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LGSCO response to the Education Committee inquiry on the Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper 

We are pleased to have the opportunity to respond to the Committee’s call for evidence on 'Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper’. As the last port of call for complaints about the actions of local authorities, including their responsibilities for SEND, children out of school and admissions and admissions appeals, we have a large amount of evidence from our casework of relevance to in the inquiry.

There are three specific areas in the Terms of Reference where we wish to offer our insights and recommendations to the committee, specifically around:

· Responsibility for improving attendance 
· Reforms to the complaints system
· The role of local authorities in school admissions 
Improving attendance

· How responsibility for improving attendance should be shared between schools, families and local services.
In recent years the Ombudsman has seen an exponential rise in complaints involving children missing education. Over the past four years, the number of detailed investigations we have completed has increased tenfold with 38 cases investigated in 2021-22 compared with 429 in 2025-26. In 92% of those investigations, we found evidence that things had gone wrong, often with devastating consequences for children who had missed out on significant periods of education.

The complaints we see in this area largely relate to disputes around whether councils should be offering alternative educational provision for children who are unable to access their normal school setting due to medical needs and other barriers that prevent attendance.

Councils have been open with us about the significant and increasing pressures on alternative education services, which is closely linked to the national pressures on the special educational needs system. We regularly see cases where parents say their children can no longer attend school, but who face considerable delays when navigating the assessment and appeal process for special educational needs support. This can lead to children being out of education for extended periods, and councils being faced with difficult and finely balanced decisions about whether they need to offer alternative educational support, or use other powers to enforce attendance, or support schools with reintegration programmes.

The surge in our casework is also underpinned by an overall increase in children not attending school following the COVID-19 pandemic, and an increase in cases of school-based anxiety and phobias. Within this context, we are finding it has become increasingly challenging for councils to meet the legal duties of a framework that was written at a time when issues around non-attendance were less complex and pronounced as they have now become.

Based on our experiences in this area, we wish to express our concern to the Committee that the law currently prevents parents from complaining to the Ombudsman about the important role schools and academies play in removing barriers to attendance. 

When used effectively by education settings, tools such as reintegration plans, additional pastoral support, and reasonable adjustments for a child’s disabilities can help prevent the breakdown of attendance before the local authority becomes involved. These actions also provide important evidence for local authorities when faced with decisions about whether a school is accessible to a child. However, parents have no independent route of redress if they have complaints about how school-based support is arranged, beyond taking legal action against the school, which can become both costly and adversarial for all parties.This creates an accountability gap for parents who wish to complain about the early – and often crucial –support schools should provide to support attendance.  

To help improve administrative practice in this area we published practitioners guidance for councils in November 2025[footnoteRef:2]. This calls on councils to act decisively when faced with extended periods of non attendance, especially through improved decision-making on whether alternative educational provision is required, or whether other powers should be used to enforce or encourage attendance at school. We also promoted better practice around ensuring that a person-centred approach is taken when arranging support for children out of education, and that effective channels of communication are maintained between internal teams within councils, and external partner agencies when dealing with attendance issues.  [2:  https://www.lgo.org.uk/information-centre/news/2025/oct/new-guide-aims-to-improve-support-for-children-missing-education] 


We are pleased to say we are currently working with the Department for Education to review the statutory guidance they produce around children missing education, utilising the learning from our casework to improve the framework. In addition to this, we would encourage the Committee to reflect on the wider need for legislative reform to improve the accountability framework for schools. 

Enrichment, belonging and behaviour

· Reforms to the complaints system, including the introduction of a digital complaints-handling system, support for schools to monitor complaints, and improved information for parents and families
As part of the wider SEND reform programme, we have recommended that the government extends the Ombudsman's jurisdiction to cover school-level SEND complaints. This would provide families with access to a free, independent, experienced, and accessible external review, without the cost, complexity, and accessibility concerns associated with school complaint panel processes. It would also ensure that school-level SEND complaints are subject to the same standard of independent scrutiny as complaints about local authority SEND services, closing a significant and longstanding gap in the accountability framework.

