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Executive Summary:            Cambridgeshire County Council (the Council) has a statutory 

obligation to secure educational provision for children with special 
educational needs (SEND) who have an Education, Health, Care Plan 
(EHCP) as per Section 33 & 39 of the Children and Families Act 2014, 
Sections 19 and 319 of the Education Act 1996, the Education and 
Skills Act 2008, and the SEND Code of Practice 2015. The Committee 
are asked to consider the recommissioning of external Independent 
Special Education Provision (ISEP), Out of School Tuition 
(OOST) and Post 16 provisions to assist the Council in meeting its 
sufficiency duty.  

   
The outcome is a compliant route to procuring these services for 
children in care as required by the Procurement Act 2023 and the 
Council’s contract procedural rules (G7 - Contract Procedure Rules | 
Cambridgeshire County Council)   

   
Local Government Reorganisation (LGR) has been carefully 
considered when determining this recommendation. Any future 
Council will have a statutory duty to deliver these services, and this 
commissioning solution provides a compliant route to market without 
committing any organisation to use the framework or to a minimum 
spend.   

 
 
 
Recommendation:  The Children and Young People Committee is asked to agree:  
 

a) To the recommissioning of external SEND education provision 
to implement an 8-year contract (an initial period of 3 years, 
and the following extension periods + 2 + 2 +1 years) for the 
provision of external ISEP, OOST and Post 16 placements with 

https://www.cambridgeshire.gov.uk/council/meetings-and-decisions/council-constitution/part-g-officers/g7-contract-procedure-rules
https://www.cambridgeshire.gov.uk/council/meetings-and-decisions/council-constitution/part-g-officers/g7-contract-procedure-rules


 

an estimated total expenditure for the Council of £651.6m over 
the 8-year period.  

 
b) Delegate authority for awarding and executing the framework 

agreements for External SEND Education provisions starting 
September 2027 and include relevant extension periods to the 
Executive Director for Children, Education and Families in 
consultation with the Chair and Vice Chair of the relevant 
Committee. 

 
 
 

 
Voting arrangements:  Co-opted members are eligible to vote on this report. 
 
 
 
 

 
Officer contact: 
Name:  Chris Bush  
Post: Service Director, Strategy and Commissioning  
Email:  chris.bush@cambridgeshire.gov.uk   
 
  

mailto:chris.bush@cambridgeshire.gov.uk


 

1. A healthy, fair and sustainable Cambridgeshire 

 
1.1 Cambridgeshire County Council (the Council) has a statutory obligation to secure 

appropriate and high‑quality education for children with special educational needs (SEND) 
who have an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP), as required under Sections 33 
and 39 of the Children and Families Act 2014, Sections 19 and 319 of the Education Act 
1996, the Education and Skills Act 2008, and the SEND Code of Practice (2015). This 
proposal sets out the compliant commissioning routes needed to ensure the Council can 
meet this duty effectively. 

 
1.2 The proposals within this report align with the Council’s strategic priorities: 

 
a. The best start in life for children and young people -  

Work with partners to provide a safe and healthy environment for children and young 
people to live, learn and develop strong mental health from their earliest moments 
through their school years enabling Cambridgeshire to secure the most suitable and 
nearest possible education placements for children and young people with SEND. 
 

b. Stronger ties -  
Support people to build strong connections with their families, communities and the 
natural environment to combat loneliness and improve mental and physical health. By 
promoting inclusion, reducing isolation and enabling connection with the natural 
environment, it enhances resilience, engagement and long‑term positive outcomes for 
children and young people with SEND. 

 
1.3 This also aligns with the Council’s Inclusion for All Programme whereby the Council aims 

to:  
 

a. make SEND Everybody's Business by embedding a culture where inclusion is a 
shared responsibility across education, health, and care.  

 
b. provide early identification and response by shifting from crisis management to 

providing support as early as possible to improve long-term outcomes.  
 
1.4 The Cambridgeshire Placement and Sufficiency Statement (Special Educational Needs 

(SEN) and Disabled Children in Cambridgeshire 2025 - 2028 sights a significant 
anticipated rise in EHCP’s across pre-16 and post-16 placements and recognises a need 
to address sufficiency and capacity in order to respond to this demand, this includes 
ensuring robust pathways to Independent Special Education Provision (ISEP’s), Out of 
School Tuition (OOST) and post 16 between education, health and social care, as well a 
good quality local offer of provision post 16 beyond that of Further Education provision and 
Colleges. 

 
1.5 Parents and carers consistently tell us that they want a system that supports children early, 
 understands their needs, and works with them rather than leaving families to struggle  
 alone. They ask for: 
 

• Early intervention, not crisis‑driven responses.  

• Timely assessments and EHCPs that are clear, specific and delivered on time.  

https://www.cambridgeshire.gov.uk/asset-library/Special-Educational-Needs-SEN-and-Disabled-Children-Sufficiency-Statement-2025-2028.pdf
https://www.cambridgeshire.gov.uk/asset-library/Special-Educational-Needs-SEN-and-Disabled-Children-Sufficiency-Statement-2025-2028.pdf


 

• Schools that can meet need confidently, without resorting to unofficial exclusions or 
part‑time timetables.  

• Support for children’s mental health and anxiety, including direct therapeutic help.  

• Better communication and fewer handovers, with a caseworker.  

• Flexible, inclusive curriculum routes that reflect strengths, not just academic 
performance.  

• A real Preparing for Adulthood offer, embedded early and focused on independence. 

• Support that does not depend on parental capacity, recognising the strain families are 
under. 

 

2. Background 

 
2.1 This paper is submitted in the context of a wider plan implemented through ‘Inclusion for 

All,’ that aims to support all children to thrive and achieve regardless of their needs or 
background by working collaboratively with schools and settings to create a sense of 
belonging in all of our schools. 

