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[bookmark: _Toc214114791]INTRODUCTION
Children with special educational needs represent an important part of the school population in UK. According to the latest statistics of the British Government the percentage of pupils that have special educational needs has reached over 1.7 million in England for the academic year 2024/2025 (Gov.uk, 2025). Nevertheless, despite the growing demand and increasing attention to this topic over the last years, children and young people face constant challenges ass the system designed to support them is constantly impacted by factors that influence its positive performance – from underfunding to delays or inconsistent quality of Education Health and Care Plans and lack of sustainable school placements (Olafimihan, 2024). These inadequacies are reflected also by the 4,600 complaints received by LGSCO (the independent body in England that investigates complaints) related to the negative impact of the lack of effective school placements on children’s education. 
First of all, it is important to highlight that the terms ‘special educational needs’ and ‘disability’ have legal definition. As stated in the 0-25 SEND Code of Practice Introduction, a child or a young person has SEN if they have a learning difficulty or disability which calls for special educational provisions to be made for him or her (Gov.uk, 2015, p. 15). Moreover, through the Children and Families Act 2014 it was also introduced the statutory framework for supporting SEND children through Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) who aim to proposed customised education based on the needs of SEND pupil (Legislation.uk, 2025). In this context, the availability and suitability of school placements become fundamental to support SEND children. More specifically, school placements can be defined as the decision-making process that determines the most appropriate learning environment for a student based on their learning needs and abilities (EA, 2025). While this framework should provide a strong support for SEND pupils, persistent issues like underfunding, delays, and inconsistent quality of EHCPs have thrown the SEND system in crisis impacting also the availability of suitable school placement with the negative result of children being place in inappropriate environments or even being left without a school place at all (Olafimihan, 2024).  
Second, as highlighted by Wilson Fadiji & Lomas (2024) education is one of the factors that play a key role in children’s wellbeing. Therefore, the consequences of these inadequacies go beyond administrative inconvenience as they directly impact children wellbeing, affecting not only their current learning and mental health but triggering negative consequences on their overall educational trajectory and social development and inclusion. Moreover, the parents and families or SEND children are also highly affected suffering devastating consequences from mental health breakdowns due to stress and uncertainty to financial difficulties (Olafimihan, 2024). 
Therefore, the rationale behind this scoping review is build on the reasons mentioned above. In fact, the aim of this research is to individuate and evaluate studies that discuss the importance of school placement for SEND pupil, and how the lack of adequate school placements is affecting their wellbeing. Hence, this scoping review seeks to answer the following research question: What is the impact of the shortage of school placements on the learning, development, and mental health for children with SEND? To address this, three main objectives were identified: 
1. Identify the existing literature and establish the key existing themes.
2. Examine practical application within the UK educational field.
3. Identify the gaps in research that require attention. 


