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Upfront funding for mainstream schools: creating a local SEND inclusion formula

Joint response from Thomas Pocklington Trust, RNIB, Guide Dogs and VIEW

Upfront funding for mainstream schools: creating a ‘local SEND inclusion formula’ - GOV.UK

Q1. Do you agree that DfE should allow local authorities to increase the share of funding mainstream schools receive upfront to support their pupils' special educational needs (SEND)?
Response: No
Please explain your answer
While we support the ambition to provide earlier support, reduce unnecessary bureaucracy, and enable more inclusive mainstream practice, we do not support this proposal in its current form. 

We support the principle of providing better funding for mainstream schools, however any change to funding must recognise that, for low-incidence, high impact disabilities, funding individual schools without maintaining the specialist infrastructure around them is unlikely to deliver the intended improvement in inclusion.

It is important to recognise that the specialist qualification for Qualified Teachers of Children and Young People with Vision Impairment (QTVI) is a Mandatory Qualification (MQ) which is recognised and reviewed regularly by government. It is one of the only areas of SEND where such a specialist role is required. The specialist and complex nature of vision impairment requires practitioners with specific expertise in areas such as braille, accessible formats, assistive technology, habilitation and curriculum access.

Our primary concern is that specialist vision impairment (VI) services are predominantly funded through the High Needs Block. The proposal would allow local authorities to transfer funding from the High Needs Block into mainstream school budgets, directly reducing the funding pot from which many sensory support services are currently funded. At a time when specialist VI services require investment and expansion, we are concerned that this proposal risks further destabilising already stretched services. Evidence from Guide Dogs' 2026 survey of families of children with vision impairment found that only 55% of children with a vision impairment in England had received QTVI support and only 31% had received habilitation support.

For blind and partially sighted children and young people, funding individual schools and funding the specialist infrastructure required to support those schools are not the same thing. Because vision impairment is a low-incidence, high-impact need, most mainstream schools will support very few blind and partially sighted children and young people and cannot reasonably be expected to maintain specialist expertise, equipment and workforce capacity independently. A sustainable funding model must therefore support both mainstream schools and the centrally commissioned specialist services on which they rely.

There is also evidence from local practice that centrally retained funding models may be more effective for low-incidence sensory needs. For example, Lancashire County Council has recently decided to move away from delegated and traded funding arrangements for vision impairment and hearing impairment services and return to a fully centralised funding model. This reflects local experience that specialist sensory services are most effective when they are funded as a shared specialist resource available to all schools. DfE should consider such examples carefully when assessing the likely impact of further delegating funding from the High Needs Block.

Funding transferred into mainstream school budgets is not, in itself, sufficient unless the specialist infrastructure exists to enable schools to use that funding efficiently. Centrally commissioned VI services provide the specialist expertise, advice and support that enables mainstream schools to meet the needs of blind and partially sighted children and young people appropriately. This support is currently provided without the need for an Education Health and Care Plan (EHCP).

There is already evidence that specialist vision impairment services are under significant pressure across the education system. Through Thomas Pocklington Trust's Give Me Access to College campaign, we have heard that access to specialist support is often inconsistent and increasingly dependent on local funding arrangements. Research found that one quarter of further education colleges were having to buy in specialist vision impairment support, compared with one in ten sixth form colleges. This creates the risk that access to specialist expertise becomes dependent on local funding models and institutional purchasing decisions, rather than being available as a core specialist service to all children and young people who need it. Further reducing the funding available for centrally commissioned sensory services risks accelerating this trend and increasing variation in access to support across both school and post-16 settings

Blind and partially sighted children and young people are a low-incidence group whose needs cannot be met through general SEND expertise alone. Most schools will only rarely support a blind or partially sighted learner and therefore rely heavily on specialist support from Qualified Teachers of Children and Young People with Vision Impairment (QTVIs), Qualified Habilitation Specialists and specialist sensory services. These services are often organised and funded centrally through local authority High Needs funding arrangements. 

