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Summary of key points  

England 

¶ Overall identification of SEN decreased from 21.1% of school population in 2010 to 14.6% 
in 2018. Since 2010, 2.8% of the pupil population has been provided with a statutory plan 
(statement of need or EHC plan), with this increasing marginally to 2.9% in 2018. 

¶ In 2018, 97.9% of pupils in special schools had a statement of needs/EHC Plan. 

¶ England uses 13 categories of SEN.  

¶ In 2018, the largest categories were Moderate Learning Difficulty, Speech, Language and 
Communication needs and Social, Emotional and Mental health difficulties. Between 2010 
and 2016, fewer pupils were identified as having Moderate Learning Difficulties. There was 
also a shrinkage in the category of Behavioural, Emotional and Social difficulties (which was 
replaced by the category of Social, Emotional and Mental health difficulties). 

¶ Overall, SEN was more likely to be identified in boys than girls, and in pupils who are 
eligible for free school meals.  

¶ Gender and social deprivation disproportionalities were particularly evident in high-
incidence non-normative categories (Learning difficulties and Social, Emotional and Mental 
health difficulties).  

¶ Statutory plans (statements of need/EHC Plans) were more than twice as likely to be 
opened for those eligible for free school meals (6.6% of FSM pupils have a statutory plan, 
compared with 2.9% of the whole school population).   

¶ Of all minority ethnic groups, pupils from Traveller and Black/Caribbean backgrounds had 
the highest rates of SEN identification. Rates of SEN identification for White British pupils 
were around the average.  Rates for pupils of Bangladeshi heritage and for those of 
Pakistani heritage were lower than the average.  Pupils of Chinese and Indian heritage had 
the lowest rates of SEN identification.  

¶ More than half of SEN tribunal appeals in 2017-18 (5,679 in total) concerned objection to 
the contents of a statement or EHC plan. Over 40% of appeals concerned a pupil with 
Autistic Spectrum Disorder. 

Scotland 

¶ ASN identification rates increased from 10.3% of the school population in 2010 to 28.7% in 
2018. Pupils with English as an Additional Language made up 17.5% of the total ASN 
population in 2018 (equivalent to 50 pupils per 1000 school population). Use of statutory 
plans (Coordinated Support Plans) decreased from 0.5% of the school population in 2010 
to 0.3% in 2018. 

¶ In 2018, 9.8% of pupils in special schools had a CSP. 

¶ Scotland uses 24 categories of ASN, described as reasons for support.  

¶ In 2018, the largest categories were Social, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties, followed 
by English as an Additional Language and other Moderate Learning Difficulty.  

¶ More than twice as many boys as girls were identified as having ASN. 

¶ ASN was more than twice as likely to be identified in pupils living in the most deprived 
neighbourhoods.  

¶ Examining Scottish pupils between P4-S6, the percentage of ASN pupils (24.1%) and pupils 
with a statutory plan (27.2%) who were registered for free school meals was higher than 
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the percentage of total pupils (16.3%) in receipt of free school meals. This indicates that 
pupils who experience social deprivation have a greater likelihood of being identified as 
having an additional support need, particularly when the need is deemed to warrant a 
statutory plan. 

¶ Disproportionalities relating to gender and social deprivation were greater in high-
incidence, non-normative categories (e.g. learning difficulties, social, emotional and 
behavioural difficulties), as opposed to low incidence, normative categories (e.g. sensory 
impairments). 

¶ Statutory plans (CSPs) were more than twice as likely to be opened for pupils with ASN 
living in the least deprived neighbourhoods.  

¶ When EAL is excluded from the analysis, pupils from all minority ethnic backgrounds have 
below average rates of ASN identification. White Scottish pupils have slightly above 
average rates of identification and those from Gypsy/Traveller backgrounds have the 
highest rates of ASN identification.  

¶ In 2017-18, there were 92 references to the ASN tribunal. The majority concerned pupils 
with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and were in relation to placement requests. 

Comparison of jurisdictions 

Rates of identification  

¶ In Scotland, almost twice as many children in the school population were identified as 
having ASN (29%) compared with the proportion of children identified in England as having 
SEN (15%).  

¶ Children are about six times more likely to have a statutory support plan in England (2.9% 
of the total pupil population) compared with Scotland (0.3% of the total pupil population).  

Use of plans and categorisation of types of difficulty 

¶ Differences in ASN/SEN identification are largely explained by different planning and 
categorisation systems.  

¶ In Scotland, a greater variety of plans are in use (CSP, IEP, Child Plan and other) compared 
with England (EHC plans and SEN support).  

