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SPECIAL SCHOOL FINANCIAL BENCHMARKING REVIEW 

SEVERNDALE SPECIALIST ACADEMY &  

WOODLANDS SCHOOL 

Introduction 
1. Since April 2013, all maintained special schools and special academies have been 
subject to funding arrangements whereby a sum of £10,000 per published place is 
awarded, in addition to an agreed ‘top-up’ amount for each new admission.  This 
additional sum can be fixed to provide the same level of income for every pupil, or 
disaggregated in some way, typically through a banding model. 

2. Shropshire Schools Forum has requested an independent review in relation to the 
funding arrangements for the council’s two special schools, namely Severndale Specialist 
Academy and Woodlands School.  Severndale provides for children and young people 
aged 2 to 19 who have a range of special needs, including moderate, severe, complex 
and profound learning difficulties, those with autism, complex medical conditions and 
physical and mobility difficulties.  Alternatively, Woodlands, which includes primary 
provision at Acorns, caters for pupils aged 9 to 16 who have social, emotional and 
mental health (SEMH) issues that typically manifest themselves in challenging and often 
severe behavioural problems. 

3. The banding levels for the two schools have not been revised and updated for a 
number of years and there is a need to secure a justifiable, transparent and sustainable 
future funding arrangement.  The main requirements of the review were set out as 
follows: 

a. To gain a clear indication of the total ‘revenue’ income for each school consistent 
with the income streams available to all schools. 

b. To determine an accurate cost per pupil based on this total amount, for each 
school. 

c. To complete an analysis of national benchmarking data for similar schools and 
give an indication of where each school sits compared to other similar providers 
in terms of overall cost per pupil. 

d. To complete further analysis, taking into account the cost of staffing as a 
percentage of total income, which should give an indication of overall cost 
effectiveness. 

e. To review the staffing structures in each school, to determine the balance 
between leadership, management and front-line delivery, and report accordingly. 

f. To provide a summary judgement for each school, based on the evidence 
presented, of the overall levels of income and whether these appear low, broadly 
in line with other similar schools, or high, for the type of school. 

g. To report on each schools’ use of its budget, with emphasis on the deployment 
of personal, staffing structures and other stand out budgetary features. 

Benchmarking 
4. The government provides an online financial benchmarking service, https://schools-
financial-benchmarking.service.gov.uk, which allows comparisons to be made between 
schools sharing similar features, such as, size, phase, type, age range and location. 
There are limitations, which for special schools starts with the challenge of matching 
providers catering for pupils with similar needs.  However, the new online format does 
allow for schools and data to be continually verified and refined, which means that 
comparisons are generally reliable.   
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5.  The age of benchmarking data can also be an issue as it tends to lag behind the 
most recent information available directly from local authorities, schools and academies.  
With this in mind, the most recent budget statements from each of the host schools have 
also being used to support the online process and determine confidence levels.  The 
specific details of this are included within the analysis for each organisation. 

Process 

6. Two measures are being used to explore levels of funding and cost effectiveness for 
Severndale and Woodlands; 

a. the total revenue income per admission, and  

b. the cost of staffing as a percentage of total revenue income, which includes 
items such as, supply costs, staff expenses and insurances.   

7. Both methods take into account the DfE’s Guidance on Schools Financial Health and 
Efficiency and together are believed to give an effective like-for-like comparison of 
income and efficiency. If a school has a lower than average per pupil income, for 
example, and relatively low staffing costs as a percentage of this, then it is reasonable to 
assume that achieving further meaningful efficiencies is unlikely.  Similarly, if the per 
pupil income is significantly above average and staffing costs are proportionately high, 
then savings are more likely. 