Success of this model can be seen in Northern Ireland, where the Public Services Ombudsman has powers to look at complaints about the actions of schools, as well as a pilot project which ran from 2009 – 2011 where LGSCO successfully tested powers to consider complaints about schools in England. The experience in Northern Ireland shows that this jurisdiction can be exercised proportionately, and that early resolution is often achievable without the need for a full or costly investigation. There is also considerable added value in terms of the systemic learning generated by the Ombudsman, which can be shared with the whole sector to improve practice. There is no evidence in Northern Ireland that Ombudsman oversight has been burdensome to schools that handle complaints well; rather, it has driven improvement in those that did not. An independent assessment of the 2009-11 pilot also concluded that expanding our legislation in this way was received well by both parents and schools, who appreciated our ability to draw a line under long drawn-out issues. 

Ombudsman oversight would support, not undermine, the effective running of schools. We would be able to provide practical and proportionate remedies for children who have suffered avoidable injustice. We can help schools embed important learning from complaints to avoid similar issues from happening again. University of Manchester research has confirmed we play an increasingly important role in identifying systemic failures and issuing service improvement recommendations that are accepted by councils and provide a catalyst for change, even in a broken system. Extending this function to schools' SEN provision would help provide an important and independent check on complaints and a mechanism for surfacing problems early.

We also note the consultation touches upon the very real challenges posed by complainants who act in an unreasonable and vexatious manner. As you would expect, the Ombudsman has significant experience in dealing with these types of behaviour, and recognises the severe impact they can have on the efficient running of services, and the wellbeing of staff who are subjected to it. We often receive complaints from individuals who have had restrictions placed on them by councils due to their behaviour. Similarly, we often have to manage individuals who act in an unreasonable manner towards our own staff. While we recognise that some of these problematic behaviours may be generated by frustrations with poor and inadequate complaint handling, we must also take account of complainants’ behaviour if we feel they have contributed to their own injustice.

To support councils in this area, we produce practical guidance and provide regular advice about managing these challenging situations. Perhaps more crucially, our service also supports councils by ourproviding definitive and wholly independent decisions on how they have managed these situations, thereby drawing a line under the matter for all parties. 

If our powers were extended to look at complaints about schools, it would also enable us to provide a similarly supportive service, and help shield them from unreasonable complainant behaviour. We say this to dispel any concern that extending our powers to look at schools would provide a charter for unreasonable complainants to create additional burdens.
The LGSCO is not seeking to become the last port of call for every school complaint. We are seeking, as our Triennial Review sets out, jurisdiction to investigate the implementation of EHCPs and ISPs, support for children with additional needs, and admissions and exclusions across all school types. This is a focused expansion, directly aligned to the government’s own reform priorities.

We have written to the government separately about the SEN White Papers proposals on school complaints panels, which seeks to add additional complexities to the school complaints panel process, through the introduction of SEN specialist panel members. 

The Ombudsman's view is that the better solution is not to make the school complaints panel more complex, but to question whether mandatory panel processes are the right mechanism at all. A well-resourced complaints process, modelled on our Complaint Handling Code, with clear escalation to the Ombudsman where the complainant remains dissatisfied, would be more proportionate, more accessible, and more likely to produce fair outcomes for families.

School admissions 

· The role of local authorities in coordinating admissions and ensuring fair access to school places.
In relation to school admissions and appeals, the LGSCO can take complaints about only some aspects of the education system. This creates an extremely complex landscape where different people have access to different levels of redress depending on which type of school their child attends, or have no access to redress at all. 

For example, we can take complaints about admissions appeals and exclusions, but only for local authority-maintained schools: we are unable to consider complaints in relation to admissions and exclusions to or from Academies or Free Schools. This is neither logical nor is it fair. While parents can seek intervention from the Secretary of State in relation complaints about admissions to, and exclusions from, academies and free schools, this is not an independent redress mechanism, and nor does it publish information about the casework it receives. 

We would urge the Committee to recommend expanding the Ombudsman’s jurisdiction to cover complaints about admissions and appeals for places at academies and free schools. This would provide parents with a consistent and independent route of redress, and provide the wider public with transparency about the volume, nature, outcome and learning from the 
complaints we receive. 
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