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THE FUTURE OF HOME TO SCHOOL
TRANSPORT

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

For the last 80 years assistance for travel between home and school has been a feature of our
education landscape, supporting more than half a million children every day to get to school,
ready to learn. However, in recent years delivering the statutory home to school transport
duties has become increasingly financially unsustainable for local government.

This research, commissioned by the LGA, explores what is driving these increased costs and
makes recommendations for ways in which the home to school transport policy might evolve in
future to continue to meet the needs of children, young people and their families but in a way
that is financially sustainable.

PART 1: UNDERSTANDING THE DRIVERS OF INCREASING COSTS OF HOME TO
SCHOOL TRANSPORT

THE COSTS OF HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT

In 2023-24, local authorities spent £2.24 billion on transporting children and young people to
school and college. This figure has grown dramatically over the last decade — by £1.23 billion,
but the most pronounced growth pressures have been experienced more recently: between
2020-21 and 2023-24 expenditure grew on average by 20% per year.

Local authorities that responded to our survey are projecting that this financial year home to
school transport expenditure will grow by a further 11%. On that basis we estimate that without
a change in policy and legislation, national expenditure on home to school transport may rise to
around £2.5 billion by the end of 2025-26.

Home to school transport for pre-16 children and young people with SEND, at nearly £1.5
billion, accounted for just over two-thirds of the overall expenditure in 2023-24 and for three-
quarters of the growth in expenditure since 2015-16. Our projections, based on survey returns,
suggest that the total cost of SEND home to school transport (for all ages) is likely to rise to just
under £2 billion in 2025-26 from £1.73 billion in 2023-24. In contrast, expenditure on
mainstream home to school transport represents a more stable picture, accounting for around
one fifth of the expenditure and 12% of the growth, much of which is the impact of general
inflation.

Our survey returns suggest that the average cost per child of providing SEND transport is
around £8,900 per year compared with an average cost per child of providing mainstream
transport of around £3,100 per year — almost triple the amount.

The financial burden of fulfilling statutory duties around home to school transport is not
distributed evenly between different types of local authority. Large and predominantly rural



authorities spend considerably more than smaller and more urban local areas to fulfil their
statutory obligations. To take the two extremes, for every child and young person between the
ages of 5 and 25, County Councils spend nearly double the amount on home to school
transport that London Boroughs do.

There is a simple “equation” for understanding the cost of providing home to school transport.
Itis a product of the number of children and young people requiring transport multiplied by the
length of the journeys provided; the type or mode of transport used; and the basic costs per
mile determined by the price of fuel, vehicles, maintenance, drivers’ salaries and the
robustness of the market. In recent years local authorities have experienced record levels of
growth in home to school transport expenditure because all parts of this “equation” have come
under pressure simultaneously.

THE NUMBER OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE RECEIVING ASSISTANCE WITH
TRAVEL TO SCHOOL

The first element of the home to school transport equation is the number of children and young
people requiring transport. We estimate that nationally there were around 540,000 children and
young people receiving home to school transportin 2025. This represents a modest 10%
increase over the last five years. However, the stable headline numbers conceal a much more
turbulent picture beneath: a very rapid increase in demand for home to school transport for
children and young people with SEND, particularly pre-16 SEND (at 40% growth), has been
offset by a decrease in the numbers receiving pre-16 mainstream transport.

There is a strong relationship between the growth in numbers of children with SEND accessing
home to school transport and the growth in EHCPs. Between 2021 and 2024, the ratio of the
number of children and young people with EHCPs to the number receiving transport for SEND
has been remarkably consistent — around 3:1 each year for the last four years.

THE LENGTH OF THE JOURNEYS MADE

The second element of the home to school transport “equation” is the length of journeys made.
This, again, is a particular issue for transport for children and young people with SEND. Overall,
our survey data suggests that on average children and young people with SEND are travelling
further than children and young people on mainstream transport, but not by much. However,
discussions with local authorities highlighted a growing minority of children and young people
with SEND travelling very long distances to school most often due to the lack of suitable
inclusive mainstream or special school places closer to their home (as increasing numbers of
special schools are full) and sometimes due to a parental preference for a specific school.

In 2025 around 55% of children receiving transport for SEND were taken to a special school. A
further 18% were transported to mainstream schools and 10% to INMSS. Scaling up those
responses we can estimate that nationally around 115,000 children and young people were
transported to special schools and around 20,000 to INMSS. These projections indicate that
around 75% of children and young people in state-funded special schools and 70% of those
INMSS are receiving support with transport to access school.



The numbers of children and young people with SEND transported to mainstream schools has
increased by 19% over the period; the number being transported to special schools has
increased by 27%; and the number transported to INMSS has increased by 72%, albeit from a
much lower baseline. This, again, reflects the challenges in accessing local inclusive
mainstream provision or a state-funded special school place.

THE TYPE OF TRANSPORT BEING USED

The third element in the home to school transport equation is the type of transport being used.
In general, larger vehicles such as buses or minibuses tend to be more economical than
arranging transport in cars. Our survey data shows thatin 2025, 46% of journeys for children
and young people with SEND were undertaken by minibus, 22% in cars, 12% in buses, 7% by
public transport and 13% personal transport budgets. However, these percentages differed
quite significantly by the type of local area, with highest car use in County Councils and lowest
in Metropolitan areas. Over time, the use of cars has increased more quickly than other forms
of transport, with the exception of personal transport budgets that have doubled in use over the
last five years from a relatively low baseline.

Growing use of single occupancy taxis was identified by local authorities as a key driver of
increased cost, driven by the changing complexity of the needs of the children and young
people, both behavioural and medical; the increased complexity of routes and more bespoke
education packages which made it harder to transport children and young people together; the
impact of road congestion leading to increased journey times which restricts the opportunities
to place children on routes with multiple pick-ups and drop-offs; and changing parental views
and expectations around transport in the post-Covid era.

THE BASIC COSTS PER MILE

The final element in the equation is the basic cost of commissioning transport of any kind. Local
authorities described how inflationary pressures were pushing more transport providers out of
business, restricting the competitive market and meaning providers would need to travel longer
distances from their own hubs to fulfil contracts further afield. This had the effect of pushing up
prices. The general market conditions have been compounded by shortages of drivers,
particularly in the post-Covid years, and the overall decline in public transport routes which is
particularly pronounced in rural areas.

PART 2: REIMAGINING A FUTURE HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT POLICY

The core home to school transport duties, to provide transport to school for those living more
than 2 miles (up to age 8) and more than 3 miles (for older children), came into force as part of
the 1944 Education Act when compulsory, free, secondary education was provided nationally
for the first time. It was a time when car ownership was much lower than it is today, when the
expectation was that children and young people would be travelling to their local school, and
when most young people did not attend school beyond sixteen.

In today’s changed economic and societal context it is right that we reconsider the respective
responsibilities of parents and the state in supporting children and young people to get to



school. But this is not the only imperative to change. Home to school transport cannot be seen
in isolation from the wider education system. There is a growing desire, across multiple
stakeholders, to reform our education system in a way that supports inclusion and belonging,
enabling more children and young people with additional needs to thrive in their local schools
and within their local communities. Home to school transport policy has a role in both
facilitating and responding to that reform agenda.

WHAT HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT MEANS FOR PARENTS OF CHILDREN AND
YOUNG PEOPLE WITH ADDITIONAL NEEDS

Parents’ representatives to whom we spoke stressed the vital role that home to school
transport plays in enabling them to support their children to get to school while also balancing
other commitments including work, family time and additional caring responsibilities.
Assistance with travel to school can play an important role in reducing some of the barriers
faced by families with children with SEND, with which other families do not have to contend.

Overall, assistance with travel to school is a service which is valued by parents. A large majority
of parents of statutory school age who responded to Contact’s survey reported that they were

satisfied with the support for home to school transport that they received. Conversely,
transport of young people with SEND beyond statutory school age was viewed as much more
problematic by parents. They felt that the degree of local discretion afforded around transport
for young people aged 16-18, in particular, had led to a postcode lottery, with some areas
continuing to offer quite comprehensive travel assistance to this age group while other areas
had reduced their offer considerably.

Going forward, parent and carer representatives were advocating greater clarity and equity
around the post-16 offer. They also felt that there were opportunities to rethink the duties
around home to school transport in a holistic way, not in isolation, and as part of a wider reform
of education. Parent/carer representatives saw the potential for home to school travel policy to
be more instrumental in building independence and developing the skills that young people
would need in their adult lives, but stressed that this must be taken forward in partnership with
young people, parents and with schools, as part of a planned journey towards adulthood, and
with the needs of the child or young person front and centre.

A NEW SET OF PRINCIPLES FOR HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT

In developing recommendations for how home to school transport policy should evolve, we felt
that it would be helpful to craft a set of core principles which could provide a guide in any future
evolution of home to school transport policy. These are offered as a starting point for further
consultation and development.

The principles are split into two sections. The first section describes the core purpose and
underlying rationale behind a national home to school transport policy. The second section
recognises the wider policy environment in which home to school transport exists.

CORE PURPOSE OF HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT


https://contact.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/CONTACT-TRANSPORT-MATTERS-SURVEY-2024.pdf

1. Every child and young person is entitled to a free education, and no child / young
person should be prevented from accessing that entitlement because they cannot get
to school or college.

2. ltisthe responsibility of the parent or carer to ensure that a child or young person
attends school, and that means making arrangements to get their child to school.

3. Local government has a duty to support parents in getting their child to school or
college by the most efficient and appropriate means possible, when the state has
not been able to provide a suitable school place sufficiently close to the child or young
person’s home to make it viable for the parent to transport their child to school.

4. Local government also has a duty to support parents in getting their child to school
or college by the most efficient and appropriate means possible, when the parent
faces insurmountable barriers in doing so.

WIDER POLICY INTENTIONS

5. Support for travel between home and school should promote the goals of inclusion
and belonging —to enable children to be educated as close to home as possible and
within their local communities wherever possible.

6. Support for travel between home and school should contribute to building the skills that
children and young people need for independence in their adult lives. This includes
the ability, wherever possible, to be independently mobile within their communities to

the extent that their own individual capacity allows.

7. Support for travel between home and school should contribute to the Government’s
wider goals around addressing the climate emergency and should therefore look to
integrate with public transport options and minimise use of single occupancy routes

wherever possible.

8. Support for travel between home and school should contribute to the Government’s
wider goals around reducing financial hardship and promoting routes to
employment, particularly among those who have caring responsibilities or facing

significant vulnerabilities.

9. Support for travel between home and school should contribute to the national ambition
to enable children and young people to live healthy, active lives and should therefore
promote active travel to school, such as walking and cycling, wherever that is possible.

INTERSECTION WITH REFORM OF THE SEND SYSTEM

Home to school transport cannot be seen in isolation from the wider education system. In
separate research, conducted for the LGA and CCN, we described a vision for a set of policy
changes that would enable more children and young people with additional needs to thrive in
their local mainstream school, without the need for a statutory plan. Achieving this would
require a fundamental reset of our education system, to build the capacity and enablers of
inclusion while reforming the statutory underpinning of the SEND system. The Government has
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clearly indicated its desire to reform the SEND system as part of a White Paper planned for the
Autumn 2025.

The single greatest opportunity to transform home to school transport for the better lies in
transforming the overall SEND system for the better. We envisage that in the future, home to
school transport will not be seen in isolation but that both policy thinking and local
management will be much more aligned between home to school transport, SEND and wider
education services. However, it is not the whole picture, and any change to create a more
inclusive education system will take time. The policy options explored in this research set out a
series of measures that could be taken alongside any future SEND reforms to ensure that the
home to school transport system is fit for purpose.

WHAT ARE THE FUTURE POLICY OPTIONS?
We have developed recommendations for future policy options based on four key questions:
Who should be eligible for home to school transport?

Where should transport be provided from and to?
What forms of transport should be provided?

Pobd-=

Who should pay for home to school transport?

WHO SHOULD BE ELIGIBLE?

In considering who should be eligible for home to school transport we considered the relative
merits of the existing policy on statutory walking distances, on providing transport on the basis
of stage of education rather than age, and on means testing eligibility.

In summary, we are advocating that in future children and young people should be eligible for
assistance with home to school travel from the start of reception to the end of year 13, based
on a simple binary distance criterion: if they live more than 3 miles away (by the most direct
road route) from their nearest suitable school then they would be eligible for transport
assistance; if they live less than three miles away then they would not be eligible for transport
assistance. This formulation of eligibility would get rid of the current link between eligibility and
the ability to walk to school for both children and young people with SEND and those accessing
mainstream home to school transport.