8. Finally, it should be noted that benchmarking is based on actual admissions and not 
the published admissions number (PAN) for the school.  As will become evident, this is a 
critical point and confirms the notion that schools are most efficient when they operate a 
near capacity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

N.B. Sections e. & g. of the original specification, which included a review of the 
staffing structures in each school and a report on each schools’ use of its budget, 
have not been fully developed in this paper.  In part, this was owing to timescale, but 
was also due to a desire to maintain as much objectivity as possible in the process.  
Data has been provided concerning costs per pupil and staffing as a percentage of 
income, which have then been compared to similar schools.  How each school has 
then chosen to design its staffing, or apportion aspects of its budget, has been left for 
future debate, which will undoubtedly be subjective, particularly where good 
outcomes are being achieved, using different approaches, at a similar cost. 
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SEVERNDALE SPECIALIST ACADEMY 

Cost Per Pupil 
9. Severndale is a large academy special converter that provides for children and 
young people aged 2 to 19 who have a range of learning disabilities.  The most recent 
statement of publicly available accounts for Severndale are for the financial year ending 
August 31st 2016.  National benchmarking data is older than this and covers the period 
2014/15.  Schools used for comparison, in the same benchmarking ‘basket’, are showing 
data either from 2014/15 or 2015/16, with the older information mostly representing 
academies.   

10. Severndale does have access to 2016/17 accounts, but these are still being 
processed and so are not yet freely available.  A conversation with the school, however, 
suggests that there is not a wide deviation covering this and the budgets of the last two 
years, which fits with the profile of most special schools where ‘top-up’ amounts have 
remained broadly static since 2014. 

11. Set out in the table below is the funding position for the school, initially from 
2014/15, as indicated by national benchmarking data, and then from 2015/16 using the 
school’s published accounts. 

Year Total Income Source PAN Admissions Pupil Cost 

2014/15 £7.69m Benchmarking 415 367.5 £20.9k 

2015/16 £7.54m Severndale/LA 415 408 £18.5k 
 

Benchmarking Process 
12. Analysis of Severndale, in relation to other special schools, has been completed 
using national benchmarking data, with supplementary financial information from 
2015/16 being considered to determine possible trends and shape overall advice.   

13. To generate an effective sample of schools, two sets of filters were applied based on 
a generic search of all special schools.  The first of these was based on ‘size’ and covered 
all special schools in England with a pupil population greater than 232, which was the 
lowest figure to generate a ‘basket’ no greater than the limit of 28 schools.  The second 
data set was created by filtering ‘academy special converters’ and then reducing the 
basket size by adjusting the age range.   

14. For information, there are only 3 special schools larger than Severndale based on 
2014/15 admissions and, against published admission numbers (PAN), it is the largest 
special school in England.  Larger special schools tend to be more generic in nature, 
typically catering for a range of learning disabilities across all ages, very similar to 
Severndale.  This is the case for data set S1 and is an important point because it is not 
possible, using this system, to filter schools directly based on the type of special 
educational need they cater for, e.g. SLD, PMLD, SEMH.  This also explains the fact that 
in data set S2, which still mostly covers generic learning disabilities, there will be smaller 
schools included that are less broad and more focused on a specific condition or area of 
need. 
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Benchmarking Analysis 
Data Set S1: Income per Pupil - ‘Large Special Schools’ 
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Data Set S2: Income per Pupil – ‘Academy Special Converters’ 
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Large Special Schools 

15. Data set S1 shows the average income per pupil for Severndale Specialist Academy, 
relative to 28 other special schools nationally with a pupil population greater than 232, 
based on either 2014/15 or 2015/16 submissions. 

16. According to the benchmark, Severndale at £20.9k received the 7th highest sum per 
pupil compared to all large special schools in England, placing it in the top 25%.  
However, the difference between Severndale in 7th place and Redwood in 19th is just 
£1000 and approximately 50% of the data set, including Severndale, is separated by 
£2.4k, which is less than the difference between Severndale in 7th place and Calthorp in 
6th at £3.1k. 

17. Taking this wider analysis into account, it seems reasonable to look beyond place 
position and determine that, based on this particular chart, Severndale is receiving 
marginally ‘above average’ income per pupil compared to other large special schools 
nationally, which is confirmed by the precise average income of all the schools in this 
data set being calculated at £20.1k. 

