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Background

During the Beta phase our non-coded (Figma) prototypes were tested with a group of 30 
Special Education Needs and Disability Coordinator (SENDCo) ‘super users’ who were 
established as early adopters of the tool and the new process.

How we did it

• Due to the lack of time SENDCos have, most sessions were carried out remotely using our 
Team’s video conferencing software. 

• We tried to focus on one step at a time, looking to answer the following questions:

o Does this make your job easier and save you time?

o Can you navigate this without training or explanation?

o Does this make sense to you and the job you are doing?

o Will this help the child you are supporting?



As is User Journey
The current process heavily relies on lots of manual 

steps, which causes frustration, including:

• Assessments completed using various 

frameworks

• Applications in different formats

• Lack of standardised framework making it 

difficult for the fund reviewers to make a fair 

judgement about who should receive top-up 

funding.

• Provisions asked for across schools varies and 

so, again, the funding decisions are not standard 

across the council.



What we did

• After talking to stakeholders we mapped out the ideal journey 
and started to look at opportunities which would improve the 
application process for all actors.



What we did

• In phase one we provided coded 
functionality for the Asses and Plan
steps of the Plan, Do, Review cycle 
which SENDCos already follow.

• In phase two we built in the Review 
and Request steps.

The Plan, do, review cycle is the 

foundation for creating a child or 

young person's support plan within 

school.



Findings - Headlines 

• Form follows function. Don't rely on colour to convey meaning, 
especially if the results are automated. Removing the colour 
coding frees up SENDCos to focus on the need statements that 
best meet the child or young person's situation.

• The application itself can't be the training material. With the 
overall process changing, some things needed to be explained 
via training. Adding it to the tool would have made the 
experience more confusing.

• Don't assume. We assumed the provision drop down wouldn't 
be easy to read, but testing showed it wasn't an issue so saved 
us about a sprint's worth of work.



To build a code-based Beta minimal viable 
product, we had to translate the basic 
functionality from the Excel spreadsheet 
(alpha) into an application.

The needs assessments had a complex 
information architecture with a lot of 
content which we had to accommodate, 
whilst also avoiding information overload 
from the Needs Matrix.

User insights – Needs matrix

Users found that because 
there was so many 

statements, the copy was so 
small and therefore so hard 
to read. But they also liked 

how all the statements were 
one page. 



We had in total about 764 needs 
statements.

The Needs assessment part was divided 
into four categories with two or more 
subcategories for each and series of 
statements.

As we didn’t want people to get 
overwhelmed, we used accordions so that 
the user is only presented with the need 
statements for the specific need type they 
wanted to assess.

User insights – Needs matrix

BEFORE

AFTER



We initially transferred across the 
colour coding user interface used for 
the need’s matrix. 

But after consultation with SENDCOs 
and the BCC service team we 
started stripping back elements 
which weren’t crucial for assessing 
the child's needs like colours and 
level of need labels.

User insights – Needs matrix

Testing established that the colour-

coding didn’t add any clarity as each 

statement sits alone. And the level of 

need labels were just confusing or 

helped skew the choice because 

SENDCos assumed a higher level 

meant more provision options, which 

wasn’t the case.



The colour coding on Need statements had a function 
in our Alpha tool where all actions were manual, thus 
the user had a need to understand and remember the 
level of need they were choosing.

In the Beta code-based tool we built, all associated 
provisions are automated so there’s no need for the 
user to understand and remember levels. Instead they 
can focus on the need statements and matching those 
to the child or young person.

Overall, during testing sessions, SENDCos had more 
comments about the wording of the statements than 
the functionality itself. 

User insights – Needs matrix 



We came to a similar conclusion with the 
confirmation panel which initially stated which 
level of provision SENDCOs can access. 

Because the tool can automatically identify 
which list of provisions should be presented to 
the user, we replaced the confirmation with a 
more simple and actionable statement. 

‘You may select provisions simply informs the 
user that they can access provision for that 
category.

User insights – Activating provisions



The Need statements are pivotal to the tool.

By selecting statements, SENDCos trigger an
automated action which allows them to access a list 
of provisions relevant to the child's needs for the 
selected category.

By choosing and saving need statements, 
the associated provisions link is activated.

User insights – Activating provisions

One of the biggest issues with 

Alpha was the ability to 

accidently select the incorrect 

provisions. Feedback through 

testing indicated that SENDCos 

wanted to be presented with 

provisions that best meet the 

needs of the child and not have 

to spend time mapping them. 



The available provisions have been categorised like 
the need statements. That way it is easy and quick to 
find a category and type of provision

Testing has highlighted that when selecting the 
provisions, SENDCos want to look up the need 
statements they selected previous to this step. 

As a result a future backlog ticket is to add an 
accordion where they can preview the need 
statements selected for the category.

