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 What is the Report About? (Executive Summary) 
 
1. This report sets out the proposed approach to reviewing top up bands for pupils 

in special schools and the budgetary implications. 
 

Recommendation of the Executive Director 
 
2. Note the introduction of 3 new top up bands giving a total of 6 which is 

estimated to cost an additional £2.369m pa to be funded from the High Needs 
block of the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG);  and  
 

3. Agree to implement the new top up bandings with effect from 1 April 2022.  
 
 Background to the Proposals 
 
4. There are currently 3 maintained special schools, 2 academy special schools 

and 1 free special school in Cumbria, all of which are funded from the High 
Needs block of the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG).  Special schools must be 
funded at £10,000 per place1 and in addition receive per pupil top up funding.  
The Local Authority determines the top up element of the funding in consultation 
with its Schools Forum. 
 

5. Places for pupils with Education Health Care Plans (EHCPs) are available at 
both maintained and academy special schools, and independent settings.  
However, the average cost per place at independent settings is significantly 
higher than in special schools, and sufficiency of independent settings is 
increasingly an issue. 

 
6. Special school budgets have seen inflationary increases in recent years to 

some of the fixed elements of the formula but the top up funding formula has 
not been reviewed for some time and there has been no significant increase in 
special school budgets.  In contrast mainstream schools have seen reviews of 
funding through the National Funding Formula and subsequent increases. 

 
7. Special school heads, Cumbria Association of Secondary Heads (CASH) and 

the Primary Heads Association (PHA) wrote to the Assistant Director - 
Education & Skills in 2021 setting out the increasing likelihood that it would not 

                                                           
1 Schools & Early Years Finance Regulations 2021 and High Needs Block Operational Guidance sets out place 
funding of £10,000 per place 



be possible to operate special schools safely without a review of funding and 
increases in the existing levels of funding.  This would result in increasing 
pressure and reliance on independent settings with a increasing cost pressure 
on the High Needs block. 

 
8. Subsequently work has been undertaken with Special school heads in 

conjunction with Schools Forum to determine the best way to review funding.  
The consensus was that a review of top up bands was most appropriate. 

 
Current Special School Funding Formula 2021/22 

9. The current special school funding formula consists of place funding at £10,000 
per place, plus a lump sum, and other factors linked to deprivation, buildings, 
and numbers of children in Early Years, KS3, KS4 and KS5.  The formula is 
explained in detail at Appendix 1. 

 
10. In addition to the formula factors, special schools also receive EHCP top up 

funding based on the needs of individual pupils and allocated through a banding 
system as shown below.   

 

Banding Level Amount 

SS1 £4,500 

SS2 £7,503 

SS3 £12,685 

 
11. The current budget for top ups in special schools is £5.592m.  The budget for 

the other elements of the formula is £6.205m giving a total budget for special 
schools of £11.797m in 2021/22. 

 
12. It was felt that having only 3 bands did not recognise the broad spectrum of 

need of pupils in special schools and was more likely to result in requests for 
exceptional funding.  Special school heads therefore developed 6 new bands 
with descriptors of the prevalent need for each band and local authority EHCP 
assessors reviewed these and agreed them. 

 
13. Special school heads then categorised their pupils according to the new 

bandings and the local authority SEND Education Managers spot checked a 
number of pupils to ensure both consistency across all schools and an 
independent assessment.  The categorisation by special school heads was 
broadly in alignment with the spot checks carried out by LA SEND Education 
Managers.  It should be noted that the sample size was small and when all 
pupils are categorised against the 6 bands this may lead to some differences in 
actual cost compared extrapolated costs done for modelling the impact of the 
change. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



14. Financial values were then assigned to each of the new bands as shown 
overleaf. 

 

Banding Level Amount 

SS1 £4,500 

SS2 £7,500 

SS3 £12,600 

SS4 £15,000 

SS5 £18,500 

SS6 (Exceptional) £24,750 

 
15. Extrapolating the sample across all pupils in special schools results in a total 

cost of £9.094m per annum, an increase of £2.369m against current costs as 
shown in the table below.  Current costs of top ups are based on the full year 
effect of pupils currently in special schools i.e. the impact of new pupils and 
pupils leaving is not included. 