 
2.2 This approach aims to ‘shift left’ from a dependency on high-cost independent provision to 

supporting children and young people through specialist provision when needed on 
mainstream school sites. 

 
2.3 This will be achieved through accelerating the roll out of Enhanced Resourced Provision on 

mainstream sites and through the additional 270 places provided by the two Free Schools 
in March and Gamlingay.  

 
2.4 This reflects the aspirations of the Government White Paper published on 23 February 

2026. ‘Every Child Achieving and Thriving’ that aims to reduce Education Health and Care 
Plans to those children requiring the most complex support and for children requiring 
additional support to have their needs met by their local mainstream school. 

 
2.5 Therefore, this paper is presented in a context of local and national change to improve the 

experience of children and young people with SEND and is part of a wider ambition to drive 
down demand by creating supportive, inclusive environments, 

 
2.6 For those children unable to thrive in mainstream settings, the commissioning of specialist 

support needs to meet need and be value for money. The approach set out within this 
report aims to achieve this. 

 
2.7 The Council currently uses a Dynamic Purchasing System (DPS) as its main method for 
 securing Independent Special Educational Provision (ISEP), Out of School Tuition (OoST) 
 and Post 16 Provision for children with SEND who have an Education Health and Care  
 Plan (EHCP). A DPS is a procurement tool that allows quick and flexible access to the  
 market. It enables any number of providers to apply to join and supply services - in this  
 case, ISEP and OoST placements.  
 
2.8 Providers who meet the Council’s requirements join the DPS, and individual placements for 

children are then purchased through call‑offs from the DPS. A call‑off is a mini‑contract: the 
Council via a referral process, selects a provider from the approved group and buys that 
specific placement or service from them. 



 

 
2.9 The current Children’s External DPS began on 1 April 2019 with an initial five‑year term. A 

two‑year extension was applied, taking it to 31 March 2026, followed by a further two‑year 
extension approved by the Children and Young People’s Committee in November 2025 that 
expires on 31 March 2028. 

 
2.10 The Post‑16 pseudo‑DPS started on 1 April 2024 as a separate system, designed to sit 

alongside the existing Children’s External Placements (CEP) DPS and focuses specifically 
on education placements for young people aged 16 and over. It was originally 
commissioned for two years, with options to extend for a further 2 + 1 years. A two‑year 

extension has now been applied, meaning the Post‑16 DPS will run until 31 March 2028, 
with one additional year still available. 

 
2.11 A new commissioning approach is intended to be in place before this final extension ends, 

with a planned contract start date of 1 September 2027. Under the new approach, post‑16 
provision is intended to become a dedicated Lot within a single, combined framework for 
SEND education placements, bringing the current Post‑16 DPS and CEP DPS together. 
This change responds to challenges with the current arrangements, as noted in section 3.4. 

 
2.12 The Children’s External Placements DPS is divided into four lots:  
 

• Lot 1: Independent Fostering Agencies (IFA)  

• Lot 2: Children’s Residential Homes  

• Lot 3: Independent Special Educational Placements (ISEPs)  

• Lot 4: Out of School Tuition (OoST)  
 

• The Post-16 Alternative Education Framework is separate from the CEP DPS and 
has no sub-lots  

 
2.13 This report focuses only on the lots for ISEPs and OOST placements (Lots 3 and 4) and 

inclusion of the Post-16 Alternative Education Framework into the new procured solution. 
Lots 1 and 2 involve different issues and require a different solution, this will be taken 
forward through a parallel piece of work. The outcomes of this work will be presented to the 
Children and Young People’s Committee separately but also in June 2026.  

 
2.14 The definition of the lots referred to in this paper are as follows:  
 

• Lot 3 Independent Special Educational Placement (ISEP) is a specialist school or 
educational setting that is not maintained by a local authority, and is instead run by 
an independent (private, voluntary, or charitable) organisation. ISEPs provide highly 
specialised teaching, therapeutic input, and support for children and young people 
whose needs, usually outlined in an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) 
cannot be met in mainstream schools or local maintained special schools.  
 
They may offer day placements, 38‑week residential provision, or 52‑week 
residential provision, and are used when a child’s needs are complex or specialised 
that no appropriate local provision is available.  

 

• Lot 4 Out‑of‑School Tuition (OOST) is an education placement offer provided to 
children and young people who cannot attend school, either temporarily or for longer 



 

periods due to reasons such as illness, exclusion, medical needs, or SEND‑related 
barriers. It ensures that pupils continue to receive a suitable education even when 
they are unable to access their usual school environment. This type of placement 
can be accessed for up to 25 hours per week, with a maximum of 15 hours per week 
with one provider. This means that some children and young people will access 
more than one provision per week. OoST is commissioned tuition delivered by 
national or local organisations, including academic tutoring, therapeutic support, and 
online learning, designed to meet individual needs when mainstream attendance is 
not possible. This provision is part of the wider Alternative Education Provision (AEP) 
offer.  

 

• Post‑16 Alternative Education Provision (Post- 16 AEP) offers specialist 
education and support for young people aged 16-25 who cannot access mainstream 
further education, often due to SEND, health needs, or social and emotional barriers. 

In Cambridgeshire, this is delivered through a commissioned Post‑16 AEP 
framework, providing flexible programmes such as academic tuition, therapeutic 
support, online learning, and preparation for adulthood. Its purpose is to ensure 
young people continue to receive a suitable, high‑quality education pathway that 
helps them progress into further learning, employment, or training.  

 
 

3.  Current Position and Challenges 

 
3.1 Demand for external specialist placements has grown significantly in recent years, 

reflecting a 74.5% increase in EHCPs in Cambridgeshire between 2019 and 2024. This 
rise, which is above the national trend, highlights increased identification of need and 
greater access to statutory assessments for children and young people.  