For young people post-16, the principles of supporting access to education remain the same as
for pre-16, but the forms of travel assistance on offer will be commensurate with supporting
independent travel wherever possible. For those for whom independent travel is not possible
there should be a sufficient range of assistance available.

These duties have the benefit of being clear and straightforward, but in implementing them, in
line with the principles described, there should be local discretion to ensure that there is
sufficient support for those who face the most significant challenges in getting their children to
school whether that is the result of the complexity of their or their children’s additional needs or
their degree of economic hardship.



We seriously considered the pros and cons of means-testing eligibility for support with home to
school transport but decided against this as a recommendation. Despite the arguments in
favour of targeting limited state resources at those who need them most, we were persuaded
that both the practical and ideological arguments against means testing were more compelling,
not least the potential barriers it could place in the way of developing a more inclusive and
equitable approach to education for those with additional needs.

WHERE FROM AND to?

In order to maximise the impact of finite public money, we would advocate that the legislation
and statutory guidance should make clear that a local authority can discharge its travel
assistance duties to eligible pupils in a variety of ways which might be less comprehensive than
transport from home to school. These could include:

FROM PICK-UP POINTS RATHER THAN FROM THE HOME

Travel assistance might be provided from a pick-up point within one mile of a child or young
person’s home rather than from their door. This could also apply for children and young people
with SEND, as well as those on mainstream transport, although special consideration and
safeguards would need to be given to those with the most complex needs.

TO A PUBLIC TRANSPORT HUB

Local authorities might discharge their responsibility by providing transport to the nearest
public transport hub with sufficient bus or train options that would allow them to make their
own way to school from there. This would predominantly be an option for young people of
secondary school age and may not be an appropriate offer of travel assistance for those with
more complex needs.

TO THE NEAREST SUITABLE SCHOOL, WHICH MAY NOT BE THE SCHOOL THAT IS
PREFERRED BY THE PARENT (AND WHICH IS NAMED IN SECTION | OF THE EHCP)

The statutory home to school transport guidance already states that if a local authority
considers transport to the parents’ preferred school as incompatible with the efficient use of
public resources, they can agree to name the preferred schoolin the EHCP on the condition
that the parent provides transport to that school. However, many local authorities report that
they have difficulty in enforcing such agreements in the longer term. This suggests thatas a
minimum greater specificity may need to be given to the definition of a “suitable” schoolin
statutory guidance or legislation to allow conditional agreements with parents to be
enforceable for the duration of that child’s education. However, a better and more aspirational
goal should be that the needs of many more children and young people with additional needs
could be met in their local mainstream school or in a school or setting closer to home.

MODES OF TRANSPORT

In considering the ways in which children and young people are transported to school it would
be helpful to reframe the guidance in a way that makes it clear that the core principles of the
home to school transport policy are to build independence incrementally over time, to provide
transport in the most environmental sustainable way and to maximise the efficient use of public



resources. All these principles indicate that individual taxis should only be used as a last resort
for transport in very specific circumstances.

ASSUMPTION OF BUILDING INDEPENDENCE

The concept of developing the skills to be able to travel independently should be a core
principle on which the policy is built and should build incrementally over time. This applies
equally for children accessing mainstream transport as those with additional needs. The
guidance should make clear that forms of transport will be reviewed regularly as a child’s skills,
needs and behaviours progress. For those with SEND, this should be implemented within the
context of a planned pathway for adulthood, from Year 9 onwards, with the support of
mainstream and special schools.

USE OF PUBLIC TRANSPORT

There is unexplored potential to look more holistically at the links between the public transport
network and home to school transport. If one were to invest a proportion of the money that is
currently spent on home to school transport and assisted transport for adults into a more
comprehensive and responsive public transport infrastructure, that could in time alleviate
burdens on public finances, deliver other benefits for communities and give children, young
people and their families greater opportunities and freedoms to travel to other destinations.
Linking independent travel training to influence improvements in accessibility of the public
transport network could have far-reaching wider benefits.

COMPULSORY PERSONAL TRANSPORT BUDGETS

We considered whether there might be circumstances in which their duties to support travel to
school could be discharged through the provision of a personal transport budget on a
mandatory rather than a voluntary basis. For young people post-16 there might be conditions in
which a personal transport budget becomes the default option in situations where they are
deemed capable of travelling to school or college independently, with the benefit of
independent travel training and access to public transport, but that this offer of support is not
taken up. Other circumstances in which a compulsory or mandatory personal transport budget,
in lieu of other travel assistance, might be considered include:

e For children and young people whose safety is at risk, or who place others at significant
risk of harm, in all forms of commissioned transport.

e For children and young people where a privately or independently commissioned
service of the same quality will prove significantly more cost-effective than a service
commissioned through a local authority’s transport contracts.

e For children and young people attending multiple sites of education and/or at atypical
drop-off / pick-up times that makes sharing of transport impossible.

However, the use of compulsory personal transport budgets should only be considered in very
specific circumstances where all other reasonable offers of assistance have been exhausted.

WHO PAYS FOR HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT AND HOW
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The final question that we come to in this exploration of policy options is who pays for home to
school transport, and how.

CONTRIBUTIONS FROM HEALTH

The costs associated with such transport for children with significant medical needs range from
specialist equipment to medically trained assistants who can travel with children and young
people. Securing the relevant contributions from health partners is not just a question of money
but also providing the necessary expertise to ensure that local authorities feel confident in
bearing the risk of transporting children safely. We would recommend that, in the context of
budgetary pressures across public services, and with health being under no less pressure than
local government, this is not an issue that can be left to local negotiation to resolve. The
Department for Education and the Department for Health and Social Care should clarify an
equitable split of responsibilities, including financial responsibilities, for transport for children
with the most common health needs that require substantial and additional support, and set
that out in statutory guidance both for local authorities and ICBs.

LOOKED AFTER CHILDREN

There is a lack of clarity that has arisen in who should be responsible for paying for home to
school transport for looked after children placed outside their “home” local authority and
travelling to schoolin the local authority in which they have been placed. It should be clarified
therefore that it is for the placing local authority to meet the costs of such transport.

SELLING SPARE SEATS ON TRANSPORT

Many local authorities offset the cost of providing home to school transport by selling seats on
buses that would otherwise not be used. Home to school transport is currently exempt from the
Public Service Vehicle Accessibility Regulations (PSVAR) providing that the service is provided
for free. However, if fee-paying passengers are included then the vehicle must be PSVAR
compliant. This limits the opportunities for selling spare places, both diminishing convenience
for families and reducing possible revenue for local areas. It is therefore recommended that
consideration is given to extending the home to school PSVAR exemption to also include those
who are buying seats solely for the purpose of travelling to and from a place of education.

CONSIDERING MORE HOLISTIC FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES

It is our understanding that consideration is being given to including a home to school transport
element in the new local government funding formula. Given that we know the burden of home
to school transport expenditure falls disproportionately on larger, more rural areas, this would
seem to be a positive short-term step in creating a more equitable funding landscape.

Longer term, consideration should be given to reforming high-needs funding in a way that
allows more joined up and holistic commissioning of placement and transport options
together, in the context of a more inclusive and partnership-based approach to meeting
children and young people’s additional needs.

The alternative to reducing provision for home to school transport to decrease the financial
burden on the state is to use increased taxation as a vehicle to maintain existing levels of

11



service. This could be viewed in the same way as the adult social care precept that local
councils are able to add to their council tax bill. By way of illustration, an average 2% increased
levy on council taxes would pay for the annual additional cost of home to school transport
provision in 2025-26 compared with a 2020-21 baseline.

*k*k
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THE FUTURE OF HOME OF SCHOOL
TRANSPORT

INTRODUCTION

For the last 80 years, since the 1944 education act and the introduction of comprehensive,
compulsory, secondary education, support for travel between home and school has been a
feature of our education landscape. Often overlooked in wider education debates, local
government, in line with nationally prescribed home to school transport duties, provides a vital
service in supporting more than half a million children every day to get to school, ready to learn.
Effective home to schooltransport also delivers wider societal benefits, building travel
independence in young people, easing congestion on the roads and contributing to more
efficient and hence more environmentally sustainable transport.

However, in recent years delivering the statutory home to school transport duties has become
increasingly financially unsustainable for local government. In the last three years of published
data alone the cost of provision has increased by over 60%. This research explores what is
driving these increases and makes suggestions for ways in which the home to school transport
policy might evolve in future to continue to meet the needs of children, young people and their
families but in a way that is financially sustainable.

This research builds on previous research into home to school transport that we carried out for
the LGA and CCN in 2019 and for the CCN in 2023." It brings the analysis of pressures on the
system up to date and explores the opportunities for future policy change in the context of
potential wider reforms to the SEND system.

METHODOLOGY

Our methodology for carrying out this short piece of research has comprised five main
elements:

e Ascan of recent relevant research on this topic to provide context and background.

e Asurvey for all local authorities to gather data on the number of children and young
people in receipt of home to school transport, information on destinations and mode of
transport, reflections on how local authorities have sought to mitigate the rising costs of
home to school transport and their ideas for future policy developments.

e |nterviews with key stakeholders who were able to provide a national perspective
including representatives from groups representing the parents and carers of children
and young people with SEND, the ADCS, ADEPT and the DfE.

e Anin-person workshop with representatives from local authorities, covering a mix of
urban and rural areas from across the country.

L Understanding the drivers for rising demand and associated costs for home to school transport, 2019 (Isos
Partnership) and From home to the classroom: making travel to school services sustainable, 2023 (Isos Partnership).
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e Follow-up discussions with a range of key stakeholders to refine and test the findings
and recommendations.

We are incredibly grateful to those individuals and organisations who have given their time and
expertise to this research, either through completing the survey, joining the workshop or
participating in interviews.

PART 1: THE CURRENT HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT LANDSCAPE

HOW MUCH ARE LOCAL AUTHORITIES SPENDING ON HOME TO SCHOOL
TRANSPORT?

Published data shows that in 2023-24, local authorities spent £2.24 billion on transporting
children and young people to school and college. This figure has grown dramatically over the
last decade — by £1.23 billion, which represents 122% growth. However, looking at the data it is
apparent that the most pronounced growth pressures have been experienced in the last three
years. Between 2015-16 and 2019-20 expenditure grew by, on average, 7% per year. From 2020-
21 to 2023-24 expenditure grew on average by 20% per year.

Figure 1: Expenditure on home to school transport from 2015-16 to
2023-242

Published expenditure on HTST, 2015-16 to 2023-24

£2,500,000,000

£2,000,000,000

£1,500,000,000

£1,000,000,000

£500,000,000

£-
201516 201617 201718 201819 201920 202021 202122 202223 202324

B Mainstream pre-16 B Mainstream post-16 B SEND pre-16 B SEND16-18 m SEND 19-25

Data collected from local authorities through our survey suggests that during the last financial
year, there may have been a plateau in the growth in expenditure. The 43 local authorities that
supplied data for 2024-25 expenditure are reporting, overall, similar expenditure to the 2023-24

2 LA and school expenditure, Financial Year 2023-24 (DfE), https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-
statistics/la-and-school-expenditure/2023-24
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financial year, although this headline figure masks substantial changes at an individual local
authority level. However, if there has been a flattening of the growth in expenditure in 2024-25,
the survey data suggests that this is only a temporary respite. The local authorities that
responded to our survey are projecting that in 2025-26 expenditure will grow by a further 11%. If
that is the case, then we can project that without a change in policy and legislation, national
expenditure on home to school transport may rise to around £2.5 billion by the end of this
financial year.® This is broadly in line with the projections that we made in our 2022-23 research
for the CCN, when we estimated that by 2027-28 nationally expenditure on home to school
transport would be around £2.6 billion.

Elected Members whom we engaged through this research were clear that for many councils,
the spiralling costs of fulfilling statutory home to school transport duties are directly and rapidly
increasing the threat of bankruptcy. In some councils, even where the financial position is not
as acute, decisions are being made to cut or reduce other non-statutory services for children
and young people in order to be able to meet the increased costs of transport.

