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Schools Forum
Wednesday 16th September 2026
 08:00-09:00am
VIA TEAMS 
ROOM MO.3.17 @ Municipal Offices

AGENDA

	
	
	ITEM
	PAPER
	LEAD

	26/26
	
	Welcome and introductions; apologies received

	Verbal
	JS

	27/26
	
	Chair’s Welcome 
	Verbal
	NS

	28/26
	
	Minutes of the previous meeting held on 17th June 2026
	

	NS

	29/26
	
	SEND Reforms & Impact
	

	JS

	30/26
	
	RSP & SEND Unit Development
	Verbal
	JS

	31/26
	
	Finance Update
	Verbal
	LB

	32/26
	
	AOB
	Verbal
	ALL

	33/26
	
	Time and Date of Next Meeting: 
Thursday 17th December 08:00-09:00 via TEAMS
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Meeting held on Monday 17 June 2026 at 8.00am 
via TEAMs 


 
MINUTES 


 Attendees 
Nina Siddle (NS) (Chair), Alex Allenby (AA), Jane Aukett (JA), Liz Brummer (LB), 
Kate Cowdroy (KC), Richard Gargon (RG), Jo Indian (JI), Wendy Jackson (WJ), 
Steve Kernan (SK), , Emily Powell (EP), Rachel Revell (RR), Jenni Steel (JS), 
Neville Wilkinson (NW) 


17/26 Apologies 
 
An apology for absence had been received from Tracey Richman. 


18/26 Chair’s Welcome 
 
The Chair welcomed and thanked everyone for attending. 


19/26 
 
 
 


Minutes of Previous Meeting held on 18 March 2026/Matters Arising from 
the Minutes 
 
The Minutes of the previous meeting held on 18 March 2026 were agreed as a 
true record.   
 
Matters arising: 
 
All matters arising and action points were covered on the agenda. 


20/26 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


SEND Reforms and Impact 
 
JS stated that the local area reform plan had been very challenging and was 
shared with colleagues in the previous week.  Final amendments would be made 
and the final plan would be submitted by the deadline date of 12.00 o’clock on 19 
June 2026.  JS stated that she could not under-estimate the immense amount of 
hard work which had taken place in writing the plan which had considered 
sufficiency, sharing of resources and the significant implications around this.  The 
plan would wipe out £25m from the DSG.  It had been a huge task and the final 
plan had not yet been finalised.  A PowerPoint presentation was to be shared with 
Headteachers the following day.  JS stated that it was the intention to bring the 
entire plan to Schools’ Forum to provide the in-depth detail but adaptations were 
still being made. 
 
NS supported this suggestion. 
 
RR explained that the plan had to go through five stages of approval and it would 
not be known until September if it had been passed.  It had already been taken to 
system leaders for their views.  The key points would be taken to Headteachers 
the following day but not the full plan.  JS added there had been a significant 
upturn in EHCP requests as a consequence of the reforms which had been a 
challenge and equally, was the balance with parents and SENCos. 
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21/26 RSP & SEND Unit Development 
 
NS observed that from the outturn statement, some of the costs associated with 
this had increased dramatically. 
 
RR stated that as there was now a Commissioning Team and the focus was 
whether there could be a change in the model of delivery to reduce costs in line 
with the DfE’s model to increase specialist places.  There would need to be a 
feasibility study and preparation work before any costs could be lowered.  JS 
added that there had been pause and reflection on lessons learnt before moving 
forward on how to improve this in relation to phase 2 and the sufficiency 
challenges which were faced on a daily basis across the Borough.  The proposed 
date for the SEMH Free school was still awaited from the DfE and there was 
challenge in school settings around falling numbers.  Much depended on the DfE 
in terms of what was happening in settings on decision making.  RR stated there 
had been some significant assumptions within the Reform Plan. 
 
NS stated that rather than introducing these provisions quickly, in the longer term, 
it was about sufficiency and bringing costs down.  RR added it was essential to 
ensure that the right children were in the right places and how far schools could 
support the children they already had in their own setting.  There was recognition 
that the need was already there and the provision needed to increase. 
 