[bookmark: _Toc214114792]BACKGROUND
0. [bookmark: _Toc214114793]POLICY AND LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK
In order to conduct an accurate and comprehensive research it is first necessary to situate this issue within the broader context of UK context including legislation, policy, practice, and current challenges. As stated by NHS England, in UK there is a strong statutory framework for supporting SEND children through the Children and Families Act 2014 and SEND Code of Practice 2014 whose purpose is to provide guidance to local authorities and organisation on how to properly support SEND children (NHS, 2025). 
First, the Children and Families Act 2014 is the key piece of legislation and guidance that aims to collect and update all child welfare laws to ensure protection and support for children, young people and their families (Legislation.uk, 2025). The act represents one of the most significant and comprehensive reforms of children’s services in UK as it focusses its attention on critical topics like adoption, family justice, childcare, and the rights of children with SEND (Gov.uk, 2014a). In fact, the Act has introduced the Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) for SEND pupils from 0 to 25 years of age to ensure children and families receive the appropriate support based on their needs. More specifically, an EHCP is a legal document that highlights the child’s special educational needs, the specialist care required to support those needs, the outcomes the child should achieve with the support of special care, and the placement that is suitable for his/her needs (Sen Help, 2025). 
Second, the SEND Code of Practice 2015 represents the statutory guidance for organisations like schools, local authorities, and health bodies on their duties, policies and procedures to ensure SEND children and young people are supported to achieve positive educational and social outcomes in their lives (Gov.uk, 2015). According to KIDS ORG (2025), the SEND Code of Practice 2025 is a powerful tool for parents and caregivers of SEND children as it provides clear guidance on their rights and on the legal requirements schools and professional are required to adhere in order to ensure children’s needs are met and supported. 
Finally, the Equality Act 2010 ensures children and young people with SEND are protected against all forms of discriminations highlighting the schools’ obligations to ensure equality and inclusion (Gov.uk, 2014b). Therefore, these frameworks form the legislative umbrella that protects SEND children, young people, and their families by placing a duty on local authorities and organisation to ensure access to appropriate environment for a positive development and wellbeing. 
0. [bookmark: _Toc214114794]CURRENT SITUATION AND STATISTICS
Recent statistics show that the number of SEND individuals has steadily grown over the last decade, indicating only in 2025 an increase of 5.6% compared to the previous years. However, it is fundamental to highlight that the reason for this increment is not due to the fact that there are more children, but rather because of the greater awareness among professionals and educators together with changes in the assessment, diagnostic criteria, and policy (Centre for Educational Neuroscience, 2022).
Table 1. Pupils in all schools, by type of SEN provision in England between 2015/16 and 2024/25 (Sourced from, Gov.uk, 2025b)
	Academic Year
	EHC plans
	EHC plans %
	Headcount
	SEN support/SEN without an EHC plan
	SEN support/SEN without an EHC plan %

