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Supporting Students with SEND:  
The Challenges and Opportunities 
Facing MATs 

New research from NFER sheds light on the approaches adopted by MATs in 
supporting students with SEND. Matt Walker draws on these findings to outline the 
challenges and opportunities facing MATs in helping to build a more inclusive system.

The role of MATs in supporting 
students with special education 
needs and disabilities

Over 1.5 million students are now recognised as having 
some form of special educational need or disability 
(SEND),1 equating to 17 per cent of all school students. 
The majority of these students attend mainstream 
schools, which are increasingly joining or forming 
multi-academy trusts (MATs).2 

Given the growing significance of the role played by 
MATs in supporting students with SEND, it is surprising 
that there is limited research on the approaches 
adopted by MATs in promoting inclusivity within the 
education system. While the Government’s SEND and 
alternative provision improvement plan calls for a 
cohesive workforce around each child, it says relatively 
little about the specific role MATs should play.3

New research from NFER sheds light on these 
issues.4 Between November 2023 and January 2024 
we interviewed 49 trust leaders and school special 
educational needs coordinators (SENCOs) across 19 
MATs that had been identified as demonstrating the 
potential for promising practice concerning SEND. 

Matt Walker is the Senior Research 
Manager at the National Foundation 
for Educational Research (NFER). 

Over the past 75 years, NFER’s 
mission has been to improve 
outcomes for future generations and 
to support positive change across 
education systems. They do this 
by creating and sharing research 
evidence and insights on education 
policy and practice, informing 
policymakers and other key decision-
makers, and strengthening practice 
in the classroom.

“While school groups have a role 
in enhancing support for both 
staff and students regarding 
SEND, they cannot address the 
challenges of an overloaded and 
underfunded SEND system alone.”

Challenges

1. Workload

Workload is a considerable challenge, particularly for 
SENCOs, who reported a rise in the administrative work 
associated with education and health care plans (EHCPs) 
due to increasing SEND numbers. Many of the SENCOs we 
spoke to also had teaching responsibilities and spoke of 

1 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/special-educational-needs-in-england
2 https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2023/04/are-mats-getting-bigger
3 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63ff39d28fa8f527fb67cb06/SEND_and_alternative_provision_improvement_plan.pdf
4 https://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/the-mat-factor-exploring-how-multi-academy-trusts-are-supporting-pupils-with-send
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