As shown in the table below, home to school transport for pre-16 children and young people
with SEND, at nearly £1.5 billion, accounts for just over two-thirds of the overall expenditure in
2023-24 and for three-quarters of the growth in expenditure since 2015-16. In contrast,
although expenditure on young people with SEND aged 16 to 18 and 19 to 25 has also risen very
rapidly, roughly tripling over the period in question, these categories account for only a small
percentage of the overall expenditure and hence the overall growth in expenditure. The total (all
age) SEND transport expenditure in 2023-24 was £1.73 billion. This is up from £645 million in
2015-16 —anincrease of 169%. Our projections, based on survey returns, suggest that the total
cost of SEND home to school transport is likely to rise to just under £2 billion in 2025-26.

Expenditure on mainstream home to school transport represents a more stable picture than
SEND home to school transport, accounting overall for around one fifth of the expenditure and
12% of the growth. Between 2015-16 and 2023-24 expenditure on mainstream home to school
transport has grown by £143 million. However, we can estimate that around £119 million worth
of that growth is the impact of general inflation.*

8 Expenditure from the survey has been scaled up to estimate national expenditure by calculating the published
2023-24 HTST expenditure of those LAs that supplied data in the survey as a percentage of the total national
expenditure HTST in 2023-24. This percentage was then used as the scaling factor to estimate 2024-25 and 2025-26
national expenditure based on the survey returns.

4 Bank of England inflation calculator - https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation/inflation-
calculator - Inflation calculated between 2016 and 2024
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Table 1: Breakdown of home to school transport expenditure and growth since
2015-16°

Category of HTST Expenditure in Percentage of spend Contribution to growth

spend 2023-24 in 2023-24 in spend between
2025-16 and 2023-24

Pre16 SEND £1,498,267,888 67% 75%

16-18 SEND £167,699,015 7% 9%

19-25 SEND £67,546,292 3% 4%

Pre-16 Mainstream £479,431,728 21% 11%

Post-16 Mainstream £26,164,495 1% 1%

In our survey we asked local authorities whether they predicted that expenditure on home to
school transport would grow, stay stable or fall over the next five years and how confident they
were that they would be able to deliver their duties within the budgets allocated. The charts
below capture their responses and show that over 90% of local authorities responding to our
survey thought that spending on SEND home to school transport would increase and only 12%
were confident that they would be able to balance their budgets for SEND home to school
transport over the next five years. In contrast, local authority predictions on the future of
mainstream home to school transport expenditure were much more balanced. Around 45%
were projecting growth but over a third thought expenditure would remain largely the same, and
40% were confident in balancing their budgets over the next five years.

Figure 2: Local authority spending predictions based on survey responses

Spending predictions over the next 5 years, based on 50 LA confidence that they will be able to balance their
survey responses budgets over the next five years

e _ e I _
o _ o -
8 1

10%  20%  30%  40%  50%  60%  70%  80%  90%  100% 0% 10%  20%

W Spending will increase W Spending will stay the same W Spending will decrease M Cannot say W Very confident M Quite confident M Not very confident M Not at all confident M Cannot say

The financial burden of fulfilling statutory duties around home to school transport is not
distributed evenly between different types of local authority. The data clearly shows that large
and predominantly rural authorities have to spend considerably more than smaller and more
urban local areas in fulfilling their statutory obligations. The table below shows overall per
capita expenditure on home to school transport, and per capita expenditure broken down by

5 LA and school expenditure, Financial Year 2023-24 (DfE), https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-
statistics/la-and-school-expenditure/2023-24
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different categories of transport, for County Councils, Unitaries, Metropolitan areas and
London Boroughs.

Table 2: Per capita expenditure on home to school transport by LA type®

Local authority type Per capita expenditure on home to school transport
SEND Mainstream Total
County Councils £141 £57 £197
Unitaries £115 £53 £169
Metropolitan areas £109 £7 £116
London boroughs £107 £2 £110

To take the two extremes, for every child and young person between the ages of 5 and 25,
county councils spend nearly double the amount on home to school transport that London
Boroughs do. This difference is driven to a very large degree by expenditure on mainstream
home to school transport which accounts for 30% of all home to school transport spend in
county councils and unitary authorities, but only 4% in London Boroughs and Metropolitan
areas. This is, of course, because many more children and young people are eligible for
transport in a large and rural county on account of the distance that they live from school, and
that once eligible the average journey times will be longer. In London and other urban areas, in
contrast, the relatively small geographical sizes combined with population density and a
comprehensive public transport system mean that fewer children and young people are eligible
for mainstream transport and many of those who are can be supported effectively with access
to free public transport. In fact, we know that the physical size of the local authority (in square
kilometres) accounted for 45% of the variation in per capita spend on home to school transport
in 2023-24. Many of the rural areas for whom the financial burden of home to school transport
is greatest are also part of the F40 fairer funding group —a campaign group representing the
local authorities that receive the lowest levels of per pupil education funding in the country.

WHAT IS DRIVING THE INCREASED EXPENDITURE?

As we described in our 2023 research report, From Home to the Classroom: Making Travel to

School Services Sustainable, there is a simple equation for understanding the cost of providing
home to school transport. It is a product of the number of children and young people requiring
transport multiplied by the length of the journeys provided; the type or mode of transport used;
and finally the basic costs per mile determined by the price of fuel, vehicles, maintenance,

drivers’ salaries and the robustness of the market.

8 LA and school expenditure, Financial Year 2023-24 (DfE), https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-
statistics/la-and-school-expenditure/2023-24

The population figures used to derive a per capita average are taken from the 2023 mid-year population estimates
published by the Office for National Statistics, which can be found at
https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/query/construct/summary.asp?reset=yes&mode=construct&dataset=2002&version=
O0&anal=1
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Demand Unit cost

Length of journey

Insufficient special school capacity and
lack of local inclusive provision to meet
demand means children have to travel
further to their nearest suitable school.

Numbers of eligible
children & young
people

Rapidly rising number of
children and young
people with EHCPs / Increasing use of single occupancy
SEND taxis to address complexity of need
and complexity of journey type

Type of transport

Lack of suitable local
provision for CYP

New housing
developments built Basic cost per mile
without access to

secondary schools Inflation

Fragile provider market
Driver retention
Vehicle licensing

In the last three years local authorities have experienced record levels of growth in home to
school transport expenditure, at an average of 20% per year, because all parts of this
“equation” have come under pressure simultaneously.

THE NUMBER OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE RECEIVING ASSISTANCE WITH
TRAVEL TO SCHOOL

In our survey we asked local authorities to rank the factors contributing to increasing
expenditure on home to school transport. The factor that was ranked highest as contributing to
costs on SEND home to school transport was the increasing number of children with EHCPs
driving up the number of children eligible for transport on account of their special educational
needs. In fact, 31 out of the 51 local authorities that answered the survey question ranked the
growth in children and young people with EHCPs as the most important factor driving increasing
expenditure in SEND home to school transport.

“Increase in demand. For this LA that looks like a growth of around 11% on pupil numbers year
on year. Assuming a unit cost approach for 25-26 alone, this could increase spend by £2.8m
just on growth alone.”

“Growth in children with EHCPs and the demand for SEND services is outstripping the budget
allocated to deliver school transport services.”

“An increase in the number of EHCPs and the language used within EHCPs to describe the
child's needs when out in the community.”

Unlike many areas of public service delivery, there is currently no published data on the
numbers of children and young people in receipt of travel assistance or information about
where they travel to or how they are transported. This is a gap that the DfE are in the process of
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addressing. For the first time this year the Department have run a national data collection
exercise on home to school transport as a pilot which, if successful, will be repeated annually.

For the purposes of this research, we have relied on data provided by local authorities in
response to our survey to derive estimates on the number of children and young people
receiving travel assistance to school. Based on returns from 48 local authorities, we can
estimate that nationally there were around 540,000 children and young people receiving home
to school transport this year.”

As with per capita costs of home to school transport outlined above, there are very significant
differences between types of authority in the number of children and young people they
transport. The table below shows the average number of children and young people receiving
transport per 1,000 of the 5 to 25 population in 2025 according to responses to our survey. As
can be seen, the numbers receiving transport per 1,000 children and young people is very
similar for those with SEND across different types of local authority but the numbers receiving
mainstream transport are much higher in Counties and Unitaries than in London Borough or
Metropolitan areas.

Table 3: Numbers receiving transport per 1,000 population (aged 5 to 25)®

Number on SEND Number on Total on transport
transport per 1000 mainstream transport per 1000
population per 1000 population population

County 15 29 44

Unitary 15 39 55

Metropolitan 14 2 16

London Borough 11 0 11

Over the last five years we would estimate, based on survey returns, that the total number of
children and young people provided with transport has increased by a relatively modest 10%.
However, the stable headline numbers conceal a much more turbulent picture of provision
beneath. The chart below shows the percentage change between 2021 and 2025 in the
numbers of children and young people receiving transport by categories of support. It shows
that a very rapid increase in demand for home to school transport for children and young

”The methodology we used for scaling up numbers of children receiving home to school transport was to calculate
the 5 to 25 population of the local authorities which provided data through our survey as a percentage of the national
5 to 25 population in England. This percentage was then used as a scaling factor to estimate the total number of
children and young people receiving transport. Responses received were well balanced across different types of
authority.

8 Based on survey returns and the 2023 mid-year population estimates published by the Office for National Statistics,
which can be found at
https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/query/construct/summary.asp?reset=yes&mode=construct&dataset=2002&version=
O&anal=1
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people with SEND, particularly pre-16 SEND, has been offset by a decrease in the numbers
receiving pre-16 mainstream transport.

Figure 3: Percentage changes in numbers of children and young people receiving
transport between 2021 and 2025

Percentage growth in numbers of children and young
people receiving transport 2021 - 2025
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This effectively means that the ratio between SEND transport and mainstream transport has
shifted over time. Based on our survey we would estimate that in 2021 the ratio of children and
young people eligible for mainstream home to school transport compared with SEND home to
school transport was over 2 to 1. By 2025 this ratio had changed to 1.5to 1. The higher
proportion of children and young people requiring transport for SEND has a significant impact
on overall expenditure. Our survey returns suggest that the average cost per child of providing
SEND transportis around £8,900 per year compared with an average cost per child of providing
mainstream transport of around £3,100 per year —almost triple the amount. This is in line with
research conducted by Impower in 2024 which found that the average annual cost per SEND
pupil using transport has increased from £6280 in 2018/19 to £8299 in 23/24. °

% The Travel to school challenge, 2024 (Impower)
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Figure 4: How the relative proportions of mainstream and SEND children on home
to school transport have changed over time

Relative proportions of mainstream and SEND
children on home to school transport
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There is, as our survey returns indicate, a strong relationship between the growth in numbers of
children with SEND accessing home to school transport and the growth in EHCPs. The national
growth in the number of children and young people with EHCPs is a symptom of the wider
challenges in an education system which is insufficiently inclusive and the nature of SEND
legislation which we explore in detail in our research on the SEND system which can be read
here and here. The chart below shows our estimated national projection of the number of
children and young people on home to school transport on account of their special educational
needs alongside the number of children and young people nationally with EHCPs.
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Figure 5: How the growth in SEND transport has mirrored the growth in EHCPs™®

Growth in EHCPs and SEND transport 2021 to 2024

700,000
600,000 576,474
, 517,048
473,255
200,000 430,697
400,000
300,000
193,73
200,000 150,68 169,28 181,92
100,000

2021 2022 2023 2024

B SEND HTST numbers ®EHCPs

It shows that in England there has been a very similar growth trajectory between the number of
children and young people with EHCPs and the number requiring SEND home to school
transport. In fact, between 2021 and 2024, based on these estimates, the ratio of children and
young people with EHCPs to the number receiving transport for SEND has been remarkably
consistent —around 3:1 each year for the last four years. However, we also know that despite
consistency nationally there is a high degree of variation at individual local authority level.
Among the 48 local authorities for which we have survey data, the ratio of children and young
people with EHCPs compared with the number receiving SEND transport varies from 1 child
receiving transport for every 1.7 children with EHCPs to 1 child receiving transport for every 5.3
children with EHCPs. This variation will be based on a range of factors including overall EHCPs
rates, where children and young people with EHCPs are educated, the size of the local area and
individual local authority transport policies.

As the data set out above has made clear, the significant growth in numbers of children
receiving transport has been driven by the increasing number of children with special
educational needs and statutory plans, whose needs are not being met in local inclusive
provision. Overall numbers of children and young people receiving mainstream home to school
transport has fallen slightly over recent years. However, some local authorities have
experienced rising numbers of children and young people requiring mainstream home to school
transport as well as SEND home to school transport. In our survey the factor that was ranked
second in importance in contributing to the rising costs of mainstream home to school
transport was the creation of new housing developments. Local authorities that we engaged
through this research explained that in areas of population growth, developers were often

10 Education, health and care plans: Reporting year 2024 (DfE), https://explore-education-
statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/education-health-and-care-plans/2024.
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reluctant to create new secondary school provision. This meant that new housing was being
created without access to a nearby secondary school, leaving local authorities to meet the cost
of transporting those pupils.

