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Oxfordshire County Council 

Schools Forum – 26 April 2022 
SEND Top-Up funding 2022-23  

 
Settings Sector Voting Entitlement (for decision papers only)   
Academies  Foundation Stage  PVI Representative  

Maintained Schools  Primary  16-19 Representative  

PVI Nurseries  Secondary  COTO Representative  

Special Schools  Special  Maintained Primary School Representatives  

Local Authority  16+  Academy Primary School Representatives  

Schools Forum  High Needs  Maintained Secondary School 
Representatives 

 

    Academy Secondary School Representatives  

    Pupil Referral Unit Representative  

    Special School Representatives  

    Nursery Representative  

 
 

For Decision 
 

1. Purpose of Report 
 

1.1 This report shares the latest information available on the national approach 
to SEND, the impact this will have locally and the impact on the mechanism 
by which top-up funding for Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) is 
allocated. 

 

2. Recommendations/Actions/Decisions for Schools Forum 
 

Schools Forum is asked to: 
 

2.1 Note the impact of the national direction of travel on local decisions 
 
2.2  Comment on the suggested proposal for Top-Up funding arrangements 

for Academic Year 2022-23 included at Paragraph 8.  
 
2.3   Note that any changes to Top Up funding must be approved by Cabinet 

prior to implementation. 
 

3.  Background 
 

3.1 This report was to recommend changes to the Top-Up funding 
arrangements including a new banding system, following the recent SEND 
Consultation. However, in March 2022, Oxfordshire had the first meeting 
with the DfE of the Delivering Better Value in SEND programme. In 
addition, on 29th March 2022, the Government published a Green Paper, 
the SEND Review: Right support, right place, right time, consulting 
nationally on SEND reform. The latest information from the DfE has 
caused the Local Authority to reconsider the way forward. 
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4. Response to OCC Consultation 
 

4.1  Top-up funding is the final part of the funding that settings receive, via the 
High Needs Block, in order to deliver the provision in Section F of an 
Education, Health and Care Plan. The Local Authority, with consideration 
of School’s Forum recommendations, are able to make decisions as to the 
amount of top-up funding and the method by which it is allocated.  

 
In Oxfordshire, the existing Top-Up funding arrangements are: 

 

 Early years settings – an individual allocation to a child. This 
additional funding is expressed as a number of ‘support hours’ with 
the specific special educational provision required described in the 
EHC Plan. 

 Mainstream primary – an individual allocation to a child. This is 
expressed as a number of ‘additional support hours’ and is in addition 
to the SEND funding already in the school budget. A challenge with 
this approach is that it has helped to drive a dependency on ‘hours of 
Teaching Assistant support’, rather than encouraging a broader 
consideration of what is the most appropriate support for each pupil in 
each case or indeed pooling resources to be able to get better value 
for money if a group of children require similar support. 

 Mainstream secondary schools – a formula allocation rather than 
individual allocations that may not fully reflect the number of children 
and young people with an EHC Plan on the school roll. There are 
temporary arrangements in place as part of the “bonus top-up” for 
Academic Year 2021-22 that mirrors the primary scheme and funds 
Secondary schools based on planned hours for EHCPs.  

 Resource bases and special schools - an historic arrangement based 
on cost per place rather than individual needs.  

 
There has been recognition that the current Top-Up funding arrangements 
needs to be improved. The recent public SEND consultation included a 
proposal to amend this as set out below: 

 
The SEND consultation held between 10th January and 10th March 2022 
focused on key principles to support changes to Oxfordshire’s Top-Up 
funding arrangements, which include that these should: 

 

 Be child- or young person-led rather than placement-led across 
mainstream and specialist settings, from early years through to further 
education 

 Be simple and proportionate, giving objectivity and equity in decision 
making 

 Ensure that any changes are phased in gradually so that settings can 
appropriately financially plan and implement them 

 Deliver value for money 
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4.2  Consultees were asked if they agreed with the proposal for reform of Top-
Up funding arrangements and asked if they had any further comments. 

 
76% of respondents strongly agreed or tended to agree with the proposed 
changes. Commonly occurring comments included: 

 agreement that funding and provision should be child-led 

 need for a clear system for allocation and accountability of spend 
by schools/settings 

 need for adequate funding  

 a lack of detail within the consultation on the arrangements for Top-
Up funding 

 
4.3   Oxfordshire has worked on developing a tool to support the decision 

making around Top-Up funding (“the matrix”). This tool is based on a 
child’s need and moves away from using a proxy of hours of support to a 
banding rate. The intention had been to begin implement this approach 
via Annual Reviews during 2022-23 with the new funding mechanism in 
place 2023-2024. 

