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Key Message
Speech, language and communication are fundamental to children's development, wellbeing, education and life chances. Many vulnerable children and young people experience significant but often hidden communication difficulties that contribute to family breakdown, poor educational outcomes, behavioural challenges, emotional dysregulation and involvement with care and justice systems.
The Together for Families programme provides a unique opportunity to strengthen early intervention through a multidisciplinary workforce that includes Speech and Language Therapists (SLTs). By embedding SLTs within Together for Families and Edge of Care services, Northern Ireland can identify needs earlier, strengthen family support, reduce escalation into crisis, improve outcomes for children and families and reduce future demand on health, social care, education and justice services.
This is an investment in prevention - helping to keep children both out of care and out of custody.

	The Evidence
Children involved with social care and those who are looked after experience exceptionally high rates of SLCN:
· Up to 90% of care leavers have below-average language abilities, and over 60% meet the criteria for Developmental Language Disorder (DLD).
· Research has shown that communication needs are often overlooked in favour of emotional or behavioural concerns, despite the prevalence of SLCN and emotional difficulties being broadly similar (26% and 24% respectively).
· Children with poor language skills at age five are six times less likely to meet expected standards in English and eleven times less likely to achieve expected standards in maths by age 11.
· More than 60% of young offenders have communication needs, and young people with DLD are twice as likely to reoffend.
· In Northern Ireland, older children in residential care have significantly higher rates of offending, with 29% having been cautioned or convicted of an offence.
· Historically, looked after children in Northern Ireland have experienced substantially poorer educational outcomes than their peers, including much higher levels of special educational needs and school suspension.

· Although GCSE attainment has improved, children in care continue to have significantly higher rates of SEN (27%) and school suspension (10%) than the general school population (1.6%), suggesting many continue to have unmet communication and learning needs.
Communication difficulties are often hidden and may present as:
· poor behaviour;
· emotional dysregulation;
· social withdrawal;
· disengagement;
· non-compliance; or
· difficulties participating in decision-making.

Without appropriate understanding, children can be misunderstood and may not receive the support they need.




Why This Matters for Together for Families
The ambition of Together for Families is to intervene early, strengthen family support and prevent escalation into crisis.
To achieve this, services must be equipped to recognise and respond to the underlying factors driving vulnerability and family breakdown. Many children supported through Family Support Hubs, social services and early intervention programmes have unmet communication needs that affect their ability to:
· understand information;
· express their views and feelings;
· regulate their emotions;
· form relationships;
· engage with professionals; and
· participate in assessments and interventions.
Communication is therefore a core determinant of child wellbeing and family functioning.
Addressing SLCN early can improve:
· family relationships;
· educational attainment;
· safeguarding outcomes;
· emotional wellbeing;
· mental health; and
· long-term life chances,
while reducing escalation into more intensive and costly services.

The Importance of a Multidisciplinary Workforce
Children and young people supported through Together for Families frequently present with complex needs arising from trauma, adversity, neurodevelopmental differences, disrupted attachment relationships and social disadvantage.
The main challenges experienced by these children often relate to:
· communication difficulties;
· sensory processing needs;
· emotional regulation;
· behavioural presentation;
· school disengagement; and
· relationship difficulties.
These underlying needs are not always immediately visible and can easily be mistaken for behavioural issues alone.
A multidisciplinary workforce is therefore essential if Together for Families is to achieve its goals. Children and young people on the edge of care often present with a combination of communication difficulties, sensory needs, emotional dysregulation and challenges with everyday functioning that require specialist expertise to understand and address effectively.
Speech and Language Therapists (SLTs) bring expertise in communication, language development and social interaction, helping professionals understand the impact of underlying speech, language and communication needs on behaviour, relationships and participation. Occupational Therapists (OTs) contribute specialist knowledge of sensory processing, emotional regulation, functional skills and participation in daily activities, helping to identify factors that may affect a child's ability to engage successfully at home, in school and in the wider community.
Together, SLTs and OTs add a valuable new dimension to family support and Edge of Care services. As part of a multidisciplinary team, they help professionals understand what lies beneath presenting behaviours, ensure interventions are tailored to children's developmental needs and support families to build sustainable strategies that reduce escalation and improve outcomes. Their combined expertise strengthens early intervention, improves engagement with services and supports children and young people to remain safely within their families wherever possible.
Speech and Language Therapy and Children on the Edge of Care
Children and young people on the edge of care are among the most vulnerable in our communities.
Many present with behavioural, emotional and family difficulties that mask underlying SLCN. Communication difficulties frequently sit beneath concerns relating to:
· family conflict;
· emotional distress;
· school avoidance;
· risk-taking behaviour;
· disengagement from services; and
· breakdown in relationships.