We also assumed that the drop down component 
wasn’t ideal for this feature due to the amount of text. 
However in testing this didn’t raise any concerns, so 
we have left it as is for now. 

User insights - Provisions

“If I am spending a lot of time 
completing this, I want it to 

take the place of the support 
plan so I don't have to fill in a 
separate document where we 

go into specific details  for 
each provision.”



Due to the hierarchical architecture of data, we 
wanted to keep users informed and reassured of 
their choices.

Every time they save their selection or change it, 
they see a confirmation panel confirming their 
selection. This continues as a consistent pattern 
across the tool.

On the summary page they can see the most 
important information which allows them to see 
what has been already completed.

User insights - Provisions



The PDF is an output once a SENDCo has 
created an assessment by selecting the needs 
and provisions that are in place to meet those 
needs – pre-application. 

We iterated the layout of the pdf as we tried to 
make it as useful for SENDCos as possible. 
However, initial feedback suggested it had been 
simplified too much.

Users told us that it’s important for them to see a 
list of all the selected needs and provisions next 
to each other, so it’s clear what kind of 
interventions are planned for a selected area of 
need.

By making the PDF landscape, SENDCos can see 
the full picture of a child's needs and provisions 
so they can use the PDF to create a support plan 
and also share it with parents.

User insights – Plan, Do, Review PDF



The provision request review page is the step whereby 
SENDCos can review all the provision they have in place 
to meet the child or young person’s needs. Then select 
those that require top-up funding.

A user can:

• Review all selected provision

• Select which they want apply funding for

• Look up needs statements if required

• Get a final cost of planned provision

Testing has shown there is still some improvements 
needed to this page. If a SENDCo has chosen multiple 
same provisions, it isn’t as clear as it could be that they 
need to only select one. This needs more testing.

User insights – Provision request



The Overview page was a step which was added in 
phase two. 

We designed a screen that leads SENDCos through 
the full assess-plan-do-review process using the 
basic GDS tasks pattern (without tags for now). 

For MVP the screen is a simple way to navigate the 
steps. However, we understand that a tag 
component may help the user understand what step 
they are on when they have gone away and are 
returning to an assessment later on.

We realise more testing is needed on this page as 
it’s the main navigation page and needs to be as 
simple to use as possible. 

User insights – Overview 



User insights – Evidence upload

A big problem / pain point of the current process is 
the  incomplete applications, which lack 
mandatory documents needed for the application to 
go to the panel.

The solution we provided was a document upload 
page with validation so that the SENDCo won’t apply 
until they have a set of must have documents 
uploaded to the system.

Currently some of the documents may take a little 
while to upload and a testing workshop showed this 
left users wondering if it was not working. As a result 
we have a added a loading icon whilst waiting. 



User insights – Submit

The submission screen presents the terms and 
conditions of applying for Top Up funding. Once the 
tick box is selected, the submission button becomes 
active.

The biggest pain for the back-office is the manual 
processing which, during the application period, 
takes a few weeks.

What we did

• Automated the process so that the documents 
uploaded for submission are filed in the existing 
folders (Sharepoint) and can be easily identified.

• The important information for the panel 
is submitted by the SENDCo in a format which 
can be used by the panel, removing the need to 
copy information across, which happened 
previously.

"When applications are coming in 
one person in the back office 

must move across information 
from the application form to 

relevant documents and 
download, check and file all 

attachments. It takes them days."



Feedback from the latest workshop

“When I am on the panel I see that 

everybody's prices are different. It's 

great, with the new application we'll 

be using standardised pricing for all”

Anon SENDCo tester

“It’s a transformational piece of 

work”

Head of Accessible 

City at BCC

“Really user-friendly portal!”

Anon SENDCo tester

“I found the process really 

straightforward and having 

attended panel on Friday, it 

really highlighted the need for a 

more systematic approach to top 

up, as cases varied so much 
from school to school ”

Anon SENDCo tester



Retrospective and learnings

• Testing with SENDCos was a challenge because they are really 
stretched for time. A few sessions had to be cancelled or 
postponed. Therefore, we need to find a better way to quickly 
validate ideas with limited time from SENDCos

• A good way to avoid finding out statements were wrong or had 
typos would have been to run another round of tests on the 
spreadsheet version before moving them across to the Beta 
tool.

• Not all SENDCos have the same level of knowledge when using 
the tool. It’s important to understand all the different levels of 
user and to map them out before starting.



Key take aways 

• The Beta tool has a lot more potential, especially for making it 
work with the existing support plan and possibly EHCP.

• The final SENDCo workshop has proven that the time it takes a 
SENDCo to complete an assessment and application is no more 
than a maximum of 3 hours (it was previously 8 hours on 
average).

• We still need to test how the tool has helped reduce time and 
effort for the panel.


