UK government faces tough choices on funding SEND reforms amid fiscal constraints
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Rachel Reeves, the UK Chancellor, has been cautioned about the high costs associated with urgently needed reforms to the special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) system. Labour MP Helen Hayes, chair of the Education Select Committee, emphasized that the SEND system is currently "extremely broken" and warned that any attempts to cut funding could exacerbate its problems. Hayes told Reeves that necessary changes will require “transformation funding” and that these reforms will not come without financial investment.
The SEND system, which supports children with special educational needs, has been in crisis for some time. The government’s Plans to overhaul the SEND programme, originally slated for release in the autumn, have now been postponed until next year. This delay comes as the Chancellor prepares to announce the Budget on 26 November, a budget expected to include tax rises and spending cuts, which raises concerns about the availability of funds for SEND improvements.
According to Hayes, stabilizing the SEND system expenditure is vital, but significant cost savings are unlikely. She pointed out the scale of the SEND budget is relatively small—around £9 billion annually—compared to the welfare budget, which stands at approximately £300 billion. Hence, she argued that reducing SEND funding would neither be fiscally prudent nor beneficial to the children and families who depend on it. Hayes also highlighted the need for investing in upskilling teachers and teaching assistants, improving school facilities like wheelchair access, and enhancing early speech and language support. These investments, though costly initially, are expected to reduce longer-term support costs.
The Education Select Committee’s recent report calls for a major cultural shift in how SEND is integrated into mainstream schools. Hayes stressed the importance of making mainstream settings more inclusive for children with SEND, adding that such efforts would require adequate financial support from the government.
In response, a Department for Education spokesperson acknowledged the significant challenges inherited in the SEND system and asserted the government’s determination to implement lasting reforms. The spokesperson noted that the government is engaging with parents, teachers, and experts to ensure collaborative solutions and pointed out that an additional £1 billion has been invested in SEND budgets this year. Moreover, the government has allocated £740 million towards creating more specialist school places to better support children with SEND.
Meanwhile, broader fiscal constraints are influencing government decisions. The Chancellor and Prime Minister have submitted major Budget measures for scrutiny by the Office for Budget Responsibility, overseeing an overall "spending envelope" that will govern public spending. Rachel Reeves has reaffirmed her commitment to meeting fiscal rules announced in October’s Budget, indicating strict financial discipline as the government faces competing funding demands.
The SEND reform challenge thus sits within a wider context of tight fiscal management. With pressures to balance economic priorities against urgent social needs, the government’s willingness to dedicate "transformation funding" towards SEND reforms will be a crucial test of its commitment to children with disabilities and special educational needs.
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