¶ Since adopting the umbrella term ASN to describe children with any type of additional 
support need, Scotland has expanded the number of ASN categories, currently using 24. 
Thirteen categories of SEN are used in England.  

¶ English as an Additional Language (EAL) is counted as an ASN category in Scotland, 
representing 17.5% of all ASNs, but is not counted as an SEN category in England.  When 
pupils with EAL are removed from the analysis, the rate of ASN identification in Scotland 
drops from 28.7% to 23.7%. 

Disproportionalities in rates of identification 

¶ In both countries, boys and pupils from deprived backgrounds are more likely to be 
identified as having ASN/SEN compared with girls and those from less deprived 
backgrounds. These disproportionalities are most evident in high incidence non-normative 
categories such as Social Emotional and Behavioural difficulties/Social, Emotional and 
Mental health difficulties. 

¶ It is difficult to make comparisons by ethnicity between Scotland and England because of 
differences in the ethnic composition of the two countries and the categories of SEN/ASN 
that are used. In England, pupils of Caribbean heritage have above average rates of SEN 
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identification. Pupils of Pakistani heritage and Bangladeshi heritage have below average 
rates of identification. In England, pupils of Indian and Chinese heritage have the lowest 
rates of any ethnic group. In Scotland, Polish pupils are very likely to have EAL needs 
identified. When English as an Additional Language is excluded from the analysis, all pupils 
from a minority ethnic background, have below average rates of identification.  In both 
countries, the indigenous population (White British and White Scottish) have slightly above 
average rates of identification. Pupils from Gypsy Traveller and Roma backgrounds have 
much higher rates than the average.  

Appeals 

¶ In 2017-18, 5,679 appeals were registered by the First-tier Tribunal (Health, Education and 
Social Care chamber) in England (6.5 pupils/10,000 total pupil population) and over this 
period there were 92 references to the ASN Tribunal (1.3 pupils/10,000 total pupil 
population). This indicates that, per head of population, there were five times as many 
tribunal appeals in England as in Scotland. 

¶ More than half of SEN tribunal appeals in 2017-18 concerned objection to the contents of a 
statement or EHC plan. More than half of references to the Additional Support Needs 
Tribunals for Scotland concerned a pupil with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and over 60% of 
appeals were in relation to placing requests. 

Methods  

There are notable differences between England and Scotland in the prevalence and characteristics 
of ASN/SEN in the school population. The aim of this section is to highlight aspects of data 
collection, presentation of statistics and differences in definitions which could significantly 
influence the information presented in each jurisdiction. Specific terminology used in this 
document are the terms used by the respective governments. 

tǳǇƛƭǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦ Lƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǇǳǇƛƭΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ƴŜŜŘ ƛǎ 
recorded in the statistics - a pupil with multiple needs would only be recorded according to which 
of their needs was deemed the greatest.  In Scotland, multiple needs are recorded, which means a 
single pupil with multiple needs would be recorded in multiple categories. A discrete cateƎƻǊȅ Ψ!ƴȅ 
ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ !{bΩ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǾƻƛŘǎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎΦ 

Multiple plans per pupil are possible in Scotland, but not in England. Qualification criteria for plans 
are also different, contributing to (for example) differences in statutory plan rates across 
jurisdictions. 

Categories of difficulty/reasons for support are different in each country. Scotland uses 24 
ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŜȄƛǎǘ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨƳƻǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩ ŀƴŘ 
ΨȅƻǳƴƎ ŎŀǊŜǊΩΦ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀl language is also considered to be an ASN in its own right in 
Scotland, but not in England. In England, only 13 categories are used. 

Inclusion criteria for ASN/SEN are also different in each country. In Scotland, looked after children 
are considered to have ASN by default and the onus is on the local authority to demonstrate 
otherwise. This is not the case in England. 

Social deprivation indicators differ between jurisdictions. England uses free school meal eligibility 
(a measure based on the circumstances of the individual), whereas Scotland primarily uses the 
Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD), a neighbourhood, rather than individual, measure 
of deprivation. HMRC data shows that over 50% of children from low income households live 
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outside SIMD20 (the most deprived areas). Data on free school meal registration is also available 
for Scotland as an alternative indicator of social deprivation. As all pupils in Scotland between 
primary 1-3 receive free school meals by law, statistical comparisons using this data are based on 
Scottish pupils between P3-S6.   
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1. Introduction  

This paper provides statistical information on children who have been identified as having special 
educational needs (SEN) (in England) or additional support needs (ASN) (in Scotland).  