	2015/16
	236,806
	2.8
	8,559,540
	991,981
	11.6

	2016/17
	242,184
	2.8
	8,669,080
	1,002,069
	11.6

	2017/18
	253,679
	2.9
	8,735,098
	1,022,537
	11.7

	2018/19
	271,165
	3.1
	8,819,289
	1,047,163
	11.9

	2019/20
	294,758
	3.3
	8,890,345
	1,079,000
	12.1

	2020/21
	325,618
	3.7
	8,911,887
	1,083,083
	12.2

	2021/22
	355,566
	4.0
	9,000,031
	1,129,843
	12.6

	2022/23
	389,171
	4.3
	9,073,832
	1,183,384
	13.0

	2023/24
	434,354
	4.8
	9,092,073
	1,238,851
	13.6

	2024/25
	482,640
	5.3
	9,032,426
	1,284,284
	14.2


The data collected from the Government’s website in Tab. 1 shows that the proportion of children with EHC plans almost doubled since academic year 2015/16. Moreover, the total percentage of SEND children has increased from 14.4% in 2015/16 to 19.5% in 2024/25 representing a growth of 35% across England over the last decade. In fact, one of five pupils in England has a recorded special educational need, highlighting not only the rising demand for special placements, but also the intense pressure on both families and local authorities to support this growing trend. 
These statistics emphasise the crisis the SEND system is currently facing in effectively accommodating the growing numbers of SEND children within the educational environment. In this current context it is not surprising that the majority of complaints received by LGSCO, 26% of all the complaints received between 2023 and 2024, are related to educational concerns such as unsuitable school placements or failure/delays to implement EHCPs (LGSCO, 2024). 
Therefore, there are several challenges that contribute to the lack of placements for SEND children in England. While the raising numbers of the SEND children put a burden on the local authorities and overall system, the underfunding is one of the main factors that limits organisations to provide adequate support. An investigation conducted by BBC in 2024 has forecasted an important shortfall in the Councils of England budgets predicting almost £1 billion funding gap in 2025 due to financial struggles (Jeffreys & Rhodes, 2024). According to Olafimihan (2024), underfunding represents the main reason that causes staff shortages, inadequate trainings for professionals, and the lack of appropriate placement for children. Furthermore, disabled children and those with severe needs are among the most impacted as schools lack experienced personnel and placements to support their needs. The Special Educational Consortium (SEC) Manifesto underlines three main critical issues for SEND pupils within the UK educational system: lack of placements suitable for children’s needs; disproportionate exclusion of children with complex needs; and failure of the education system to meet its legal obligations (SEC, 2024). 
0.2. [bookmark: _Toc214114795]IMPLICATIONS FOR SEND CHILDREN
Although the UK’s policy and legislation aim to ensure equitable and inclusive education for all children, including those with special educational needs, the challenges that cause lack of school placement have negative implications for SEND pupils. Wilson Fadiji & Lomas (2024) highlight the vital role education plays in wellbeing. Therefore, the lack of suitable placements has profound implications for SEND children, and these consequences go beyond learning impacting their overall development, including emotional, social, and mental health. Moreover, these negative outcomes expand to the families as well. In fact, the inability to proceed in a stimulating and suitable environment can lead to accentuating the deficits and the delay of developmental milestones, and thus, SEND children become marginalised increasing the risks of social isolation for them and their families (Olafimihan, 2024). 
0.3. [bookmark: _Toc214114796]RESEARCH GAPS
Within this context, this scoping review will analyse the existing studies on the topic to develop a map of the impact of unsuitable or lack of placements on SEND children. In fact, although that large set of data is available to demonstrate the raising number of SEND individuals, there is still a gap on research on the direct connection between the lack of school placements and the impact on SEND’s children educational and social development, and mental health. Therefore, this gap emphasises the importances on collecting the scientific evidence, identifying themes, and areas that require attention to ensure evidence-based foundation is set for future research.
[bookmark: _Toc214114797]METHODS
3.1. [bookmark: _Toc214114798]RESEARCH DESIGN
This scoping review will be guided by Aveyard’s (2024) framework starting from the definition of the research questions to data collection and support literature to data analysis and conclusions. According to Mak and Thomas (2022), scoping reviews are an essential step in medical education as they make a strong contribution in guiding future research synthetising current evidence and highlighting the gaps that could be often considered a new starting point for further studies. In fact, considering the existing data on the topic, the scoping review is the suitable approach to start exploring the impact of the lack of placement for SEND children. 
Therefore, this scoping review will be built entirely on secondary data as the purpose is to analyse existing literature to identify patterns and map the gaps on the topic. In this context secondary data is essential because it provides information already collected and ready for analysis (Ajayi, 2023).
3.2. [bookmark: _Toc214114799]RESEARCH AIM, QUESTION AND OBJECTIVES
This scoping review aims to analyse the current studies on highlight the gaps in literature regarding the impact of lack of placement for SEND children in the UK. To reach the aim the following research question was asked: What is the impact of the shortage of school placements on the learning, development, and mental health for children with SEND? Furthermore, to answer the research question, three objectives were designed: 
1. Identify the existing literature and establish the key existing themes.
2. Examine practical application within the UK educational field.
3. Identify the gaps in research that require attention. 
3.3. [bookmark: _Toc214114800]INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION CRITERIA
First, to support the research and draw a relevant context policy documents and official statistics were included in the Background chapter. While this information was crucial to depict the current situation, the studies included for the analysis followed strict inclusion and exclusion criteria.
On one hand, there were included in the scope of research the peer-reviewed studies published in English in the last decade, from 2015 to 2025. The dataset collected included both studies that focus specifically on SEND individuals and their development and learning, and studies regarding the school placements, EHCPs or SEND policies. Conversely, there were excluded from the research all non-English articles published before 2015 or conducted outside the UK, and that were not peer reviewed.
3.4. [bookmark: _Toc214114801]RESEARCH STRATEGY AND STUDY SELECTION
First, an accurate research was conducted using key databases such as Google Scholar, PubMed, Health Data Research Getaway, NHS Research Authority, Frontiers, Tandf Online and Plos. The research was conducted through key terms such as ‘SEND Children,’ ‘special educational needs,’ ‘school placement shortage’, ‘SEND children mental health,’ ‘SEND children wellbeing’, ‘appropriate school placements’. 
Second, based on Aveyard’s (2024) familiarisation phase, after the initial step of defining the research question and objective, the research approach was to identify potential suitable articles and draw a list including the link to access the article. A list of 15 studies was prepared. After reading the tiles and abstracts, seven studies were considered not inherent to the scope and were eliminated. The eight remaining articles were carefully read to ensure they meet the selection criteria, as well as the quality and ethical standards required. The final selection included five studies that align with the research question and scoping review aim. 
3.5. [bookmark: _Toc214114802]RESEARCH AND ANALYSIS FRAMEWORK  
Aveyard’s framework was the key guiding principle to achieve the research aim. Hence, the research and analysis process was structured in distinct phases. First, the familiarisation phase continued after the final selection with multiple reading of the selected articles to obtain a comprehensive understanding and highlight key words and concepts. This step also helped in assessing the quality and credibility of each of the studies selected. Next, the data was selected in a table to have an organised visual data set with essential details from auditors and year of publication to methodology, key findings and patterns identified. The next phase involved organising the patterns and key concepts in cluster categories to be able to further synthesize the evidence and conduct a critical analysis of the findings. 
3.6. [bookmark: _Toc214114803]QUALITY APPRISAL AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Although the scoping review was built on existing data and peer-reviewed article it was considered fundamental to assess the quality of the articles selected to ensure the credibility of the study. The quality appraisal was conducting by applying the 10 questions Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) qualitative checklist tool (See Appendix 1) that cover topics related with the clarity, methodology and design, appropriateness, ethics, and value (Long et al, 2020). Moreover, as the research relied exclusively on secondary data, no ethical approval was needed. However, the CASP questions have helped to double confirm that the studies selected respected ethical research principles highlighted also by the National Institutes of Health (NIH, 2025).
3.7. [bookmark: _Toc214114804]LIMITATIONS
The research was conducted so as to ensure limitations and bias were reduced to the minimum. However, it is important to highlight that some methodological limitations are still present especially due to the exclusive reliance on secondary data that impedes the access on hand-on experiences and direct contact with SEND children and families (Ajayi, 2023). Moreover, while the studies selected were peer-reviewed their own limitations and bias might be reflected in the current findings. Nevertheless, the chosen approach provides credible findings on the topic and key concepts for future research. 