Academy Special Converters 

18. Data set S2 contains a smaller sample of 24 academy special converters, which 
combined, cover an age range of 2 – 19 years. 

19. According to this benchmark, Severndale receives the 13th highest sum per pupil 
(54th centile), significantly lower than the previous ranking. However, as before, 
approximately 50% of the schools, including Severndale, are once again separated by 
just £2.4k per pupil which, in this case together with place position, would suggest that 
the funding for Severndale is broadly typical.  That said, the precise average income of 
all the schools in this data set is higher than before at £23.2k, which is likely due to the 
economies of scale for larger schools being more favourable (average admission 
numbers in this data set are 156 compared to 285 previously).   

20. Considering this additional information, there is perhaps a case for revising the 
initially judgement of Severndale being marginally above average to at best ‘average’ 
and possibly slightly ‘below average’ compared to a wider sample of similar schools. 

Additional Factors 
21. Before a more complete ‘value for money’ judgement can be made, there are two 
additional factors that are worth considering.  The first of these is how the revenue per 
pupil has progressed since the 2014/15 benchmarking submission and, the other, is how 
effectively funds are deployed, particularly in relation to staffing. 

Revenue Trends 

22. Information presented earlier suggests that the total revenue funding for Severndale 
dropped by approximately 2% in 2015/16 from £7.69m to £7.54m.  This was matched 
by an increase in average admissions from 367.5 to 408, which resulted in the per pupil 
amount decreasing from £20.9k to £18.5k.  If this revised figure was substituted into the 
above data sets, then Severndale would fall into the bottom third of large special schools 
and would become the second lowest funded academy special converter, based on the 
age ranges specified.  However, applying new data in this way is not particularly reliable 
because other schools in the data sets may have also undergone changes in revenue and 
numbers, and the submission process itself may not produce identical calculations.  That 
said, if there were to be any adjustments since 2014/15, it is probable that these would 
reflect a lower funding position overall, which gives confidence to the judgement that 
Severndale’s funding is probably slightly below average compared to all similar schools 
nationally. 
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Data Set S3: Staffing as % of Expenditure - ‘Large Special Schools’ 

 
Staffing 

23. Data set S3 shows staffing as a percentage of total expenditure for large special 
schools and, in so doing, attention is given to the DfE’s Guidance highlighted earlier, 
which states, “staffing costs over 80% of total income are considered high” and that 
“costs as a percentage of total expenditure can appear artificially low when a school is 
overspending and expenditure is higher than income, hence this question in addition to 
the one above.” 

24. Income and expenditure at Severndale for the 2014/15 benchmarking submissions 
were the same and, as such, the school not only compares favourably against 75% of 
other providers, but easily falls within 80% of the total income threshold, as suggested 
by the DfE.  This is even more noteworthy on the understanding that special schools, in 
general, struggle to meet this target.  With this in mind, it would be reasonable to 
conclude that staffing levels at Severndale are proportionate and that, in very broad 
terms, the school offers good value for money, with likely limited scope for further 
efficiency. 
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Summary 
25. The most recent national benchmarking data for Severndale (2014/15), is based on 
a total income of £7.69m and an average intake 367.5 pupils, which is approximately 
88% of stated capacity. This resulted in a cost per pupil of £20.9k, which is above the 
average figure for ‘large special schools’ at £20.1k and below that of academy special 
converters at £23.2k.  

26. In subsequent years, including 2016/17, admissions to Severndale have been much 
closer to published capacity, which means that based on ‘raw’ data, i.e. data that has not 
gone through benchmarking, the average cost per pupil has dropped to approximately 
£18.5k.  Applying this figure to the same benchmarking tables would indicate Severndale 
is now receiving below average funding in each case, and is likely justified in expecting 
additional income as a consequence of this review, particularly when staffing levels also 
imply the school is being run efficiently.  However, there are additional factors that 
should be considered, which may suggest otherwise. 

