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About us

1.1 The Royal British Legion (RBL) brings society together to recognise, remember, and support the Armed Forces community. We’ve been here since 1921, to ensure that the unique contribution of the Armed Forces community is not forgotten. We are the
country’s largest Armed Forces charity, with 180,000 members, 110,000 volunteers and a network of partners and charities, helping us give support, whatever the need whenever it is needed. We help with employment, financial issues, respite, and recovery, through to lifelong care and independent living. For further information, please visit www.britishlegion.org.uk.

1.2 [bookmark: _Ref189492779][bookmark: _Ref189492794]Following a successful campaign led by the Royal British Legion and Poppyscotland, the Armed Forces Covenant[footnoteRef:2] was introduced as part of the Armed Forces Act 2011. RBL engages extensively with UK, devolved and local governments on policy and service delivery relating to the Armed Forces Covenant, including the Armed Forces Covenant Legal Duty[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  Ministry of Defence (2011), The Armed Forces Covenant, available at the_armed_forces_covenant.pdf]  [3:  Ministry of Defence (2022), Statutory Guidance on the Armed Forces Covenant Duty, available at Armed_Forces_Covenant_Duty_Statutory_Guidance.pdf] 


1.3 The education of Service children is an integral part of the Armed Forces Covenant framework and delivery. RBL welcomes the opportunity to submit evidence to this inquiry, not only on the unique challenges that can be faced by children from Armed Forces families, but the measures that can be taken to remove disadvantage and enable Service children to achieve and thrive. 
 
2. Summary of recommendations
2.1 RBL recommends that Service children maintain their relative place on waiting lists for assessments and support when moving to new locations. 

2.2 RBL recommends that Service children are included when planning and commissioning specialist placements. 

2.3 RBL recommends that the Department for Education must incorporate the unique needs of Service children in Ofsted inspection frameworks.

2.4 RBL recommends that the voices of children and young people from the Armed Forces community, and their families, are embedded in local and national engagement so that their rights are fully realised and the unique challenges of Armed Forces life are mitigated.

2.5 RBL recommends that consistent systems of support, such as strong school induction practices, continuity of educational support and peer networks, are in place within schools to recognise and respond to the needs of Service children.

2.6 RBL recommends that the steps taken to meet the legal obligation to give due regard to the principles of the Armed Forces Covenant are set out at all levels of support for Service children, including within strategic reform and local policy.

2.7 RBL recommends that in order to mitigate the impact of high mobility, separation from their serving parent and deployment and ensure the best outcomes for Service children, the amount of Service Pupil Premium funding should be reviewed and extended to early years and post-16 settings. 

2.8 RBL recommends that the proposed reform of the School Admissions Code must give due regard to the principles of the Armed Forces Covenant and fully mitigate the unique challenges faced by mobile Service children.  

2.9 RBL recommends that all local authorities with responsibility for education must appoint a lead for Service children, with strategic accountability for the experiences of Service children.

3. Context 
3.1 There is no single definition of a Service child or mechanism for recording data on Service children and young people in the UK. The Service Children’s Progression Alliance and Service Children in State Schools in England define a Service child as ‘A person whose parent, or carer, serves in the regular Armed Forces, or as a reservist, or has done at any point during the first 25 years of that person’s life’ [footnoteRef:4]. This definition recognises that children of veterans may have encountered unique challenges earlier in life while a parent/carer was serving, or during and after transition from the Armed Forces. [4:  Service Children in Progression Alliance, FAQs, available at FAQ | SCiP Alliance] 


3.2 Whilst there remains ‘no single, accurate record of Service children living in the UK or overseas’[footnoteRef:5], the Ministry of Defence (MOD) estimates there are 121,600 Service children (age 0-17), although there are limitations to this data.[footnoteRef:6] The England and Wales Census 2021 revealed that in veteran households, there are nearly 570,000 children and stepchildren aged under 25.  [5:  Forces Children’s Education, Rallying to the Flag, available at Rallying to the Flag - Forces Children’s Education (forceschildrenseducation.org.uk)]  [6:  Ministry of Defence (2022) UK Armed Forces Families Strategy 2022-32, available at UK Armed Forces Families Strategy 2022-32 (publishing.service.gov.uk)] 


