Croydon’s speech and language therapy services face critical delays amid systemic upheaval
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Croydon has recently undergone a turbulent transition in the provision of speech and language therapy (SALT) services for children with special educational needs, provoking significant concern among parents and experts about the impact of delayed and disrupted care. The council’s shift to two new therapy providers in November—the Better Days service covering north and south Croydon and Allen Speech and Language for the central area—aims to improve support for children with Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs), but the abrupt change has left many families feeling the damage was already done.
Parents have described the transition as chaotic and poorly communicated, with missed therapy sessions causing setbacks in their children’s learning and social development. Zahra Allen, whose non-verbal daughter Khari has gone months without vital SALT, fears her daughter’s progress has been erased by the interruption. She told reporters that once therapy resumes, Khari will be starting “back to square one” and significantly behind her peers, with early gains lost during the service gap. For Zahra, a nurse unable to return to work amid the uncertainty, the effects stretch beyond childhood development to family welfare.
Another Croydon parent highlighted the patchy and inconsistent access her son, who suffered a stroke as an infant, has had to his legally mandated therapy under an EHCP. Despite promises from the council of timely reinstatement, families have experienced shifting and unclear timelines, adding to their distress. While some were offered personal budgets to seek therapy privately, local providers are largely oversubscribed, intensifying the pressure on parents trying to secure consistent support.
Speech and language therapy is essential not only for improving communication and speech clarity but also for enabling social integration, confidence building, and even addressing swallowing difficulties. Experts warn that interruptions or delays in therapy can have profound long-term consequences. Emma O’Dwyer, founder of the Baby Speak practice on Harley Street, emphasised that early intervention is crucial, especially for children with neurodevelopmental conditions such as autism. Inconsistent support can lead to social withdrawal and diminished school readiness, potentially limiting future educational and employment outcomes. Research from Speech and Language UK in 2024 underscores this risk, showing that untreated speech and language difficulties correlate strongly with poorer academic performance and higher unemployment rates.
These concerns exist within the context of broader systemic challenges. London, including Croydon, faces rising demand and greater complexity in therapeutic needs, compounded by nationwide shortages of qualified speech and language therapists and high vacancy rates. The delays families have experienced reflect these ongoing pressures, which also place strain on schools and local authorities tasked with ensuring timely access to support.
Historically, Croydon has struggled to meet demand for SALT services. A 2009-10 Strategic Needs Assessment noted concerns around inadequate access and rising numbers of children requiring additional intervention, with some sent outside the borough for therapy. Although services have shifted towards greater consultation and empowering carers and educators with strategies, the underlying issue of resource sufficiency remains unresolved.
Croydon Council has stated that the new providers will operate in line with the local SEND Area Strategy (2023–2026), aiming to offer timely, coherent support despite the national workforce shortages. Mayor Jason Perry acknowledged the communication failings during the transition, apologising to families and affirming a commitment to ensuring children’s access to necessary services. However, critics describe the transition as “botched,” noting that parents have been left managing provision themselves despite the council’s legal responsibilities, a source of considerable distress.
The council is also working with schools and families to smooth the transition and improve communication. From 1 November 2025, the two new providers aim to deliver an integrated and improved model of care. This strategy aligns with wider local ambitions to recruit and retain specialist staff, expand training, and commission therapies comprehensively for children and young people up to 25 years old.
For families and professionals, the priority remains consistent access to speech and language therapy to prevent vulnerable children from falling further behind both academically and socially. Without addressing the root causes of delays—such as workforce shortages and rising needs—the risk is that more children may experience damaging gaps in crucial early intervention, ultimately affecting their lifelong potential.
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