THE LENGTH OF THE JOURNEYS MADE

The second element of the home to school transport “equation” is the length of journeys made.
This, again, is a particular issue for transport for children and young people with SEND. Local
authorities reported through our survey that “Where children with EHCPs are placed in school,
for example more children placed in special schools further from home or schools outside the
local authority” was the second most important factor contributing to the rising cost of SEND
home to school transport. Fourteen out of the 51 responding councils listed this as the most
important factor and a further 23 listed it as the second most important factor.

“Increasing numbers of young people requiring travel assistance to schools outside of the
borough.”

“Lack of sufficient local specialist placements including Special School places meaning
schools close to home are full and children are placed further from home with resulting
increases in average price for a journey to school.”

“Use of independent provision - resulting in students travelling further.”

“Lack of local specialist places requiring costly and lengthy transport to out of county
provision.”

Overall, our survey data suggests that on average children and young people with SEND are
travelling further than children and young people on mainstream transport but not by much. The
average one-way trip to school for children and young people with SEND in 2025, based on 29
responses, was 9 miles compared with 7 miles for mainstream pupils (based on 19 responses).
The range in terms of average distances travelled by SEND children reported in our survey was
from 1.4 miles (a London borough) to 22.8 miles (a large county council). However, our
discussions with local authorities highlighted a growing minority of children and young people
with SEND travelling very long distances to school most often due to the lack of suitable special
school places closer to their home and sometimes due to a parental preference for a specific
school. The number of children and young people who have required education in a special
setting over the last 5 years has grown by 35%."" This has placed considerable pressure on
home to school transport budgets as most special schools are full, forcing children to travel
further distances to access a place that meets their needs. More importantly, long travel to
school times can negatively affect children’s quality of life and readiness to learn, although for
some this will be balanced out by the need for highly specialist education that meets need that
may not be possible to provide locally.

" Education, health and care plans: Reporting year 2024 (DfE), https://explore-education-
statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/education-health-and-care-plans/2024
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Our survey data provides some insight into where children with SEND are travelling to, and how
those patterns have changed over time. Responses from 33 local authorities shows that in 2025
around 55% of children receiving transport for SEND were taken to a special school. A further
18% were transported to mainstream schools and 10% to INMSS. Scaling up those responses
we can estimate that nationally around 115,000 children and young people were transported to
special schools and around 20,000 to INMSS. These are projections, based on limited survey
returns. However, they would indicate that around 75% of children and young people in special
schools and 70% of those INMSS are receiving support with transport to access school.™

Figure 6: Destinations for SEND transport in 2025, scaled up to estimate numbers
nationally, based on survey returns

Destinations for SEND home to school transport
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Looking at how transport to different destinations has changed over time is challenging due to
the lack of consistent data. There were sixteen local authorities that replied to our survey who
were able to provide data on transport destinations for children and young people with SEND
from 2021 to 2025 continuously. This data indicates that the numbers of children and young
people with SEND transported to mainstream schools has increased by 19% over the period;
the number being transported to special schools has increased by 27%; and the number
transported to INMSS has increased by 72%, albeit from a much lower baseline. This, again,
reflects the challenges in accessing local inclusive mainstream provision or a state-funded
special school place.

12 Education, health and care plans: Reporting year 2024 (DfE), https://explore-education-
statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/education-health-and-care-plans/2024
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THE TYPE OF TRANSPORT BEING USED

It is not only the length of the journey that contributes to the overall cost of transport, but also
the type of transport being used. In general, larger vehicles such as buses or minibuses tend to
be more economical than arranging transport in cars. This is particularly the case where single
occupancy taxis are provided. The factor that ranked third highest in our survey of issues
contributing to the rise costs of home to school transport for SEND was “changes in complexity
of need, for example, that might require more individualised transport arrangements.”

“Increasing number of children and young people requiring travel assistance, more complex
needs and the challenging behaviours displayed on home to school transport.”

“Increasing complexity in the need profile of SEND children accessing transport.”

“Higher level of needs (social, medical & behavioural) of those travelling requiring more
specialist assistance and support and demands from schools/parents for individual transport.”

In our workshop discussions with local authorities and individual interviews, four distinct issues
were raised which were contributing to the use of more individual transport arrangements. The
first was the growing complexity of the needs of the children and young people requiring
transport. In some cases, these were very complex medical or personal care needs which
meant that it would not be safe or appropriate to transport the child or young person with their
peers. In other cases, local authorities highlighted a growing cohort of young people whose
behavioural needs were such that they could not travel with other young people either for their
own safety or that of others.

The second issue highlighted by local authorities was the increased complexity of journey types
requiring greater use of individual transport. To some extent this was a function of special
schools being full and places only becoming available in small numbers. This restricts a local
area’s ability to rationally plan its transport routes and may end up with children travelling in
opposite directions across an area to the nearest special school place that was available at the
time that they needed it, even though nearer places may have been theoretically available at
other times. However, journey complexity was also seen as a product of more bespoke
education packages being created for individual children. This might include part-time
timetables, education in more than one setting during the week, or education placements that
were only attended by small numbers of children and young people, drawn from a wide and
dispersed catchment area.

The third issue was the impact of road congestion, and build-up of traffic around schools,
which meant that journey times were increasing. This often limited the opportunities to place
children and young people in multi-occupancy vehicles as making multiple pick-ups or drop-
offs on an already long journey would lead to exceeding the guidance on the maximum journey
time. It is clear to see how this becomes a vicious circle —the more cars there are on the road,
the fewer children can be transported on shared routes and vehicles due to the unreasonable
length of the journey, leading to more individualised transport and even more cars on the road.

The fourth issue raised related to parents’ views and expectations around transport. The ADCS-
ADEPT reportinto home to school transport in 2023 highlighted parental requests for individual
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transport arrangements as a growing trend.'® In our research, local authorities reflected that in
the immediate post-Covid period there had been an understandable increase in parents
requesting individual transport arrangements due to fears around infection. In some cases,
local areas reported that this peak had subsided, but other areas they felt that it had
contributed to a new higher baseline. We have not collected data on individual taxi use through
our survey, however additional data provided by one rural area and one city to support this
research showed that individual taxi use in the rural area accounted for around 15% of all
expenditure on home to school transport. In the urban area it accounted for 30% of
expenditure.

Our survey data shows that in 2025, 46% of journeys for children and young people with SEND
were undertaken by minibus and 22% in cars, based on survey responses from 32 councils.
However, these percentages differed quite significantly by the type of local area. In
Metropolitan areas just 7% of children and young people were transported in cars. However,
that percentage rises to 21% in London Boroughs, 25% in Unitaries and 27% in County Councils
based on responses to our survey.

Figure 7: Forms of transport used for children and young people with SEND in 2025

Mode of transport 2025

m Car ® Minibus ®Bus = Publictransport = Personal allowance

Over time, the use of cars has increased more quickly than other forms of transport, with the
exception of personal transport budgets that have doubled in use over the last five years. The
table below shows the increase in the number of children and young people with SEND

'3 Final report from the ADCS and ADEPT working group on home to school travel, 2023,
(ADCS/ADEPT) https://www.adeptnet.org.uk/sites/default/files/media/2024-
01/ADCS%20%26%20ADEPT_Homes%20t0%20School%20Transport%20final%20paper%2
0%28N0ov%202023%29.pdf
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transported by different forms of transport between 2021 and 2025, in 18 local authorities that
were able to provide consistent data across the five-year period.

Table 4: Change in mode of transport in 18 local authorities based on survey

responses
Cars Minibuses Buses Public Personal
transport transport
budget
Number
transported in
2021 6,838 12,122 5,816 1,317 2,219
Number
transported in
2025 9,029 14,834 6,068 1,693 4,418
Percentage
change 32% 22% 4% 29% 99%

THE BASIC COSTS PER MILE

Underlying the changes in demand, journey length and type of transport, the basic costs of
commissioning transport of any kind have been increasing. In our survey, local authorities cited
“changes in the raw costs of providing transport — fuel costs, vehicle costs, driver salaries” as
the most important factor driving up costs of mainstream transport and the fourth most
important factor contributing to increased costs of SEND home to school transport.

“Shrinking market and raw transport and staff costs.”

“Inflationary pressures, fuel, wages, minimum living wage, and knock on effects for example on
pay differentials. Employer NI changes expected to have an impact this year.”

“Lack of local transport providers.”

“The volatility of raw costs of transport continues to create an uncertain future as we have seen
fuel prices and available fleet and staff numbers fluctuate to market forces.”

In our interviews and workshops, local authorities described how the inflationary pressures in
the market were pushing more transport providers out of business. This often left them, as
commissioners, with limited opportunities to run competitive tendering processes for contracts
and they often had to agree contracts at short notice if a provider closed. This had the effect of
pushing up prices. The general market conditions have been compounded by shortages of
drivers, particularly in the post-Covid years, and the overall decline in public transport routes
which is particularly pronounced in rural areas. Research conducted by the Campaign for

27



Better Transport found that between March 2021 and March 2023, 23 per cent of bus services in
England have been cut, resulting in 2,800 fewer services.

Local authorities also explained that as the number of operators in a particular locality
diminished, other providers would need to travel further from their own hubs and bases in order
to fulfil contracts further afield. The “dead costs” for transport providers serving routes across a
wider geography get built into contract costs for home to school transport and, again, have the
effect of raising prices.

WHAT ARE LOCAL AUTHORITIES DOING TO MITIGATE THE COST?

In 2023 ADEPT published a comprehensive toolkit that describes the full range of actions that
local authorities are taking to manage the increasing costs of home to school transport for
children and young people with SEND. It groups initiatives under six core areas of activity: route
optimisation and planning; independent travel training; eligibility; commissioning; personal
transport budgets; and supplier management and market strengthening. For each of these
areas it provides examples of what local authorities have done, what the impact has been, and
which local areas can be contacted for further information. '

It is not the purpose of this research to duplicate that comprehensive piece of work, but rather
to reflect briefly on some of the actions that local authorities have highlighted through the
survey or in workshop discussions as being instrumental in managing the increasing costs.
Arguably the most significant theme emerging is the need to join up responsibility for agreeing
placements for children and young people with SEND, agreeing transport arrangements and
commissioning new provision. Many local authorities have highlighted their ongoing work to
create additional provision to meet the needs of children and young people with SEND, closer
to where those children live. Sometimes this is taking the form of new special schools or
changing the designations of existing schools, but often local areas are also looking to the
creation of new resource base provision or SEND units in mainstream schools to meet more
needs locally. In areas where these responsibilities have been joined up under one senior
leader it has been possible to achieve a more strategic overview of demand, supply and the role
of transportin linking these.

Many local authorities have also spoken about their work to develop a more comprehensive
independent travel training offer, to maximise the opportunities for young people to travel to
school independently using public transport, where that is available. One local authority
described how this has been integrated into a pathway for independence, starting in year 9.

" https://bettertransport.org.uk/media/governments-national-bus-strategy-is-failing-as-
quarter-of-bus-services-cut-since-its-launch/

S SEND Transport Toolkit, 2023 (Adept)
https://www.adeptnet.org.uk/sites/default/files/media/2023-
11/ADEPT%20SEND%20Transport%20Toolkit_ Nov%202023_0.pdf

28


https://bettertransport.org.uk/media/governments-national-bus-strategy-is-failing-as-quarter-of-bus-services-cut-since-its-launch/
https://bettertransport.org.uk/media/governments-national-bus-strategy-is-failing-as-quarter-of-bus-services-cut-since-its-launch/
https://www.adeptnet.org.uk/sites/default/files/media/2023-11/ADEPT%20SEND%20Transport%20Toolkit_Nov%202023_0.pdf
https://www.adeptnet.org.uk/sites/default/files/media/2023-11/ADEPT%20SEND%20Transport%20Toolkit_Nov%202023_0.pdf

Working with parents to encourage the update of personal transport budgets is another area on
which many local authorities are working. In some cases, they are presenting personal
transport budgets as a first option for parents. In other cases, they are looking at a range of
more creative uses of personal transport budgets and widening the scope of what the council
will reimburse parents for if they can take on the responsibility of providing or organising travel.
Many local areas also referenced the work that they have done, or are doing, to review all solo-
occupancy routes to look for opportunities to place children and young people on multi-
occupancy vehicles or to work with parents to agree a personal transport budget instead.