3.3 [bookmark: _Ref235506198]Children can feel immense pride in having a parent in the Armed Forces. The nature of the Armed Forces lifestyle, however, can present unique challenges. These include long periods of separation, for example as a result of the operational deployment of the serving parent, in addition to frequent relocations.  Service children are significantly more likely to have frequent school moves than their non-Service peers[footnoteRef:7] and to move between different local authorities, UK nations and overseas. [7:  Lee, C., Cotton, A., Newbury, D., & Connelly, V. (2026) Supporting All to Thrive: Understanding the educational opportunities, experiences and outcomes of children with additional educational needs from UK Armed Forces Families. Executive Summary. Full report available shortly at https://doi.org/10.24384/3nhz-e789] 


3.4 [bookmark: _Ref235511020]In the Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper, the Department for Education outlines the pressures, instability and challenges that children face in 2026, aiming to build a system which sets children up to achieve and thrive. This year also sees significant change for Defence at a time of increasing geo-political uncertainty[footnoteRef:8]. The realities of Armed Forces life and the associated non-negotiable obligations of serving personnel are therefore equally pertinent. The needs of children growing up in Armed Forces families must be addressed through supportive strategies and policies.  [8:  Walker J and Misca G (2026), Living in Our Shoes Revisited Phase One Report, available at living-in-our-shoes-revisited-phase-one-report-january-2026.pdf] 


3.5 The Armed Forces Covenant (‘the Covenant’) is the nation’s promise that those who serve, or who have served in the Armed Forces, and their families, should be treated fairly in recognition of their unique obligations and sacrifices. The Covenant represents the principles that the Armed Forces community should not face disadvantage as a result of Service, and that special consideration is appropriate in certain circumstances, especially for those who have given the most, such as the injured or bereaved.

3.6 The Armed Forces Act 2021[footnoteRef:9] introduced a legal duty for statutory organisations involved in the local delivery of education, healthcare and housing to give due regard to the principles of the Armed Forces Covenant. Central government departments, devolved governments and other policy areas remained outside the scope of the Covenant Duty. In June 2025, the Government announced the Legal Duty Extension meaning that central government departments and devolved governments across a broader range of policy areas will have to legally consider the needs of the Armed Forces community when making new policy. The associated legislative changes are included in the Armed Forces Bill 2026[footnoteRef:10]. [9:  Armed Forces Act 2021, available at Armed Forces Act 2021]  [10:  Armed Forces Bill, available at Armed Forces Bill - Parliamentary Bills - UK Parliament] 




4. Improving attendance
4.1 Due to the frequent school moves associated with the Armed Forces lifestyle, Service children can face specific barriers to attendance and nuanced reasons for non-attendance separate to those set out in the White Paper. Parents of Service children with special educational needs or disabilities report a lack of continuity in both educational and healthcare support when their family move locations, with some local authorities failing to allocate school places and delaying support. 

4.2 In a survey of Armed Forces families, 16% of respondents reported that children with SEND had periods of time out of school in the last two years due to delays in school placements or lack of a school place.[footnoteRef:11] Local authorities must include mobile Service children in their assessment of need within the population, and thus create some agility, when planning and commissioning specialist placements. Commencing planning early, when Armed Forces families are aware of a move and factoring in the nuances of military moves, such as not knowing the exact address of Service Family Accommodation, will help Service children access the right placements.  [11:  Forces Additional Needs and Disability Forum (2025), Armed Forces Education Survey, copies can be requested at CS.ANDA@ssafa.org.uk] 


4.3 RBL recommends that Service children maintain their relative place on waiting lists for assessments and support when moving to new locations. 