  

 Table 1. 
  

  
 
 
3.2 In 2024/25, the Council invested £34.66m across ISEP, OoST and Post-16 placements to 

ensure children received appropriate support. At present, 15 of the 71 ISEP providers used 
by the Council are part of the DPS, with others are commissioned on a spot purchase basis, 
which typically involves higher costs. Spot purchasing ISEP provision is sometimes 
necessary to meet the local authority’s statutory duty to secure the provision specified in a 
child’s EHCP where suitable framework provision is unavailable, inappropriate, or at 
capacity. It enables a timely and flexible response to urgent or complex needs, including 



 

placement breakdowns, safeguarding concerns, or tribunal directions, and allows the 
authority to commission highly specialist or bespoke provision that cannot be met through 
existing arrangements. 

 
 
3.3 Forecasts indicate that, without a more structured approach, annual expenditure could reach 

£97.39m by 2035. This demonstrates the importance of moving towards a more 
coordinated, value driven commissioning framework that supports both statutory compliance 
and long-term financial sustainability. All SEND education placement expenditure is funded 
through the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG), rather than from the Council’s core budget. 

 
3.4 In response to these trends, there is a strong strategic and operational case for updating 

the way the Council commissions SEND education provision. The options appraisal 
indicates that a framework model structured into a series of Lots and Sub-Lots, reflecting 
different types of provision, would support a more tailored and responsive commissioning 
approach. This would enable the Council to better match provision to individual needs, 
strengthen quality assurance, support effective market management, and deliver more 
consistent value for money. 

 
3.5 As outlined in the report submitted to Committee in November 2025, the existing 

commissioning arrangements for ISEP, OoST and Post‑16 Alternative Provision have 
developed over time and now operate through several separate routes. This report 
highlighted several areas where a more streamlined and coordinated approach would 
strengthen consistency, reduce duplication, and support more effective long‑term planning. 
The challenges include:  

 
3.6 Rising Demand   
 

a) EHCP Growth: Cambridgeshire has seen a 74.5% increase in Education, Health 
and Care Plans (EHCPs) between 2019 and 2024. The data indicates a substantial 
increase in the number of children identified as requiring additional support, resulting 
in a corresponding rise in statutory assessment activity. This growth is above the 
national average of 61% and highlights the importance of ensuring sufficient, 
high‑quality provision to meet rising demand. 
 

Table 2. 
 

Year Cambridgeshire East of England Nationally 

2019 3,916 37,512 335,235 

2020 4,314 40,232 364,896 

2021 4,826 44147 401,165 

2022 5,553 48,685 438,946 

2023 6,360 53,036 481,773 

2024 6,837 60,081 540,412 

 

 



 

Growth Rate from 2019 to 2024: 

Cambridgeshire: 74.5% 

East of England: 60% 

Nationally: 61% 

 
i. The growth in Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) is influencing the 

way Independent Special Education Provision (ISEP) is being used across the 
system. As demand continues to rise, more learners are accessing 
out‑of‑county or independent placements where local specialist capacity is not 
yet fully aligned with need. These placements generally carry higher costs, 
and the pace of growth has led to variation in expenditure across the sector. 
With increasing demand, providers have also had opportunities to update their 
fee structures. This evolving landscape highlights the importance of ongoing 
sufficiency planning and market shaping to maintain consistent quality and 
appropriate provision. 
 

ii. Out of School Tuition (OoST) has also seen increased activity linked to the 
expanding EHCP population. More children and young people are accessing 
short‑term tuition while they wait for a suitable placement, which reflects the 
system’s efforts to ensure continuity of education. In some cases, spot 
purchasing has been used to meet immediate needs, though this can be more 
expensive than framework arrangements. As OoST often serves as a 
temporary step during transitions, there is an opportunity to strengthen 
forward planning, enhance oversight, and support a more proactive 
commissioning approach. 

 

iii. Post‑16 provision is similarly adapting to changing demand. The rise in 
EHCPs has created an opportunity to refresh long‑term transition planning, 
ensuring that young people have clear and structured pathways into further 
education, employment, or training. The current post‑16 alternative provision 
offer is varied, and ongoing development work will help ensure sufficiency, 
quality, and alignment with learner aspirations. Many specialised local 
providers are working near capacity, which has led to an increase in 
out‑of‑county options; however, this also provides insight into areas where 
local provision could expand. A coordinated commissioning approach will help 
strengthen progression pathways and support young people to remain 
engaged in education or training. 

 
b) ISEP Demand: Council special schools are operating at full capacity. The highly 

specialised nature of these provisions means the Council is frequently competing 
with neighbouring local authorities for the same placements, resulting in the greater 
need to utilise independent specialist education placements. In 2024/25, 168 
children and young people were placed at an ISEP. 15 of the 71 ISEP providers 
used by the Council were part of the DPS framework, with the remaining providers 
commissioned on a spot‑purchase basis. This is often the case whereby specialist 
placements are required as identified within EHCP’s and the Council is often left with 
no alternative than to seek beyond the DPS framework. Increasing provider 
engagement with the framework presents an opportunity to strengthen consistency 



 

and improve value for money.  
 

c) OoST Growth: The number of children and young people accessing Out of School 
Tuition has grown by 121% over 4 years, rising from 298 pupils in 2021/22 to 660 in 
2024/25. Referrals have also grown during this period, reflecting a broader increase 
in the need for tuition for pupils who are not currently participating in full‑time 
education. Alongside this growth, commissioning activity has expanded across both 
the DPS and spot‑purchase routes. 
 

 
d) Post-16 Complexity: Over 20% of EHCPs are now held by young people aged 16–

25, reflecting the increasing complexity and diversity of post‑16 pathways. A wide 
range of providers have been used (117 over 2 years), often outside planned 
commissioning routes, indicating an opportunity to develop more structured, 
coherent pathways that better support preparation for adulthood, pathways towards 
higher education and increased employment opportunities. At present, there are 16 
Post-16 providers onboarded onto the DPS. This is expected to reach 28 by June 
2026 as further onboarding is underway. 

