a high proportion responded they did not 
have enough resources to deal with the demand of EAA 
(52.1% of SENCos and 62.0% of Assessors). The qualita-
tive data stressed how stretched SEN professionals and 
teachers are and the impact it has on fully supporting 
students (e.g., identifying need and training how to use 
the arrangement). Lack of time to support students make 
good use of EAA was cited, and the desire for training 
materials was identified. Building in time to train stu-
dents to use their EAA may counteract the challenge of 
some students opting out of using these arrangements 
due to lack of familiarity (Woods et al., 2010), although 
senior leaders will need to reflect on who is responsible 
for such training. For instance, whether subject leaders 
would provide support on how to best utilise extra time 
according to specific exam papers, yet SEN teams may 
be best placed for support with specialist technology. 
Further, with an increase in demand and often diverse 
requirements, the staff needed to invigilate, space within 
the school and appropriate technology were reported to 
be lacking. Perhaps unsurprisingly, more allocated time 
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      |  11SUPPORTING EXAM ACCESS ARRANGEMENTS

for the role, more staff to support provision, training 
and technology were the highest reported needs to better 
support students.

A second practical implication for senior leaders 
to reflect on is the need to provide training opportu-
nities and allow time within the SEN team workload 
to train the wider teaching team. The SEND Code of 
Practice makes it clear that it is the responsibility of the 
school to ‘ensure that the SENCo has sufficient time 
and resources to carry out’ their key responsibilities 
and that this ‘should include providing the SENCo 
with sufficient administrative support and time away 
from teaching to enable them to fulfil their responsibil-
ities in a similar way to other important strategic roles 
within a school’ (DfE/DoH,  2015, p.109). Curran and 
Boddison (2021) reported that the SENCo workload is 
perceived not only as excessive, but the range of prior-
ities facing SENCos and the breadth of the role is all-
consuming. The complexity of the role and additional 
responsibilities that SENCos undertake in schools 
(Ekins, 2015) may create a barrier to implementing and 
monitoring of EAA. It is conceivable that these addi-
tional responsibilities and workload challenges may 
also contribute to the SENCo's reduced confidence 
levels in organising and evaluating the impact of EAA 
compared to the higher level of confidence reported by 
Assessors. The broad remit of the SENCo role and the 
limited additional support available from other staff in 
some schools may inhibit some SENCos from develop-
ing the specialist knowledge and expertise in organis-
ing EAA that brings greater confidence in the process 
of their implementation. It will be of great importance 
to monitor the impact of the change in the mandatory 
professional SENCo qualification on the SENCo's spe-
cialist knowledge and expertise in organising and mon-
itoring the impact of EAA. With the introduction of the 
National Professional Qualification (NPQ) SENCo, 
participants are no longer required to evidence that in 
their school practice they have met a prescribed set of 
Learning Outcomes (National College for Teaching & 
Leadership (NCTL), 2014). Of particular concern to the 
present study is the specific National Award for SENCo 
(NASENCo) qualification learning outcome related 
to exam arrangements as part of the development, im-
plementation, monitoring and evaluation of systems, 
‘Ensure appropriate arrangements are put in place for 
children and young people sitting national tests and 
examinations or undertaking other forms of accredita-
tion’ (NCTL, 2014, p.8). Under the NASENCo require-
ments, the school-based mentor was required to ensure 
that appropriate evidence was provided by the SENCo/
aspiring SENCo to demonstrate that these outcomes 
had been met in their school practice and provision. 
This is no longer a requirement in the NPQ SENCo.

Also of note is that distinctions could be made with 
regards to school setting and confidence, as those 
working in academies demonstrated less confidence 

in staying up to date with and understanding the 
JCQ regulations, compared to state and independent 
schools. They also demonstrated lower confidence in 
choosing an EAA and supporting its use than indepen-
dent schools. A recent report detailing interviews with 
SENCos working in multi-academy trusts (MAT) high-
lighted that SENCos feel that there is a higher level of 
scrutiny than when working in a local authority main-
tained setting and identified a desire for more support 
from their MAT in terms of human resources to assist 
with increased workload (National Foundation for 
Educational Research (NFER), 2024). These increased 
pressures may lead to a sense of unease and lack of 
confidence. As suggested above, ensuring that the SEN 
team has the relevant expertise and time, as well as re-
sources to implement EAA should be a high priority 
for senior leaders.

A final point raised in the qualitative data relates 
to the lack of understanding from other professionals. 
The JCQ (2024) states that external reports cannot be 
used to grant EAA for learning difficulties unless the 
specialist assessor has a working relationship with 
the centre. Full diagnostic reports can be helpful in 
the process of gathering a picture of need, given the 
detailed information that they provide. That said, a 
number of participants raised poor practice whereby 
educational psychologists are making recommenda-
tions beyond their remit, which puts the SEN team in 
a difficult position. Moreover, pressure from parents 
was cited. Social advantage of accessing accommo-
dations has been reported in the USA (Lovett, 2021), 
and Calarco (2018) found that wealthier parents were 
more likely to be involved in their child's education 
and request accommodations. The possibility of 
more advantaged children having a greater chance 
of receiving an EAA raises challenges for equality 
(Vidal Rodeiro & Macinska, 2023). The present find-
ings touch upon this, but further work is required to 
fully capture if this is a pertinent feature in schools 
in England.

Limitations of the present study can be acknowl-
edged. While a representative sample was targeted, we 
recognize that not all regions of England were repre-
sented. Further, the number of practitioners working 
in independent schools in the present sample was over-
represented (15.68%) in comparison to the national pro-
portion of independent schools (7.2%). It could be argued 
that those working in independent schools experience 
less pressure regarding time and resources and thus that 
these findings have been under-emphasized in our over-
all findings given the higher proportion of those work-
ing in the independent sector. It is also acknowledged 
that the EAA Assessors in our sample took different 
training routes. Concerns have previously been raised 
about the quality assurance process of different training 
routes, the required study hours, and depth of content in 
Level 7 equivalent courses (see McMurray et al., 2018 for 
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a detailed account). Although beyond the scope of the 
present study, future research may seek to understand 
whether practitioners that have undertaken different 
assessor qualifications respond comparably in terms of 
confidence in identifying and supporting EAA and the 
strategies that they employ. Although survey designs yield 
rich information across a range of responses, depth in 
responses can be limited (as alluded to above when inter-
preting pressures from parents). Future research that can 
untangle some of the challenges in greater depth would 
be beneficial in reflecting on current provision and bar-
riers to providing effective support, thus raising further 
implications for schools to consider for best practice. For 
example, given the difference in required paperwork, ex-
ploration of how practitioners view their provision of 
centre-delegated EAA versus formal arrangements may 
prove useful. Finally, while the present findings suggest 
gaps in monitoring support and practitioners' desire for 
specific training materials to support EAA use, previous 
findings also mirror this need for training from the stu-
dent perspective (Woods et al., 2010). Consideration of 
pupil voice would add to our knowledge of how best to 
support the provision of EAA.

To conclude, the findings highlighted variation 
in practice in terms of the identification of need and, 
for many, a lack of monitoring of EAA. Confidence 
to support provision was generally high, but SENCos 
who had no additional EAA training rated themselves 
as less confident than those that had the EAA assessor 
qualification, and some variation across settings was 
observed. Three challenges were identified in practice: 
lack of time, a lack of understanding about EAA and 
resources to meet the increasing demands. It is hoped 
that the findings will encourage senior leaders to re-
flect on the roles and responsibilities of their team and 
aim to fully equip the SEN team with the resources 
and staffing to support the provision of exam access 
arrangements.
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