[bookmark: _Toc214114805]RESULTS
This scoping review was developed on five peer-reviewed UK studies that meet the inclusion criteria establish to answer the research question What is the impact of the shortage of school placements on the learning, development, and mental health for children with SEND? A summary table including a thematic analysis is presented in Tab. 2. 
Table 2. Summary of the studies
	Authors & Year
	Aim of Study
	Methodology
	Sample
	Key Findings
	Themes 

	Zylbersztejn et al. (2023)
	To identify the factors that contribute to the SEND provision in England and the impact on the health and education of SEND children
	Mixed methods combining qualitative research with quantitative data collected from different data base like Education and Child Health Insights from Linked data and National Health Service
	Children aged 1 to 6 years old with three health issues: neurodisabilities (autism, epilepsy); major congenital anomalies, and gestational age at birth. 
	SENDs provisions are not correctly distributed but rather influenced by geography and schools, not by the actual needs.
Children with no access to SEND provisions have limited health and educational results.
	Inequalities in the educational system impact school placements and thus, SEND children health and education results.

	Lee et al. (2024)
	Identify inequities in EHCP provisions and their impact on SEND children’s academic performance and mental health wellbeing
	A quantitative studies build on data collected from the Department for Education’s National Pupil Database in 2021 such as socioeconomic indicators, demographics. Additionally, a Strengths and Difficulties questionnaire was applied to the parents/caregivers
	2,738 children and young people recruited between 2014 and 2019, aged 6 to 28
	Disparities in funds and inconsistencies in EHCP and placements are more likely to happen in deprived areas. 

	Inequalities in the educational system impact school placements and thus, SEND children health and education results.