Less commonly, councils are also exploring delivering more transport through their in-house
fleet rather than commissioning from the open market or piloting the provision of vehicles to
schools in return for them taking on the organisation and provision of travel assistance for their
pupils.

While these actions can, and are, having an effect in mitigating some of the increasing demand
pressures facing home to school transport, they are not sufficient to stem the rapidly increasing
costs of the system. To do that will require more fundamental policy reform which is explored in
the second half of this report.

PART 2: REIMAGINING A FUTURE HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT POLICY

In this section we explore how changes might be made to home to school transport policy to
make it more financially sustainable to deliver while continuing to meet the needs of children,
young people and their families.

The fundamental purpose of a home to school transport policy is to ensure that all children and
young people can access education, and that no child or young person misses out on their
entitlement to education because they are unable to get to school. The current configuration of
national home to school transport legislation, ascribes to this fundamental tenet but reflects
the era in which it was originally written, when fewer families had access to a car, most children
went to their local school, education stopped at 16 for most young people and there were fewer
single parent families or families in which both parents work. This has created some
complexities and perversities in the implementation of the statutory duties, particularly post-
16, whilst also driving unprecedented demand for support with transport.

Furthermore, home to school transport is inextricably linked to the wider education system -
this is no more apparent than in the statistics in Part 1 showing the increases in home to school
transport closely linked to the rising number of children and young people with additional needs
and the distances those children have to travel in order to access provision that can meet their
needs effectively. The Government have promised a Schools White Paper in the autumn, that
will detail the move to a more inclusive education system. The long-term aim here is likely to
include more children and young people being able to access education in their local
community.

Our task has been to reimagine the home to school transport duties in this context - in a way
that is true to the principles of access to education and supporting families, that encourages
good outcomes, and is part of an overall financially sustainable approach to education, in a way
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that recognises the world of 2025 is not the world of 1944 and that the education system is
moving in a new direction. There is a moral case as well as a financial case for change. We know
that there are benefits for children and young people of receiving a high-quality education, that
meets their needs, as close to home as possible. Our national home to school transport policy
should support that wider aspiration.

At the heart of some of the policy choices we explore in the following sections is a debate about
where the appropriate balance of responsibility and cost lies between the state and the parent
in supporting children and young people to get to school, and how we can most effectively
target the limited resources of the state on those families who need them most in order to
deliver the best outcomes for children and young people.

AN INCREASINGLY CONTESTED SPACE

As local authorities across the country grapple with the rising costs of home to school
transport, in the context of ever-tighter local government spending, there is a strong sense that
this is becoming an increasingly contested space. Most local authorities have been considering
the eligibility criteria for home to school transport, particularly at post-16, where the guidance
allows for greatest local discretion. This had led to growing numbers of individual appeals and,
in some cases, Judicial Reviews. Local authorities report that although the SEND Tribunal does
not have a direct role in determining transport arrangements, Tribunal judgements, for example
on placements, necessarily have an impact on the provision of transport and can set
precedents which are then difficult to follow.

The increasing frequency of legal challenge around home to school transport, particularly for
those who are post-16, is placing the sector under further scrutiny and additional pressure.
Neither parents nor local government want home to school transport to become a battleground
in which limited time, energy, capacity and resources are used up in resolving disputes. This
makes the case for developing a set of future policy options that are, as far as possible, clear,
equitable and consistent across the country and which align transport duties with statutory
expectations around participation in education.

WHAT HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT MEANS FOR PARENTS OF CHILDREN AND
YOUNG PEOPLE WITH ADDITIONAL NEEDS

The purpose of this research is to explore the question of how support for travel to and from
school could be delivered in a way that continues to meet the needs of children, young people
and their families but is also financially sustainable. As will be explored in the remainder of this
report, the boundaries, expectations, limitations and future of how we support children and
young people with SEND to get to school sits at the very heart of this debate. Our discussions
with groups representing parents and carers of children and young people with SEND have
therefore given us an extremely valuable insight into how existing home to school transport
provision is viewed by families, where children and young people’s needs are not adequately
being met by the current system, and where the opportunities might be to achieve a better
balance between meeting needs and using finite public resources in the most effective way.
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At the heart of what parents’ representatives were telling us was the vital role that home to
school transport plays in enabling them to support their children to get to school while also
balancing other commitments including work, family time and additional caring
responsibilities. Their starting place was recognising the role that assistance with travel to
school can play in in reducing some of the barriers faced by families with children with SEND,
with which other families do not have to contend. They highlighted that:

e For children of compulsory school age, many working parents of children without SEND rely
on breakfast clubs, after school clubs or childminders to balance work and life
commitments with the responsibility for getting their children to and from school. For many
children with SEND these additional options for support at the beginning and end of the
school day frequently do not exist, which makes assistance with travel even more crucial.

e Where parents of children with SEND have more than one child, and at least one of them is
in a special school, it is more likely that they will have children at different schools at further
distances from each other, making the responsibilities around transporting their children to
school that much harder to discharge.

e Young people of secondary school age are often able to make their way to school on foot or
by bike without accompaniment by an adult. For young people with SEND at secondary
school this is often not possible.

e For mostyoung people beyond statutory school age there is a reasonable expectation that
they should be able to make their own way to college or school with a free bus pass, but for
some young people with SEND this may never be a realistic expectation. For families with
older children with SEND, caring responsibilities may increase at just the time that for other
families they are decreasing.

To some extent the provision of home to school transport is mitigating (though not wholly
compensating for) the much wider educational and societal challenges faced by the families of
children and young people with additional needs, including access to suitable local education
provision, access to before and after school childcare and recreational opportunities,
employment prospects and balancing caring responsibilities with family well-being.

In the wider SEND educational landscape there is a broad consensus around the need for
fundamental reform because, despite increased investment, the needs of too many children
and young people are not being adequately met. However, provision of home to school
transport does not fall into the same category. It is a service which is valued, and parent groups
reported that for children of statutory school age, while there will always be individual issues
which arise, generally parents felt transport services worked well for their children once they
were in place. Contact’s 2024 school transport survey for parents of disabled children found
that 80% of respondents said that travel arrangements provided by the council met their
family’s needs and 81% were satisfied or very satisfied with the arrangements.’® However, slow

18 School transport survey 2024 for parents with disabled children, 2024 (Contact). https://contact.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2025/06/CONTACT-TRANSPORT-MATTERS-SURVEY-2024.pdf
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or inconsistent communication while a transport assessment was underway, or at the start of a
new school year, was a frequently raised source of stress and frustration among parents. 75%
of respondents to Contact’s survey said that better communication was the main area of
improvement needed when applying for transport.

Transport of young people with SEND beyond statutory school age was viewed as much more
problematic by parents. They felt that the degree of local discretion afforded around transport
for young people aged 16-18, in particular, had led to a postcode lottery, with some areas
continuing to offer quite comprehensive travel assistance to this age group while other areas
had reduced their offer considerably. Some parents felt that the use of personal transport
budgets for post-16 learners as the only alternative to either independent travel training or
subsidised public transport had been a retrograde step for young people and families,
diminishing independence for young people with the most complex needs and placing
significant additional responsibilities on their parents. Contact reported that almost 60% of
families faced changes to their child’s transport when they turned 16 and 35% of families of
children of all ages reported that they had to give up work or reduce their hours in order to
transport their child to school.

Going forward, parent and carer representatives were advocating greater clarity and equity
around the post-16 offer. They also felt that there were opportunities for local authorities to
consider their duties around home to school transport and their duties around meeting the
needs of children and young people with SEND more holistically so that decisions about
commissioning additional provision, consulting on placements, and putting in place travel
assistance could be made in concert. Parent representatives highlighted that too often short-
term decisions to save money on transport costs could lead to much larger or longer-lasting
costs to the state if those decisions were taken in isolation. They were able to point to examples
of parents of children with additional needs giving up work in order to get their children to
school, which leads to a much larger cost to the state in lost taxation or additional out of work
benefits. Alternatively, there were examples of changes to transport arrangements leading to
educational placements becoming unsustainable which resulted in a new placement in a more
specialised and costly provision. The challenge is therefore to rethink the duties around home
to school transportin a holistic way, not in isolation, and as part of a wider reform of education.
We have attempted to embrace this more holistic view in the recommendations that follow.

Parent/carer representatives saw the potential for home to school travel policy to be more
instrumental in building independence and creating the skills that young people would need in
their adult lives, but stressed that this must be taken forward in partnership with young people,
parents and with schools, as part of a planned journey towards adulthood, and with the needs
of the child or young person front and centre. The Motability Foundation reported in 2025 that
49% of young people (aged 10-24) with a disability experience anxiety or stress when planning
journeys via public transport, 64% feel mentally exhausted when using public transport and
58% physically exhausted.’ These are some of the barriers that a well-conceived, planned and

17 Creating an inclusive future: Addressing accessible transport needs for young disabled people, 2025,
(Savanta/Motability Foundation)
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executed approach to building the skills for independent travel can overcome, but can only be
achieved in partnership with young people and their families.

A NEW SET OF PRINCIPLES FOR HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT

The core home to school transport duties, to provide transport to school for those living more

than 2 miles (up to age 8) and more than 3 miles (for older children), came into force as part of
the 1944 Education Act when compulsory, free, secondary education was provided nationally
for the first time. It was an essential component of a free-to-access universal education offer,
at a time when car ownership was much lower than it is today, and when the expectation was

that children and young people would be travelling to their local school.

More than 80 years on, the world of education looks very different now, but many of the core
beliefs that underpinned the 1944 education act —that every child is entitled to an education
and no child should be deprived of that entitlement because of difficulties in getting to school -
still hold true. The question with which policy-makers must grapple is, in the modern world,
where 83% of families with dependent children have access to at least one car, what is the right
balance of sharing responsibility and cost between the family and the state for getting children
to school?'®

In navigating this fundamental question, we felt that it would be helpful to try to craft a set of
core principles to which the different stakeholders might ascribe, and which could provide a
guide in any future evolution of home to school transport policy. The suggested list below is
offered as a starting point for further consultation and development.

The principles are split into two sections. The first could be described as the core purpose and
underlying rationale behind a national home to school transport policy. The second section
recognises the wider policy environment in which home to school transport exists. It recognises
that home to school transport has a positive contribution to make to wider public goods, but
that on its own it is not sufficient to achieve these aims and nor is it appropriate to set
undeliverable expectations on local areas in relation to these broader national goals.

CORE PURPOSE OF HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT

10. Every child and young person is entitled to a free education, and no child / young
person should be prevented from accessing that entitlement because they cannot get

to school or college.

11. Itis the responsibility of the parent or carer to ensure that a child or young person
attends school, and that means making arrangements to get their child to school.

12. Local government has a duty to support parents in getting their child to school or
college by the most efficient and appropriate means possible, when the state has

'8 Car or van availability based on Census 2021 data, 2023, ONS,
https://www.ons.gov.uk/datasets/TS045/editions/2021/versions/4
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13.

not been able to provide a suitable school place sufficiently close to the child or young
person’s home to make it viable for the parent to transport their child to school.

Local government also has a duty to support parents in getting their child to school

or college by the most efficient and appropriate means possible, when the parent
faces insurmountable barriers in doing so.

WIDER POLICY INTENTIONS

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Support for travel between home and school should promote the goals of inclusion
and belonging - to enable children to be educated as close to home as possible and
within their local communities wherever possible.

Support for travel between home and school should contribute to building the skills that
children and young people need for independence in their adult lives. This includes

the ability, wherever possible, to be independently mobile within their communities to
the extent that their own individual capacity allows.

Support for travel between home and school should contribute to the Government’s
wider goals around addressing the climate emergency and should therefore look to
integrate with public transport options and minimise use of single occupancy routes
wherever possible.

Support for travel between home and school should contribute to the Government’s

wider goals around reducing financial hardship and promoting routes to
employment, particularly among those who have caring responsibilities or facing
significant vulnerabilities.

Support for travel between home and school should contribute to the national ambition

to enable children and young people to live healthy, active lives and should therefore
promote active travel to school, such as walking and cycling, wherever that is possible.

WHAT ARE THE FUTURE POLICY OPTIONS?

