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The 2026 SEND Briefing

What the government’s schools White Paper actually says, the dates that matter, and what it means
for your child. No jargon, no panic. Where something is still uncertain, we say so.

What the White Paper Is

On 23 February 2026 the government published its schools White Paper, “Every Child
Achieving and Thriving”. A White Paper is a statement of what the government intends to
do. Parts of it need consultation and new legislation before they become law. It covers
schools in England, and its biggest changes are to the SEND system.

The headline: a new document called the Individual Support Plan (ISP) for children with
additional needs in every nursery, school and college, with Education, Health and Care
Plans (EHCPs) kept for children with the most complex needs.

What an Individual SupportPlans

In the Department for Education’s own words to parents, an ISP is a digital record of your
child’s needs, the day-to-day support your child will have, and how it will be given. Teachers
and parents will both be able to see it, and it is reviewed as your child’s needs change.

Two details worth knowing:
¢ Children who keep an EHCP will also have an ISP. The EHCP stays the legal document.
The ISP describes the practical day-to-day support the setting will provide.

¢ Thereis money behind the shift: a stated £7 billion more for SEND support in 2028-29
thanin 2025-26, £200 million for a new staff training programme, and over £3.7 billion
to create 60,000 specialist places.

What Happens to EHCPs

EHCPs are staying for children who need more support than a mainstream school
ordinarily provides. The government’s promise, in its own words, is that no child is losing
support they need. That is the claim to hold them to, and the detail underneath it matters.

* No change to the support given by EHCPs begins before September 2030. Your child’s
plan works exactly as it does now until at least then.
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* Reassessment at phase transitions (the end of primary, secondary and post-16)
commences from the 2029/30 academic year.

¢ The assessment of whether a child’s needs could be met by an ISP instead comes about
three years into the new system. It does not apply to children in special schools. In
mainstream, it applies to children who are seven or younger today.

¢ Everyone else keeps their existing EHCP until at least 16, and children in special schools
keep their EHCPs, on the government’s stated plan.

e The SEND Tribunal is retained. The right to challenge decisions does not disappear
under the proposals.

Nothing about your child’s EHCP changes today. The law in 2026 is the same law as
before the White Paper: the Children and Families Act 2014, the 20-week process, the
enforceable Section F, and the right of appeal. If anyone tells you otherwise, ask them
to put it in writing.

The Dates That Matter

¢ Today: nothing changes. The current law applies in full.
» September 2029: the reformed system is due to begin rolling out, including ISPs.
¢ September 2030: the earliest any change touches the support given by an EHCP.

¢ Through the 2030s: existing plans transition in phases, with the protections above.

The Honest Part: Why Parents Are Worried Anyway

If the timeline is that gentle, why is every SEND group in the country on edge? Two reasons,
and they are both fair.

First, the legal difference.

An EHCP is enforceable. If Section F says your child gets specific support, the Local
Authority must provide it by law. An ISP, as proposed, is a school-level record. It would not
bind the Local Authority in the same way, and for most children it would replace an
enforceable document with one that is not. Whatever the intention, that is the legal shift at
the heart of the reform. It is why our own response to the government’s consultation
supported the aims only on condition that the legal protections travel with the change, and
why many SEND organisations said the same.

Second, the money pressure is now, not 2029.

Local Authorities are carrying roughly £5 billion of accumulated SEND deficits. Families
already feel that the old-fashioned way: only 46.1% of new EHCPs were issued within the
20-week legal limit last year, and a record 29,000 SEND Tribunal appeals were lodged in
2025/26. The reform does not cause that. But a system under this much financial strainis
exactly where support gets quietly thinned unless parents know their rights.
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What To Do Now

If your child has an EHCP

Nothing about your plan changes now, and for most children nothing changes this decade.
The best move is unglamorous: keep your records tight. Keep every letter and email, get
every proposal in writing, and treat each Annual Review as the place where your child’s
support is either defended or eroded. A well-documented plan is the strongest position
under any version of the rules.

If you are applying for an EHCP now

Apply. Do not wait for the new system. The current law applies in full to your application:
the Local Authority has 6 weeks to decide whether to assess, and the whole process has a
20-week legal limit. It helps to know how your own Local Authority actually performs on
deadlines and refusals before you start.

If your child is on SEN Support

The ISP duty is designed for children like yours, but it is not here yet. Until it is, ask the school
to put your child’s current support in writing: who, how often, and how progress is
measured. That is the same information an ISP will eventually record, and having it in
writing today is what makes any future conversation, or any EHCP application, far
stronger.

The Bottom Line

The White Paper is a real change of direction: from an enforceable individual entitlement
for many children to a school-recorded plan for most, with EHCPs held for the most
complex needs. The protections and dates the government has put on paper are more
gradual than the scariest headlines, and weaker than the most reassuring ones. Both things
are true.

These are proposals working their way through consultation and legislation. Details will
change, and when they do we will update this briefing and say what changed. What does
not change: your child’s rights today are exactly what they were before the White Paper,
and knowing them is still the single most useful thing a SEND parent can do.

Where To Get Help

¢ Check how your Local Authority performs on EHCP deadlines and refusals, free:
sen.help/report-cards

o Take the free SEND Rights Quiz and see where you stand: sen.help/quiz

¢ Learn the system properly with The SCOPE, our free 38-lesson course on SEND law:
sen.help/scope

¢ Facing an Annual Review or a downgrade push right now? The SEND Parent Booklet is
the preparation system: what to say, what to write, what to refuse. sen.help/booklet
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https://sen.help/report-cards
https://sen.help/quiz
https://sen.help/scope
https://sen.help/booklet

» Find a verified independent expert in your area: sen.help/find-an-expert

Sources. “Every Child Achieving and Thriving” (schools White Paper, published 23 February 2026) and the Department for Education’s
guidance for parents (13 May 2026); EHCP and timeliness figures from DfE statistics (January and June 2026 releases); appeal figures from
Ministry of Justice SEND Tribunal statistics (2025/26). Last fact-checked 25 July 2026.
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