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DWP Call for Evidence: Young People and Work
Pinpoint is Cambridgeshire’s Parent Carer Forum.
We are submitting on behalf of Cambridgeshire’s families who have children with additional needs, special educational needs and or disabilities. 

QUESTION 1
What are the main barriers preventing young people from entering, remaining in, or progressing in work?
From the perspective of parent carers, the barriers preventing young people from entering, remaining in, or progressing in work are not sudden, individual or mysterious. They are structural, cumulative and entirely predictable. They are not rooted in a lack of aspiration or willingness to work, but in a system that repeatedly fails to intervene early, fails to plan across transitions, and relies heavily on parental capacity to compensate for systemic gaps.
Parents are clear that disengagement does not begin at 18, when a young person turns 21, or when DWP first becomes involved. Disengagement begins years earlier, often in childhood and secondary school, when needs are missed, support is delayed, thresholds are raised, and children are expected to cope without the emotional regulation skills, therapeutic input, reasonable adjustments or stable relationships needed to do so.
Parents repeatedly contrast the experience of young people in specialist settings — where Preparing for Adulthood (PfA) is often embedded into daily practice — with the experience of those educated in mainstream schools. Mainstream settings, parents say, focus heavily on academic outcomes, with far less attention to emotional readiness, independence, life skills or what happens once education ends. As a result, many young people leave education academically “qualified” but practically and emotionally unprepared for adulthood or work.
By the time many young people reach employment services, the “problem” is no longer simply employability. It is often years of lost confidence, lost routine, disrupted sleep patterns, reduced social contact, anxiety, trauma, poor mental health, and a deep sense of failure. At that point, employment support — however well intentioned — is trying to rebuild what has already been lost.
Parent carers describe this as a connected chain of failure:
missed early need → delayed assessment → delayed or absent plan/support → disrupted education (including alternative provision) → poor post-16 pathways → transport barriers → isolation → late, generic employment support → long-term inactivity
This evidence focuses particularly on young people educated in mainstream settings with additional needs, including those with emerging neurodivergence, mental health needs and communication differences, and those whose needs are judged not to be severe enough to trigger specialist pathways early. Parents describe these young people as falling into the “shadowlands” of need — appearing capable, academically able or socially compliant, but highly vulnerable once the protective structure of school is removed.
Many of these young people have learned to mask their difficulties in order to cope. Parents are clear that masking comes at a significant cost: exhaustion, anxiety, increased suggestibility and vulnerability to negative influence once they enter less supervised environments. Parents stress that apparent capability should not be mistaken for resilience.
Parents recognise that while special schools often have clearer systems and embedded PfA work, young people leaving specialist settings are still far less likely to enter employment — not because of a failure of young people or families, but because of structural labour-market barriers and the lack of sustained supported pathways. In both mainstream and specialist routes, the system repeatedly fails to carry responsibility forward across transitions.

1. Early unmet need and delayed intervention (the system waits for crisis)
One of the most significant barriers identified by parent carers is the lack of early intervention to support emotional regulation, mental health, learning needs and coping skills during childhood. Parents consistently report that support is offered only once a child is already in crisis, rather than at the point where early help could prevent escalation.
Parents describe the absence of funding for early emotional support, teaching assistant capacity, and preventative alternative provision that could help children develop coping skills while remaining engaged with school. One parent told us:
“Lack of funding for early support, whether emotional support, TA support, alternative provision outside of school to support a child to gain the skills to cope in school.”
Parents are clear that the lack of early support does not merely create distress — it creates long-term barriers to employment. Children who are not helped to cope early are more likely to disengage, and once disengagement begins, it becomes a pattern of avoidance, isolation and loss of confidence that continues into adulthood.
Parents also describe how the system relies heavily on short, time-limited interventions — four weeks here, six weeks there — that may reassure services but do not provide sustained, relational support to the child. Often, the child is not even directly supported until difficulties have escalated significantly.