27. As mentioned previously, transposing current ‘raw’ data into historical benchmarking 
models is unlikely to give fair comparisons, and is only really helpful in determining the 
confidence level of the original information.  For example, if benchmarking indicates that 
a school is one of the lowest funded of similar schools, but more recent ‘raw’ data 
actually places it near the top, then it would be reasonable to assume low levels of 
confidence in the original analysis and the need to act accordingly.  In the case of 
Severndale, however, although more recent data is different, it is still broadly in line with 
benchmarking and so provides sufficient confidence that the original findings are 
indicative of the school’s overall funding position. 

28. Also, average funding has been used as a comparator for Severndale which, 
understandably perhaps, might be interpreted as a target for what ‘correct’ levels of 
income should be.  However, there is clearly no requirement for a commissioner to fund 
any school at an ‘average rate’, not least because there are examples of schools, across 
all aspects of special needs, that are funded below national averages and yet still 
achieve outstanding outcomes and judgements.1 In light of these variations, therefore, 
commissioners will justifiably seek to achieve the best value for money in their regions, 
with average funding acting only as a guide in this process, not a target. 

Conclusion 
29. Taking all the above factors into account, the higher number of admissions in recent 
years probably does mean that Severndale is receiving a slightly lower than average per 
pupil amount, compared to other large special schools nationally.  At the very least, 
therefore, it should be concluded that Severndale is currently offering Shropshire good 
value for money.  However, even applying £18.5k per pupil retrospectively, there is still 
no automatic justification for an increase in funding, particularly as there are similar 
schools, receiving equivalent amounts, who continue to achieve outstanding outcomes 
and judgements. 

                                            
 

 

1 Five Acre Wood School in Essex, at £18.7k per pupil, is listed in the bottom third of ‘large special schools’ 
financially. It admits 309 pupils, aged 4-19, and covers the full spectrum of learning disabilities and difficulties.  
It is currently judged by Ofsted (2015) as ‘outstanding’ across all aspects. 
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WOODLANDS SCHOOL 

Cost Per Pupil 
30. Woodlands caters for pupils aged 9 to 16 who have a social, emotional and mental 
health issues, which includes primary provision at Acorns.  The most recent statement of 
publicly available accounts for the school are for the financial year ending March 31st 
2017.  National benchmarking data is older than this from 2015/16, which is the same 
for all schools included in the comparison ‘baskets’.   

31. Set out in the table below is the funding position for Woodlands using benchmarking 
data and the school’s most recent published accounts.  There is also included the current 
financial position that predicts admissions up to 31st March 2018. 

Year Total Income Source PAN Admissions Pupil Cost 

2015/16 £1.69m Benchmarking 46 46 £36.7k 

2015/16 £1.27m Revised Figures2 56 46 £27.6k 

2016/17 £1.32m Woodlands/LA 56 52 £25.4k 

2017/18 £1.59m Woodlands/LA 74* 61 £26.1k  
* includes new provision at Holy Trinity CE Primary (12) and Bishop’s Castle Community College (6) 

Benchmarking Process 
32. Analysis of Woodlands, in relation to other special schools, has been completed 
using national benchmarking data, with supplementary financial information from 
2016/17 and 2017/18 being considered to demonstrate possible trends and shape 
overall advice.   

33. The benchmarking database does not support the direct filtering of schools according 
to the types of pupils they cater for, e.g. MLD, SLD, SEMH.  However, when a special 
school is selected for caparison, i.e. Woodlands, markers are used to provide a functional 
range that can be further enhanced and reduced by manual filtering which, in the case of 
data set W1, was determined by the size of the school, followed by age range and 
selecting community provision only.  This created a ‘basket’ of 28 schools, mostly but 
not exclusively SEMH. 