 

Banding

No. of 

Pupils

Current

No. of 

Pupils

Proposed

Current 

Bandings 

Cost

Proposed 

Bandings 

Cost

SS1 154 40 £693,000 £180,000 -£513,000

SS2 211 132 £1,583,133 £990,000 -£593,133

SS3 276 156 £3,501,060 £1,965,600 -£1,535,460

SS4 169 £2,535,000 £2,535,000

SS5 177 £3,274,500 £3,274,500

SS6 6 £148,500 £148,500

Exceptional 39 £947,417 -£947,417

Total 680 680 £6,724,610 £9,093,600 £2,368,990

Total Cost

Increase/

Decrease

Total

 
 
16. A meeting was held in December 2021 with special school heads to review and 

feedback on the pupil categorisation by LA SEND Education Managers and the 
financial values assigned to each band were agreed.  Schools Forum at its 
meeting on 18 January 2022 agreed the changes to the formula and agreed to 
recommend to Cabinet that implementation of the new banding levels should 
take effect from 1 April 2022. 

  
17. The budget for special school top ups in 2021/22 is £5.592m.  The final DSG 

allocations for 2022/23 were announced on 16 December 2021 and include an 
additional £6.803m for High Needs before academy recoupment.  Included in 
this additional funding is £2.230m that is part of the additional £1.6bn nationally 
that was announced as part of the Autumn Statement for funding both 
mainstream schools and High Needs pressures.  The High Needs element of 
this national allocation is in recognition both of increasing National Insurance 
costs linked to the Health and Social Care Levy, and of wider cost pressures 
faced by special schools.  

 



18. Following a consultation on the Schools National Funding Formula, Schools 
Forum at its meeting on 22 November agreed to recommend that Cabinet 
approve a transfer from the Schools Block of the DSG to the High Needs block 
in 2022/23 of up to 0.5%.  It is expected this will be in the region of £0.8m up to 
a maximum of £1.5m.  Additional funding available through the High Needs 
block allocation, including the additional £2.230m, plus a transfer from the 
Schools Block will mitigate the increase in expenditure proposed by amending 
special school top up bands. 

 
19. In recent years the number of special school places has increased reflecting 

increasing levels of demand.  At the same time demand for places in 
independent settings has also increased but these placements are more 
expensive than a place in a special school.  The average cost of a special 
school place, before any changes to bandings, is £23,974 compared to an 
independent day setting where the average cost is £58,424. 

 
20. Initial evidence from new EHCP assessments indicates that the number of 

children requiring specialist provision will increase again in September 2022.  
This position echoes work being undertaken separately on future need 
projections, which take into account the changing levels of demand over recent 
years, and extrapolate what these may mean for future demand.  Whilst the full 
impact of the Children Act 2014 on EHCP numbers will eventually result in 
demand reaching a plateau, it is not thought that this point has yet been 
reached.  Total costs for children with EHCPs are expected, therefore, to 
continue to rise in the coming years.  Further work is required to determine 
when and at what level the plateau in demand will be reached, but one certainty 
is that the growth cannot be wholly met within existing capacity in maintained 
special schools and academies.  By expanding special school places wherever 
possible, and looking to develop more places it may be possible, if not to reduce 
expenditure on independent placements, at least not to increase it.  This would 
also help to absorb some of the increased expenditure on special school top 
ups. 

 
Options Considered and Risks Identified 

 
Option (a) 

 

 Implement the proposed new top up bandings  
 

 Option (b)  
 

 Do not implement the proposed new top up bandings  
 

 Risks  
 
21. The increased cost of top ups may not be sufficient to give special schools 

sufficient funding in the longer term. 
 