2. Delays in assessment and EHCPs arriving too late (damage done before support starts)
Parents repeatedly identify delays in assessment — particularly during secondary school — as a major structural barrier. Long waits for autism assessments, ADHD assessments and mental health pathways are compounded by further delays for titration and medication after diagnosis.
One parent explained:
“With children waiting anything from 3 years minimum for an ADHD assessment it is too long. By the time children get a referral they are usually already not coping for the evidence to be accepted.”
Parents describe a system where children must deteriorate to meet thresholds. As a result, EHCPs often arrive after disengagement has already occurred:
“EHCPs take too long and by the time my child finally got the draft it was too late and he was out of school.”
Another parent explained the long-term cost of this delay:
“Instead of him having been given the skills to cope at school at an early age, at a point where he was receptive to being helped, he is now shut down and in crisis. It will cost a lot more in MH support and alternative provision.”
Parents highlight that SENCOs frequently recognise need early but are overwhelmed by paperwork and capacity constraints:
“If there was sufficient funding for SENCOs, they could work on interventions as well as the extensive amount of paperwork they have and support all children earlier, not just those in crisis.”
When EHCPs arrive too late — or not at all — young people enter adulthood without recognised need, planning or support, creating a direct pipeline into later economic inactivity.

3. Negative secondary school experiences, EBSA and declining mental health
Parents repeatedly describe secondary school as the point where things begin to unravel for many young people with additional needs in mainstream settings. Bullying, unmet SEND, repeated failure and social exclusion are common experiences.
Parents report a growing number of high-achieving young people developing Emotionally Based School Avoidance (EBSA) as expectations increase. Academic success does not protect against anxiety; in many cases it intensifies it as responsibility and pressure grow.
Parents told us:
“Many young people do not have positive, supportive and successful secondary school experiences.”
Another parent shared:
“My son is 15yrs. He has situational mutism amongst other things. This means people expect more of him than he is able to do. This really worries me.”
Parents describe progressive withdrawal: first from lessons, then peers, then school, then the wider world. By the time education ends, disengagement is often entrenched and accompanied by trauma, fatigue and a loss of trust in systems.

4. A system that focuses on parents rather than the child
Parents consistently describe an over-reliance on parent-focused interventions rather than direct support for children. Parenting courses and advice are frequently offered while the child remains unseen or unsupported.
One parent told us:
“There isn't enough early intervention in mental health services, with a huge focus on working with parents and not assessing what is going on for the child.”
Another said:
“I want to be a mum, not just his therapist.”
Parents emphasise that not all families can fill this gap. Reliance on parental capacity embeds inequality and creates invisible gatekeepers to support.

5. Alternative provision and the loss of preparation for adulthood
Parents describe alternative provision as increasingly common but variable in quality and focus. Reduced hours, fragmented delivery and limited access to recognised qualifications mean many young people leave compulsory education without the skills, stamina or confidence needed for work.
Parents note that alternative provision is often therapeutic rather than preparatory for adult life:
“Alternative provision is often more therapeutic than designed to help them transition into an adult working world.”
Parents also describe a lack of suitable post-16 provision for those with moderate or fluctuating needs — particularly those who do not qualify for specialist college funding.
“My daughter is in year 11 and I haven't got a clue where she is going to go next year, the choice seems to be pretty slim, I'm already stressing so much.”
“My son is in year 12 — it’s been a challenge to move from secondary to FE.”

6. Careers advice that does not reflect SEND realities
Parents consistently state that careers advice for SEND young people is inappropriate and overly focused on academic achievement. It rarely considers what happens when a young person leaves the familiar structure of school and enters the wider world.
“I think schools need to know about this as they haven’t a clue and in mainstream careers advice is unsuitable.”
Careers discussions often fail to address SEND-related needs such as anxiety, fatigue, executive functioning, communication differences or sensory sensitivities.
Parents also describe confusion around capacity and involvement in decision-making:
“I am wondering at what point do we involve him in EHCP meetings and more detailed discussion about his needs? I know it will come but when?”
“I feel there is so much confusion about capacity. Some professionals seem to feel that we are ‘preventing’ our child from developing.”

7. Missing “soft skills” and the reality of work
Parents emphasise that young people leave education without being taught the unspoken skills needed to sustain employment, including:
· understanding workplace norms
· coping with changes to routine
· problem-solving when things go wrong
· managing social and sensory environments
Schools provide routine and predictability; employment does not. This gap is rarely addressed through PfA in mainstream education.

8. Employers, perceptions and what works
Parents recognise that many employers want to be inclusive but perceive employing SEND young people as additional work, particularly where 1:1 support is required.
Parents highlighted positive examples where employers have implemented neurodiversity programmes, alternative workspaces, quieter environments and flexible working patterns. These demonstrate that SEND young people can thrive when work is adapted — but such approaches are not yet mainstream.
Parents stress the need for incentives, intermediaries and workplace-based support (the equivalent of a “TA in the workplace”) to make employment sustainable.