34. Due to there being a very small number of non SEMH special schools included in the 
first comparison, an additional data set W2 was created, this time using schools filtered 
via Edubase.  In this second set are included SEMH special schools only that are also 
providing mixed education between the ages of 9 to 16 years in a maintained community 
setting.  Essentially, therefore, the difference between the two sets is that the first is 
broadly, but not exclusively, SEMH with a ‘capped’ admission number, and the second is 
only SEMH, but the size, which cannot be specified in Edubase, is variable. 

                                            
 

 

2 It should be noted that the original 2015/16 national benchmarking figures included income and 
staffing relating to the funding of an outreach team, which is distinct from school based provision.  
The actual income that relates to the admission of 46 pupils, therefore, is £1.27m, which makes 
the average pupil cost £27.6k as indicated.  This impacts directly on the tables below where both 
the original school position is shown, which is automatically generated, alongside an arrow that 
indicates the amended place.  Subsequent analysis is then given in relation to this adjusted state. 
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Data Set W1: Income per Pupil - ‘SEMH/Other 30 – 75 Pupils’ 

 

 

Woodlands Adjusted 
£27.6k 
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Data Set W2: Income per Pupil - ‘SEMH Edubase’ 
N.B. To confirm, this sample has been manually entered into benchmarking from a the 
Edubase database, filtered as follows: 

School Type:   Maintained Community 

Area:    All England 

Gender:   Mixed 

School Phase:  SEMH Special 

Number of Pupils:  Uncapped 

Age Range:  9 – 16 years 

 

 

Woodlands Adjusted 
£27.6k  
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Benchmarking Analysis 
35. Both the above data sets show the average income per pupil for Woodlands School, 
relative to 28 other special schools nationally.  Based on the adjusted figure of £27.6k, 
which does not include outreach funding, the first table places Woodlands in 17th position 
and the second in 18th, which are both in the bottom half of similar schools. 

36. The funding increments between all the schools, in both data sets, are broadly 
consistent and progressive, with the only exceptions being at the very top of each list 
where much larger gaps appear.  Compared to the ‘median’, therefore, i.e. the schools 
that sit just above the midway point of each list in 14th place, the per pupil amount for 
Woodlands is either £0.6k or £2.0k below these approximate middle values of £28.2k 
(W1) and £29.6k (W2).  This contrasts with gaps using to the ‘mean’ for each data set of 
£2.3k and £3.0k, which is based on overall averages of £29.9k (W1) and £30.6k (W2).  
These higher ‘means’ are due to the increased levels of funding at the top end, which are 
not indicative of the majority. 

Additional Factors 
37. Before a more complete ‘value for money’ judgement can be made, there are two 
additional factors that are worth considering.  The first is how the revenue per pupil has 
progressed since the 2015/16 benchmarking submission and, the other, is how 
effectively funds are deployed, particularly in relation to staffing. 

Revenue Trends 

38. The above information indicates that the total revenue funding for Woodlands 
increased by approximately 4% between 2015/16 and 2016/17 from £1.27m to £1.32m, 
with an increase of just over 20%, to £1.59m, occurring in the current financial year.  
These uplifts, however, have coincided with a growth in pupil numbers, which means 
that the per pupil amount has remained relatively stable at £27.6k, £25.4k and £26.1k, 
over the same time period, albeit that for the current financial year this is an estimate. 

39. It stands to reason that the lower per pupil amounts since 2015/16, would place 
Woodlands further down the original data sets, falling between 1 and 5 places depending 
on which figures are transposed.  It is reasonable to conclude, therefore, that based on 
any measure the school is likely currently funded at a lower amount per pupil than the 
majority of SEMH special schools nationally which, although less discernible when a 
‘median’ or approximate midway point is used, might still be regarded as a significant. 

40. Having made this case, merging up to date ‘raw’ data with historical benchmarking 
tables should be treated with caution for two reasons.  The first is that the data 
collection process itself allocates and aligns spending in particular ways that might not 
be replicable outside of the online system and, secondly, other schools in the data sets 
may have also undergone significant changes in revenue and numbers. 