In developing a set of future policy options for home to school transport we have based these

on four key questions:

PowObd=

Who should be eligible for home to school transport?
Where should transport be provided from and to?
What forms of transport should be provided?

Who should pay for home to school transport?

In addressing each of these questions, there is a tension to navigate between clarity and

specificity on the one hand and opportunity for local discretion and individual context on the

other. The evidence that home to school transport policy is becoming an increasingly contested

space and that there is quite significant local variation in the offer available, described by some

parents as a “postcode lottery”, would argue for a national policy around statutory duties that is

very clear and unambiguous.
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However, going back to our first principle, that no child should miss out on their entitlement to
education because they cannot get to school, it is difficult to craft a national policy that covers
every individual circumstance in which a parent may be unable to get their child to school. To
increase the confidence that no child or young person will slip through the net requires local
officers to use their discretion to provide assistance with travel over and above the statutory
minimums, where it is warranted by individual circumstances. The risk here is that those
discretionary offers can then set a precedent which may be unsustainable if applied more
widely. The recommendations that follow aim to tread the line carefully between national clarity
and local discretion.

INTERSECTION WITH THE SEND REFORM AGENDA

The analysis set out in the preceding sections of this report makes clear that home to school
transport cannot be seen in isolation from the wider SEND system. We know that providing
transport for children and young people with SEND under the age of 16 accounts for three-
quarters of the growth in expenditure between 2015-16 and 2023-24.

In separate research, conducted for the LGA and CCN, we described a vision for a set of policy
changes that would enable more children and young people with additional needs to thrive in
their local mainstream school, without the need for a statutory plan. Achieving this would
require a fundamental reset of our education system, to build the capacity and enablers of
inclusion while reforming the statutory underpinning of the SEND system. The full set of
recommendations that we made, and supporting work that we have done to further consult on
and refine these, can be read here and here.

The Government has clearly signalled its intention to reform the national approach to
supporting children and young people with SEND. In speaking to ASCL in March 2025, the
Secretary of State for education said: “l think we need to take a step back from the system that
we have right now, the system that came from the 2014 reforms, and start to think very
differently about what that system will look like”.

The single greatest opportunity to ensure that children and young people are able to get to
school safely and efficiently, in a manner that is also financially sustainable, is to reduce the
distances that children have to travel to get to a school which meets their needs well. This is not
only good for local government finances. More importantly, shorter journey times are also
better for children’s quality of life and quality of learning. The most impactful way to reduce the
distances that children travel to school is to ensure that more children and young people with
SEND are able, with the right specialist support, curriculum and teaching, to thrive in their local
school. We would argue that the greatest opportunity to transform home to school transport for
the better lies in transforming the overall SEND system for the better. We envisage that in the
future, home to school transport will not be seen in isolation but that both policy thinking and
local management will be much more aligned between home to school transport, SEND and
wider education services.

As part of this research, we asked two local authorities (one rural area and one city) to model
the impact of some of the policy changes we have been discussing on their home to school
transport numbers and expenditure. We asked them to model a scenario in which 10% fewer
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children and young people required education in a state-funded special setting and instead
could be educated successfully in a local mainstream school and 20% fewer children required
education in an INMSS setting and instead could be educated successfully in either a
mainstream school or a state-funded special school. We also asked them to model a scenario
in which the number of children requiring education in special schools reduced by 33% and the
number in INMSS reduced by 66%. This roughly mirrors the distribution of children and young
people with SEND between different types of placement seen in 2014-15 before the SEND
reforms were introduced. The table below captures the financial impact of these different
scenarios in one urban and one rural authority.

Table 5: Modelling the financial impact of changes to where children
and young people with SEND are educated based on the development
of a more inclusive local education offer

Rural area - £25 Current Cost Revised Revised Savings Total %
million total spend | Numbers Numbers | Cost saving
State-funded special 646 £5,635,096 581 £5,071,586 | £563,510 2%

school numbers
reduced by 10% as
children attended
their local mainstream
school

State-funded special 646 £5,635,096 433 £3,775,514 | £1,859,582 | 7%
school numbers
reduced by 33% as
children attended
their local mainstream
school

INMSS numbers 225 £2,374,772 180 £1,899,818 | £474,954 2%
reduced by 20% as
children attended
their local mainstream
school

INMSS numbers 225 £2,374,772 77 £807,422 £1,567,350 | 6%
reduced by 66% as
children attended
their local mainstream

school
Urban area - £49 Current Cost Revised Revised Savings Total %
million total spend | Numbers Numbers | Cost saving

State-funded special
school numbers
reduced by 10% as

. 3691 £44,200,000 3322 £39,780,000 £4,420,000 9.0%
children attended
their local mainstream
school
State-funded special
school numbers 3691 £44,200,000 2473 £29,614,000 £14,586,000 29.6%
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reduced by 33% as
children attended
their local mainstream
school

INMSS numbers
reduced by 20% as
children attended 8 £870,000 6 £696,000 £174,000 0.4%
their local mainstream
school

INMSS numbers
reduced by 66% as
children attended 8 £870,000 3 £295,800 £574,200 1.2%
their local mainstream
school

Clearly there is a significant dividend for home to school transport in successfully reforming the
SEND system so that more children and young people’s needs can be met effectively closer to
home. The dividend would not just be for home to school transport, but the opportunity to think
differently about how that resource could be invested in supporting better transport
infrastructure and holistic support for children and young people’s education.

However, it is not the whole picture, and any change to create a more inclusive education
system will take time. The policy options explored below set out a series of measures that could
be taken alongside the SEND reforms to ensure that the home to school transport system is fit
for purpose.

WHO SHOULD BE ELIGIBLE?

The most important question that any reform to home to school transport policy must answer is
who should be eligible for travel assistance.

STATUTORY WALKING DISTANCES

The distance criteria, above which children and young people are eligible for assistance with
transport, are referred to in the guidance as “Statutory Walking Distances”, even though, as the
guidance makes clear there is no expectation that children will walk. The method of getting to
school is for parents to decide. The distances are set out as follows:

e Achild under the age of 8 is eligible for free travel to their nearest suitable schoolif it is
more than 2 miles from their home.

e Achild aged 8 years or over is eligible for free travel to their nearest suitable school if it
is more than 3 miles from their home.

However, the guidance goes on to state: “When a local authority assesses whether the distance
between a child’s home and their school is further than the statutory walking distance, the route
they measure must be the shortest route along which a child, accompanied as necessary, may
walk in reasonable safety.”

Furthermore, in considering eligibility for children and young people with special educational
needs the guidance states: “A child is eligible for free travel to school if they attend their nearest
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suitable school, and it is within the statutory walking distance of their home, and they could not
reasonably be expected to walk there because of their special educational needs,
disability or mobility problem, even if they were accompanied by their parent.”

In both instances, even though there is no expectation that children will actually walk to school,
the criteria for eligibility are tied to their ability to make the journey on foot. This feels
anachronistic. When the home to school transport duty was conceived in 1944, and less than
20% of the population had cars, ° it may have been a legitimate assumption that either a child
walked to school or they were provided with transport by the state. It may also have been
perfectly acceptable to expect a child of eight to walk three miles (approximately an hour) to
school each day, and three miles back again. For good or ill, that is no longer the case.

Today, on average, 83% of households with dependent children have at least one car.
Furthermore, we know that very few children and young people who live more than about 1.5
miles from school actually walk to school. The table below shows data from the national annual
travel survey. It shows that the percentage of children who travel to school by different forms of
transport based on age and distance from school. It clearly shows that for children of primary
school age in 2023, 80% of those who live within 1 mile of school walk to school, but only 4% of
those who live more than 2 miles from school do so. Nor is the picture very different for young
people of secondary school age. In that age group 89% will walk to school if the distances
involved are less than a mile, but only 7% will walk distances of over 2 miles.

Table 6: Modes of travel to school by age range and distance

Travel to school for 5 to 10 year olds?°

Walking Cycle CarorVan Bus Other
Less than 1
mile 80 2 17 1 [low]
1tounder2
miles 23 1 71 3 1
2tounder5
miles 4 [low] 84 11 1
5 miles and
over 0 2 69 15 13

9 Car ownership in Great Britain, 2008, (RAC Foundation)

https://www.racfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/car-ownership-in-great-britain-
leibling-171008-report.pdf

20 NTS0614: Trips to and from school by age, trip length and main mode, aged 5 to 16: England,
2002 onwards, 2025, (Department for Transport)
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Travel to school for 11- to 16-year-olds

Walking Cycle CarorVan Bus Other
Less than 1
mile 89 2 9 1 [low]
1 tounder 2
miles 53 7 32 8 1
2tounder5
miles 7 2 50 35 6
5 miles and
over 0 0 30 47 23

If, therefore, the distance criteria set out in the home to school transport policy are not tied to
walking in any meaningful way, if they neither reflect how far we expect children to walk in our
society today, not how far they actually walk to get to school in practice, then there is a strong
argument for decoupling the concept of eligibility for transport support from the ability to make
a journey on foot.

The local authorities which we engaged in this research put forward a strong case for basing
home to school transport eligibility on a simple distance criterion rather than assessment of
walking ability or suitability. At present, a significant minority of children and young people
qualify for transport assistance who live within 3 miles of their school but for whom there is no
safe walking route, or whose special educational needs mean that they would not be able to
walk to school. Making assessments of the safety of a walking route, or an individual’s ability to
complete that journey on foot, is time-consuming and costly and the conclusions can be hotly
disputed. The argument put forward by local authorities is that it would be simpler and more
consistent to apply a single distance criterion, not based on walking. One might say, for
example, that any child who lives further than 3 miles from their nearest suitable school is
eligible for assistance with transport.; any child that lives within three miles of their nearest
suitable school is not eligible.

We asked our two local authorities (one rural, one urban) to model what the effect of changing
the eligibility criteria in this way would be. The results, reproduced below suggest that in both a
rural and an urban area the potential savings that could be generated from such a change could
amount to around 15% of annual expenditure.

Table 7: Modelling the impact of changing the eligibility criteriato a
simple distance measure

Rural area Urban area
Total HTST annual expenditure | £25 million £49 million
Number currently provided 1,493 906

with travel assistance who live
within a 3-mile radius of school
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Expenditure on travel £3.3 million £7.7 million
assistance for those who live
within 3 miles of school

Potential percentage savingon | 13% 16%
total home to school transport
expenditure

Once one decouples the distance criteria from any concept of walking, it opens up a further
question on what should the distance cut-off be beyond which it is legitimate to expect the
state to provide transport to school rather than the parent? In essence the rationale for the
statutory duty based on distance is twofold. The first rationale is ideological: if educationis a
universal entitlement, then there is an ambition that every child and young person should be
able to access a suitable school place within a reasonable distance of their home. This is not
always possible, and therefore where the state is not able to provide a suitable school place
reasonably close to home it is right that the state should step in and assist with transport.

The second rationale is practical: once relatively large numbers of children and young people
are travelling longer distances to school it becomes environmentally and economically more
efficient to transport those pupils together rather than in individual parents’ cars. It alleviates
congestion on roads surrounding schools, and makes the start and end of the school day easier
to manage.

But neither of these reasons point to a “magic number” in terms of miles, above which it
becomes unreasonable to expect a parent to arrange transport to school. At present 3 miles is
the distance that applies to most children and young people and therefore there remains an
argument to continue to use this as the criterion in the absence of any strong evidence that a
different distance would be more logical, however this is something that could be reviewed over
time.

In considering the application of a simple “distance criterion” to transport eligibility for children
and young people with SEND, parent representative groups expressed concern that there would
be some parents of children with SEND who live within the 3 mile radius but for whom it would
nonetheless be extremely difficult for them to get their children to school and for whom the
assessment of the child’s ability to walk to school currently means that they are eligible for
travel assistance. Some of the examples they gave were of parents who may themselves have
disabilities or special educational needs, parents with no access to a car or suitable public
transport, parents whose children require very specialist forms or transport, or parents with
multiple and conflicting caring and employment responsibilities.

We would therefore recommend that there continues to be on obligation to take into account
the significant challenges that some families face in getting their children to school and to
provide assistance with travel, over and above the core eligibility criteria, where these
obstacles are not surmountable. In order to minimise the opportunities for challenge and
inconsistency, we would recommend that these conditions are laid out as clearly as possible in
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guidance while still enabling a degree of local discretion as it will not be possible to legislate for
every eventuality.

