Disparities deepen as families spend thousands on SEND support in England
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Research reveals stark inequalities in the way parents in England navigate the special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) system, with some families spending thousands of pounds in pursuit of support for their children. A report by the Sutton Trust found that one in eight children in special schools have parents who have spent £5,000 or more on assessments linked to Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs). These plans legally detail the additional support a child requires and are crucial for accessing specialist education.
The disparities are striking: 65% of working-class families spent nothing on their child’s EHCP applications, while only 29% of middle-class families managed the same. Conversely, one in ten middle-class families spent over £5,000 on medical assessments, consultancy, and legal fees related to the process. Parents who invested these sums were far more likely to secure places in sought-after special schools and to challenge local authority decisions through tribunals, which mostly result in the successful award of an EHCP. Middle-class parents were eight percentage points more likely overall to obtain EHCPs compared to their working-class counterparts.
Such findings underline the systemic inequities faced by families in securing support. Children with SEND from disadvantaged backgrounds are doubly burdened: not only are they less likely to receive adequate support at school, but they also face lower educational outcomes. Despite making up 26% of schoolchildren, those eligible for free school meals represent 44% of children with EHCPs and 39% who receive additional support without EHCPs. This disproportionality reflects broader social inequalities that adversely affect educational inclusion and attainment.
Financial pressures on local authorities exacerbate the problem. Although funding for SEND pupils in England has increased by nearly 60% since 2015, local authorities collectively have amassed deficits around £3.3 billion this year alone, with projections indicating further rapid rises in spending needs. This funding shortfall risks the insolvency of councils and restricts their capacity to deliver consistent, equitable support.
Voices from the education sector stress the inadequacy of current resources. School leaders highlight delays in EHCP assessments and shortages in specialist staff such as speech and language therapists. Many families, particularly those from less affluent backgrounds, struggle to afford private assessments and legal challenges, effectively creating a two-tier system where access to support depends on parental means rather than children’s needs.
The government has acknowledged these issues amid plans to reform SEND provision. Education Minister Georgia Gould described the current system as one that has “failed” many children, promising earlier intervention measures, improved teacher training, and significant investment—£740 million earmarked to expand specialist school places. Despite earlier speculation that EHCPs might be abolished in forthcoming reforms, insiders have indicated that these plans will continue, signalling an intent to retain the legal framework while possibly improving its delivery.
Nevertheless, educators and campaigners warn that structural inequalities run deep and require more than procedural reforms. A University of Manchester study argues that disproportionality in SEND reflects entrenched societal and educational disparities, necessitating systemic change beyond adjustments to identification processes. Additionally, House of Lords reports have consistently pointed to significant gaps in educational attainment between pupils with SEND and their peers.
Meanwhile, the demand for special school places continues to outstrip supply, with the number of pupils in special schools rising sharply in recent years. Thousands of children remain on waiting lists, intensifying pressure across the system and exposing urgent needs for targeted funding and capacity expansion.
In sum, the SEND system in England is at a critical juncture. While legal provisions like EHCPs offer essential support frameworks, access to these is skewed by socioeconomic inequalities. Without decisive reform and investment, many children with SEND risk being left behind, their futures shaped not by their needs but by their parents’ resources and persistence. As the government moves forward with promised changes, the challenge will be to build a truly inclusive, well-resourced system that delivers equitable opportunities for all children with special educational needs.
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