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Briefing for Members of Parliament

The SEND Reform Proposals and their implication
for specialist FE colleges and young people with
more complex needs

Overview

In February 2026, the Government published Putting Children and Young People First, a set of
proposals for fundamentally reforming the Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND
system). They are consulting on these proposals until 18 May. The reforms are based on a
strong ambition to build an inclusive, financially sustainable system that addresses the
longstanding and well-documented issues with the current system. The following features are
central to the proposals:

e More inclusive mainstream schools and colleges supported by substantial
government investment into staff training, a new ‘Experts at Hand service’ providing
access to specialists such as educational psychologists and therapists, staff training, and
capital funding to support adaptation of existing buildings and the creation of new
‘inclusion bases’

o Fewer Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) with the majority of children and
young people having their support needs met through provision set out in an Individual
Support Plan (ISP), developed and maintained by their school or college, rather than
administered by the local authority (LA).

What this means for 16 to 25 years olds with complex needs

e Children and young people with more complex needs who meet the threshold for one of
a prescribed set of specialist provision packages will be offered specialist support in
either a mainstream or specialist setting. Only these learners will receive an EHCP.

e Children and young people will be re-assessed at the end of a key stage via a
transition review to determine their continuing eligibility for a specialist provision
package (SPP). Their access to specialist support and to the accompanying EHCP will be
ceased if they do not meet the new SPP threshold.

e Funding will be rebalanced so that a proportion of the high needs funding will be
devolved directly to mainstream schools and colleges, with LAs only administering a
reduced high needs budget for children and young people with a specialist provision
package.

» Families and young people will only be able to select a school or college from a
list of specialist provision package providers given to them by the LA. If they
successfully challenge the LA’s decision about a placement, the Tribunal will no longer
be able to rule that a specific school or college is named instead.


https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/send-reform-putting-children-and-young-people-first/specialist-provision-packages
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Risks that may deny young people access to specialist education

We welcome the overall ambitions of the proposals and are pleased to see government set out
a dual role for specialist FE colleges:
» to provide high quality education for young people with more complex needs

» to offer support, advice and outreach services to mainstream FE settings.

However, we have identified a risk that access to specialist FE may be restricted for
some learners for whom it would be their best option and preference.

Young people denied their choice of placement

New rules require LAs to consider effectiveness, fairness and value for money, including the
impact of decisions about individuals on their ability to meet the needs of all children and young
people in the local area. This is a shift away from their duty to offer each individual a placement
that meets their needs.

There is a risk that LAs may avoid placing young people in a specialist college even when it is
the most appropriate option for the individual. With limited rights to challenge and reduced
powers for the Tribunal, it will be difficult for families to get such a decision overturned.

Thresholds may exclude those who need specialist provision

Specialist FE will only be available to young people who meet a new, high threshold of
“complex needs” as defined in the proposed specialist provision packages (SPPs).

There is a risk that some young people who would benefit from specialist FE will be excluded
because
o the thresholds set for eligibility for an SPP are too high

« the nationally prescribed categories being used to define complexity are too narrow to
cover the breadth of complexity with which young people present

e SPPs are overly focused on the support needed to enable children to access the national
curriculum, making them an ineffective means of determining whether a young person
has an ongoing need for specialist support in FE

e young people may be offered a ‘mainstream-only’ SPP, despite having a strong
preference for a specialist setting and the mainstream provider not yet having sufficient
expertise to meet their needs.

Specialist colleges wrongly conflated with Independent Special Schools

The government is planning new price controls for independent special schools (ISSs) and
restrictions on expansion and the opening of new schools. Despite the very different status of
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specialist FE colleges, which unlike ISSs are directly contracted by the DfE, there is a risk that
they will be conflated with independent special schools and made subject to new, unnecessarily
restrictive regulations. This would limit their ability to offer high quality placements to the
young people who need specialist provision.

How you can help
Meet with Natspec

Meet with Natspec online or in-person to find out more about the implications of the proposed
reforms on young people with complex needs in your constituency.

Raise the issue of access to specialist FE in parliament

Ask oral or written parliamentary questions to ensure issues are formally recorded and require a
response from the Secretary of State (SoS). Raise concerns about access to specialist FE in
debates on the SEND reform proposals. We can supply suggested wording for you.

Table amendments to related Bills

While it will be some time before new broader SEND legislation is introduced, the SoS has
indicated that legislation relating to independent special schools will be prioritised. Should
specialist colleges be inadvertently brought into scope, you could table an amendment to
ensure they are excluded from unnecessary additional regulation.

Please contact our policy officer, Alex Judge, if you would like more information, to arrange a
meeting, or to offer your support.



mailto:alex.judge@natspec.org.uk

