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​The Moment You Realise Something Isn’t Right

For many parents and carers, the SEN journey does not begin with a diagnosis, a report, or a formal meeting. It begins much earlier, often quietly, with a feeling that something is not quite right. It might be a sense that your child struggles more than others, reacts differently, or finds everyday situations overwhelming in ways that seem to persist rather than pass. At first, this feeling can be easy to dismiss. Children develop at different rates. Everyone says not to worry. You tell yourself you are being anxious, overprotective, or imagining problems that will resolve in time.

But that feeling lingers.

You may notice that your child works twice as hard for the same outcome, or that simple transitions cause distress. You might see them masking at school and unravelling at home, or falling further behind despite support that should be helping. Sometimes it is behaviour that raises concern. Sometimes it is silence, withdrawal, or exhaustion. Sometimes it is the sheer effort it takes for your child to get through a normal day.

This stage can be incredibly isolating. You may feel caught between trusting your instincts and wanting to believe that everything will be fine. Friends and family may reassure you with phrases like “they’ll grow out of it” or “boys are just like that” or “she’s just sensitive.” Professionals might suggest waiting, monitoring, or trying general strategies. While some of this advice is well-meaning, it can also leave you feeling unheard.

Many parents look back and realise that this early period was one of the hardest. Not because the challenges were at their worst, but because everything felt uncertain. You are carrying concern without language, evidence, or validation. You are trying to advocate without yet understanding the system you are stepping into. You may already feel a growing sense of responsibility, as though it is up to you to notice, to act, and to keep pushing when others are comfortable to wait.

There can also be guilt. Guilt for noticing differences. Guilt for worrying. Guilt for comparing your child to others. Some parents fear that acknowledging difficulties somehow limits their child or defines them too early. Others worry that they are projecting their own anxieties. These feelings are common, and they do not mean you love your child any less. In fact, they usually mean the opposite.

What is rarely said out loud is that parents are often the first and most accurate observers of their child’s needs. You see them across environments, over time, and in moments when they are not performing for others. Your insight matters, even when it is uncomfortable, even when it is not yet backed by reports or diagnoses.

This chapter is not about rushing to label or assume outcomes. It is about recognising that noticing matters. That moment when you realise something is not right is not a failure of parenting. It is the beginning of understanding your child more deeply. It is the first step in a process that can be exhausting, frustrating, and slow, but also purposeful.

Nothing needs to be solved immediately. You do not need all the answers at once. But trusting that initial instinct, quietly and steadily, is often what leads parents to seek support, ask questions, and eventually secure the help their child needs.

If you are at this stage now, feeling unsure, worried, or alone, know this. You are not imagining things. You are not being difficult. And you are not ahead of yourself. You are paying attention.

​That matters more than you know.

​

​
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​The Emotional Reality of Parenting a Child with SEN
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There is a side of parenting a child with Special Educational Needs that rarely makes it into reports, meetings, or plans. It is not measured, assessed, or recorded anywhere, yet it shapes almost every part of daily life. This is the emotional reality of parenting within the SEN system, and it is one of the least acknowledged aspects of the journey.

Many parents experience a form of grief that they were never warned about. This grief is often confusing, because it does not come from a lack of love for their child. Instead, it comes from the quiet loss of expectations. Parents grieve the school experience they imagined, the assumption that support would be straightforward, and the belief that if something went wrong, professionals would quickly step in and fix it. There is often grief for a version of family life that felt simpler, more predictable, and safer. Because the child is still here, still loved, and still growing, parents often tell themselves they are not allowed to feel this grief. When grief is pushed aside, however, it does not disappear. It tends to resurface as exhaustion, anxiety, or a deep sense of self-blame.

Many parents of children with SEN live in a constant state of alertness. They are always waiting for the next phone call, watching for changes in their child’s mood, anticipating meltdowns, or preparing themselves for meetings that feel emotionally loaded. This ongoing vigilance is not overreaction. It is a stress response. When a child’s environment feels unpredictable or unsafe, a parent’s nervous system remains switched on. Over time, this can lead to poor sleep, difficulty concentrating, physical illness, emotional numbness, or a feeling that there is never any real rest. This is not a sign of weakness. It is what happens when care never truly switches off.

Guilt is one of the most common emotions parents describe, and it shows up in many forms. Parents feel guilty that they did not notice signs earlier, guilty that they did not push for help sooner, and then guilty that they are pushing too hard now. They feel guilty for losing patience, for feeling overwhelmed, for having less energy for siblings, and for sometimes wishing for a break from the constant responsibility. The system often reinforces this guilt, even unintentionally. When support is delayed or refused, parents are subtly encouraged to believe that if they parented differently, managed behaviour better, or lowered expectations, things would improve. In reality, unmet needs cannot be solved through parenting alone.

Anger is one of the emotions parents feel least able to express. There is an unspoken expectation that parents will remain calm, reasonable, polite, and grateful, even when their child is distressed, support is delayed, or decisions are clearly unlawful. When parents show anger, they are often labelled as emotional, difficult, or confrontational. Yet anger in this context is rarely about hostility. It is usually a protective instinct. It comes from watching your child struggle and feeling powerless to change the situation quickly. The problem is not the anger itself, but the way systems respond to parents who express it. This book will help you learn how to raise concerns firmly and effectively without being dismissed or misunderstood.

Isolation often creeps in quietly. Friends may stop inviting you out because you cancel frequently or seem distracted. Family members may minimise concerns, disagree about support, or insist that school knows best. Over time, many parents find their world becoming smaller, not because they want it to, but because managing daily life already requires all the energy they have. This isolation is not a personal failing. It is a common consequence of navigating a system that places the bulk of responsibility on families while offering limited practical support.
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