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The current system for distribution of funding for SEN bears little relation to actual need and results in many 
local authorities moving funds away from the schools block to support necessary SEN provision. The schools 
and high needs funding blocks are inextricably linked and investment in both must reflect local need. 

Background
The high needs funding block is required to support provision for children and young people with special 
education needs and disabilities (SEND) from birth to the age of 25.

Funding is allocated to local authorities as part of the dedicated schools grant (DSG). The DSG is the core route 
of revenue funding for schools, high needs and early years, with high needs currently representing around 13% 
of the £40 billion spent on education in 2016/17, and which equates to around £5 billion.

The scope of support includes children and young people with a recognised SEND, as well as those with a 
statement or education health and care plan (EHCP). 

• Department for Education statistics advise that 14.4% of school pupils in England have SEN and of those, 
some 992,000 (11.6%) are getting the support they need at a mainstream school.  

• Of the 236,000 pupils that have a statement or EHCP, just under half are in mainstream schools.
• Currently mainstream schools and post-16 institutions are expected to find the first £6,000 of costs for 

additional support from their schools block or programme-led grant funding.

High needs funding is insufficient and is threatening inclusion across the system
• Currently, LAs have flexibility to move funds between the blocks of the DSG and we know that 75% 

of local authority areas have had to move money out of the schools block to address the increasing 
demands of provision for young people up to the age of 25.

• Transfer of funds out of the schools block means that pupils in mainstream education are being 
disadvantaged. In some cases, the basic per pupil funding levels are being reduced.

• Special schools cannot make cuts to statutory services or provision outlined in EHCPs, therefore at local 
level, the impact of increased expenditure from the high needs block may result in a reduction in the 
amount of top-up funding available to support pupils with SEN in mainstream schools.
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Underfunding is putting partnerships at risk and valuable experience is being lost
• Special schools have increasingly funded ‘core’ teams as LA resources are depleted. As budget cuts 

bite, these schools will be forced to cut these services which have also provided valuable outreach and 
experience to mainstream schools. This will impact our most vulnerable children and young people.

• The successful transition into mainstream education for pupils with SEND requires the input of specially 
skilled and experienced staff. There is a real risk that some transitions will fail if these staff cannot be 
maintained by special schools and are not available at local authority level. 

• Special schools and mainstream settings with resourced provision units must maintain lower pupil to 
adult ratios than in mainstream. They need more support staff to safely educate and care for their pupils 
which means increased budget pressures as unfunded increases in employer costs continue.

Underfunding means access to appropriate education provision is delayed or interrupted
• Government proposals are that in future, schools work with the local authority to pool funding that 

can be directed towards pupils with SEN. This implies a continual subsidy by the schools block to 
support SEND. In a climate of insufficient investment in the education sector and all types of provision 
experiencing real terms cuts to their budgets, such agreements are likely to be protracted and result in 
delays to the availability of good provision for pupils with SEND.

• Changes to the system over the past three years require every child with a statement or young person 
aged 19 - 25 with a learning disability assessment, is reviewed and assessed before their EHCP can 
be put in place. There is a real concern across the sector that dwindling LA resources are reducing 
the availability of trained staff to conduct these reviews and write the EHCP. At best, transitional 
arrangements will be put in place. At worst, the risk is that children and young people will fall through the 
net as schools and colleges are distracted by managing swingeing budget cuts and LAs are unable to 
afford staff qualified to carry out the task. 

More guidance needed to support joint commissioning for high-need, low-incidence SEN   
• A report by the Isos Partnership says the allocation of funding for children and young people with the 

most complex needs is inconsistent and should be improved.
• The DSG should not be seen as the ‘funder of last resort’. 
• The Isos report calls for guidance for local authorities to support joint commissioning, and make it clear 

which aspects of an EHCP should be funded by health and education partners respectively.
• Successful and financially efficient, jointly commissioned provision should be the rule rather than the 

exception. 

Key election messages
• Schools are facing real terms cuts amounting to £3 billion by 2020. The high needs block must be 

sufficiently funded to support inclusion across the sector as a whole.
• Real terms budget cuts are manifesting themselves in reduced numbers of support staff, which means 

that mainstream schools are unable to meet the needs of children and young people with SEND
• Underfunding means that our most vulnerable children are at risk and are not able to access the support 

they need in the most appropriate setting for them and their families
• We call on the next government to review the impact of budget reductions in the education sector.
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