22/26 Outturn Report 
  
LB stated that the annual outturn position on the DSG for 2025/26 showed an 
increase in deficit on the cumulative position.  There was an overspend on the 
Schools Block relating to the two new Primary Schools and these schools had to 
be funded until they transitioned into financially viable schools.  There was also 
the need to ensure that the existing schools were not affected which put pressure 
on the Schools Block. 
 
The Early Years Block outturn position showed a small underspend of £0.32m 
and as much money as possible was passported out.  
  
The High Needs Block outturn position was an overspend of £15m against a 
budget of £33m which was very significant.  Original planning hoped that this 
figure would be £9.5m over and this had been allocated as part of the budget 
setting process but due to in-year demands and price increases, this had resulted 
in an additional £5.7m overspend. 
 
Agency placements and other LA top up funding of £4.14m evidenced the 
capacity issues locally and until the new Free School was built, this trend would 
continue on specialist places.  This was very significant. 
  
The £0.87m for SEND Services was mainly for EOTAS and reflected the increase 
in this area.  
  
The Import/Export adjustment of £0.62m reflected the movement of pupils to 
another authority.  LB drew members’ attention to Appendix 1 and the further 
breakdown of the figures.  LB requested that if any member had any queries, to 
email her. 
 
LB stated that although the outturn reflected an increased position, the authority 
was not alone and nationally, there was an increase across the high needs 
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sector.  However, for NEL, it was a rapid increase in overspend which was 
concerning but was reflective of the activity which RR and JS referred to. 
  
At the start of the financial year, the DSG contingency balance brought forward 
was a deficit of £11.99m and closed with a cumulative overspend of £27.49 which 
was a significant deficit.  
  
The High Needs Stability Grant was designed to address some of this position at 
the end of March 2026.  Subject to the Local Plan being approved, the LA should 
receive up to 90% of this deficit in the autumn term in terms of a cash payment 
which should reduce this deficit.  The 2026/27 position was unknown and the LA 
needed to deal with the residual deficit.  It was essential to agree how to deal with 
this as part of the discussion with the leadership team and the planning needs 
must be addressed in the future. 
  
In terms of impact on other services, it was important to recognise that whilst 
there were significant pressures on DSG, the impact of activity within those 
services had directly affected the Council’s core budget.  Due to the increase in 
the EHCPs, there was a significant pressure on education transport with spend 
increasing from £4.8m in 2023/24 to £5.6m in 2025/26.  There was also pressure 
on the Education Psychology team and the level of staffing required to deal with 
the activity and demand was increasing every year.  This was funded by the 
Council’s budget which was funded through taxation and had to be dealt with 
through the planning process.  There was a significant increase in the deficit and 
whilst not unexpected, was much higher than anticipated. 
  
NS referred to the next academic year budgets and stated that the EHCP 
applications were coming through before the new reforms were effective which 
exacerbated the situation. 
 


23/26 DSG Position and High Needs Block Forward Look 
 
In terms of 2026/27 position, LB stated that at the previous meeting, the 
inflationary increases on prices had been discussed.  This had been agreed at 
3%.  However, the LA did not receive any increase in funding from the DfE but 
prices would increase by 3% from September.  NS added that this was not the 
case everywhere and not every LA had taken that decision.  There was 
appreciation that this was something that NEL had done.  LB stated this put 
further pressure on the DSG position and currently, based on preliminary figures, 
there was a significant increase for this financial year and was reflective of 
activity on the back of the Reform plans.  The Reform plans would not change the 
financial position and the deficit would increase significantly at the end of the 
year.  Clarity was needed on the DfE position for the High Needs Stability Grant 
for 2026/27.  It was hoped that the DfE would continue with the 90% but if not, it 
will fall to the Council to deal with this deficit and will impact on the core budget.  
NS acknowledged that it was a very difficult position.  LB advised that from 2028, 
SEND would be funded centrally but it was unknown what this looked like.  JS 
agreed that it was a difficult position which could not be under-estimated.  Whilst 
the Reform Plan was ambitious, the capacity to deliver those reforms had been 
set out and included data and financial support together with other local 
challenges. 
 