MEANS TESTING

In our discussions with local authorities and parents the question of means-testing eligibility for
home to school transport came up regularly. The argument put forward in favour of means-
testing was that if there is an upper limit to how much, as a state, we are able or willing to spend
on home to school transport it makes sense to target those finite resources at the families who
have the least capacity to make transport arrangements themselves, or who face the greatest
barriers in doing so.

Certainly, data on car ownership would suggest that there are some arguments in favour of
support with home to school travel becoming a means-tested benefit. Although overall 78% of
households own at least one car or van, this drops to 56% for households in the lowest income
quintile.?’ The table below shows how car ownership differs by one parent and two parent
households in different types of local authority. Should we, as a nation, be directing more of our
resource to supporting those families in the lowestincome brackets and therefore be requiring
a greater contribution from those families who have the means to do so?

Table 8: Car ownership in 1 and 2 parent households by local authority type??

Local authority type Percentage of two parent Percentage of single parent
households that own a car households that own a car

Metropolitan 91% 62%

London Borough 81% 52%

County Council 96% 77%

Unitary 94% 71%

However, we also encountered strong arguments against the concept of means-testing home
to school transport as a benefit. Some of these were practical and some ideological. On the
practical side, there were concerns about whether the administrative implications of
implementing a means-tested policy at the local level might outweigh the financial benefits.
Local authorities do not currently have access to information about a family’s income levels or
benefits. Any means-tested policy that was more nuanced than simply setting a cut-off as for

21 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-travel-survey-2023/nts-2023-car-
availability-and-trends-in-car-trips

22 Car or van availability based on Census 2021 data, 2023, ONS,
https://www.ons.gov.uk/datasets/TS045/editions/2021/versions/4
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those families eligible for free school meals, could be difficult to implement and eligibility
would have to be frequently reassessed. In practical terms, there was also an anxiety that the
logistical benefits of transporting children together, for example in terms of congestion,
pollution, and efficiency, might be lost.

However, the stronger objections were ideological not practical. There was a strong feeling
among some participants that education is a universal entitlement, free at the point of access.
Placing a means-tested barrier in the way of this entitlement struck some of those who engaged
in this research as wrong. Although the responsibility for getting children to school s the
parent’s, many children travel long distances to school through no fault of their own and not as
a result of parental choice. If a child cannot access a suitable school close to their home that
might be viewed as a failure of state provision, and it is therefore right that the state should
provide assistance to remedy that failure.

Applying the concept of means-testing to home to school transport eligibility also creates a
potential conflict with the wider aspirations for a more inclusive education system, as we would
argue that itis particularly problematic for families of children with SEND. Many of these
children and young people will have to travel much further than their mainstream peers to
access a school that can meet their needs, and the forms of transportation that many require to
travel in safety and comfort are more specialised. If a means tested element were applied to all
home to school transport arrangements that would place a disproportionate burden on families
of children with SEND. If a means-tested element were applied only to families of mainstream
children accessing transport that could create a perverse incentive to seek a statutory SEND
designation at a point when, we would argue, the wider policy intentions should be about
creating a more equitable and inclusive education system in which all children and young
people can thrive with less need for statutory plans or separate designations.

For these reasons, despite the arguments we heard in favour, we would not advocate
introducing a means-tested element to home to school transport eligibility. However,
recognising the barriers that families with the lowest incomes might face in getting their
children to school, we would recommend a continued opportunity for local discretion to
provide travel assistance to families facing the greatest barriers who would not otherwise be
eligible.

STAGE NOT AGE

The current home to school transport duties require local authorities to make provision on a
statutory basis for children and young people, who meet the eligibility criteria, and are of
compulsory school age. This is the term following a child’s fifth birthday up until the June of the
academic year in which a young person turns 16. For young people age 16 to 18, and 19to 25, a
different set of statutory guidance, and different duties, apply.

The current pattern of provision creates anomalies and discrepancies at both extremes of age-
range. These are explored in greater detail below:

CHILDREN IN RECEPTION
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Most children in England start school in the September after they turn four (the academic year
in which they turn five). This means that many children who are eligible for home to school
transport after their fifth birthday might have spent a term or more in school without travel
assistance. Historically many local authorities have used their discretionary powers to provide
travel assistance to four-year-olds in this situation, but as budgets have become tighter this has
become less common and more local areas are strictly applying to the letter of the law.
However, if this is a chance to redesign policy then aligning local duties with the point at which
a child starts reception year, rather than at the statutory school age, feels both right and logical,
even if such a change would lead to a smallincremental increase in expenditure.

YOUNG PEOPLE IN YEARS 12 AND 13

The guidance for local authorities on their duties in relation to providing travel assistance to 16-
to 18-year-olds, and for young people aged 19 to 25, is less clear-cut than the duties for those of
compulsory school age. The guidance in its entirety can be read here but the key provision
states:

e The statutory responsibility for transport for 16-19 year olds (who have started a course
before their 19th birthday) rests with local authorities.

e Local authorities have a duty to prepare and publish an annual transport policy
statement specifying the arrangements for the provision of transport, or otherwise that
the authority considers necessary, to make to facilitate the attendance of all persons of
sixth form age receiving education or training

e The sixth form age duty applies to young people of sixth form age and young people with
EHC plans up to age 25 where they are continuing on a course started before their 19th
birthday.

Parents of children with SEND have argued strongly that post-16 travel assistance is often not
fit for purpose and that it is not equitable, with too high a degree of variation between local
areas. Some areas have reformed their post-16 transport policy so that the only forms of travel
assistance on offer are subsidised travel on public transport, a personal transport budget or
independent travel training. Other local areas offer a more comprehensive range of assistance
to young people with SEND. In some areas young people with SEND are eligible for more
assistance from the age of 19 than they are between the ages of 16 and 18. Local authorities,
meanwhile, have said that post-16 provision is often the area most subject to dispute and legal
challenge. Achieving greater clarity and equity in this area through revised statutory guidance,
based on a set of shared principles, would seem to be a priority.

For the large majority of young people aged post-16, this period of their lives is when they will be
developing theirindependence and learning the skills that they will need as adults. It therefore
feels right that for most young people the offer of subsidised public transport (or some form of
personalised transport budget when public transport is not available) so that income is ho
barrier to accessing education, will be the right solution. Those young people who do not yet
have the skills and capacity to navigate public transport independently but have the potential to
do so, should be offered independent travel training. Elected members reflected that some
young people with SEND with whom they consulted had a strong appetite to travel
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independently and as they got older resented some of the restrictions and perceived stigma
around the provision of dedicated transport.

However, there is a group of young people with more complex SEND who either will never have
the capacity to travel independently or who live in areas with such limited public transport that
independent travel is not feasible. In those cases, the key question is whether a personal
transport budget is sufficient to meet their needs or whether other forms of travel assistance
should be made available. Some families value the freedom that a personal transport budget
can give in terms of enabling greater choice around destination, mode of transport and timing of
transport. However, other families report that a personal transport budget is only sufficient to
make a contribution to parental mileage (rather than afford any other form of transport),
therefore parents have had to give up work or significantly change working patterns in order to
get their older children to school or college. Others have argued that for a young person with
very complex needs, travelling in a minibus with their peers represents much greater
independence and prepares them better for the next stages in their life than being in their
parent’s car.

Weighing up the arguments that have been put to us through this research, and given the
expectations around raising the participation age, our recommendation for travel assistance for
16- to 18-year-olds is that there is an expectation that travel assistance continues to be
provided post-16, but the way in which this is delivered might be different:

e There should be a presumption of growing independence for the large majority of young
people and that the role of local government is in facilitating access to public transport
so thatincome is no barrier to accessing education.

e Foryoung people with SEND, who have the capacity and potential to travel
independently, independent travel training should be the first offer of support.
Assessments should be made on a case-by-case basis, and clear guidance should exist
on the criteria that should be considered in assessment and what constitutes a high-
quality offer of independent travel training. When a young person has been assessed as
having the capacity to travel independently, parents would retain the right to decline the
offer of independent travel training, but in such circumstances the only other offer
available will be a personal transport budget.

e Foryoung people with SEND with the most complex needs who will never have the
capacity to travel independently then families should be given a choice between a
personal transport budget or transport on a suitable multiple occupancy vehicle to the
nearest place of education that meets needs (which may not be the same as the
preferred school/college), if that destination is more than 3 miles from the young
person’s home.

e If ayoung person with SEND post-16 is continuing their education at a setting which
they have previously been attending then they should continue to be offered travel
assistance in the firstinstance through independent travel training and access to public
transport, if that is feasible, or if not through the choice of a personal transport budget
or council provided transport by the most efficient means available.

44



We recognise that this formulation would lead to increasing 16-18 expenditure for some local
authorities but is broadly in line with existing transport policies in other areas. Therefore,
careful modelling would need to be carried out to assess the overall cost of implementing such
a policy and weigh that up against the other demands on the home to school transport budget.

AFTER Y13

One of the policy recommendations that we made in our wider SEND research for the LGA and
CCN was that there should be an alignment of the age of transition between education, health
and social care for children and young people with SEND as part of a new purposeful and
planned approach to preparing for adulthood. If the age of transition in future were to be set at
18, atthe end of Y13 of education, then local government duties around support for travel to
school or college should align with that point of transition. Young people with SEND requiring
transport after the end of Y13 would then be considered holistically as part of the package of
support from the Destinations and Progression service, which we have argued for in our wider
SEND research.

IN SUMMARY

In summary, we are advocating that in future children and young people should be eligible for
assistance with home to school travel from the start of reception to the end of year 13, if they
live more than 3 miles away (by the most direct road route) from their nearest suitable school.
For young people post-16, the principles of supporting access to education remain the same as
for pre-16, but the forms of travel assistance on offer will be commensurate with supporting
independent travel wherever possible and for those for whom independent travel is not
possible there will be a sufficient, but potentially more limited, range of assistance available
than for those pre-16.

These duties have the benefit of being clear and straightforward, but in implementing them, in
line with the principles described, there should be local discretion to ensure that there is
sufficient support for those who face the most significant challenges in getting their children to
school whether that is the result of the complexity of their or their children’s additional needs or
their degree of economic hardship.

WHERE FROM AND TO?

The second key question that policy makers will need to consider is where the state should
provide travel assistance from and to. In order to maximise the impact of finite public money,
we would advocate that the legislation and statutory guidance should make clearer that a local
authority can discharge its travel assistance duties to eligible pupils in a variety of ways which
might be less comprehensive than transport from home to school. In the discussions we have
conducted through this research several options have been put forward:

FROM PICK-UP POINTS RATHER THAN FROM THE HOME

One idea put forward, and which we believe is in place in some local areas in some
circumstances, is that home to school transport might be provided from a pick-up point within
one mile of a child or young person’s home rather than from their door. This could also apply for
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children and young people with SEND, as well as those on mainstream transport, although
special consideration would need to be given to those with the most complex needs. Indeed,
parent representatives argued strongly that there would need to be safeguards in place for
those for whom it was not reasonable to expect travel to pick-up and drop-off points and whose
education could suffer as a result. For young people of secondary age with SEND, independent
travel training could be provided to facilitate independent travel to a pick-up point.

TO A PUBLIC TRANSPORT HUB

A second idea put forward was that instead of providing transport all the way to school, local
authorities might discharge their responsibility for eligible pupils by providing transport to the
nearest public transport hub with sufficient bus or train options that would allow them to make
their own way to school from there. This would predominantly be an option for young people of
secondary school age.

For young people with SEND this would need to be considered as part of an assessment of the
suitability of independent travel training and may not be an appropriate offer of travel
assistance for those with more complex needs. However, some local areas have trialled, to
good effect, a hub and spoke model of commissioned transport to special schools, with small
minibuses making a journey to a central hub and then larger vehicles making the onwards
journey to school.

DEFINITION OF THE NEAREST SUITABLE SCHOOL

For children and young people with SEND, the school that is preferred by the parent (and which
is named in section | of the EHCP) is not always the nearest suitable school. The statutory
home to school transport guidance already states that if a local authority considers transport to
the parents’ preferred school as incompatible with the efficient use of public resources they
can agree to name the preferred school in the EHCP on the condition that the parent (and not
the local authority) provides transport to that school. However, many of the local authorities we
spoke to as part of this research suggested that they have difficulty in enforcing such
agreements in the longer term. They explained that at the point of annual review, the school in
which the child is placed (on the original conditional agreement with the parent) becomes de
facto the only “suitable” school because it would no longer be appropriate to move the child.
They have also found that conditional agreements with parents on transport arrangements
seldom stand up to challenge at Tribunal.

