
Adopting a holistic approach to meeting the 
needs of all children  

The number of Children presenting 
with complex needs, ranging from 
neurodivergences to profound and 
multiple learning disabilities, in ELC 
settings is increasing. The results of the 
ELC Census, published in December 
2024, showed that since 2020, the 
percentage of ELC children accessing 
funded provision and noted as having at 
least one type of additional support need 
has increased from 14% to 19% in 2024. 
Additionally, 2% of all ELC aged children 
accessing funded ELC were assessed or 
declared disabled.   

The earliest years of a child’s life are crucial for 
development, and access to high quality Early 
Learning and Childcare (ELC), responsive support 
and other meaningful interventions during this 
time lays the foundation for positive outcomes 
and lifelong success. However, recognising 
the needs of all children, including complex 
or additional support needs (ASN), is vital to 
providing equitable access to nurturing and 
stimulating environments. A national commitment 
to Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) 
approaches further highlights the importance of 
child-centred practices that empower every child 
to achieve their full potential.

A report into the provision of ELC for children 
with Profound and Multiple Learning Disabilities 

(PMLD) with a life-limiting or life-threatening conditions highlighted the significant barriers, 
including physical accessibility, stigma, or a lack of adequate resources, faced by children with 
complex needs and their families when accessing funded ELC.  Therefore, work to reduce these 
barriers is crucial to achieving the aspirations of fully inclusive and equitable ELC services that 
meet the needs of all children. 

“The ELC placement [at Craighalbert] has been hugely beneficial for our 
daughter… She has been able to access receive a wide range of expertise and 
support on a daily basis, including therapeutic interventions. Since her ELC 
placement started, she has learned to take steps in her walker, enjoy rebound 
therapy, accesses the hydrotherapy pool when able and experienced ‘driving’ a 
Bugzi (motorised wheelchair) all within her normal nursery routine.”

“Our daughter’s child’s plan has been written by everyone involved in supporting 
her including us. As her parents, we have been consulted and encouraged 
to contribute to all sections and agreed the goals identified for her. Everyone, 
therefore, is clear about what we are trying to achieve and working together to 
get this right for Isabella” Craighalbert Parent

Collaboration between local authorities, funded providers, families and health professionals 
is essential to delivering seamless and effective support for children with complex needs. An 
empowered workforce builds trusting relationships with children and families, fosters inclusive 
learning environments, and works together with health services to address both educational and 
well-being priorities. Health professionals play a key role by providing early intervention, ongoing 

https://www.gov.scot/policies/girfec/
https://www.craighalbert.org.uk/elc-pmld-report
https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-for-schools-in-scotland-2024/pages/early-learning-and-childcare-elc/


support, and preventive care measures that complement educational efforts. This integrated 
approach ensures that every aspect of a child’s development is considered, enabling bespoke 
support plans that address diverse needs.

The Craighalbert Centre is a grant aided school,1 based in Cumbernauld. The Centre of Excellence 
offers integrated learning and care support for children with motor impairments and complex 
additional support needs.  At the heart of its approach is a deep understanding of neuroplasticity—
the brain’s ability to adapt and alter itself in response to learning, experiences, and targeted 
interventions. This principle underpins every aspect of the Centre’s work, shaping the way learning 
and care are delivered to maximise every child’s potential.

The Centre’s integrated approach combines educational and therapeutic strategies, referred to 
as Learning and Development strategies within the centre, ensuring that children’s cognitive, 
physical, and emotional needs are met holistically. Physiotherapists, occupational therapists, 
speech and language therapists, and educators work collaboratively to create individual child 
plans that promote development in all areas. By embedding development within everyday 
learning and play, children are supported to practice and reinforce new skills in meaningful 
contexts, enhancing their ability to transfer these skills into daily life. These practices are grounded 
in the understanding that early intervention is crucial for leveraging the brain’s neuroplasticity. 
During the early years, the brain is at its most adaptable, making this a key time for providing 
targeted support that can promote significant and lasting development gains. These approaches 
have been designed to provide frequent, high-quality opportunities for children to practice and 
refine motor, communication and cognitive skills. 

By recognising and harnessing neuroplasticity, children are empowered to develop skills that may 
have been perceived as unachievable. Through an integrated support system, process in one area 
can be reinforced and complemented by development in others. Families also play an integral 
part of this process and are provided with support to ensure that the benefits of these approaches 
enable children to overcome barriers and continue beyond the learning environment. 

The expectation for local authorities and their partners is not to replicate the specialised provision 
available at the Craighalbert Centre, but to draw inspiration from its approaches of effective 
practice in supporting development and inclusion, adapting these to align with local context and 
to meet the specific needs of local children.  Therefore, local authorities and their partners are 
encouraged to learn from the key elements of Craighalbert successes: 

Food, nutrition and sleep are key factors in the development of all children. Nutrition contributes 
to growth, energy and the development of cognitive and motor skills, and sleep aids brain function 
and enhances the ability to engage in learning. For children with additional support needs, 
complex needs or those with PMLD, food, nutrition, and sleep can directly influence their health 
and wellbeing, and their ability to engage with daily activities.