 
3.7 The use of DPS provision has increased steadily, with the number of commissioned 

packages rising each year and a corresponding increase in the number of providers 
engaged. There has also been a rise in dual packages, where pupils receive more than one 
type of support. Spot purchasing continues to be used where required to meet individual 
circumstances, and the number of spot‑purchased packages and providers has also grown 
over time. This mix of commissioning routes supports a flexible response to a diverse range 
of learner needs. There are currently 61 OOST providers onboarded to the DPS. 

 
 Table 3.  
  

 2021/ 22  2022/23  2023/24  2024/25  % Increase  

No. of pupils  298  389  562  660  121%  

No. of referrals  149  440  580  571  283%  

No. of packages DPS  335  424  660  782  133%  

No of Dual packages DPS  37  35  98  122  229%  

DPS providers used  21  24  29  29  38%  

No. Of spot purchase packages   76  166  253  240  215%  

Spot purchase providers  29  41  63  54  86% 

 
3.8 Analysis of current data highlights opportunities to strengthen consistency across financial 

and commissioning records. Some providers work across both DPS and spot‑purchase 
arrangements, and pupils may receive combined packages, which can make direct 
comparison more complex. Differences in coding, invoicing formats and package 
descriptions also contribute to variation across datasets. Developing more standardised 
definitions and recording approaches would help improve clarity, support financial planning, 



 

and ensure consistent reporting across all commissioning pathways. 
 
3.9 Overall demand for OoST provision continues to increase, and the commissioning 

approach continues to adapt to meet this need. While spot purchasing remains an 
important option for responding to bespoke or urgent requirements, there is scope to 
increase the use of framework providers where appropriate. Doing so would support a more 

coordinated approach, help maintain consistency in delivery, and contribute to long‑term 
sustainability, while ensuring that provision remains responsive to the needs of children and 
young people. 

  
3.10   Financial Pressures   
 

a) Rising Costs: Total spend across ISEP, OoST and Post‑16 provision has increased 
from £20.2 million in 2022/23 to £34.7 million in 2024/25, with a budget of £36.1 
million for 2025/26. However, the most recent data shows the actual forecast spend 
is likely to be £43.4 million at year end on SEND education placements in 25/26, 
representing a significant budget pressure. This reflects both rising demand and the 
Council’s commitment to ensuring children and young people receive the right 
support at the right time 
 
Table 4 outlines the projected budgets and annual uplift percentages for 
Independent Specialist Education Provision (ISEP), Out of School Tuition (OoST), 
and Post-16 provision from 2027/28 to 2034/35, with a combined total budget of 
£651.6m. These projections assume that placements will continue to be 
commissioned through both the DPS and spot‑purchasing routes, as is currently the 
case. 

 

Of this, £409.25m is allocated to ISEP, £242.75m to OoST, and £40.77m to post-16 
provision. While this is framed as an eight-year framework, it will in practice span 
nine financial years due to alignment with the academic calendar, meaning 
expenditure and commissioning activity will take place across parts of nine financial 
years to reflect term-time cycles running from September to August.  

 

Biannual uplift trends show significant early increases: between 2025/26 and 
2027/28, ISEP rises by 25.9%, OoST by 42.9%, and Post-16 by 15%, with further, 
albeit slower, growth in subsequent years. Overall, from 2025/26 to 2034/35, ISEP 
sees a 117% increase, OoST 193%, and Post-16 73%, reflecting a particularly sharp 
rise in demand and cost pressures within OoST provision. 

 

Please note the white row 2025/26 is not included in the projected data it is the 
indicative budget for 2025/26 and is to demonstrate the baseline. Appendix A sets 
out how the following budget modelling has been carried out. 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Table 4. 

 

  ISEP   OoST  Post 16  Budget  

Year  Budget (£) 
% uplift 
year on 
year  

Budget  (£) 
% uplift 
year on 
year   

Budget  (£) 
% 
uplift year 
on year  

Budget (£) 
% uplift 
year on 
Year  

25/26  £23.9m  14.8  £9.23m 27  £3m 25  
£36.1m 

n/a   

26/27  £29.2m 12.9  £15m 22  £3.2m 6.6  
£47.4m 

15  

27/28  £32.55m 11.4  £17.65m 18  £3.45m 8  
£53.65m 

13  

28/29  £35.9m 10.2  £20.3m 15  £3.7m 7  
£59.9m 

11.6  

29/30  £39.25m 9.3  £22.95m 13  £3.95m 7  
£66.15m 

10  

30/31  £42.6m 8.5  £25.6m 12  £4.2m 6  
£72.4m 

9.5  

31/32  £45.9m 7.8  £28.25m 
10  

£4.45m 6  
£78.65m 

8.6  

32/33 £49.3m 7.3% £30.9m 
9.4% 

£4.69m 5.5% 
£84.9m 

7.9% 

33/34 £52.65m 6.8% £33.5m 
8.6% 

£4.9m 5.2% 
£91.1m 

7.4% 

34/35 £56m 6.4% £36.2m 
7.9% 

£5.2m 5% 
£97.4m 

6.9% 

Total  
£383.4m 

 
£230.37m 

 
£37.7m 

 £651.6m  

% increase 25/26 to 
34/35   

117%     193%     73%     136%  

 
 

For context the average fee rate for an ISEP day placement for 25/26 is currently 
£60,337 per academic year. This can be higher where additional SEND support is 
required for CYP’s with complex SEND needs.  
 

           Table 5. 
 