We are particularly concerned because the proposal seeks to reduce the very funding stream that currently sustains specialist sensory services, whose support mainstream schools rely on. Guide Dogs 2022 research found 69% of mainstream teachers said they were not confident in supporting disabled children. It is essential that blind and partially sighted children and young people can continue to access adequately funded support from specialists delivered through a local authority. The consultation document repeatedly references the benefits of increasing funding directly to schools, but it provides limited detail on how low-incidence specialist services will be protected where funding is transferred from High Needs budgets. 

Our SEND reforms consultation responses highlighted concerns that moving more SEND funding directly into mainstream budgets could weaken local authorities' ability to commission and sustain specialist services, particularly specialist vision impairment teams. Parents and professionals also reported insufficient transparency regarding how delegated SEND funding is used within schools and expressed concerns that funding intended to support pupils with SEND does not always result in appropriate specialist provision. 

This concern is particularly acute given existing workforce challenges. RNIB Freedom of Information (FOI) report 2024 found 21% of local authority vision impairment services decreased the number of specialist vision or multi-sensory impairment teachers since the previous year. The sector requires sustained investment, workforce growth and greater protection, not further pressure on the funding stream that currently supports specialist provision.

70% of pupils with vision impairment as their primary SEN receive support through SEN support rather than an EHCP (Source: VIEW 2026). Reforms must therefore ensure continued access to specialist expertise regardless of EHCP status and avoid creating additional barriers to support for this group.

We therefore believe that DfE should:
· Protect specialist VI services from any reduction in High Needs funding to ensure funding is sufficient to meet the needs of blind and partially sighted children and young people.
· Introduce protected, ringfenced funding arrangements for specialist sensory services, including vision impairment services, so that funding intended to sustain specialist expertise cannot be diverted to meet wider budget pressures.
· Develop a national workforce strategy which addresses recruitment, retention, and training for QTVIs and Qualified Habilitation Specialists.
· Pilot ringfenced funding arrangements for VI services alongside any pilot of a local SEND inclusion formula.
· Demonstrate how specialist sensory services will be maintained and strengthened, alongside Experts at Hand provision, with clear accountability for delivery, before any transfer of funding from the High Needs Block takes place.
· Undertake a specific impact assessment on low-incidence disabilities, including vision impairment, before implementing any reforms. 

Our concerns about the current funding model are not new and have been emphasised in previous consultation responses (e.g. RNIB/TPT/VIEW joint response to the 2019 SEN Funding Review) and in RNIB’s freedom of information reports. Additionally, in 2005 Ofsted had highlighted the danger for some SEN groups, of delegating SEN budgets to schools. As Ofsted had observed: “The delegation of funding for support services had a negative impact on the provision for some pupils with SEN. It diminished the capacity of many LEAs [sic] to monitor the progress of pupils with SEN and reduced the range and quality of specialist staff available to provide advice and support.” (Ofsted, 2005. Inclusion: the impact of LEA support and outreach services).

Q2. If this policy is introduced, how should local authorities decide the new amount schools are expected to fund from their core budget before accessing 'top-up' funding?

Our primary concern is the sustainability of specialist low-incidence services and the impact that transferring funding from the High Needs Block may have on the availability of specialist vision impairment provision.

Any calculation should explicitly consider the position of low-incidence, high-impact needs and the sustainability of centrally commissioned specialist services.

Q3. Should there be a maximum amount that local authorities can ask schools to fund from their core budget in 2027-28 before accessing 'top-up' funding?
Response: Yes
Please explain your answer
Before considering any increase to the threshold, DfE should undertake a full assessment of the impact of proposals on services currently funded through the High Needs Block.

For the vision impairment sector this is particularly important because specialist sensory services are not funded separately; they are funded from the very budget from which this proposal seeks to transfer funding. Any reduction in High Needs funding therefore creates a direct risk to the sustainability of specialist VI services. These services are already stretched and too often children are missing out on support: Guide Dogs 2026 report found 25% of parents in England reported they were unable to access QTVI support and 22% reported they were unable to access habilitation support despite having tried to do so.