1.1. Definitions 

1.1.1. Scotland 

In Scotland, The Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 (amended 2009), 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǿƘŜƴ άǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƛǎΣ ƻǊ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ 
to be, unable without the provision of additional support to benefit from school education 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ƻǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦέ (Scottish Government, 2010). 

Under this legislation, local authorities are required to assess the requirements of any child 
requiring additional learning support. Pupils with multiple, complex, ongoing needs requiring input 
from more than one external agency may be eligible for a Coordinated Support Plan (CSP). A CSP is 
a statutory document prepared by the education authority when a child or young person requires 
significant additional support from the education authority and at least one other agency from 
outwith education in order to benefit from education. The Supporting CƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Learning Code of 
Practice (Scottish Government, 2010 updated 2017) explains the eligibility criteria for CSPs and 
their application in greater detail (https://consult.scotland.gov.uk/supporting-learners/code-
ofpractice/user_uploads/95216_sct0517425858-1_learningcode.pdf) 

Children who have additional needs but do not qualify for a CSP may be provided with a different 
type of plan by the local authority, such as an Individualised Education Programme (IEP). An IEP is 
a written plan setting short-term and long-term targets which the child is expected to achieve. 
These plans are solely advisory and carry no legal status. An IEP should contain details of the 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦ A 
pupil with a CSP/IEP may also have a ChilŘ tƭŀƴΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 
Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) programme, which focuses on child wellbeing 
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/People/Young-People/gettingitright. Wellbeing outcomes are 
measured by the following eight indicators: safe, healthy, achieving, nurtured, active, respected, 
responsible and included. A CSP may form a discrete section of a Child Plan. Education authorities 
may also use a range of local ǇƭŀƴǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩΦ These include Multi-Agency 
Support Plans, Education Support Plans, Behaviour Support Plans and Looked After Children 
Support Plans. 

1.1.2. England 

In England, the most recent special educational needs and disability (SEND) provisions were 
defined in the Children and Families Act 2014, introduced on 1 September 2014. From this date, 
newly assessed children with special educational needs are allocated to one of the following 
categories: SEN support or Education, Health and Care (EHC) plan. 

SEN support replaces the previous categories of School Action and School Action Plus and is 
ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǳǎǳŀƭ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΦ SEN 
support is advisory and is not legally binding.  

EHC plans replace the previous Statement of Needs. EHC plans are documents which describe the 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜΦ By law, a formal assessment must be carried out by 
the local authority if the child has, or may have, special educational needs and if it may be 
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necessary for provision to be made for that child in accordance with an EHC plan. However, the 
local authority may decide to refuse an assessment request.  If a decision is made to assess, the 
local authority is required to seek advice and information from a range of appropriate sources 
(e.g., the child/parent themselves and educational, medical and psychological advice). Based on 
this advice, the local authority can decide to issue an EHC plan or not. EHC plans are legally binding 
and subject to ongoing monitoring and assessment. Children with Statements issued prior to 2014 
are currently being moved on to EHC plans. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25  

1.2. Data sources 
Scottish statistics in this document are provided by the Scottish Government. Updates to this 
information are published annually in March. The figures presented in this paper were published 
in March 2019. English statistics are provided by the Department of Education and are updated 
annually in July. The figures presented here were published in July 2018. Links to data sources are 
provided ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ[ƛƴƪǎ ǘƻ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ paper. In order to 
complete this report, the researchers have requested additional unpublished data from the 
Scottish Government.  

  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25
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2. Overview  of SEN/ASN in England and 

Scotland  

2.1. Total SEN/ASN numbers and statutory plans 
This section provides an overview of total SEN/ASN pupil numbers in England and Scotland. Table 
1 and Figure 1 show the total ASN/SEN pupils as a percentage of total pupils from 2007 to 2018.  

In England, the number of pupils identified as having SEN increased slowly from 2007, reaching its 
maximum in 2010. Since then, the number of children with SEN in England has decreased steadily 
year on year from its peak of 21.1% of all pupils in 2010 to 14.6% in 2018. 

In Scotland, the opposite trend has emerged. ASN numbers in Scotland were 5.3% of the total 
school population in 2007 and increased slowly to 6.5% in 2009. At this point, ASN numbers 
increased sharply year on year, reaching 28.7% of all pupils in 2018. This increase is due 
predominately to changes in the way ASNs are classified and recorded, which took effect in 2010.  