Type of ISEP placement 23/24 24/25 25/26 
% Increase over 
3 years 

Day Placement  £51,012 £54,482 £60,337 18.28% 

Residential Placement £167,245 £162,156 £232,380 38.95% 

 
Hourly costs vary between the top seven OoST settings, ranging from £60.75 to 
£148.31 per hour per child or young person 



 

       
b) Spot Purchasing Impact: A significant proportion of current provision across 

ISEP’s, OoST and Post-16 provision is sourced through spot purchasing, which is 
generally more expensive and offers less financial predictability. The Options 
Appraisal estimates potential cost avoidance of up to 20-26% annually through 
recommissioning and reduced reliance on spot purchasing. 

 
            Table 6. 

 

Type  
DPS 
Spend 
22-23 

Spot 
Spend 
22-23 

Total 
Spend    
22-23 

DPS 
Spend 23-
24 

Spot 
Spend 
23-24 

Total 
Spend 23-
24 

DPS 
Spend 
24-25 

Spot 
Spend 24-
25 

Total 
Spend 24-
25 

ISEPs  
£8.7m 

54% 

£7.4m 

46% 

£16.1m 

100% 
 

£12.8m 

68% 

£5.9m 

32% 

£18.7m 

100% 
 

£14.9m 

66% 

£7.7m 

34% 

£22.6m 

100% 

OOST  
£3.7m 

83% 

£765k 

17% 

£4.4m 

100% 

£6.3m 

95% 

£312k 

5% 

£6.6m 

100% 

£7.5m 

89% 

£900k 

11% 

£8.4m 

100% 

POST 16  
N/A 

0% 
 

£1.9m 

100% 

£1.9m 

100% 

N/A 

0% 

£1.8m 

100% 

£1.8m 

100% 
 

£657k 

34% 

£1.3m 

66% 

£1.9m 

100% 
 

 

 

c) Budget Forecast: The projected spend for the new frameworks between 2027 and 
2035 is approximately £651.6m, taking into account anticipated demand and cost 
growth. Over this period, OoST expenditure is forecast to increase by 193% and 
ISEP by 117%, highlighting the importance of adopting a commissioning model that 
supports improved planning, stronger market engagement, and better value for 
money.   

 
3.11  Fragmented Commissioning and Quality Assurance  
 

a) Multiple Commissioning Routes: The parallel use of several commissioning 
pathways, including the DPS, the Alternate Education Provision (AEP) Directory and 
spot purchasing has evolved over time. The AEP directory in Cambridgeshire 
supports schools by ensuring that pupils who cannot attend mainstream education 
due to behaviour, health, or other vulnerabilities still receive suitable, high‑quality 
learning. It helps schools reduce exclusions, promotes inclusion, provides 
quality‑assured alternative placements, and enables access to a directory of vetted 
providers and Out of School Tuition options, all in line with the local authority’s duty 
to offer appropriate education when a child cannot attend school. 
 

b) While each route supports flexibility, operating them in parallel can lead to 
duplication and less streamlined referral processes. There is an opportunity to bring 
these routes together to improve consistency, efficiency and procurement 
compliance.  

 
c) Quality Assurance Opportunities: Oversight of placements can vary in how 

monitoring and safeguarding checks are applied. Strengthening a single, coordinated 
quality assurance approach would improve visibility of costs, outcomes and 



 

safeguarding across all providers. There is a strong opportunity to enhance the 
consistency and effectiveness of quality assurance across all placement types. While 
current approaches vary depending on the commissioning route, this creates a 
valuable foundation on which to build a more aligned and coordinated system. By 

bringing monitoring, safeguarding checks and contract‑management processes into 
a unified QA model, the Council can create a clearer, more efficient and more 
supportive framework for both providers and internal teams. 

 
A coordinated approach would allow all providers to work to a set of expectations, 
benefiting children and young people through clearer standards, more consistent 
oversight, and timely responses where additional support is needed. Standardising 
key elements such as due‑diligence checks, contract requirements, monitoring visits 
and cease procedures would help ensure every placement receives the same 
high‑quality scrutiny and support, contributing to stronger outcomes and increased 
confidence across the system. 
 
Aligning QA activities would also create smoother workflows, reduce duplication, and 
make it easier to share information and act on insights. This more integrated model 
would improve visibility of provider performance and strengthen contract 
management, while also supporting more accurate financial oversight through 
routine rate checks and consistent documentation. 
 
Providers themselves would benefit from a more streamlined system, with clearer 
pathways, consistent expectations and shared templates that make engagement 
easier and more transparent. A unified QA approach would reinforce strong 
relationships with the market and give providers confidence that processes are fair, 
proportionate and aligned across all routes.  

 
d) Provider and Internal Feedback:  Providers reported that clearer and more 

consistent commissioning arrangements would strengthen joint working and 
expressed strong interest in joining the Council’s new framework. Internal teams also 
report that a more unified approach and additional resources such as the 
implementation of a designated placements team to oversee the management of the 
large referral numbers would help reduce delays and improve workflow across 
services. 

 
3.12    Strategic Misalignment and Risk  
 

a) Statutory Compliance and Assurance: Reliance on several commissioning routes 
increases the complexity of ensuring full compliance with statutory duties under the 
Children and Families Act 2014 and the Education Act 1996. A clearer, consolidated 
framework would provide stronger governance and reduce the risk of gaps in 
oversight.  

 
b) Operational Capacity and Processes: Case officers and commissioning teams 

currently manage high workloads due to varied processes and inconsistent 
placement approval pathways. Unlike ISEPs, there is no dedicated SEND Access to 
Resources function overseeing the eighty-eight DPS OoST and Post‑16 providers 
and on-going placement referral requests. This can lead to slower placement 
decisions and delays in financial reconciliation. Establishing a consistent system 



 

offers the opportunity to improve workflow, reduce administrative burden, and 
enhance timeliness.  