9. Transport, part-time work and parental fragility
Transport remains a fundamental barrier, particularly for young people on part-time timetables. Parents are frequently expected to fill gaps, putting their own employment at risk.
Parents describe this as a systemic issue, not an individual failing.

10. Trauma, recovery and readiness
Many SEND young people leave education traumatised, exhausted and emotionally depleted by their school experience. Parents stress the need for time and structured support to recover before expecting readiness for work.
Parents strongly support a bespoke transitional mental health and learning programme, delivered through colleges or community provision, to support recovery and gradual re-engagement.
“You put into words what we all feel about the information overload you have to try and sort through and still try and help your child.”

Parent-carer conclusion to Question 1
Parents do not see these barriers as isolated issues. They see a connected, predictable system failure that prevents young people from ever reaching the point where work is realistic.
Young people are not failing to engage with employment.
They are being systematically prevented from getting there.

QUESTION 2
What changes would most improve outcomes for young people?
Parent Carer Forum narrative evidence
From the perspective of parent carers, improving outcomes for young people requires a fundamental redesign of how the system understands time, transition, responsibility and risk. Parents are clear that young people do not suddenly disengage at 18, 21 or 24. Disengagement happens gradually, often over many years, as early needs go unmet, support is delayed, responsibility is passed between services, and no part of the system holds the whole picture.
By the time the Department for Work and Pensions becomes involved, many young people are already deeply disengaged from education, isolated from peers, anxious, traumatised, demoralised and lacking the confidence, routine and emotional capacity needed to participate in the world of work. At that stage, even well-intentioned employment support is attempting to rebuild what has already been lost.
Parents are unequivocal: better outcomes are achieved through earlier, sustained, relational support — not increased pressure later.

1. Early intervention must replace crisis-driven intervention
The strongest and most consistent message from parent carers is that early intervention works, but it is not sufficiently funded, prioritised or embedded.
Parents describe a system that repeatedly waits for crisis — emotional, behavioural or mental health — before acting. This applies across SEND support, mental health services, alternative provision and assessment pathways.
“Lack of funding for early support, whether emotional support, TA support, or alternative provision outside of school to help my child gain the skills to cope in school.”
Parents stress that early intervention must mean direct support for the child, not solely parenting advice or behaviour-management courses delivered to families. Several parents express frustration that their parenting was scrutinised while their child’s distress went unassessed and untreated.
“I was told there is no evidence for working with children but plenty for working with parents — but that is because there is no mental health support for children.”
Parents are clear that early intervention should include:
· therapeutic and emotional support delivered directly to the child
· support to build emotional regulation and coping skills
· SENCO capacity to deliver interventions rather than only manage paperwork
· preventative use of alternative provision, not just as a response to breakdown
“If there were sufficient funding for SENCOs, they could work on interventions as well as the extensive amount of paperwork, instead of only supporting those already in crisis.”
Parents do not see early intervention as optional or aspirational. They see it as the single biggest determinant of whether their child will ever be ready for adulthood and employment.

2. Timely assessment and EHCPs that arrive before damage is done
Parents consistently report that late diagnosis and delayed EHCPs actively worsen long-term outcomes.
Long waits for autism, ADHD and mental health assessments mean that children deteriorate before thresholds are met. By the time an EHCP is issued, the opportunity to shape a positive educational experience has often passed.
“By the time my child finally got the draft EHCP, it was too late — he was already out of school.”
Parents want:
· assessments early enough to shape education and prevent disengagement
· EHCPs issued while children are still in school and receptive to support
· funding and planning that continue until transition is genuinely secure
Parents also highlight a significant cohort of young people who should have had EHCPs but never receive them due to delays. These young people enter post-16 education or adulthood without recognised needs, planning or support — despite having clear vulnerabilities.
Parents view this as a preventable pipeline into long-term economic inactivity.

3. Preparing for Adulthood must be real, practical and embedded — not theoretical
Parents repeatedly tell us that Preparing for Adulthood (PfA) is embedded in specialist settings but largely absent in mainstream education.
In mainstream schools, PfA may appear in paperwork or annual reviews, but parents describe:
· no meaningful curriculum delivery
· no practical skill-building
· no structured exposure to real-world environments
· little or no involvement from health or social care
“Most of the Preparing for Adulthood work is done by parent carers, with little or no support.”
Parents stress that PfA must go beyond aspirations and include:
· building routine, stamina and resilience
· travel confidence and supported independence
· explicit teaching of social expectations and workplace norms
· gradual exposure to unfamiliar environments
Schools provide routine and predictability. The adult world does not. Parents are clear that this gap is where many young people fall.

