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‘Weasel words’ is an informal term describing words and phrases which
appear to add helpful detail to any document but which in fact could
undermine meaning and clarity. Extra words such as ‘as appropriate’
and ‘when required’ can subtly change the  apparent meaning of
agreements or water down and confuse readers about what is actually
meant by a particular statement. Whilst weasel words can be used
legitimately in Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs), Child in Need,
Adult Care or Health Care Plans, they can also make provision woolly
rather than as specific as it must be in the case of EHCPs. 
 
The Children and Families Act 2014 and Special Educational Needs and
Disability Code of Practice: 0 to 25 years (2015) require that EHCPs
specify needs, outcomes and provision for education, health and care.
The Code of Practice states that provision “must be detailed and
specific and should normally be quantified, for example, in terms of the
type, hours and frequency of support and level of expertise…”.
Specificity is very important because it ensures different readers can’t
conclude different things from reading the same plan. It makes a plan
equally clear to all and easy to implement. It is also important because
it is very difficult to enforce provision unless it is appropriately
specified. 
Weasel words may be used to provide flexibility, but this is often for the
provider rather than the child or young person. This may not be in the
child’s best interests. Flexible statements such as loosely defined
‘support’ or ‘programmes’ in section F, G and H of EHCPs are likely to
undermine lawfulness of the plan.

Weasel Words in Education, Health and
Care Plans (EHCPs)

© Lisa Thomas & SOS!SEN, updated in August 2025



Clear, specific and quantified plans preserve the purpose of EHCPs,
making sure key elements such as provisions in section F are
deliverable, measurable and enforceable in law. 

The SENDIST Upper Tribunal (B-M and B-M v Oxfordshire CC (SEN)
[2018] UKUT 35 (AAC) has confirmed that ‘opportunities for’ is “vague,
meaningless and unenforceable…’’. Words such as 'will benefit from' or
'access to’, for example, large print books or certain equipment may
amount to nothing when scrutinised: essentially, they are saying the
support in question is optional. ‘Opportunities’ or ‘access’ does not
ensure a child will receive the stated provision; a specific detailed
statement of arrangements may be required e.g. ‘large print books (font
size x) will be available in the x range/level and *child* will be taught to
know where these books can be found. She will be
taken/encouraged/supported by *staff role* to select and read from
them with/without support on one 15 minute library visit each day.’ 

Words and phrases such as ‘periodic’, ‘frequent’, ‘regular’ and ‘up to’
may also be unhelpful when quantifying provision. Think about ‘regular
reading'; what does this mean? Once per day/once per week/once per
month? Birthdays are regular! How will you know when ‘regular’ therapy
is delivered or if there is a shortfall? These words are particularly
unhelpful in provision and consultations for new placements; if a
setting is unclear about exactly what it must deliver, how can it know if
it is able to meet needs? ‘Regular’ is impossible to enforce in law if
‘regular’ was never defined in the first place. If needs and provisions are
unspecified and unclear, funding may also be unclear, particularly
where funding is attached to banded plans. 

Unfortunately, generalisation and weasel words in advice reports can
lead to poor drafting of EHCPs. An EHCP is only ever as good as the
advice and information which shapes it. 
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Suggestions from advisors that provisions might be delivered ‘as
required’ and unspecified ‘programmes’ which are still ‘to be
determined’ or even ‘explored’ add nothing when copied into an EHCP,
because they are still to be established, which is not the point of expert
advice at all. 

If an LA intends for a provision to be delivered to meet a need, learning
difficulty or outcome, then the LA has no need to avoid being specific
about this, even in specialist settings. Case law has concluded that
“even for a child in specialist provision, the requirement of specificity
cannot be abandoned where detail could reasonably be provided”. 

When checking an EHCP, look at weasel words closely and consider
whether they add useful definition or create uncertainty. It may be
necessary to remove weasel words or add more specific words and
detail so as to be absolutely clear what is intended to be delivered and
avoid difficulties later on.

Next time you look at your child’s EHCP, weed out weasel words and
spruce up specificity 

'X will benefit from up to 90 minutes of high-level Speech and
Language Therapy delivered by a Senior therapist registered with
the HCPC, as deemed appropriate'. ‘Up to’ and ‘as deemed
appropriate’ undermine all certainty about how much provision is to
be delivered. ‘Benefit from’ implies that the support in question is
optional rather than something that needs to be provided. What
does high level actually mean?  This sentence could simply be
rewritten as “X will receive 90 minutes a week of direct high level
Speech and Language Therapy delivered by a Senior therapist
registered with the HCPC.” 
‘X will be supported by the class team for up to 25 hours per week’
is not clear about what is intended to be delivered in a week. If a
school provides 5 hours, it may consider it has met requirements. 
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https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2014/6/section/37/enacted#section-37-2-e




https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7ab57be5274a34770e6919/HS_3005_2017-
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7ab57be5274a34770e6919/HS_3005_2017-
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7ab57be5274a34770e6919/HS_3005_2017-
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7ab57be5274a34770e6919/HS_3005_2017-
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7ab57be5274a34770e6919/HS_3005_2017-
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7ab57be5274a34770e6919/HS_3005_2017-01.pdf


https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2014/6/part/3/enacted
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2014/1530/contents/made
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25
https://www.matrixlaw.co.uk/Noddy-Guide-2020.pdf
https://www.sossen.org.uk/admin/resources/ehcps.pdf
https://www.ipsea.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=afd8d11f-5f75-44e0-8f90-e2e7385e55f0
https://www.specialneedsjungle.com/


https://councilfordisabledchildren.org.uk/information-advice-and-support-services-network/find-your-local-ias-service
http://www.sossen.org.uk/
http://www.ipsea.org.uk/
https://childlawadvice.org.uk/
http://www.sossen.org.uk/