Where communication needs are not recognised, behaviour may be misinterpreted as defiance, non-compliance or lack of engagement. As a result, interventions may fail to address the underlying causes of difficulty, increasing the risk of service escalation and care entry.
Speech and language therapists can:
· identify hidden communication needs earlier;
· support children and young people to engage effectively with interventions;
· help parents and carers develop communication strategies that strengthen relationships;
· improve understanding of the relationship between communication, trauma and behaviour;
· contribute specialist insight to assessments and decision-making; and
· support safer and more sustainable family care arrangements.
Embedding SLTs within Edge of Care and intensive family support services would strengthen preventative support, reduce escalation and help more children remain safely within their families.

SLT Workforce
RCSLT NI welcomed the Minister's investment in the profession, including the decision to increase undergraduate SLT training places by 100% in 2025. While the 2026 intake has reduced by 20 places from the previous year, training capacity remains above the historical baseline and represents a positive step towards strengthening the workforce.
However, there is a growing risk that Northern Ireland will be unable to retain this newly trained workforce unless sufficient commissioned posts become available.
Currently, there are newly qualified speech and language therapists available to work within services, yet commissioners are not routinely commissioning additional SLT posts despite increasing levels of need. In the absence of local opportunities, many therapists are likely to seek employment elsewhere in the UK and Ireland.
This presents a missed opportunity both for workforce sustainability and for addressing the increasing prevalence of speech, language and communication needs among vulnerable children, young people and adults. 
Together for Families offers an ideal opportunity to invest in and retain this workforce. Commissioning SLT posts within family support, prevention and Edge of Care services would:
· strengthen multidisciplinary teams;
· improve access to specialist expertise;
· maximise the return on investment in training places;
· retain skilled professionals within Northern Ireland; and
· improve outcomes for children and families.



The Role of Speech and Language Therapists within Together for Families
Speech and language therapists are uniquely placed to support the aims of Together for Families through prevention, early intervention, workforce development and integrated practice.
Within a Together for Families model, SLTs can:
· Identify speech, language and communication needs early, particularly among children known to social services, Family Support Hubs and Edge of Care services.
· Support whole-family approaches by helping parents and carers develop communication strategies that strengthen relationships and reduce conflict.
· Contribute to multidisciplinary assessments, safeguarding processes, care planning and decision-making.
· Support trauma-informed practice by helping professionals understand the impact of communication difficulties on behaviour, emotional regulation and social interaction.
· Build workforce capability through training and support.
· Improve children's participation, ensuring they can understand information, express their views and contribute meaningfully to decisions affecting their lives.
· Reduce inequalities by supporting those most at risk of poor outcomes, including care experienced children, care leavers, young offenders and children with neurodevelopmental conditions.
· Support communication-accessible services that improve engagement and outcomes across the wider system.

Preventing a Postcode Lottery
RCSLT NI is encouraged by the leadership shown within a few Trusts where social care leaders have recognised the value of multidisciplinary working and are actively exploring the inclusion of speech and language therapy within family support and Edge of Care services.
However, access to specialist communication support should not depend on where a child lives. Without regional direction and commissioning, there is a risk of a postcode lottery emerging whereby some children and families benefit from multidisciplinary support while others do not.
A consistent, regionally commissioned approach would ensure equity of access and support delivery of the Together for Families vision across all five Trusts.