Many children may experience sensory processing issues with certain food types, and children 
with PMLD often have unique dietary requirements due to conditions which can affect their 
metabolism and nutritional requirements. 

Similarly, children may also experience sleep disturbances caused by medical conditions, pain or 
sensory processing issues. 

By addressing these needs through meaningful discussions with families, and with carefully 
developed individualised plans, practitioners and other professionals can better support children’s 
overall health, wellbeing and development.
1 A school in receipt of grant funding from the Scottish Government. At present there are eight such schools. 

Jordanhill School, and seven Grant Aided Special Schools ( GASS) – Corseford, Craighalbert Centre, Donaldson‘s, 
East Park School, Harmeny, Royal Blind School and Stanmore.

https://www.craighalbert.org.uk/


Pan-professional working fosters holistic and coordinated support for children and their families. 
Children’s needs can span across multiple areas and may require input from a range of specialists 
such as educators, physiotherapists, occupational therapists, speech and language therapists, and 
medical professionals. 

By working together, professionals deliver holistic support, improve outcomes by adopting 
interdisciplinary approaches, ensure streamlined support for families, use resources more 
efficiently by ensuring expertise is used appropriately and, empower families by including them as 
active participants. 

Through this approach, families are supported, and the diverse needs of children are met in a 
coordinated, compassionate and inclusive manner. 

Individualised Care Plans prioritise a child’s individual need and ensures personalised, tailored 
support that involves the child, their family, professionals in decision-making. This enables a 
truly holistic understanding of a child’s individual need, empowers the child and their family, 
and promotes shared responsibility. In doing so, this builds trust, strengthens relationships and 
provides the child with the best possible opportunities to thrive by aligning interventions with the 
child’s strengths and developing needs. 

An example individualised child plan shared by the Craighalbert Centre can be found in 
appendix 1. A revised format of the child plan is under development and will include a variety of 
amendments to parts  3 and 4. 

Pragmatic Organisation Dynamic Display (PODD) is a comprehensive communication system 
designed for children and individuals who are unable to fully meet their communication needs 
through speech alone. PODD books provide a structured, visually accessible way to support 
language development and interactions. Children can express need, want or ideas through a 
system that encourages vocabulary growth. PODD promotes inclusion by allowing children to 
participate in conversations and other social interactions via an adaptable tool that can tailored to 
the child’s individual need and ability.

Assistive technology, signing and objects of reference are also effective approaches to support 
children develop their communication.  

Enabling mobility through autonomous movement aids cognitive development, spatial awareness 
and social skills. Powered mobility devices are essential for children with complex mobility needs, 
these devices provide independence and can improve quality of life. Powered mobility devices 
enable children to explore their surroundings, interact with peers and participate in learning and 
social activities. 

For children with physical limitations, powered mobility acts as an extension of their bodies, 
enhancing self-confidence and encouraging a sense of personal agency. Introducing powered 
mobility early can have long-term benefits, preventing learned helplessness and encouraging 
active participation. By enabling inclusion across different settings, it helps break down barriers 
and creates a more inclusive environment for children with complex needs and PMLD.

Access more information about mobility aids, including information about funding and grants.

Smart Classrooms can be an effective tool to enhance the learning experience for children with 
ASN and complex needs, where a traditional learning environment may limit their ability to fully 
engage or participate in learning opportunities and feature key assistive devices tailored to each 
child’s physical and cognitive needs. 

Eye gaze systems and communication devices empower children to express themselves, engage 

https://www.cpec.org.au/podd
https://www.craighalbert.org.uk/useful-links


more fully in activities, and interact with technology. These tools enable children to navigate 
software, access the internet, and control smart devices. When integrated with Alexa and smart 
plugs, children can use voice commands or eye gaze to operate lights, fans, and other devices, 
fostering greater independence.

The introduction of smart devices can also be used without eye gaze or communication devices. 

Key Messages

Meeting the needs of children with additional support or complex needs, and PMLD requires 
a holistic and collaborative approach. By addressing fundamental factors such as nutrition, 
sleep, communication, mobility, and inclusive learning environments, practitioners and families 
can ensure that every child is supported to thrive. 

Tools like individualised care plans, PODD communication systems, powered mobility devices, 
and assistive technologies empower children to overcome barriers, foster independence, 
and engage meaningfully in their daily lives. Through multi-disciplinary collaboration and 
innovative practices, Inclusive, nurturing environments where all children have the opportunity 
to reach their full potential can be achieved. 
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