4. Anxiety, EBSA and recovery must be acknowledged — not ignored
Parents report a growing cohort of young people, including high academic achievers, developing Emotionally Based School Avoidance (EBSA) as expectations increase.
Success does not protect against anxiety; in many cases, it heightens it. Responsibility, independence and performance pressure can become overwhelming, particularly for neurodivergent young people who are masking difficulties.
Parents are clear that many young people leave education exhausted and traumatised by their school experience. Expecting immediate readiness for work is unrealistic and harmful.
Parents strongly support the development of a bespoke transitional mental health and learning programme, delivered through colleges or community provision, that focuses on:
· recovery and emotional repair
· rebuilding confidence and self-belief
· gradual re-engagement with learning and purpose
Such provision would recognise that readiness for adulthood cannot be rushed.

5. Preventing isolation must be an explicit objective
Parents describe the devastating impact of prolonged inactivity on young people’s mental health and employability.
They ask:
“What do you do all day when you don’t work?”
“Who do you socialise with when you have no money?”
Parents describe young people:
· isolated at home, often in bedrooms
· disconnected from peers
· losing routine, confidence and identity
Parents are explicit:
“The longer you are not working, the less likely you are to be able to work — or want to.”
Support must therefore:
· maintain connection to routine and purpose
· provide meaningful transitional activity
· prevent long periods of isolation before work is realistic
Waiting is not neutral. It actively increases future barriers.

6. Support must not depend on parental capacity
Parents repeatedly stress that outcomes currently depend on:
· parents’ health and resilience
· ability to navigate complex systems
· time, energy and confidence to advocate persistently
“There is a real emphasis on the parent’s ability to find out their child’s rights.”
“Those with parents who won’t or can’t engage therefore don’t get support.”
Parents are clear: this is not acceptable. Access to support must not depend on parental capacity. A system designed around parental advocacy will always deepen inequality.

7. Strengths-based identification and personalised pathways
Parents want systems that help young people understand what they can do, not just what they struggle with.
“Ask AuDHD young people what their strengths are and give them work around that.”
Young people need structured support to identify:
· strengths and interests
· sensory and social preferences
· working patterns and stamina
· environments where they can thrive
Parents also emphasise the importance of choice:
“When job hunting they need to choose whether to work remotely, in a team, what time of day, and in what field — so their strengths really show.”
This requires intermediary support that understands both the young person and the labour market.

8. Identifying Strengths Early and Linking Them Explicitly to Employment
A recurring failure identified by parent carers and practitioners is the education system’s limited ability to identify and nurture a young person’s strengths in a way that meaningfully connects to future employment. Too often, assessment focuses on deficits, compliance, or exam performance rather than aptitude, interests, and practical capability.
Many young people—particularly those with SEND, neurodivergence, anxiety, or emerging mental health needs—demonstrate strong skills in areas such as problem-solving, routine-based tasks, practical application, visual learning, creativity, systems thinking, care roles, or technical processes. These strengths often remain unrecognised or undervalued within mainstream secondary education because they do not map neatly onto traditional academic measures.
Where strengths are identified, there is frequently no clear pathway linking them to vocational options, supported employment, apprenticeships, or realistic job roles. This leads to a disconnect between education and the labour market, where young people leave school with qualifications that do not reflect their abilities, and employers are unable to see how young people’s skills could translate into the workplace.
A strengths-based approach—embedded early and revisited regularly—would enable:
· clearer conversations with young people and families about future pathways;
· more realistic preparation for work or training;
· earlier engagement with employers and supported employment models;
· reduced drop-out rates post-16 and post-18.
This requires a shift away from a purely attainment-based framework towards one that values capability, contribution, and progression over time.