4.4 RBL recommends that Service children are included when planning and commissioning specialist placements. 

  
5. Moving to a trust-led school system

5.1 Service children can encounter educational challenges, such as difficulties with school allocations, making friends, and coping with fragmented syllabuses far more frequently than their civilian peers[footnoteRef:12]. By the age of 16, a Service child may have experienced eight or more relocations, along with extended periods of parental deployment, separation, and for some, bereavement, exacerbating these challenges[footnoteRef:13]. Families report inconsistent understanding by schools of the unique needs of Service children. New standards for trusts must therefore incorporate the needs of Service children and demonstrate that due regard has been given to the principles of the Armed Forces Covenant. Ofsted inspection frameworks for all settings, including at trust-level, must specifically evaluate the experiences and outcomes of Service children.  [12:  University of Derby (2019) Supporting Service Children in School: An Organisational Improvement Framework]  [13:  K. Lawrence (2021), Young People from Armed Forces Families: Post-16 Education and Training- Towards a National Strategy for Service Children’s Post-16 Success p.22 available at: https://www.scipalliance.org/assets/files/SCiP-Alliance-Post-16-report-November-2021-FINAL-screen.pdf  ] 


5.2 RBL recommends that the Department for Education must incorporate the unique needs of Service children in Ofsted inspection frameworks.

6. Enrichment, belonging and behaviour

6.1 The new Pupil Engagement Framework will be informed by insights from children and parents. Proportionate representation from Service children and Armed Forces parents will be essential to ensure their voices are heard. The co-produced Forces Children’s Rights Charter[footnoteRef:14] aims to champion the rights of children and young people from Armed Forces families and drive forward positive change. It is underpinned by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. One principle is that ‘everyone understands how Forces life affects me and my rights’. An increased understanding of the Armed Forces lifestyle and the rights of Service children will enable the provision of policy and support to mitigate the specific challenges faced by Service children.   [14:  Forces Children Scotland (2025), Forces Children’s Rights Charter, available at Forces Children's Rights Charter - Forces Children Scotland] 


6.2 RBL recommends that the voices of children and young people from the Armed Forces community, and their families, are embedded in local and national engagement so that their rights are fully realised and the unique challenges of Armed Forces life are mitigated.

6.3 Every Child Achieving and Thriving highlights the role of partnership working between families and schools in supporting effective transitions. Throughout the White Paper and accompanying SEND Reform, transitions are described between early years, schools and key stages, and into post-16 provision. Children from the Armed Forces community transition not only between different stages of education, but also frequently move between different schools, local authorities and other nations in the UK and overseas. Armed Forces families report that an important factor for them is the welcome provided by schools when they move to a new area. An increase in parental and pupil confidence was seen when there were effective welcome and induction arrangements[footnoteRef:15]. Consideration must be given to how partnerships will be initiated and developed with mobile Armed Forces families and serving parents who may be deployed for extended periods of time, sometimes up to 9 months. [15:  MacLeod C., Matthews-Smith G., Short G., and Zielinska-Pocwiardowska I.(2025), A Game of Snakes and Ladders: armed forces families with children requiring additional support with their education.] 


6.4 Friendship loss emerged as one of the most significant emotional costs of mobility in the recently published Ministry of Defence Youth Voice Survey[footnoteRef:16]. Participants repeatedly emphasised the difficulty of starting over and having to form new peer connections. Those with positive experiences highlighted the importance of protective factors such as strong school induction practices, continuity of educational support and peer networks. The ability to access this support was described as inconsistent, shaped heavily by where participants lived. [16:  Ministry of Defence Community Development Team and Northumbria University (2026) Improving Services for Military-Connected Children and Young People: Insights from the Ministry of Defence Youth Voice Survey, available at MoD_Youth_Voice_Survey_Report.pdf] 


6.5 RBL recommends that consistent systems of support are in place within schools to recognise and respond to the needs of Service children.

6.6 Reforms to the school complaints system include a focus on  resolving issues at the earliest point and before they become a complaint. In relation to Armed Forces families, incorporating awareness of obligations under the Legal Duty of due regard to the principles of the Armed Forces Covenant throughout the process is important not just within schools, but also local authorities. Additional accountability mechanisms for the Armed Forces community in England include the Armed Forces Commissioner. 

