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N 1. How are pupils with SEND currently distributed
w across mainstream schools and how has this
changed over time?

mnng 2. What are the factors driving this distribution of
o pupils across the school system?

S 3. What are the implications of the current
M7,  distribution of pupils with SEND on schools and
- pupils?




Project strands

1.Quantitative
analysis

to understand the characteristics of ‘high
SEND’ schools and the movements of
pupils with SEND

2.Local authority
Interviews

With 10 staff in nine local authorities with
a large spread of SEND across schools
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3.School case
studies

in 15 ‘high-SEND schools’ with interviews
in 18 comparator schools

4.National survey of school
leaders and SENCOs

in ‘high-SEND schools’ and comparator
schools (800 responses)
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1. How are pupils with SEND
currently distributed across
mainstream schools and how
has this changed over time?
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SEND pupils are unevenly distributed = NFER
across mainstream schools ationa! Foundation for

« Mainstream schools are now educating a growing share of pupils with the
highest levels of need

- 56% of pupils with EHCPs are now in mainstream schools, up from 49% in 2015/16.

« System pressures are concentrated in a subset of “high-SEND schools” rather
than shared evenly across the system

— Primary schools with the highest EHCP rates have over six times as many EHCP
pupils as those with the lowest rates; secondary schools show a five-fold difference.

« Emergence of distinct (but overlapping) “high-SEND” school types

o ‘High EHCP’ schools (HES): schools with higher proportions of pupils with
EHCPs as compared to both their catchment area and nationally; and

o ‘High-any-SEND’ schools (HASS): schools with higher-than-expected numbers of
pupils with SEN Support and/or EHCPs.
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2. What are the factors
driving the distribution of

pupils with SEND across the
school system?
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Why SEND becomes concentrated :*NFER
in some mainstream schools
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Core mechanism: structural steering

School ethos and reputation (Push factors)

+

System capacity constraints (e.g. lack of specialist provision) (Pull factors)

4

Pupils steered into certain schools

d

Rising EHCP (and SEN Support) concentrations in certain schools
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Primary driver: Inclusive *NFER
ethos and reputation
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School leaders’ perspective

« Strong commitment to inclusion: “We never say we can’t meet
need.”

« Having a SEN unit or RP further attracts pupils: “We were
getting fuller and fuller with special needs children.”

System response

« Parents and LA officers identify these schools as safe
placements.

« Expertise attracts further referrals.
Result

» Success reinforces demand; SEND intake grows cumulatively.

Pull factors



Secondary drivers: System capacity :*NFER
and sufficiency pressures
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Local authority perspective

« Limited specialist places.

* Need to secure placements quickly.
System dynamics

« Schools with space or flexibility receive more pupils: “We always have
space, so we acquire students who've struggled in other settings.”

* Inclusive schools become default option.
Key message

« Capacity constraints elsewhere steer pupils toward inclusive mainstream
settings.

Push factors
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3. What are the implications
of the current distribution of
pupils with SEND on schools
and pupils?
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Benefits of high-SEND schools:  #*NFER
views of staff and parents
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Inclusive ethos and community strengths
Positive peer relationships and social norms

Staff expertise and professional development

Pupil outcomes (beyond academics)

Benefits for non-SEND pupils

Positive impacts on families




Survey evidence for the benefits of inclusion ::.NFER
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Pupils from the Unit/RP are well integrated into I 64%

mainstream lessons and activities (where applicable) 73%
Pupils from the Unit/RP have limited interaction or —————— 21%
friendships with pupils outside of the Unit/RP 29%
Staff in the Unit/RP and mainstream staff work closely e 63%
together to plan and deliver learning 70%
The Unit/RP has sufficient specialist expertise (e.g. I 41%
teachers, therapists) to meet pupils’ needs 65%
The Unit/RP can meet the needs of all the pupils I 40%
currently attached 49%
The Unit/RP enhances the school’s overall capacity and I 62%
expertise to meet a wide range of SEND needs 86%
Operating the Unit/RP places significant pressures on I 65%
school resources or staffing 80%
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

% of primary schools agreeing or strongly agreeing to statement

® No inclusion base recorded in DfE data Inclusion base reported in DfE data
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Challenges in high-SEND schools: views of :: NFER
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“You don'’t “ ;
My daughter’s
understand the
: class have had
stress. Every Staffing and
s Impacts on workload: to leave the room
morning IS a families “No day is taff |
» ’ so staff can calm
battle the same ]
\/— another child
down”
Inspection and Challenges for N\

accountability pupils

challenges

“The money we

“They can only get does not

do the best with

Behavioural cover the cost of
the resources and Resource
they are given... safeguarding pressures the room... but
. pressures morally, it would
something needs b Y. hensibl
e reprehensible
to Change much System-level f fﬂ‘l back
higher LI,D” limitations o pu em bac
into mainstream”
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Distribution:

* Pupils with SEND are unevenly distributed across England’s mainstream
schools.

Drivers:

» Capacity and sufficiency pressures steer placements toward inclusive
mainstream schools, raising EHCP and SEN Support proportions in some
settings.

Implications:

* Uneven distribution puts disproportionate pressure on some schools, affecting
capacity and pupil experience.

« High-SEND schools build strong inclusive practice but face unsustainable strain,
so the current distribution is neither efficient nor equitable for schools or pupils.
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The schools white paper may help address :*NFER
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the unequal SEND distribution

The reforms have the potential to help by:

* Levelling up early intervention so families don’t need EHCPs to access support.
« Raising inclusion expectations for all schools, reducing reputational clustering.
« Expanding the SEND workforce so support is not concentrated in a few schools.

* Providing universal specialist access, reducing reliance on schools with strong historic SEND

reputations.
But the reforms may also create additional pressures for high-SEND schools:
Workload implications of new ISPs and review of EHCPs by secondary SENCOs.
« Limitations in SENCO capacity present a critical risk to the effective implementation of these reforms.

More needs to be done to directly target the structural, parental, and school-level mechanisms our research

identifies as sources of uneven distribution.
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