 
3.13  These challenges closely mirror national findings set out in the SEND and AP Improvement 

Plan, which identifies inconsistent commissioning, variable quality assurance, and rising 
reliance on independent provision as key drivers of financial pressure. The reforms call for 
more stable commissioning arrangements and improved local system oversight, both of 
which are addressed in the proposed framework. 

 
3.14 In response to these challenges, several measures have been implemented to strengthen 

commissioning practice ahead of full recommissioning. This includes introducing an 
exceptions process to provide stronger oversight of spot‑purchased placements within 

OoST and Post‑16 provision, and the establishment of an uplift fee panel to help ensure 
value for money across all SEND education placements. The Council continues to actively 
participate in the Children’s Cross Regional Arrangement Group (CCRAG), which supports 
improvements in quality assurance, contract management, monitoring, and fee negotiation. 
Internally, referral processes have been reviewed, and work is underway to align practice 
with the Education Inclusion Team, which oversees Alternative Education Provision 
commissioned by schools. This alignment will help ensure greater consistency in quality 
assurance and due diligence across all pathways.  

 
3.15 The options appraisal draws on extensive consultation, incorporating market engagement 

with current and potential providers through surveys and meetings, user feedback gathered 
from families and young people via consultations and complaints data, and service 
feedback from internal teams such as EHCP coordinators and commissioning officers. 
Providers have fed back the need for simplified, transparent processes, clearer timelines for 
decisions, consistent uplift/payment procedures, and more structured communication with 
caseworkers. Many can scale provision, especially online, with sufficient notice, though 
smaller or niche services require predictable demand and clearer commissioning intentions. 
Across the market there is a strong desire for better directory visibility, clearer lot structures 
(including specialist or online‑only lots), and opportunities for collaboration, with several 
calling for more stable, long‑term arrangements.  

 
3.16 The options appraisal benchmarks the proposed commissioning framework against other 

local authorities by drawing on comparative analysis and best practice research. It 
highlights that several councils have implemented integrated or dynamic commissioning 
models that resulted in significant cost avoidance and operational improvements. The 
benchmarking findings support the appraisal’s conclusion that a framework, separating 
ISEP’s, OoST and Post-16 into their own Lots with sub-lot categories, offers a pragmatic 
and scalable solution. It allows for tailored commissioning while aligning with proven 
strategies that have delivered improved value for money, better placement tracking, and 
reduced duplication for other local authorities. This benchmarking evidence underpins the 
recommendation to adopt a new framework going forward.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Table 7. 
 
  

 
4. Recommended Option 
 
4.1 Consideration has been given to several options for the future (see Section 6) to meet the 

current challenges when recommissioning external SEND Education placements. Based on 
the findings, the development of a new Cambridgeshire framework for ISEP, OoST and 
Post‑16 provision, structured with clear sub‑lots, emerges as the recommended option for 
addressing the identified challenges and strengthening commissioning practice.  

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

LA Model Used Key Features Observed Benefits Estimated Cost Saving 

A 

Integrated 
Alternative 
Provision 

Framework 

Combines multiple 
pathways such as 

post16, statutory AP, 
and early intervention 

into one 
commissioning 

model; uses a live 
commissioning portal 

for referrals and 
monitoring. 

Reduction in unit costs 
over time; improved 
placement tracking; 

fewer duplicated funding 
approvals. 

Approx. 22% reduction in 

unit costs over three 

years. 

B 

Dynamic 
Purchasing 

System (DPS) 
for Education 

Inclusion 

Covers a broad range 
of provision, including 
specialist placements, 
tuition, and vocational 

options; allows 
ongoing provider 
registration with 

quality thresholds. 

Lower average weekly 
costs; strengthened 
oversight through a 
central QA process; 

more efficient financial 
approval routes. 

Approx. 26% saving on 

tuition package costs. 

C 
Integrated 
Provision 
Directory 

Searchable directory 
linked to referral, 

quality assurance, 
and contract 
management 

functions; supported 
by a banded funding 

model. 

Reduced variation in 
provider fees; improved 

visibility of referrals; 
significant decrease in 

duplicate funding cases. 

20–25% reduction in cost 

variation across 

providers. 

D 
Multi Lot 

Framework for 
SEND & AP 

Framework organised 
into separate Lots 

(e.g., tuition, 
therapeutic, 

vocational); all 
referrals managed 
through a central 

commissioning hub. 

Decrease in per unit 
expenditure; clearer 

insight into provision and 
learner outcomes; 

streamlined referral and 
funding processes. 

Approx. 23% reduction in 

per unit expenditure. 



 

Table 8. 
 

Option Pros Cons Recommendation 

Tender for a new 
Cambridgeshire 

Framework 

Tailored specifications per 
education type. 

Stronger specialist focus. 

Local budget control. 

Markets can be managed 
separately. 

Faster, smaller 
procurements. 

Flexible contract terms. 

Will strengthen and align 
Contract 

Management, QA and due 
diligence. 

Will provide stability and 
consistency 

Different standards & 
processes for ISEPS and 

Alternative Provisions 
(OFSTED, Voluntary National 

Standards). 

 

Resourcing internally needs 
to be established – 

brokerage functions with 
different processes in place. 
Business case required for 
OOST/P16 brokerage gap. 

 

Overlapping procurement 
processes. 

Preferred Option. 

Recommended 

 
4.2 This model allows tailored specifications, offers a stronger specialist focus, enables local 

budget control and allows markets to be managed separately. It also supports faster, more 
targeted procurements, provides flexible contract terms, and will strengthen and align 
contract management, quality assurance and due‑diligence processes, contributing to 
greater stability and consistency across the system. While the approach requires the 
establishment of appropriate internal resourcing, particularly brokerage functions for OoST 
and Post‑16 and careful management of differing standards and overlapping procurement 
timelines, these challenges are manageable with phased implementation and clear internal 
planning. Overall, this framework offers the most robust, flexible and sustainable 
commissioning solution for Cambridgeshire and is therefore recommended. 