22. The additional cost of special school top ups will increase the deficit on the High 

Needs block of DSG.  
 

 



Reasons for the recommendation/Key benefits  
 
23. The introduction of additional top up bands will ensure that funding matches 

pupil needs more closely and should reduce the number of exceptional funding 
requests currently made by special schools. 
 

 Financial – What Resources will be needed and how will it be Funded? 
 
24. If the proposal to introduce 3 new top up bands for special schools goes ahead 

there will be an additional cost pressure on the High Needs block of £2.369m.  It 
is expected that this expenditure will be mitigated through a transfer from the 
schools block to the High Needs block, and the additional high needs funding 
from the DSG allocation for 2022/23 including £2.230m which is to recognise 
pressures in special schools.   

 
25. Without the implementation of a new top up banding system special schools 

may not be able to accommodate as many pupils due to potential safeguarding 
issues arising from insufficient funding.  This would result in greater numbers of 
placements in independent settings at a higher cost per pupil, and ultimately 
greater pressure on the High Needs block. 

 Legal Aspects – What needs to be considered? 
 
26. The LA is able to allocate funding to special schools using a banding system. 

However, the LA’s legal duty is to secure the special educational provision 
specified in a child/young person’s Education, Health and Care Plan (‘EHCP’) 
(section 42 Children and Families Act 2014). Therefore, the amount allocated 
for a child/young person via a banding system cannot be viewed as a funding 
‘ceiling’ if further funding is required then the LA will be required to provide it. 

 
27. The High Needs Block Operational Guidance is clear that although local 

authorities should work with institutions to determine and agree the levels of 
top-up funding required, local authorities bear the ultimate responsibility for 
decisions on top-up funding, as they are accountable for spending from their 
high needs budget.  

 
28. Cabinet should ensure that any spending decision in relation to the top up 

bands is in line with the Schools & Early Years Finance Regulations 2021, the 
LA’s Budget and the High Needs Recovery Plan.   

 
Health and Safety Aspects – What needs to be considered? 

 
29. The Council has a responsibility under the Health & Safety at Work Act 1974 

and associated legislation and regulations to ensure that, as far as is 
reasonably practicable, that adequate health and safety management 
arrangements are in place to protect employees, members, customers, pupils, 
parents and visitors to County Council related services. 

 
30. Whilst there are no direct health and safety implications from the School 

Funding Formula report itself, health and safety implications must be 
considered for both capital and revenue expenditure in schools that are within 



County Council governance arrangements, with appropriate investment in 
health and safety related controls where required. 

 
31. Any health and safety implications resultant from the school funding formula 

should be assessed with associated controls implemented if and when required. 
All activity should follow the commitments outlined in the Annual Corporate 
Health and Safety Policy Statement last agreed by Cabinet in July 2021.  
 

 Council Plan Priority – How do the Proposals Contribute to the Delivery of 
the Council’s Stated Outcomes?  

 
32. The proposal links to the Council Plan outcome that ‘People in Cumbria are 

healthy and safe’. 
 
 What is the Impact of the Decision on Health Inequalities and Equality and 

Diversity Issues? 
 
33. A funding formula is applied equally to all maintained special and special 

academy schools using the parameters and factors within the formula and 
therefore the formula is not expected to impact on health inequalities or equality 
and diversity issues. 

 
 
Appendices  
 
Appendix 1 Special School Funding Formula 
 
Key Facts 
 
Electoral Division(s): All 

 
 

Executive 
Decision  

Key 
Decision 
Included 
in 
Forward 
Plan 

Exempt 
from call-
in 

Exemption 
agreed by 
scrutiny 
chair 

Considered 
by 
scrutiny, if 
so detail 
below 

Environmental 
or 
sustainability 
assessment 
undertaken? 

Equality 
impact 
assessment  
undertaken? 

Yes Yes No N/A No N/A Yes 
 

Approved by the relevant Cabinet Member/s on 6 January 2022  
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