Somerset Council trials AI to speed up children’s special needs reports amid long delays
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Somerset Council is currently trialling artificial intelligence (AI) to address the protracted waiting times for children's special educational needs (SEN) reports. This initiative positions the council alongside several other English authorities seeking to leverage AI in enhancing the efficiency of administrative tasks. The use of AI is focused on drafting Education, Health, and Care Plans (EHCPs), which are crucial for the support of vulnerable children.
Councillor Heather Shearer, the Liberal Democrat lead for children, families, and education, emphasised that the AI will only be employed for basic report drafting at this stage. The council is approaching this new technology with caution, seeking to balance efficiency with the need for high-quality work. “We need to ensure our work is always excellent quality and done in a timely manner, so we can spend more time helping parents and children,” Shearer stated. The integration of AI could potentially enable staff to redirect their time towards direct engagement with families, rather than being encumbered by paperwork.
Initial reactions from community stakeholders highlight a blend of optimism and concern. Ruth Hobbs, chief executive of Somerset Parent Carer Forum, acknowledged the potential benefits but also raised issues regarding the protection of sensitive data. The forum is open to exploring the effectiveness of the AI trial, especially if it leads to more face-to-face time for case workers, which has long been identified as a critical factor in improving the support provided to families.
The impetus behind this initiative is underscored by pressing statistics: in recent months, only 26.9% of EHCP assessments in Somerset were completed within the mandated 20-week timeframe. This delay is attributed to various challenges, including staffing restructures and a backlog of complex cases. The council has expressed confidence that, with innovations like AI, they can progressively meet their targets.
Moreover, Somerset Council is not alone in its tech-driven approach; it has been exploring Microsoft Copilot for broader workforce productivity improvements. Since November 2023, the council has issued 300 licences to staff volunteers, resulting in reports of significant time savings and enhanced job satisfaction. Such initiatives indicate a commitment to modernise operations and improve service delivery across various departments.
The use of generative AI tools, similar to those offered by Invision360's VITA, also aims to streamline the drafting process for EHCPs. These tools produce initial drafts for review by SEND professionals, who maintain oversight to ensure that the resulting plans are person-centred. This approach complements Somerset’s objectives by alleviating some administrative burdens, thereby freeing professionals to concentrate on direct service delivery.
As Somerset Council advances in its exploration of AI, it has also observed a shift towards digitisation in other areas, collaborating with the NHS to enhance adult social care. This broader initiative aims to integrate technology in care settings, further reflecting the council’s commitment to improving the efficiency and quality of services through innovative solutions.
In a landscape marked by the growing need for streamlined processes, the council’s trial of AI presents both opportunities and challenges. While the potential for enhanced productivity and faster reporting is evident, the successful integration of these technologies hinges on rigorous safeguards around data privacy and quality assurance. As this trial progresses, Somerset Council remains keen to gather feedback from parents, professionals, and other stakeholders to ensure the initiative meets its intended goals without compromising the sensitivities involved in working with vulnerable populations. 
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