9. The Need for More Flexible and Inclusive Secondary School Curricula
Evidence from parent carers highlights that current secondary school curricula are too narrow and exam-centric to meet the needs of a diverse cohort of learners. While academic qualifications are appropriate and essential for many, they are not suitable for all—and an education system built predominantly around high-pressure exams disadvantages a significant number of young people.
There is a strong case for greater curriculum flexibility at secondary level, including:
· a wider range of coursework-based and practically assessed options;
· qualifications that value sustained effort, skill development, and applied learning rather than performance on a single exam day;
· blended pathways that combine academic learning with vocational, creative, or technical study;
· opportunities to develop employability skills such as reliability, teamwork, communication, task completion, and time management within the school setting.
For many young people with SEND or emerging vulnerability, exam environments exacerbate anxiety, masking behaviours, and burnout—resulting in outcomes that do not reflect true ability. Coursework-based and practical assessments can provide a more accurate and inclusive measure of competence, while also mirroring how skills are used in real workplaces.
Importantly, flexible curricula should not be seen as a “lesser” option. When designed well, practical and vocational learning builds confidence, self-worth, and independence—key foundations for successful employment and reduced long-term reliance on state support.

10. Preparing Young People for Employment Before They Leave Education
Parent carers are clear that preparation for adulthood and employment must begin well before the point of exit from education, not after a young person has disengaged or reached crisis. Schools are uniquely placed to:
· introduce young people to different types of work and employment settings;
· embed work-related learning in a safe, supported environment;
· normalise conversations about reasonable adjustments, support needs, and disclosure;
· build familiarity with routines, expectations, and problem-solving in real-world contexts.
When this does not happen, young people leave education without the confidence, skills, or readiness to engage with employment services, and families are left to bridge the gap alone.
More flexible curricula, explicitly linked to employability and strengths identification, would allow schools to play a preventative role—reducing future demand on Jobcentre Plus, adult social care, and health services.

11. Whole-System Benefits
Embedding strengths-based assessment and flexible curriculum options is not simply an education reform; it is a preventative employment and social policy intervention. By enabling young people to leave education with:
· qualifications that reflect how they learn and what they can do;
· a clear understanding of their strengths;
· realistic pathways into work, training, or supported employment;
the system can reduce the number of young people entering the “cliff edge” of post-education disengagement and long-term economic inactivity.
Parent carers are clear: when education works with a young person’s strengths and interests—rather than forcing them into narrow academic models—the pathway to employment becomes clearer, more achievable, and more sustainable.
12. Employers need support, incentives and intermediaries — not blame
Parents do not believe most employers are unwilling. They believe employers are uncertain and unsupported.
Employers need:
· practical guidance
· reassurance
· access to local intermediaries
· support with reasonable adjustments
Parents highlight successful examples where neurodiversity programmes, flexible hours, adapted workspaces and trauma-informed management are in place — demonstrating that SEND young people can succeed when environments adapt.
Parents also argue for workplace-based support — a “TA in the workplace” equivalent — to make employment sustainable.

13. Transport must be treated as an enabler, not an afterthought
Parents are clear that employment policy assumes mobility that does not exist.
Without income:
· driving lessons are unaffordable
· cars and insurance are unaffordable
Public transport is often infrequent, unsafe or incompatible with anxiety and part-time hours, especially in rural areas.
Parents highlight the impact of schemes such as travel passes and moped initiatives, while stressing their fragility when funding is short-term.
Transport must be:
· safe
· sustained
· system-wide
not dependent on local goodwill.

14. DWP must work with education — not after it
Parents are clear that DWP cannot fix this alone.
Many drivers of disengagement sit within education and health systems. By the time Jobcentre Plus becomes involved, the damage is often already done.
“I have a 24-year-old who currently doesn’t work and only now has the Jobcentre decided they want to help.”
Parents want joint accountability across ages 14–25, with shared responsibility between education, health, local government and employment services.

15. Local areas must be trusted, tasked and resourced
Parents want local areas to be:
· tasked with identifying local need
· trusted to design local strategies
· resourced to deliver holistic, flexible programmes
They are frustrated by:
· short-term, ring-fenced funding
· fragmented reporting requirements
· inability to flex spend to address real barriers
Local intelligence exists. What is missing is permission, stability and resource.

Final reflection from parent carers
“All young people and dependent adults are entitled, by being given life in the first place, to a life that includes social interaction, education and potentially preparation for work.”
Neurodivergent young people may require divergent routes to adulthood. Success cannot be defined by speed or conformity.
Alternative pathways towards learning and employment must be identified, funded and sustained, allowing time, space, practice and consistent support.
Early intervention, not crisis intervention.
Support children before disengagement becomes isolation.
The system is failing young people — early, repeatedly and predictably.
It can be fixed by being person-centred, not department-siloed.
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