Regardless of whether a maximum threshold is adopted, DfE must ensure that specialist services funded through the High Needs Block remain adequately resourced and protected.

Any increase in the threshold should be accompanied by:
· A clear assessment of the impact on centrally retained sensory services.
· Sufficient High Needs funding to sustain specialist support teams and address workforce shortages.
· Transparent plans demonstrating how QTVI and habilitation services will continue to be commissioned and delivered.


Q4. What is important for DfE to consider, when reviewing proposals from local authorities, to make sure proposed local funding distribution takes into account variation in levels of need and the costs of supporting those needs?

DfE should explicitly consider the impact of proposals on low-incidence, high-impact disabilities, including vision impairment.

Formula-led approaches may account for variation between schools but do not necessarily account for the need to sustain specialist services operating across a whole local authority area. Blind and partially sighted children and young people often require access to highly specialist support regardless of the size of a school's SEND population. 

Centrally commissioned VI services provide an efficient means of sharing specialist expertise across schools. Reducing this capacity does not remove the need for specialist support; it simply transfers responsibility to individual schools that may lack the expertise and resources to meet these needs effectively.

When reviewing proposals, DfE should consider:
· How specialist sensory and VI services will be protected.
· Whether proposals adequately reflect the costs of low-incidence needs.
· How children and young people without EHCPs will continue to access specialist support.
· Local workforce capacity, including QTVIs and Qualified Habilitation Specialists.
· The sustainability of centrally retained services currently funded through the High Needs Block.
· The extent to which proposals support access to specialist expertise from the point of diagnosis. 

Local authorities should be required to demonstrate how specialist VI services will remain sustainable if funding is transferred from the High Needs Block.

DfE should also consider evidence from local authorities that have reviewed alternative funding approaches. For example, Lancashire County Council is returning to a fully centralised model for vision impairment and hearing impairment services following experience of delegated and traded arrangements. Such examples provide important evidence about the conditions required to sustain specialist low-incidence services and should inform the assessment of future funding reforms.

Q5. Would you prefer that the funding formula to distribute this funding from the high needs budget directly to school budgets is:
Response: 
A. Nationally consistent funding formula
Please explain your answer

We support a nationally consistent framework with appropriate flexibility rather than wholly discretionary local arrangements.

There is already significant variation in specialist vision impairment provision across England. RNIB’s 2024 FOI found the percentage of children and young people on local authorities’ vision impairment service active caseloads accessing habilitation support varies across the country from 3% to 67%. Allowing complete local discretion risks widening existing inequalities and creating further variation in access to specialist support for blind and partially sighted children and young people. 

Any nationally consistent formula should avoid relying solely on proxy indicators such as deprivation, attainment or historic spend. These measures may not accurately reflect the changing numbers, distribution and complexity of low-incidence needs such as vision impairment within individual local authorities.

Nationally consistent arrangements should include:
· Explicit consideration of low-incidence needs.
· Recognition of the need to sustain centrally commissioned sensory services.
· Protections for specialist VI services funded from the High Needs Block.
· Expectations regarding access to QTVIs and Qualified Habilitation Specialists.
· National oversight of the impact of funding reforms on specialist service capacity.
· Flexibility to respond to low-incidence needs that may not be reflected through proxy indicators.
· Engagement with specialist VI services and the families they support.

Existing variation in local authority investment in specialist VI services reinforces the need for a nationally consistent framework that prevents further geographical inequalities in access to support.

Q6. What safeguards do you think we should put in place within this policy to ensure that all children in mainstream schools, irrespective of their geographical location, have adequately funded SEND support?

The most important safeguard is ensuring that the transfer of funding from the High Needs Block does not undermine specialist support for low-incidence needs.