 
4.3 The proposed new framework will be designed to be open and competitive. It aims to allow 

a wide range of local organisations to apply and onboard. Importantly, it supports smaller 
and specialist providers by introducing clearer entry criteria and quality standards, and a 
phased implementation that allows for market engagement and capacity building, ensuring 
a more inclusive, diverse, responsive and sustainable provider landscape 

 
4.4 The decision to implement the ISEP, OoST and Post-16 framework from September 2027   

requires careful planning and coordination to ensure a smooth transition from the existing 
DPS and mitigate associated risks. This approach reflects the need to strengthen internal 
operations and quality assurance processes for OoST and Post-16 provision.  

 
4.5 If commissioning activity continues in its current form, annual spend on external SEND 

education placements is forecast to increase to £97.4m by 2034/35. When considered 
alongside the Council’s Inclusion for All programme and the national direction set by SEND 

Reform, the recommended framework offers a more sustainable, system‑wide approach. 
With appropriate resourcing and full implementation of the measures outlined in this report, 
it has the potential to achieve annual cost avoidance of up to 20–26% while supporting 
improved inclusion, earlier intervention and more consistent local provision. 



 

 
4.6 The proposal is informed by key considerations across procurement requirements, public 

health priorities, stakeholder engagement, resourcing implications, and anticipated service 
impacts. It sets out how the proposed approach meets statutory obligations, supports 
improved outcomes for children and young people, and reflects feedback from local 
partners and stakeholders. The areas outlined below demonstrate the robustness of the 
evidence base and the rationale underpinning the recommended way forward. 

 
 Table 9. 
 

Category Key Points / Risks Actions / Mitigations 

Transition and 
Implementation 

Risks 

Operating two commissioning models 
may create confusion or disruption. 

Clear communication and detailed 
transition planning. 

Risk of service disruption, provider 
readiness issues, and data migration 

challenges. 

Create a transition risk register. 

Develop a phased implementation 
plan with milestones and contingency 

plans. 

Resources (Assets, 
IT, HR) 

Internal teams must be appropriately 
resourced and trained. 

Develop a training plan for all staff 
involved. 

Particular resourcing need for SEND 
ART placements team. 

Upskilling in QA, safeguarding, and 
digital systems. 

Phased recruitment and upskilling 
strategy. 

Financial 
Implications 

Continued spot purchasing (OoST & 
Post16) will keep costs stable until 2027 

while the DPS remains paused. 
Establish a dedicated brokerage 
function to drive value for money, 

compliance, and transparency. Lack of a dedicated brokerage function 
risks ongoing resource pressure and 

limited financial oversight. 

Provider Market 
Impact 

Providers may require support with 
timelines, the Intend procurement 

platform, and onboarding. 

Deliver focus workshops and provider 
support sessions. 

Potential impact from new entry criteria 
and QA standards. 

Maintain clear engagement and 
communication strategies. 

Risk of provider exit or reduced market 
diversity. 

Assess impacts and create mitigation 
plans to maintain market stability. 

Governance and 
Procurement 
Compliance 

Framework must meet statutory and 
procurement requirements, aligning with 

the Procurement Act 2023. 

Ensure legal and procurement teams 
support phased procurement. 



 

Risks of gaps in QA without robust 
oversight. 

Implement strong QA oversight 
mechanisms. 

Stakeholder 
Communication 
and Engagement 

Families, providers, and internal teams 
need regular updates on the phased 
approach. 

Implement structured communication 
plans. 

Coproduction must align with timelines 
and ensure lived experiences inform 
development. 

Schedule coproduction activities in line 
with framework phases. 

Impact on Children 
in Care 

Children in care with EHCPs or requiring 
alternative provision will benefit from 
improved commissioning pathways. 

Strengthen QA and commissioning 
pathways to support educational and 
wellbeing outcomes. 

 

5. Local Government Reorganisation (LGR) 
 
5.1 It is recognised that the proposed term of this contract extends beyond April 2028 and 

therefore beyond the timetable for Local Government Reorganisation. Officers have 
considered this and determine this to be necessary because market 
engagement/procurement planning has shown that a longer-term contract will secure best 
value for money both now and in the future and support the resilience of the market. As part 
of the procurement process suppliers are being notified of impending LGR and being asked 
to adapt their bids according in anticipation of novation to new unitary councils. Additionally, 
all contracts that are anticipated to extend beyond April 2028 contain provisions to take into 
account novation, alteration or cessation of the service to ensure flexibility and a successful 
transition. 

 
5.2  The proposed model has been developed to ensure the new authorities remain compliant 

both during its transition and in the longer term. The framework intentionally includes 
several extension options, allowing the Council to review and adapt the arrangement as 
population needs or legislative requirements evolve. 

 
5.3 Officers have considered the implications of LGR and are satisfied that establishing a new 

framework supports reorganisation and does not bind a future Council to unavoidable 
financial commitments. 

 
5.4 Key points include: 
 

• Demand across Cambridgeshire is expected to remain broadly similar, regardless of 
organisational change, and this arrangement is flexible enough to continue meeting 
that demand. 

 

• The framework includes no mandatory spend requirement, enabling any future 
Authority to leave it unused if they choose. 

 

• It provides a fully compliant procurement route post‑LGR, whether retained 
temporarily during transition or used for the full contract duration. 

 



 

• Break and novation clauses built into the terms and conditions give future Authorities 
the freedom to adopt or discontinue the framework as needed. 

 

• The model also offers continuity and assurance to the provider market, signalling 
that stable arrangements will remain in place throughout the reorganisation period. 