7. Reducing disadvantage gaps

7.1 Despite referencing specific groups of children facing challenges, Every Child Achieving and Thriving makes no mention of the unique challenges faced by Service children. This is a significant omission, particularly owing to the Covenant Legal Duty for statutory organisations involved in the local delivery of education to give due regard to the principles of the Armed Forces Covenant. As outlined in the Armed Forces Bill 2026, the Legal Duty will apply to the Department for Education from 2027. 

7.2 RBL recommends that the steps taken to meet the legal obligation to give due regard to the principles of the Armed Forces Covenant are set out at all levels of support for Service children, including within strategic reform and local policy.

7.3 [bookmark: _Ref235475846]Service Pupil Premium in England is allocated so that schools can provide pastoral support to mitigate the impact of high mobility, separation and deployment for children from reception age to year 11. In statistics published in 2026, 76,437 children were identified as eligible for Service Pupil Premium[footnoteRef:17]. Evidence-based practice should include best practice in the use of the Service Pupil Premium. Young Service children also experience frequent moves, separation from serving parents and early years setting turbulence which can lead to emotional instability, anxiety, attachment issues, behavioural changes and emotional regulation challenges which can have lasting consequences[footnoteRef:18]. Whilst some young people from the Armed Forces community believe their needs are being met in post-16 settings, others believed that staff lack an understanding of their experiences as part of an Armed Forces family[footnoteRef:19].  [17:  Gov.UK (2026), Pupil premium allocations and conditions of grant 2025 to 2026, available at Pupil premium: allocations and conditions of grant 2025 to 2026 - GOV.UK]  [18:  Pascal C., Bertram T., Delaney S., Lyndon, H. (2026) Enabling young children from armed forces families to thrive: Early years evidence, practice and policy, available at Enabling-Young-Children-from-Armed-Forces-Families-to-Thrive-April-2026.pdf.pdf]  [19:  Mulcahy, E and Granada, A (2022) Diversity meets complexity: Supporting Armed Forces young people to thrive in post-16 education, available at Diversity-meets-complexity_FINAL.pdf] 


7.4 RBL recommends that in order to mitigate the impact of high mobility, separation from their serving parent and deployment and ensure the best outcomes for Service children, the amount of Service Pupil Premium funding should be reviewed and extended to early years and post-16 settings. 

8. School admissions

8.1 A review is currently being undertaken to determine ‘the effectiveness of the mechanisms that the Government has developed to drive change across the Armed Forces families agenda since 2020, specifically in respect of the Armed Forces Families Strategy 2022–2032’. Initial findings reveal that Service children still experience in-year school admissions as a result of Service-related mobility during term time. 

8.2 RBL recommends that the proposed reform of the School Admissions Code must give due regard to the principles of the Armed Forces Covenant and fully mitigate the unique challenges faced by mobile Service children.  

8.3 Non-statutory guidance published by the DfE and the MOD suggests that local authorities should consider nominating a member of staff as a Service Pupil Champion. These roles would hold the strategic responsibility for the experiences of Service children in the local authority. The role holder should therefore hold a position with the ability to influence local authority strategy, policy and practice including school admissions, to ensure the best outcomes for Service children.

8.4 RBL recommends that all local authorities with responsibility for education must appoint a lead for Service children, with strategic accountability for the experiences of Service children.

9. Workforce reforms

9.1 Armed Forces families report inconsistent understanding within schools of the unique needs of Service children. This suggests a requirement to raise awareness amongst teachers and other service providers by incorporating the needs of Service children in professional training. This includes initial teacher training, continuing professional development, Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO) training and school leadership training. It should also extend to early years settings, where there have been requests for more specialist professional development aimed at early years leaders and practitioners who work daily with Service children and their families13. The devolution of education within the United Kingdom has resulted in four very different systems, including the systems that support children with special or additional education needs or disabilities. Learning must include information on the different education systems across the UK in order to reduce barriers for mobile Service children moving across the UK and overseas.

9.2 RBL recommends that the Department for Education must incorporate the unique needs of Service children with SEND and an awareness of other UK nations’ education systems in professional training.
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