	Saxton et al. (2025)
	Explore parents’ experiences in identifying their children needs and support received from the SEND system
	Qualitative study builds on one-to-one interviews on the 22 participants ethical approved by the Cambridge University Psychology Research Ethics Committee
	22 parents/carrier of SEND children aged 4 to 24 years.
	Parents encountered delays in provisions and unsuitable placements that cause negative consequences on their children.
	Emotional distress and educational reduced performance for SEND children

	Castro et al. (2019)
	To evaluate the quality of EHCs plans and if they are appropriate and support their purpose
	Cross-sectional study of 236 EHCPs that provided 2,813 outcomes.
	There participated in the study: 11 local authorities and 42 schools with 69 girls and 167 boys aged 4 to 21.
	The EHCPs are not high quality nor functional, and their quality actually depends on the context. 
	Inadequate quality of EHCPs that leads to inconsistencies and inequity in provisions. 

	Sinclair et al. (2025)
	The impact on SEND pupils if enrolled in non-mainstream schools and alternative provisions. 
	Large-scale longitudinal analysis builds on the administrative data collected from English National Pupil Database
	9-years longitudinal data on an English national cohort of 136,522 pupils with SEND
	Children placed in non-mainstream school had poorer educational results due to unsuitable placements. This has also incremented the inequalities and segregation from the peers. 
	Inadequate quality of the placements. Deteriorating wellbeing and emotional distress. 


Therefore, there main themes were individuated across the five studies:
1. Consistent inequalities in educational provisions
All five studies highlighted the consistent inequalities in the educational system impact the school placements and SEND children’s access to appropriate support. Lee et al., (2024) highlight the role of socioeconomic factors in EHCPs provisions, while Castro et al (2019) emphasise the low quality of EHCPs. Moreover, Zylbersztejn et al. (2023) found that sociodemographic disparities contribute to the increment of inequalities in educational provisions. The negative consequences on SEND pupils are palpable from limited learning opportunities to poor cognitive and development progress long-term.
2. Emotional distress and limited educational performance, and poor wellbeing.
The emotional distress and mental health impact were often mentioned in the studies liked with limited educational performance and poor wellbeing. Saxton et al. (2025) collected evidence from parents that reported anxiety and low confidence in their children when placed in unsuitable educational environments. Sinclaire et al. (2025) study strengthen the link between effective education and wellbeing by showing how non-mainstream schools and alternative placements undermine mental health increasing inequalities and leading to higher exclusion rates.
3. Inadequate EHCPs and placements 
Some studies highlighted the low quality of EHCPs and placements showing the weaknesses in the educational system. According to Castro et al., (2019) EHCPs lac of functionality and do not meet children’s actual need. Sinclaire et al (2025) instead focused on alternative provisions emphasising their increasing role in accentuating the inequalities and exclusion of SEND children. Hence, also in this case the impact is devastating as SEND children face inequitable access, low quality education, and thus, emotional distress and poor wellbeing.  


