
Leadership, Culture and SEND‑Inclusive

Organisations

Creating workplaces where inclusion is sustainable, not situational

Culture shapes everyday experience

Workplace culture influences:

Whether people feel safe to disclose needs
How mistakes are handled
How difference is viewed
Whether adjustments are normalised

For employees with SEND, culture can determine
whether they:

Thrive
Mask
Burn out
Leave employment

Inclusive cultures reduce the need for people to hide
or cope alone.

SEND inclusion cannot rely solely on:
Individual managers
Isolated adjustments
One‑off training

Without supportive leadership and culture, inclusive
practice is often:

Inconsistent
Short‑lived
Dependent on individuals
Lost during times of change

Leadership sets the tone for what is prioritised,
modelled and sustained.

Why leadership and culture matter Psychological safety and trust
Psychological safety means people feel able to:

Ask questions
Admit uncertainty
Request support
Share concerns

For people with SEND, psychological safety is
essential for:

Disclosure
Early problem‑solving
Sustainable performance

Leadership behaviours that support psychological
safety include:

Openness
Predictability
Fairness
Respectful communication

Inclusive leadership is shown through:

Clear and consistent expectations
Willingness to adapt systems
Valuing difference rather than sameness
Responding to challenges with curiosity rather
than blame

Small leadership behaviours often have a bigger
impact than formal policies.

Leadership behaviours that support inclusion

Who this information sheet is for?

This information sheet is designed for senior leaders, managers, HR teams and decision‑makers who influence
organisational culture, policies and ways of working.

It focuses on how leadership behaviours, systems and values shape whether SEND inclusion is embedded and
sustainable, rather than dependent on individual goodwill.

This sheet can be read on its own or alongside the other SEND information sheets (see overleaf for details).

“Inclusion is not a one‑off action
— it is a way of working.”



Adjustments are not special treatment

Organisations with inclusive cultures often see:

Improved retention
Reduced sickness absence
Higher engagement
Better performance
Stronger reputation as an employer

Inclusive practice supports the whole workforce,
not only those with SEND.

SEND inclusion is strengthened when it is:

Reflected in recruitment practices
Built into onboarding and probation
Considered in job design
Supported through management practice
Reinforced through leadership messaging

Consistency across systems is more effective than
isolated actions.

Inclusive organisations regularly ask:

Where might our systems unintentionally
exclude?

Who benefits from how we currently work — and
who doesn’t?

What feedback are we hearing from staff?

What can we adjust or improve?

SEND‑inclusive leadership involves ongoing
reflection, not perfection.

Reflective leadership and continuous
improvement

Leadership behaviour shapes inclusion

Culture determines whether people feel safe

Inclusion must be embedded, not reactive

Consistency across systems matters

SEND‑inclusive organisations benefit
everyone

Strong leadership brings together
understanding, environment,
communication, recruitment and job design,
into a coherent whole.

Embedding SEND‑inclusive practice

This information sheet completes the SEND
in the Workplace Information Series.
Together, the six modules provide a
practical framework to support:

Fair access to employment
Sustainable performance
Retention and progression
Organisational confidence around SEND inclusion

Other information sheets in this series

The Oaks Specialist College | SEND in the Workplace Information Series
www.theoaks.ac.uk

Moving from reactive to proactive practice

Many organisations respond to SEND needs only when performance issues arise, absence increases and/or,
complaints are raised.
Proactive organisations:

This approach reduces stress, conflict, and avoidable turnover

Anticipate needs
Design roles and systems inclusively

Normalise adjustments
Review practices regularly

Key Messages to take away
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