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Surrey SEND place surge - is it enough?

Surrey County Council has announced the creation of almost 500 new specialist school places for children and young people with
additional needs and disabilities during the 2025/26 academic year. The expansion forms part of the council’s ongoing Special
Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and Alternative Provision (AP) Capital Programmes running from 2019 to 2026.

Of these new places, 169 were ready at the start of the autumn term, with another 298 due for completion by summer 2026. Since
2021, Surrey has delivered over 250 new specialist places each year, supported by more than £211 million in capital investment.

New and expanded schools

Among the projects completed for the current academic year are new or enlarged SEN units at Epsom Downs Primary School
in Epsom and Ewell, Dovers Green Infant School in Reigate and Banstead, and Guildford County School. Philip Southcote School
in Runnymede now benefits from a new teaching block and hydrotherapy pool, while the Fordway Centre in Spelthorne has been
completely rebuilt.

Walton Leigh School in Elmbridge has undergone significant refurbishment, and additional projects in Spelthorne and Elmbridge
have already been completed this term, including SEN units at Ashford Park Primary and Cranmere School.

Before summer 2026, Surrey expects to complete 40 new places within Carrington School’s Specialist Resource Provision and a
further 33 at the Woodfield Education Centre in Reigate and Banstead. The largest development, a new all-through Hopescourt
SEN School in Elmbridge, will provide 200 places.

Headteacher Alex Burrows said: “We’re incredibly proud to be part of the expansion of specialist provision in Surrey. Our new
school will give children and young people in the borough the support and opportunities they need to flourish - not just
academically, but personally and socially too. We're excited to build a community where every child truly belongs and can take
their next steps confidently.”

Responding to rising demand

Over 17,000 children and young people in Surrey now have an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP), a number that has more
than doubled in a decade. The county council says its timeliness in completing assessments now exceeds 90%, compared to a
national average of 46.6%, placing Surrey in the top 20 performing authorities.

To meet growing demand, the council launched a £15 million recovery plan in 2023 and has since committed a further £4.9
million, increasing staff capacity in statutory SEND services by 74%.

Councillor Jonathan Hulley, Cabinet Member for Children, Families and Lifelong Learning, said: “These additional places are a
crucial part of Surrey’s Inclusion and Additional Needs Strategy. The strategy aims to improve inclusion and outcomes for
children with additional needs and disabilities in Surrey, ensuring they can access the best possible education closer to home. To
go alongside our unprecedented investment in building new specialist school places, we’ve invested heavily in our SEND service.
We are determined that every child in Surrey with additional needs and disabilities gets the support they deserve.”

Continuing pressures

While the council’s figures point to record investment and rising capacity, parents, teachers and local MPs have repeatedly raised
concerns about the system’s ability to keep pace with demand. Epsom and Ewell MP Helen Maguire has called for urgent national
action, highlighting the distress families face when children are left without appropriate school placements.

Other Surrey MPs have criticised the escalating costs of private specialist placements and the reliance on out-of-county provision
- issues that have driven the county’s dedicated schools budget into deficit. Campaigners have argued that although capital
investment is welcome, progress on staffing, assessment backlogs and mainstream inclusion has been slow.

As previously reported by the Epsom and Ewell Times, the county’s £4.9 million recovery package was described by some parent
advocates as “a fraction of what’s needed” to fix systemic problems that have built up over years of under-resourcing and policy
churn.
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National backdrop

Surrey’s challenges mirror those across England. The number of children with EHCPs has risen nationally to more than half a
million, with many councils facing multi-million-pound SEND budget deficits. The government’s own review of the SEND system,
first announced in 2019, remains only partially implemented, leaving local authorities to balance rising expectations with limited
funding flexibility.

For many families in Surrey, the creation of new places represents a long-awaited step forward - but for others, the daily struggle
to secure assessments, placements and support continues.

Sam Jones - Reporter

Phillip South Cote School classroom. Credit SCC
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