Opportunities for Youth Justice and Cross-Departmental Working
The need for communication support extends beyond health and social care.
Youth justice services continue to highlight significant levels of unmet speech, language and communication needs among the children and young people they support.
Communication difficulties can affect a young person's ability to:
· understand legal processes and expectations;
· engage with interventions;
· comply with requirements;
· understand consequences; and
· participate effectively in decision-making.

Practitioners themselves frequently require greater support and training to identify and respond to communication needs.
This presents a significant opportunity for collaboration between Health, Justice and Education. By identifying communication needs earlier through Together for Families and community-based services, Northern Ireland can reduce escalation into offending behaviour and strengthen engagement with youth justice interventions.
Investment in communication support therefore contributes not only to child wellbeing but also to rehabilitation, community safety and reduced reoffending.

Opportunities for RCSLT NI and Together for Families
1. Universal SLCN Training for the Children's Workforce
RCSLT NI can support Together for Families by delivering universal training across social care, Family Support Hubs, education, community and voluntary services.
Training should enable staff to:
· recognise signs of SLCN;
· understand the relationship between communication difficulties, behaviour and trauma;
· distinguish between behaviours arising from communication difficulties and other factors;
· adapt their communication to improve engagement and participation; and
· understand when referral to speech and language therapy is appropriate.
RCSLT NI can also support specialist postgraduate training exploring communication through a trauma-informed lens, including the relationship between Developmental Language Disorder, trauma, attachment, social cognition and emotional wellbeing.
2. Early Identification and Integrated Practice
Speech and language therapists should be commissioned and embedded within multidisciplinary pathways supporting:
· Together for Families;
· Family Support Hubs;
· Edge of Care services;
· safeguarding pathways; and
· early intervention programmes.

This would improve the identification of hidden needs and strengthen preventative support.
3. The Balanced System for Speech and Language Therapy
The Balanced System enables specialist expertise to be used effectively while building the capability of the wider workforce.
Across Northern Ireland, Trusts are adopting this approach through:
Universal Support
· Workforce training
· Communication-friendly environments
· Consultation and advice

Targeted Support
· Group interventions
· Advice for children with emerging needs

Specialist Support
· Direct assessment
· Specialist intervention
· Therapy for children with complex or persistent SLCN




Recommendations
RCSLT NI recommends that the Department of Health:
· Recognise speech, language and communication as a core component of the Together for Families programme.
· Ensure Together for Families is delivered through a multidisciplinary workforce that includes Speech and Language Therapists.
· Embed mandatory universal SLCN awareness training for social workers, social services staff and the wider children's workforce.
· Ensure training includes the links between communication difficulties, behaviour, trauma and emotional regulation.
· Include routine consideration of communication needs within assessments, care planning and family support pathways.
· Commission SLT posts within Together for Families, Family Support Hubs and Edge of Care teams across all Trusts.
· Develop a regional approach to prevent inequity of access and avoid a postcode lottery.
· Explore opportunities for joint working between Health, Education and Justice to address communication needs across the wider children's system.
· Invest in speech and language therapy as an "invest to save" measure that reduces future demand on health, social care, education and justice services.
Conclusion
Together for Families provides a significant opportunity to transform outcomes for vulnerable children and families across Northern Ireland.
Children on the edge of care often have hidden communication needs that contribute to behavioural difficulty, family breakdown, poor educational outcomes and involvement with justice services. Embedding Speech and Language Therapists within multidisciplinary family support and Edge of Care services will ensure these needs are identified and addressed at the earliest opportunity.
Investment in speech and language therapy is not simply an investment in a profession. It is an investment in prevention, family stability, participation, educational success and better life chances. By supporting children earlier and more effectively, Northern Ireland can reduce demand on more intensive services and help keep children both out of care and out of custody.

If you have any queries please contact ruth.sedgewick@rcslt.org or sue.mcbride@rcslt.org 
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