 
The intent from the SEND Green paper and the SEND interventions 
programme (Safety Valve and Delivering Better Value in SEND) suggest 
that we need to reconsider the way forward.  
 

 

5.  High Needs Financial Summary 
 

5.1   The High Needs budget was reported to Cabinet in January 2022. The 
forecast as set out in the table shows the annual deficit continuing, with 
the cumulative deficit at March 2026 forecast to be at £206.9m. 

 
5.2   The SEND Transformation programme will deliver £10.2m of savings over 

the next 4 years, but the growth in plans requested and challenges from 
tribunals, means that spend is increasing at a greater rate than the 
savings being delivered.  
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6.  DfE Publications  
 

White Paper “Opportunities for all: Strong Schools with great teachers for your 
child” published 28 March 2022 
 
Green Paper: “SEND review: right support, right place, right time” published 29 
March 2022 
The SEND Review supports the move to a more inclusive system. This is in line 
with the OCC Action plan and with the actions agreed by the DfE in the recently 
published DfE High Needs Safety Valve agreements.  The cultural shift 
required is likely to take some time, and it is noticeable that the Safety Valve 
agreements detail plans over a five year period. The review offers options for 
change in the way that SEND is supported. However, like any Green Paper, 
there will be a period of consultation and time to formalise this into statute, so 
similar to the Reforms of 2014, there will be a minimum two year lead time on 
any significant statutory changes.  

 
There is a consistent theme of standardisation within the green paper in relation 
to banding & funding. Key extracts include: 
 
“new national SEND and alternative provision system that will set new 
standards for how needs are identified and met across education, health and 
care. This will include standards on what support should be made available 
universally in mainstream settings, as well as guidance on when an EHCP is 
required, and when specialist provision, including alternative provision, is most 
appropriate for meeting a child or young person’s needs” 
 
“a new national framework of banding and price tariffs for high needs funding, 
matched to levels of need and types of education provision set out in the new 
national SEND standards. Bandings would cluster specific types of education 
provision (aligned to need) as set out by national standards. Tariffs would set 
the rules and prices that commissioners use to pay providers” 
 
“The national bands and tariffs would apply across the breadth of education 
provision in the SEND system, including places in independent specialist 
provision, providing a more consistent basis for commissioning and funding of 
provision” 

 
With this firm indication that a national banding scheme will be implemented 
(although timescale unknown), it would not be appropriate to implement a new 
Oxfordshire banding system at this stage. It is estimated that it takes 20 mins 
per plan to use the matrix to determine the funding band. If Oxfordshire goes 
ahead with implementing this local banding model then, the same exercise for 
over 5,000 plans will need to be undertaken again for implementation of the 
new National banding. This will also mean that settings will have two significant 
changes to the way that they are funded over a relatively short time period.  
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7.  Support for Local Authorities for High Needs budget pressures 
- Green Paper / Safety Valve agreements / Delivering Better 
Value  
 
The ESFA have set out future funding settlements for High Needs, and it is 
clear that funding will not increase significantly, although there is funding for 
Capital investment. The additional high needs block funding is included in the 
deficit figures in the table above. 
 
The DfE have a SEND support programme that consists of Safety Valve 
Agreements for those local authorities with the highest deficits and Delivering 
Better Value for the remaining deficit authorities.  
 
Officers have previously shared with School Forum that Oxfordshire does not 
qualify for the DfE Safety Valve scheme. The DfE have recently published 
details of the latest Safety Valve agreements that give an insight into thinking 
consistent with the Green Paper.  

As per the DfE, the two principal goals identified during the programme which 
were critical for the local authorities’ ability to reach sustainable positions: 

 appropriately managing demand for EHCPs, including assessment 
processes that are fit for purpose 

 use of appropriate and cost-effective provision. This includes ensuring 
mainstream schools are equipped and encouraged to meet needs where 
possible, whilst maintaining high standards for all pupils 

 
From the learning from the recent ‘safety valve’ intervention programme, the 
DfE suggest a focus on: 
 

 Early intervention focus 

 Increased SEN support offer 

 Review EHCP assessment processes and thresholds 

 Culture change and work with school leaders 

 Appropriate and thorough provision mapping, with potential development 
of more local provision 

 
The Delivering Better Value scheme is a national programme for 55 local 
authorities. Oxfordshire has only received a high level briefing from the DfE in 
March, we understand the first step is a diagnostics activity of underlying cost 
drivers of the high needs system, and to then consider potential reforms to 
manage/mitigate these cost drivers more effectively. fund. 