[bookmark: _Toc214114806]DISCUSSION
The aim of this scoping review was to analyse the gaps in literature regarding the impact of lack of suitable placements for SEND children in the UK. The three objectives set to answer the research questions were achieved showing that although the existing legislation and policy aim towards inclusion the inconsistencies in the system challenge educational progress and wellbeing.
1. Identify the existing literature and establish the key existing themes.
The first objective was to identify the existing literature on the topic and define the key themes. The analysis of the five peer-reviewed studies allowed to identify three main themes that emerge repeatedly in similar shapes. In fact, all five studies, through different methodologies, confirmed the strong connection between suitable placements and quality EHCPs and educational progress and wellbeing.
2. Examine practical application within the UK educational field.
The second objective’s purpose was to compare the findings of the studies with the policy and legislation discussed in the Background chapter. It emerged indeed that while the framework legislation encourages and supports the inclusion of SEND people within the educational system in the UK there are important contradiction between the statutory guidance and the authentic experience SEND children and their families live. The Children and Families Act 2014 and SEND Code of Practice guarantee effective support based on the children needs. However, the studied analysed revealed a different reality. According to Lee et al., (2024) children living in the most deprived areas were proportionally less likely to receive adequate EHCP support then those located in better sociodemographic backgrounds, increasing also regional disparities; for instance, children living in London have better access to effective school placements that children living anywhere else in England. Furthermore, Sinclair et al. (2025) raises attention on the negative effects enrolling SEND children in non-mainstream schools has on their educational trajectories and wellbeing. These findings show the contradiction with what should be ensured by the Equality Act 2010 that states that all children should be protected by discrimination, and schools have the obligation to ensure that through equality and inclusion. However, Sinclair et al. (2025) findings demonstrate that placing children in special schools increases inequalities and exclusion rates. 
3. Identify the gaps in research that require attention. 
This scoping review demonstrates through the analysis of the five studies that the lack of suitable school placements affects SEND children on multiple levels: educational (higher exclusion rates, delays, reduced performance), developmental (reduced long-term opportunities), and psychological (mental health issues like anxiety, low self-esteem, depression). Hence, the findings show that the lack of placement and the crisis in the educational system it is not only an administrative issue, but more importantly a key factor in children’s development and wellbeing. However, while the five studies’ findings highlight critical issues, there were several important haps in literature that require further attention. 
First, only Saxton et al. (2025) research builds on longitudinal data, while the rest of the studies are conducted on limited sample. Longitudinal data is fundamental to support research findings because it allows tracking temporal trajectories over multiple years, highlighting the short and long-term fluctuations, and capturing the impact of the ongoing legislative framework (Herle et al., 2020). In this context, long-term studies can provide a deeper analysis on SEND children trajectory in the educational system rather than just a moment in time, supporting the generalisation of the findings across population. 
Second, there is limited research on demographic disparities, and underrepresentation of several SEND groups. Among the studies analysed, Lee et al. (2024) evaluate local authorities support and differences, however more data is necessary on the topic. Besides, all five studies focus specifically on pupils with severe and complex needs. Only Saxton et al (2025) includes mixed SEND needs, yet most of the examples are linked with complex ones. 
Third, the direct connection between lack of school placements and mental health impact is not directly address in the studies analysed. Although concepts related with mental health such as emotional distress, exclusion, behavioural issues, or high anxiety are mentioned they often appear as a secondary theme rather than a direct consequence. Again, Saxton et al (2025) study directly addresses the topic; however, the data is mostly qualitative as it emerges from parents feedback, lack on quantitative information for an effective triangulation of the findings. 


[bookmark: _Toc214114807]CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
To summarise, this scoping review clearly reflects the crisis in the UK educational system related to the lack of placement for SEND children. The studies analysed show the negative impact of unsuitable placements and EHCPs on SEND pupils, emphasising how the unmet educational needs lead to long-term inequalities and limitation. However, important gaps that require immediate attention were identified through the analysis.
Therefore, the following recommendations are made:
· Conduct more longitudinal studies to understand how the lack of placements affects long-term mental health.
· Expand the research on different SEND groups such as mild to moderate difficulties/disabilities or ethnic minorities. 
· Analyse the possibility to implement temporary intervention for children that are waiting for evaluation or to receive a suitable placement.
· Evaluate the impact on SEND children families and what type of intervention and support they need to ensure parental wellbeing. 
· Analyse the direct impact of the lack of appropriate educational support on mental health. 
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[bookmark: _Toc214114809]APPENDIX 1 
[bookmark: _Toc214114810]The 10 questions of the CASP qualitative check list tool
1. Was there a clear statement of the aims of the research? 
2. Is a qualitative methodology appropriate? 
3. Was the research design appropriate to address the aims of the research? 
4. Was the recruitment strategy appropriate to the aims of the research? 
5. Was the data collected in a way that addressed the research issue? 
6. Has the relationship between researcher and participants been adequately considered? 
7. Have ethical issues been taken into consideration? 
8. Was the data analysis sufficiently rigorous? 
9. Is there a clear statement of findings? 
10. How valuable is the research?
(Sourced from, Long et. al, 2020)
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