Participation Meeting: Secondary School Age – 15th October 2025

Whilst encouraging co-production in all areas with partners delivering services across Health, Education and Social Care we found that uptake at focus groups was low as parent carers were being asked to attend too many sessions. Initially sessions were held around the themes of Health, Mental Health, Education and Social Care. As a holistic and collaborative approach is needed by these services the sessions are being regrouped around ages to reflect the differing stages and needs as our children grow up. These are Under 5s, Primary, Secondary and Post 16s. 

The sessions are held online to enable parents and carers from across the county to attend. 

Professionals in attendance were asked to take back issues to their teams that they need to manage and support with.  
Understanding and Supporting Secondary-Aged Young People
Guest Speaker: Karen, Smart Bright Training
Our recent participation meeting focused on the experiences of neurodivergent teenagers in secondary school and explored practical ways that parents, carers, schools, and professionals can work together to create supportive and inclusive learning environments.
Karen from Smart Bright Training shared valuable insights into the daily challenges many neurodivergent young people face, including managing sensory needs, coping with change, navigating friendships, understanding expectations, and developing independence.
Understanding the Secondary School Experience
The move to secondary school brings significant changes for all young people, but these changes can be particularly challenging for neurodivergent students. Young people often need to manage:
· Multiple classrooms and teachers
· Complex timetables
· Increased independence and responsibility
· Social pressures and friendship groups
· Sensory demands such as noise, crowds, and busy environments
· Unexpected changes to routines and expectations
Karen highlighted that many neurodivergent teenagers want greater independence while also experiencing anxiety about unfamiliar situations. Finding the right balance between support and autonomy is key.
Supporting Independence and Choice
A central theme of the session was helping young people develop independence safely and confidently.
Parents were encouraged to:
· Offer structured choices wherever possible.
· Allow teenagers opportunities to make decisions and learn from experiences.
· Create safe environments where young people feel comfortable expressing worries and asking for help.
· Support problem-solving rather than immediately providing solutions.
Building confidence through small, manageable choices can help teenagers feel more in control and prepared for future challenges.
The Importance of Communication
Clear communication was identified as one of the most important factors in supporting neurodivergent students.
Many young people experience anxiety when:
· Instructions are unclear.
· Expectations suddenly change.
· Timetable changes are not communicated effectively.
· They are unsure who to approach for support.
Schools were encouraged to consider:
· Providing photographs and information about key staff members.
· Communicating timetable and classroom changes clearly and consistently.
· Using visual supports, colour coding, maps, and personalised timetables where appropriate.
Parents were also reminded that after-school conversations can sometimes feel overwhelming for young people. Giving teenagers time and space to decompress before discussing their day can often lead to more positive communication.
Sensory Needs and Safe Spaces
Sensory overload can have a significant impact on learning, emotional wellbeing, and school attendance.
Karen discussed the importance of understanding individual sensory needs and ensuring appropriate support is available. This may include:
· Access to quiet or low-stimulation spaces.
· Opportunities for movement breaks.
· Flexible arrangements around lunch and break times.
· Support with navigating busy school environments.
· Reasonable adjustments to help manage sensory challenges.
Parents were encouraged to revisit support plans and discuss sensory accommodations with schools if current arrangements are not meeting their child's needs.
Supporting Social and Emotional Wellbeing
The session explored the pressures many teenagers face when trying to fit in with peers while managing their own needs.
Key areas discussed included:
· Friendship difficulties.
· Social isolation.
· Bullying.
· Anxiety and emotional regulation.
· The importance of trusted adults within school.
Karen emphasised that concerns raised by young people should always be taken seriously. Early intervention and open communication between home and school can help prevent difficulties from escalating.
Encouraging Self-Advocacy
Helping young people understand and communicate their needs is an important life skill.
Parents and schools were encouraged to support teenagers in:
· Identifying what helps them learn and feel safe.
· Communicating when they need support.
· Understanding their rights to reasonable adjustments.
· Building confidence in speaking up for themselves.
One practical suggestion was creating a "Little Book of What Ifs" with their teenager. This can help young people think through possible scenarios and identify strategies they can use when challenges arise.
Practical Strategies Discussed
Some of the practical ideas shared during the session included:
For Parents
· Review support arrangements regularly with school.
· Create a "What If" book to explore potential challenges and solutions.
· Encourage self-advocacy skills.
· Work with schools to develop homework strategies that suit individual needs.
· Avoid overwhelming children with questions immediately after school.
· Continue positive conversations about school experiences and wellbeing.
For Schools
· Consider providing photographs of key staff members.
· Improve communication around timetable and classroom changes.
· Use colour-coding systems for organisation.
· Create safe spaces for students during breaks and lunchtimes.
· Ensure reasonable adjustments are implemented where needed.
· Listen to students and respond promptly when support is requested.
· Foster inclusive environments where all students feel respected and understood.
Key Message
The overall message from the session was that neurodivergent young people thrive when they feel understood, listened to, and supported. Small adjustments can make a significant difference to a student's confidence, wellbeing, and ability to succeed in school.
The meeting reinforced the importance of strong partnerships between families, schools, and professionals to ensure that every young person receives the support they need to reach their full potential.
Thank you to Karen from Smart Bright Training for sharing her expertise and to all parents and professionals who contributed to the discussion.


