Financial and Operational Strategies for Nurseries Coping with the Rising Number of Children with Special Educational Needs

and Disabilities (SEND) in England

Background

Over 1.7 million children in England are identified with
Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND),
representing a significant portion of the child population.
This growing demographic presents substantial
challenges for early years education providers.
Nurseries, as the first point of contact for many SEND
children, are facing increasing funding pressures and
resource limitations, making it difficult to provide
adequate support and inclusive environments. The current
funding models do not keep pace with the rising demand
and the complex needs of these children, leading to
critical operational strain. (Department for Education,
2024).

Research Aim

RESEARCH AIM: To investigate the strategies
adopted by nurseries in England to effectively
support children with Special Educational Needs
and Disabilities (SEND) amidst significant funding

challenges and increasing demand for services, and
to understand the impact of these strategies on
service delivery and quality.
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Research Method

A Systematic Literature Review was conducted,
following PRISMA guidelines, to analyse existing
research on nursery strategies for SEND. The review
included peer-reviewed articles, government reports,
and policy documents from the last decade. Data were
synthesised to identify common themes, effective
practices, and gaps in current understanding regarding
the financial and operational strategies of nurseries in
the context of SEND provision. (NDNA, 2023).
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Key Findings:
Rising Demand: A significant increase in the
number of children identified with SEND and EHC
Plans, outpacing the capacity of many nursery
t settings, leading to longer waiting lists and unmet

gl
needs.
o2a

Financial Pressure: The disparity between
government funding rates and the actual cost of
providing specialized SEND support creates

non-SEND children or charitable funding to bridge
the gap. (NAO,2024).

Operational Strategies: Nurseries are adopting
various coping mechanismes, including optimising
staffing ratios, utilizing volunteers, implementing
specialized training for staff, forming partnerships

\ severe financial strain. Nurseries often rely on
cross-subsidization from fees paid by parents of

with external agencies for shared resources, and
adapting environments for inclusivity. However,
these strategies are often temporary and
unsustainable without increased long-term
support.
Staffing Challenges: A shortage of qualified
.'a SEND coordinators (SENDCOs) and specialized
staff further exacerbates the difficulties, with high
turnover rates due to stress and low pay.

Conclusion

Nurseries in England are demonstrating remarkable resilience and creativity in supporting children with SEND despite severe
funding limitations. However, they are critically stretched and operating under unsustainable pressure. Without urgent policy
reform and increased investment to match the rising demand, the quality and availability of inclusive early years education for

SEND children are at risk.
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