 
Any change arising from the SEND review will take time, the Local Authority 
must therefore manage spend as tightly as possible to avoid the deficit 
increasing. 
 
This has implications for the spend on Top-Ups 
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8.  Options for Top-Up 
 

8.1 The High Needs Budget currently spends £25.75m on Top-Ups. This 
spend has been enhanced for the last 2 academic years to fund an 
increased level of Top-Up (bonus Top-Up).  

 
The options for the funding pot are to revert to the original sum £21.65m, 
col A in the table below or to continue to fund at the same level as for the 
current year £25.75m in Col B in the table below 

 

 
 

The options and brief discussion are set out below: 
 
Option A: Do nothing, wait for the DfE national banding, revert to the 
original sum £21.65m, column A in table above  
 
The resources required to implement a local banding rate closely followed 
by a national banding rate makes the “do nothing” option attractive. 
 
Removing the bonus Top-Up would save £4.1m per annum or £16.4m 
over the next 4 years and immediately reduces the High Needs deficit.  
 
This option makes no change to the Top-Up funding arrangements. 
 
Option B: Do nothing, wait for the DfE national banding, continue the 
“bonus Top-Up” in column B to fund at the same level as for the current 
year £25.75m in column C 
 
This option would maintain the existing top-up provision in schools. 
The funding is supporting SEND costs in schools particularly within 
secondary provision and has facilitated secondary funding to be on the 
same funding basis as primary. Removing the bonus Top-Up would be 
considered a step backwards in terms of enabling schools to support 
more pupils locally rather than in bases, special schools, Out of County 
and INMSS. 
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However, if additional funding is to be allocated, then strong consideration 
needs to be made as to where spend is going to be reduced in other parts 
of the system. 
 
For example: 

 Explore how schools could build advisory/support capacity 
internally within mainstream schools. 

 All schools to reduce the requests for change of placement 

 Full and committed tribunal support from all school leaders 
across the county for keeping children locally 

 Explore capacity in Oxfordshire Special Schools (maintained and 
academy)  

 
Option C: Focus on secondary school top ups as currently the funding 
does not follow the child and is based on a historic formula that does not 
meet current need 

 
This option would put on hold all other existing arrangements pending the 
outcome of the SEND Green Paper national consultation, maintaining the 
current level of funding that includes the ‘bonus Top-Up’ arrangements. 

 
However, consideration again needs to be made as to where the 
reduction in spend is going to be within other parts of the system, as in 
Option 2 above.  

 

Key Actions 

 
 

This option would maintain the status quo in early years, primary, special 
and FE settings, but would align secondary schools with other parts of the 
system by being child led. where the funding follows the child. We would 
look to be developing a tiered system, rather than hours, and provide 
clear guidance and advice to schools and families around provision, 
provision maps and the use of Top- Up funding so that we do not get into 
a system of one-to-one teaching assistant support.  

 
 

9. Financial and Staff Implications - centrally and for schools 
 
 This paper already deals with the financial implications of Top-Up, no further 

comment is made. 

Data haul via 
admin to establish 
funding in year 6 

for cohorts 
currently in 

secondary school 

Senior SEN 
Officer to be 

backfilled to meet 
with all secondary 
schools and align 

provision in 
section F to a tier 

(no mention of 
hours) 

May Half Term- all 
data to be handed 
to Sarah Fogden 
in order for Sarah 
to re calculate all 
top up amounts in 
secondary schools 

and inform all 
schools by July 

2022 

Implementation 
from September 

2022 
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10. Equal Opportunities Implications and Impact on Equality 
Groups  

 
As Top-Up funding is determined by assessed need, the decision is not 
deemed to have specific equality issues for those with protected characteristics. 

 

 
11. Conclusions 

 
This paper provides background and a proposal on Top-Up funding for School 
Forum discussion. The decision on Top-Up funding mechanisms and financial 
envelope will be made by Cabinet. 

 
 

12. Background Documents 
  

White Paper “Opportunities for all: Strong Schools with great teachers for your 
child” published 28 March 2022 

 
Green Paper: “SEND review: right support, right place, right time” published 29 
March 2022 

  

  
13. Contact Details of Lead Officers/Authors 
 

 
If you have any queries or comments in advance of the Schools Forum 
meeting about this report, please contact: 
 
Name: Hayley Good, Deputy Director of Education 
Hayley.Good@Oxfordshire.gov.uk 
 
 
Name: Kate Bradley, Head of SEND 
Kate.Bradley@Oxfordshire.gov.uk 
 
 
Name: Sarah Fogden, Finance Business Partner, Children’s Services  
sarah.fogden@oxfordshire.gov.uk 
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