This suggests that in the short term, greater specificity may need to be given to the definition of
a “suitable” school in statutory guidance or legislation to allow conditional agreements with
parents on naming a school to which transport is incompatible with the efficient use of public
resources to be enforceable for the duration of that child’s education.

However, in the longer term a better and more aspirational goal should be that the needs of
many more children and young people with additional needs could be met in their local
mainstream school or in a school or setting closer to home and that for the majority of children
with additional needs there should be equity of admissions processes between them and their

46



peers without additional needs. This is explored in greater detail in our report for the LGA and
CCN, Towards a sustainable and effective approach to SEND in England.

MODES OF TRANSPORT

In considering the ways in which children and young people are transported to school it would
be helpful to reframe the guidance in a way that makes it clear that the core principles of the
home to school transport policy are to build independence incrementally over time, to provide
transport in the most environmental sustainable way and to maximise the efficient use of public
resources. All these principles indicate that individual taxis should only be used as a last resort
for transport in very specific circumstances.

ASSUMPTION OF BUILDING INDEPENDENCE

In our descriptions of post-16 travel assistance above we have suggested some specific
circumstances in which travel assistance through the provision of independent travel training
should be the presumption.

However, we would argue that the concept of developing the skills to be able to travel
independently should be a core principle on which the policy is built and should build
incrementally over time. This applies equally for children accessing mainstream transport as
those with additional needs. This progression towards independence might look different for
different children. For some children and young people, for example, greater independence
might be progressing from only being able to travel in a single occupancy vehicle to being able
to travel with a large group of mixed-age peers. The guidance should make clear, as much for
establishing realistic expectations among parents, that local authorities should exhaust all
other transport options before commissioning individual taxis (unless it is clear that this is the
only and appropriate means of a child or young person getting to education) and that forms of
transport will be reviewed regularly as a child’s skills, needs and behaviours progress.

If greater prominence were to be given in the statutory guidance to building independence and
offering independent travel training (plus subsidised public transport access) as a goal for all
young people who have the capacity to travel independently, then this should be implemented
within the context of a planned pathway for adulthood, from Year 9 onwards, with the support
of mainstream and special schools, in a holistic way that builds the confidence (and reduces
the fear) of parents and young people alike. The opportunity to undertake independent travel
training should also be reviewed regularly. Sometimes young people at 16 are not ready for
independent travel training, but may be ready at 17 or 18.

USE OF PUBLIC TRANSPORT

We believe that there is also as yet unexplored potential to look more holistically at the links
between the public transport network and home to school transport. This is a much bigger
piece of work than the scope of this research allows. However, a cogent question is whether, if
one were to invest a proportion of the money that is currently spent on home to school
transport and assisted transport for adults, into a more comprehensive and responsive public
transport infrastructure could that in time alleviate burdens on public finances, deliver other
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benefits for communities and give children, young people and their families greater
opportunities and freedoms to travel to other destinations? For example, in their 2016 report
School Transport Matters, the Campaign for Better Transport notes that:

“One notable exception to this trend [of increased use of closed contracts] has been in
Northern Ireland, where about half of all eligible pupils travel on Ulsterbus local bus services.
Many parents in Northern Ireland are keen that their children receive tickets for local bus
services rather than have dedicated routes/school buses, as they then have the flexibility to
travel until 6.30 pm allowing participation in after school activities. This counters the argument
that parents prefer dedicated school buses.

Currently in England it is the norm in London Boroughs, and some big cities, that all children
and young people have free travel passes and that therefore assistance with home to school
transport is for those with the most complex needs. However, in most parts of the country the
public transport infrastructure is not comprehensive enough to support such an arrangement.
But, if we thought about public expenditure on travel in a more holistic way, we may come to
very different conclusions about the best and most effective use of that money. Furthermore,
linking independent travel training to influence improvements in accessibility of the public
transport network would have far reaching wider benefits.

COMPULSORY PERSONAL TRANSPORT BUDGETS

Some local authorities engaged in this research raised the question whether there might be
circumstances in which their duties to support travel to school could be discharged through the
provision of a personal transport budget on a mandatory rather than a voluntary basis.

Many local authorities have moved to the position of offering personal transport budgets as a
first option to parents. This is welcomed by many families and, interestingly, use of personal
transport budgets has been the fastest growing form of assistance over the last 5 years,
according to our survey. However, rising use of personal transport budgets may also reflect a
reduction in other travel assistance options rather than positive choices being made by
families. At present a local authority can only put in place a personal transport budget, for
those of statutory school age, with the agreement of the parent.

In the section on post-16 eligibility we have suggested that there might be conditions in which a
personal transport budget becomes the default option in situations where a young person aged
16 or over is deemed capable to travel to school or college independently, with the benefit of
independent travel training and access to public transport, but that this offer of support is not
taken up. Other circumstances in which a compulsory or mandatory personal transport budget,
in lieu of other travel assistance, might be considered include:

2 https://bettertransport.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/16.05.25.school-transport-
matters.pdf
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e For children and young people whose safety is at risk, or who place others at significant
risk of harm, in all forms of commissioned transport.

e For children and young people where a privately or independently commissioned
service of the same quality will prove significantly more cost-effective than a service
commissioned through a local authority’s transport contracts.

e Forchildren and young people attending multiple sites of education and/or at atypical
drop-off / pick-up times that makes sharing of transport impossible.

In such cases the creative use of transport allowances, which may be valued at both
considerably more than the mileage cost to the parent and considerably less than what it would
cost the public purse to transport the child or young person otherwise, should be encouraged.
However, parent representative groups are concerned that compulsory personal transport
budgets could become a further barrier to accessing education for those with the most
complex needs. Certainly, the emphasis should be working with parents constructively and
creatively to support the use of personal transport budgets, with full parental consent, where
they would best meet children and young people’s needs. The use of compulsory personal
transport budgets should only be considered in very specific circumstances where all other
reasonable offers of assistance have been exhausted.

WHO PAYS FOR HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT AND HOW

The final question that we come to in this exploration of policy options is who pays for home to
school transport, and how.

CONTRIBUTIONS FROM HEALTH

The difficulty in securing financial or other contributions from ICBs for the transport of children
with significant medical needs was frequently raised as an issue by local authorities that took
partin our research. The costs associated with such transport range from specialist equipment
to medically trained assistants who can travel with children and young people. The lack of
engagement from health, in some places, was not just a question of money but also providing
the necessary expertise to ensure that local authorities felt confident in bearing the risk of
transporting children safely. In some places local agreements around sharing responsibility
between the ICB and the local authority for transporting children with the most severe health
needs works well, but on the balance of evidence we heard that would appear to be the
exception rather than the rule.

We would recommend that, in the context of budgetary pressures across public services and
with health being under no less pressure than local government, this is not an issue that can be
left to local negotiation to resolve. The Department for Education and the Department for
Health and Social Care should clarify an equitable split of responsibilities, including financial
responsibilities, for transport for children with the most common health needs that require
substantial and additional support, and set that out in statutory guidance both for local
authorities and ICBs.

LOOKED AFTER CHILDREN
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A second area of frustration raised by local areas was the disagreements that arose for who
should be responsible for paying for home to school transport for looked after children placed
outside their “home” local authority and travelling to school in the local authority in which they
have been placed. It should be clarified therefore that while it is practical and appropriate that
the local authority in which the child or young person has been placed should arrange for home
to school transport to be put in place for any looked after child that is eligible, it is for the
placing local authority to meet the costs of such transport.

There is a separate, and more complex, issue around the inter-relationship between the social
care placement market and home to school transport duties. Some local authorities reported
that provision of support with home to school transport was becoming an increasingly
important consideration in foster carers’ decisions around whether to accept a placement of a
child. In these cases, statutory duties around supporting looked after children, and the limited
local options for placements, are fuelling increased pressures on the statutory duties for home
to school transport. It has been beyond the scope of this research to probe this issue in greater
detail, but it should be addressed in any further and more comprehensive considerations of the
home to school transport legislation.

SELLING SPARE SEATS ON TRANSPORT

Many local authorities offset the cost of providing home to school transport by selling seats on
buses that would otherwise not be used. Home to school transport is currently exempt from the
Public Service Vehicle Accessibility Regulations (PSVAR) providing that the service is provided
for free. However, if fee-paying passengers are included then the vehicle must be PSVAR
compliant. This limits the opportunities for selling spare places both diminishing convenience
for families and reducing possible revenue for local areas. It is therefore recommended that
consideration is given to extending the home to school PSVAR exemption to also include those
who are buying seats solely for the purpose of travelling to and from a place of education.

CONSIDERING MORE HOLISTIC FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES

The three suggestions made above are helpful clarifications that may ameliorate difficulties at
the margins of provision of home to school transport, but they will not get to the heart of the
issue. The evidence collected through this, and other, research suggests that local areas are
most effective and most efficient at providing home to school transport when decisions about
transport and decisions about placements, admissions and provision are made together. This
is particularly true when providing transport for those with additional needs —decisions about
the choice of placement and the transport required to get there must be taken together.

In our parallel research on ways in which the education system might need to change to better
meet the needs of children and young people with SEND, we argued that if more children and
young people’s needs could be met in a mainstream environment, with the appropriate
specialist support and input, then a large percentage of the current high needs block would be
allocated to mainstream schools, on a cohort-funding model. The remaining high needs block
could then be joined with appropriate health funding to create a new joint budget for
commissioning provision and support for those with the most complex needs, to be governed
by a local partnership board. If the government were to reform high needs funding in this way,
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then it would be interesting to explore the potential to integrate funding for home to school
transport for children and young people with additional needs into this joint budget to allow
commissioning, placement and transport decisions to be taken together, drawing on a pooled
financial resource.

However, this would be a longer-term goal. It is our understanding that in the short-term
consideration is being given to including a home to school transport element in the new local
government funding formula. Given that we know the burden of home to school transport
expenditure falls disproportionately on larger, more rural areas, this would seem to be a
positive short-term step in creating a more equitable funding landscape but should not
preclude more ambitious ways of bringing funding together holistically in future.

Of course, the alternative to reducing provision for home to school transport to decrease the
financial burden on the state is to use increased taxation as a vehicle to maintain existing levels
of service. This could be viewed in the same way as the adult social care precept that local
councils are able to add to their council tax bill in order to fund adult social care services. By
way of illustration, there are currently 24.9 million homes in England eligible for council tax.?* If
roughly £50 were added to the council tax bill of every eligible dwelling, this would pay for the
annual additional cost of home to school transport provision in 2025-26 compared with 2020-
21, so essentially would pay for the increase expenditure seen since the post-pandemic
baseline. The average Band D council tax rate is £2280 pounds per year, so this would represent
a roughly 2% additional levy on council taxes and is much the same as the maximum adult
social care precept that local authorities are permitted to charge.?

There would of course be political challenges with such a policy, not least given that we know
the burden of home to school transport provision is not equitably experienced between local
authorities and therefore the burden of increased taxation would be similarly inequitable.
However, it provides a good illustration of the revenue raising opportunities that would need to
be found in order to sustain home to school transport provision at existing levels.

CONCLUSION

Effective home to school transport plays a vital role in our education system. Fundamentally, it
is the safety-net that ensures no child or young person misses out on their entitlement to
education because they cannot otherwise get to school. However, current home to transport
duties were designed for a different age, societally, educationally and economically. For local
government, continuing to fulfil the current statutory responsibilities for home to school
transport is becoming increasingly financially unsustainable, posing a real threat of bankruptcy
for some, and necessitating cuts to other vital aspects of children’s services provision in many
more.

24| ocal Authority council tax base in England: 2024 (revised), (MHCLG)
% Council Tax levels set by local authorities in England 2025 to 2026, (MHCLG)
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However, in setting out recommendations in this report for how home to transport policy might
evolve in future, we have attempted to go beyond a basic analysis of how to reduce costs to set
out a principled, fair and consistent division of responsibility between the state and parents in
supporting children to get to school. We have also set out a vision for how a reformed approach
to home to school transport might support young people to develop their independence,
facilitate the development of an education system that promotes inclusion and belonging, and
might stimulate the investment in and growth of public transport infrastructure for the benefit of
all. These are significant public goods, in and of themselves.

The principles and recommendations for change set out in this report are a starting point for
further reflection, discussion and consideration. We hope that they might provide a basis for
future co-production with parents and carers, national and local government, schools,
transport providers, and other key partners such as health.
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