NS thanked LB, JS and RR for all the work they had carried out and the 
explanations provided. 
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24/26 Any other business 
 
WJ stated that some Forum members had not attended the meeting or submitted 
apologies.  She sought members’ permission to write to those members to 
ascertain their willingness to remain on Schools’ Forum next year.  If not, those 
vacancies would be advertised.  Currently, there was a vacancy for a Secondary 
Academy Representative and WJ wished to contact the Secondary Principals to 
ask if they wished to sit on Schools’ Forum.  If more than one nomination was 
received, it would go to a vote. 
 
RESOLVED: That Schools’ Forum approved that WJ could contact absent  
  members and also the Secondary Principals in respect of  
  membership of Schools forum. 
 
JS reported that Councillor Samuel Grice had been appointed as the new 
Portfolio Holder for Children and Lifelong Learning and was also the new Deputy 
Leader of the Council.  Councillor Oliver Freeston, representing the Reform Party, 
was the new Leader of the Council.  Councillor Grice would be invited to attend 
Schools’ Forum as an Observer moving forward. 
 
WJ advised that Tracey Richman had submitted her apologies for one year as 
currently, she was on maternity leave. 


 


25/26 Date of next meeting 
 
The next meeting would take place on 16 December 2026 at 8.00am. 
 
NS wished everyone a lovely summer and rest.  The High Needs Working Group 
would meet the first week back after the break to set a calendar of dates for the 
year.  JS suggested that Focus Groups should be appointed at the next meeting 
when the Reform Plan was brought back.  RR added that she would discuss the 
new plan in depth at the next meeting in order that members had a full 
understanding. 
 
 


 


 


                      GS/DG 
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What changes for schools and settings
Move from statutory assessment as the gateway to support, to earlier advice, capacity and confidence in 
settings.


The reform plan sets out clearer expectations, practical routes 
to specialist advice and a stronger local offer.


1. Earlier support


Universal offer, self-assessment 
and cluster consultation make 
early help easier to access.


2. More local options


Inclusion bases, specialist base 
growth and capital adaptations 
expand provision closer to home.


3. Clearer partnership


School leaders, SENCOs, families 
and partners feed into a 
transparent improvement cycle.


NELC SEND Education settings briefing
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Why the plan matters for schools and settings
Demand, placement pressure and costs are rising; the response needs to help settings meet needs earlier.


2,828
children and young people with an 
EHCP


2026 baseline


480
EHC needs assessment requests


2026 forecast


374
independent / non-maintained 
specialist placements


2026 baseline


£49.0m
High Needs Block expenditure


2026–27 forecast


£20.8m
in-year High Needs deficit


2026–27 forecast


£5.2m
total SEND transport spend


financial baseline


What this means for 
settings


• Consistent graduated 
response expectations


• Earlier access to EP, SaLT, 
OT and outreach advice


• Better data for sufficiency 
and transitions


• Clearer messages for 
families about support 
before EHCP


NELC SEND Education settings briefing
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Inclusion in every setting: clearer expectations, 
practical support
The plan moves from variable practice to a common local offer that schools can use confidently.


WHERE WE ARE


Graduated response and ordinarily available provision 
interpreted differently across settings
Mainstream inclusion practice varies by phase and local 
context
Capital and data planning not yet consistently linked to 
pressure points


2029 FUTURE STATE


Universal offer aligned to National Inclusion Standards 
and understood by families
Self  assessment used in every setting to identify support 
needs
Cluster model enables shared skills, transitions and local 
problem solving


NELC SEND Education settings briefing
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How support reaches settings earlier


The model links shared insight, a consistent universal offer and specialist advice before escalation.


1


Shared insight


Dashboards and needs 
analysis identify where 
support is needed.


2


Consistent universal 
offer
Ordinarily available 
provision and self 
assessment give a 
common baseline.


3


Experts at Hand


Cluster consultation, 
coaching and family advice 
bring expertise earlier.


4


Local capacity


Inclusion bases and 
adaptations expand 
options in or near 
mainstream.


5


System outcomes


Fewer escalations, fewer 
high cost placements and 
greater confidence.


The priority is a reliable route to advice and support before a situation becomes statutory or crisis led.