41. It is also worth noting that the current financial position shows a significant 
difference between the expected average intake for Woodlands this year at 61 and 
commissioned places (PAN) at 74, which would suggest the school is receiving 13 places 
worth of additional ‘base’ funding without needing to meet this demand.  If the school 
were to admit up to the figure of 74 then, even with an additional top-up income of 
around £16k x 13, the average cost per place would probably fall to approximately 
£24.2k, which would certainly strengthen the argument for an uplift.  As things stand, 
however, an income figure of around £25k to £27k per place, albeit below average, 
would require further scrutiny before an increase in revenue might be recommended. 
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Staffing 

Data Set W3: Staffing as % of Expenditure - ‘SEMH/Other 30 – 75 Pupils’ 

 

42. Data set W3 shows staffing as 81% of total expenditure compared to mostly SEMH 
schools limited to between 30 and 75 pupils. However, because some staffing is 
dedicated to outreach, this has been adjusted down slightly to 80.1%, as indicated by 
the arrow.  The analysis in general reflects the DfE’s Guidance highlighted earlier, 
whereby “staffing costs over 80% of total income are considered high” and that “costs as 
a percentage of total expenditure can appear artificially low when a school is 
overspending and expenditure is higher than income, hence this question in addition to 
the one above.” 

43. Staffing at 80.1% of income is at the very limit recommended by the DfE, however, 
it is the case that special schools in particular are over represented in this higher 
category and so it should not cause unnecessary concern.  That said, the financial 
information from 2016/17 and 2017/18 seems to indicate that staffing relative to income 
has remained at the higher end, which would suggest greater efficiencies could be 
explored. 

Woodlands 
Adjusted 
80.1% 
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Summary 
44. The most recent national benchmarking data for Woodlands (2015/16), is based on 
a total income of £1.27m and an average intake of 46 pupils. This resulted in a cost per 
pupil of £27.6k, which is in the bottom half of funding for ‘SEMH special schools’ 
nationally, thought to average around £30k.  

45. In subsequently years, including predications for 2017/18, admissions to Woodlands 
have increased alongside the budget, which means that based on ‘raw’ data, i.e. data 
that has not gone through benchmarking, the average cost per pupil has dropped to 
somewhere around £26k.  Applying this figure to the same benchmarking tables 
suggests that Woodlands is probably now funded either in, or close to, the bottom third 
of all SEMH special schools and, as such, may feel justified in putting forward an 
argument for increased levels of revenue.  However, as explained earlier, there is an 
issue with simply transposing current ‘raw’ data into historical benchmarking models and 
there should be no assumption, anyway, that average funding, in any form, is somehow 
a target to be reached. 

Conclusion 
46. The budget for Woodlands since 2015 has been changeable, which is due to an 
increase in commissioned places and a growth in admissions year on year.  These 
changes mean the per pupil amount has fluctuated, but the position overall is that the 
school is receiving less per pupil in 2017/18 than it was in 2015/16 and, if it were to 
admit up to the current published capacity, this figure is likely to reduce further.  Also, 
2015/16 benchmarking suggests Woodlands is funded in the bottom half of similar 
schools nationally, with the school possibly falling into the bottom third based on figures 
from subsequent years, all of which would seem to support a case for increased funding.   

47. Having said this, Woodlands is still viable, as are a number of similarly funded SEMH 
special schools that are managing to achieve good outcomes for their pupils.  There is 
also the matter of all schools and local authorities currently, having to face budget 
pressures and implement efficiencies, which may indeed result in a fall in SEMH funding 
overall as new benchmarking information is released.  As such, there should be no 
automatic expectation for an uplift, but it would seem prudent to review the current 
intake and consider whether there has been a drift towards funding at the lower 
available bands, with a view to at least ensuring no further reductions occur and possibly 
find a way to achieve more alignment with the figures from 2015/16. 