 
6. Alternative Options Considered 

 
6.1 There were several alternative options that have been considered in formulating the 

recommendations contained in the report. They are the following: 
 

Table 10.  
 

Option Pros Cons Recommendation 

Continue existing 
DPS 

Exhaust final extension 
until March 2029. Strategic 

oversight has improved. 
Reduced procurement 

workload. 

Does not address the 
current 

issues regarding T&C’s, 
pricing, sustains risk and 

QA concerns. 

 

Time limited. 

Not recommended 
 

Broad, generic 
specifications. 

Specialist providers may 
disengage. 

More complex contract 
management. 

Loss of specialist focus. 
Requires cultural/process 

change 
 

Tender for block 
contracts only 

Greater control of 
spending and ability to 
keep costs competitive. Could be more suited to 

larger providers which may 
put smaller, local providers 
at a disadvantage and limit 

choice. 

Not recommended Less resource needed on 
placement process. 

Increased appetite in the 
market 

 

Spot Purchase for 
all placements 

Less resource required 

(Commissioning, 
Procurement) for 

framework management 
responsibilities. 

Lack of control over 
spend/costs of delivery. 

Higher cost associated with 
spot purchased placements 

Not recommended 
 

Wider choice of providers 
making placement process 

and timelines quicker. 

Increased risk of 
placements being made 
further away from where 
the young person lives. 



 

Risk of being non-
compliant from a 

procurement basis. 
 

Regional 
commissioning 

Stronger purchasing 
power, more consistent 

standards across 
the region. 

Better market shaping. 

Less procurement 
duplication. 

Shared safeguarding 
+ provider oversight. 

Increased provider 
stability. 

Reduced local flexibility. 

Complex multiauthority 
governance. 

Risk of broad, generic 
specifications. 

Specialist/smaller, local 
providers may struggle. 

Potential inequity in 
access. 

A local authority will need 
to be delegated lead 

authority. 

Not recommended 
due to the current 
region processes 

differing and 
governance 

timelines not in 
sync. 

  
 

7. Conclusion and reasons for recommendations 

 
7.1 The recommended option is to recommission a new Cambridgeshire framework for ISEPs, 

OoST and Post16 provision, structured with clear sublots. This approach addresses current 
inefficiencies, streamlines referral pathways, reduces reliance on costly spot purchasing, 
and strengthens quality assurance. Financial modelling indicates potential annual cost 
avoidance of up to 20-26% through improved cost control and reduced use of spot 
placements over the 8-year framework cycle. 

 
7.2 The recommended approach also reflects the direction of national SEND Reform, which 

emphasises strengthening commissioning, improving accountability for outcomes, and 
ensuring that local systems provide the right support in the right place. By implementing an 
integrated framework, the Council will be better positioned to meet these national 
expectations and deliver a more coherent and sustainable SEND system. 

 
7.3 The framework further supports long term planning, scalability, and future review at defined 

extension points should regional collaboration be a viable option. It aligns with statutory 
duties and ensures more consistent, inclusive, and high-quality provision for children and 
young people with complex needs, reflecting feedback from providers, families and internal 
services. 

 

8. Significant Implications 

 
8.1 Finance Implications 

 
8.1.1 The current reliance on spot purchasing is driving up costs, with spot-purchased packages 
 costing on average 28% more than those procured through the existing framework. The  
 total projected spend over the eight-year period (2027–2035) is approximately £651.6m  

with demand and inflation factored in. The preferred Cambridgeshire framework model is 
expected to reduce duplication, improve cost control, and generate potential cost avoidance 
of up to 20-26% per year. This has been calculated based on national benchmarking and 



 

reduced unit costs through framework usages. 
 

8.1.2 In addition, an annual CPI-linked uplift will be incorporated to ensure providers receive fair 
 and transparent adjustments, reducing the likelihood of disproportionate uplift requests.  

 Crucially, these uplifts will be performance‑linked. This approach is intended to   
 incentivise best practice, ensure high‑quality provision, and support improved outcomes for 
 children and young people. 

 
8.2 Legal Implications 
 
8.2.1 Failure to recommission the framework risks non-compliance with statutory duties under the 
 Children and Families Act 2014, the Education Act 1996, and the SEND Code of Practice 
 (2015). These laws require local authorities to secure appropriate education for children  

with EHCPs, including when mainstream provision is unsuitable. In addition to this, the new 
commissioning model must also comply with the Procurement Act 2023, which governs 
transparency, competition, and value for money in public sector procurement. Failure 
to comply with such laws, expose the council to potential judicial review, reputational  
damage, and breaches of statutory duties.  

 
8.3 Risk Implications 

 
8.3.1 Section 3.11 outlines the known risks and mitigation of the new framework, several actions 
 will be explored and/or implemented as part of the recommissioning activity.   
 
8.4 Equality and Diversity Implications 

 
8.4.1 A full Equality Impact Assessment (EqIA) has been completed to ensure the new   
 framework promotes inclusive access and mitigates risks for vulnerable groups, particularly 
 those with protected characteristics under the Equality Act 2010.  

 
8.5 Climate Change and Environment Implications (Key decisions only) 
 
8.5.1 The proposal will support the Council’s ambition to reach Net Zero by 2045 by reducing  
 travel related emissions through improved access to local provision and fewer out of county 
 placements, which currently incur additional transport and oversight costs. Providers  
 already evidence their contribution to this ambition through contract monitoring responses 
 to questions such as, “How is the provision supporting Cambridgeshire County Council to 
 achieve their target of Net Zero by 2045?” It is increasingly important to understand how 
 providers are embedding environmental practice within education and working to   
 decarbonise their facilities. Aligning this approach with the DfE’s Sustainability and Climate 
 Change Strategy will help ensure the framework supports both improved environmental  
 practice and the Council’s long term climate goals. 