NELC SEND Education settings briefing
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Experts at Hand: practical access to specialist advice


The model moves expertise out of a referral only pattern and into earlier, locality-based support.


What changes


• Cluster consultations each half term for discussion, 
advice and prioritisation


• Multidisciplinary input from EP, SaLT, OT, specialist 
teachers and outreach where aligned


• Bookable EP consultations and family helpline support 
equity during rollout


• Outcomes measured by reach, timeliness and support 
without EHCP


Access principles


Not a rigid gate Support flexes through 
consultation and context.


Locality based Practitioners build relationships 
with clusters.


Earlier and broader Advice and modelling happen 
before escalation.


Critical dependency: workforce availability; phasing will need clear communication with settings.


NELC SEND Education settings briefing
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What schools and settings can expect over three 
years
The programme builds from mobilisation to scale and evidence, with annual review from data and feedback.


2026/27


Mobilise and test


Publish universal offer / OAP guidance
Test Experts at Hand in two clusters
Begin first inclusion base and capital 
approvals
Establish Strategic Education Board 
and co-production pledge with parent 
carers


2027/28


Scale and align


Extend EAH to all clusters
Implement AP recommissioning and 
pathways
Deliver first wave inclusion base 
expansions
Refresh sufficiency and transition 
priorities


2028/29


Embed and evidence


Universal offer visible in all settings
Inclusion bases established across 
phases
EAH coverage across EY, schools and 
FE
Evidence lower escalation and 
improved value


School and setting input is needed at each annual refresh: what is working, where pressure remains, and what should be 
prioritised next.


NELC SEND Education settings briefing
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The first year: key points for education settings


Quarterly milestones show when guidance, access routes and first-wave support will land.


Q2
Design & readiness


Needs analysis and co-design 
workshops
Draft EAH scope and access 
principles
Map inclusion bases and priority 
cohorts
Confirm co-production and equity 
principles


Q3
Mobilise & launch


Approve final EAH model and 
governance
Recruit/commission first-wave 
support
Publish access guidance and first 
reports
Strategic Education Board and AP 
model ready


Q4
Review & scale plan


Complete Year 1 review and scaling 
plan
Refine workforce deployment from 
demand data
Prepare full EAH launch from 
September 2027
Confirm Year 2 commissioning and 
capital priorities


NELC SEND Education settings briefing
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Local sufficiency: more places and inclusion bases
Capacity growth should reduce reliance on higher-cost and distant placements while strengthening local 
options.


156
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400


83


146 152


224
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2025 2027 2028 2029


Planned base capacity growth


Support base capacity Specialist base capacity


Capacity signals for settings


724
maintained special school places 
intended by 2029


from 406 in 2027 / 673 in 2028


400
support base places by 2029


from 156 in 2025


NELC SEND Education settings briefing
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How schools and settings shape delivery


Existing forums and cluster structures will make school voice visible in delivery decisions.


School leaders and 
SENCOs School leader forums, SENCO Forum, Strategic Education Board and cluster consultations.


Families and PCF Co-production pledge, annual surveys, family helpline feedback and “You said, we did” loops.


Children and young people Youth Partnership Board and targeted work with pupils across mainstream, special and AP 
settings.


System partners Health, care, AP, Family Hubs, safeguarding and Schools Forum aligned to reform decisions.


NELC SEND Education settings briefing
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What will be tracked and shared
Monitoring will link activity to practical impact for children, families and settings.


Setting level 
intelligence


Demand, access and 
emerging themes from 
clusters.


Programme delivery


Milestones, reach, 
timeliness and early 
warnings.


Partnership assurance


SENDAP Board, Strategic 
Education Board and DfE 
returns.


Annual/refresh


Roadmap, target metrics 
and commissioning 
intentions refreshed with 
feedback.


Key measures tracked:


• EHC needs assessment requests and plan timeliness
• EAH reach, timeliness and support without EHCP
• Placement sufficiency, independent / out-of-area placements and travel distances
• Attendance, exclusions, disputes, complaints and family confidence
• High Needs Block spend and value trajectory


NELC SEND Education settings briefing
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