We recommend:
· Ringfenced funding for specialist vision impairment and sensory services.
· A national workforce strategy for QTVIs and Qualified Habilitation Specialists.
· Regular review of the impact of funding reforms on the sustainability of low-incidence disability services, including specialist sensory services.
· Transparent reporting on how SEND funding is spent by schools.
· Requirements for local authorities to demonstrate how specialist support will remain available regardless of EHCP status.
· Equality Impact assessments for low-incidence disabilities, including vision impairment.

Ringfenced funding is particularly important because specialist VI services currently rely on High Needs Block funding. As we have already seen, without explicit protections local authorities experiencing budget pressure may be forced to reduce investment in specialist services to support local formula allocations. RNIB's 2024 FOI data found that one in five local authority vision impairment services had reduced specialist teaching capacity compared with the previous year. This is a concern as Guide Dogs 2026 report found that blind and partially sighted children and young people are missing out on essential support – families reported that only 55% of children in England have received QTVI support and only 31% have received habilitation support.

Where funding is intended to meet the needs of a pupil with vision impairment, there should be transparency regarding how that funding is used and whether it results in the specialist provision identified through assessment.

The success of funding reform should not be measured solely by whether funding reaches schools. It should be measured by whether children and young people continue to receive timely access to the specialist expertise required to achieve positive educational, social and independence outcomes. Inclusion should be judged by meaningful access, participation, progress and independence, rather than physical placement alone.


Q7. Do you have any other comments on this proposal?

We support the ambition to improve inclusion and enable earlier intervention. However, funding reform must not come at the expense of the specialist services that support children and young people with low-incidence disabilities.

Throughout our engagement with blind and partially sighted children and young people, families and professionals, the consistent message has been that early and ongoing specialist support, delivered by appropriately trained professionals, is essential to securing educational access, independence and positive outcomes. 

Our fundamental concern is that the proposal seeks to transfer funding out of the High Needs Block at a time when the specialist vision impairment sector requires greater investment, not less.

Specialist VI services are already experiencing:
· Workforce shortages.
· Recruitment and retention challenges.
· Increasing demand.
· Significant geographical variation in provision.
· Uncertainty regarding how future reforms will affect sensory services. 

Because these services are funded from the High Needs Block, any reduction in that funding creates a direct risk to the sustainability of support for blind and partially sighted children and young people.
Before implementing any wider redistribution of High Needs funding, DfE should provide clear protections for specialist sensory services and demonstrate how reforms will strengthen, rather than weaken, local authority capacity to commission and deliver low-incidence specialist provision.

Emerging local practice suggests alternative approaches should be considered. For example, Lancashire County Council is moving back to a fully centralised funding model for its vision impairment and hearing impairment services, reflecting concerns about the effectiveness of delegated and traded approaches for low-incidence sensory needs.

We are therefore calling for:
· Ringfenced funding for specialist vision impairment services.
· A funded workforce strategy for QTVIs and Qualified Habilitation Specialists.
· Protections for centrally retained sensory services.
· Specific equality impact assessments on low-incidence disabilities.
· Ongoing monitoring of the impact of funding reforms on specialist service sustainability.
· Pilot alternative approaches alongside any local SEND inclusion formula, including centrally funded sensory service models. Lancashire County Council has indicated a willingness to contribute learning from its move back to a fully centralised model for vision impairment and hearing impairment services, providing an opportunity to compare the effectiveness of centralised and more delegated funding approaches for low-incidence needs.

The case for protecting specialist VI services is not simply about maintaining existing provision. Early specialist intervention, including specialist teaching, habilitation and assistive technology support, can improve outcomes, increase independence and reduce reliance on more intensive support later. Funding reform should therefore be assessed not only by how funding is distributed, but by whether children and young people continue to receive timely access to specialist expertise and achieve positive educational and independence outcomes.

The needs of blind and partially sighted children and young people must be explicitly considered throughout the design, implementation and evaluation of any future SEND funding reforms. Failure to do so risks increasing postcode variation, weakening specialist service capacity and reducing access to the specialist support that this group relies upon.
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