While there has been a decrease in the use of statutory plans since 2004, (see below for further 
discussion), a plethora of additional support plans have grown up, some of which are nationally 
recognised and some of which are peculiar to individual local authorities. These include Behaviour 
{ǳǇǇƻǊǘ tƭŀƴǎΣ [ƻƻƪŜŘ !ŦǘŜǊ /ƘƛƭŘΩǎ tƭŀƴǎΣ LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tƭŀƴǎΣ aǳƭǘƛ-Agency Support 
tƭŀƴǎΣ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘ tƭŀƴǎΣ ¸ƻǳƴƎ /ŀǊŜǊΩǎ tƭŀƴΣ aƻǊŜ !ōƭŜ /ƘƛƭŘΩǎ tƭŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 
Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014, all of these plans are intended to be incorporated 
into an over-arching Child Plan.  

Table 1: Children with SEN/ASN as a percentage of the total school population in England and 
Scotland, 2007-2018    

Source: DfE, 2018; Scottish Government, 2018 
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Figure 1: Children with SEN/ASN as a percentage of the total school population in England and 
Scotland, 2007-2018 

Source: DfE, 2018; Scottish Government, 2018 

 

Even though the overall number of pupils with ASN has been increasing in Scotland while the 
number of pupils with SEN has been decreasing in England, the opposite trend has occurred with 
respect to statutory plans. The percentage of the total school population in Scotland with a CSP 
has decreased from 0.5% in 2010 to 0.3% in 2018, while in England, the percentage remained 
stable at 2.8% between 2010 and 2018, with a marginal increase to 2.9% in 2018 (see , 2010-2018 

Source: DfE, 2018; Scottish Government, 2018 

 

Figure 2 and Table 2).  

The proportion of ASN pupils with CSPs in Scotland has decreased year-on-year from 5% in 2010 to 
1% in 2018. In England meanwhile, the percentage of SEN pupils with statutory plans has risen 
from 13.1% in 2010 to 19.9% in 2018 (see  

 

 

Figure 3).  

This is an important difference between the countries. While almost a fifth of SEN pupils in 
England have a statutory support plan, only one percent of ASN pupils in Scotland have equivalent 
legislative protection. 
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Table 2: Percentage of whole school population with statutory plans in England and Scotland, 
2010-2018 

Source: DfE, 2018; Scottish Government, 2018 

 

Figure 2: Percentage of whole school population with statutory plans in England and Scotland, 
2010-2018 

Source: DfE, 2018; Scottish Government, 2018 
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Figure 3: SEN/ASN pupils with statutory plans as a percentage of all SEN/ASN pupils in England 
and Scotland, 2010-2018 

Source: DfE, 2018; Scottish Government, 2018 

2.2. SEN/ASN in primary and secondary schools 
The overall trend of increasing ASN identification in Scotland and decreasing SEN identification in 
England is evident at both primary and secondary stages (see Figure 4 and Figure 5).  

There are however, some differences between countries. In England, overall rates of SEN are 
higher in primary pupils (13.8% in 2018) than in secondary schools (12.3% in 2018). Identification 
of SEN in primary school overtook the level in secondary school in 2015. Whereas the rate in 
secondary school has dropped year-on-year, there has been a marginal increase in primary school, 
from 13.4% in 2016 to 13.8% in 2018 (see Figure 4). The decrease in identification at secondary 
level reflects advice in an Ofsted report of 2010, which suggested that the SEN net was being cast 
too widely, and many pupils would benefit from better teaching rather than SEN identification.  
http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/1145/1/Special%20education%20needs%20and%20disability%20review.pdf 
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Figure 4: Percentage of all pupils with SEN in England by primary and secondary school, 2010-
2018  

Source: DfE, 2018 

In Scotland, the opposite trend has occurred. Rates of ASN identification are greater at secondary 
school compared with primary school (31.7% versus 25.4% in 2018). From 2010 to 2013, ASN rates 
in primary and secondary schools closely mirrored each other. However, the rate of ASN in 
secondary schools equalled primary school rates in 2013 and has been higher since. The 
magnitude of the gap has also increased from 2014 to 2018, as shown in Figure 5.   

Figure 5: Percentage of ASN pupils in Scotland by primary and secondary school, 2010-2018 

Source: Scottish Government, 2019 
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3. Characteristics of SEN  pupils  in England  

As noted above, the percentage of pupils with SEN in England peaked in 2010 and has been 
decreasing year on year since, reaching its current level of 14.6% of the total pupil population (see 
Table 1). This section profiles SEN pupils in greater depth, examining the data in relation to type of 
support, type of need and associated factors such as gender, ethnicity and social disadvantage 
(measured by free school meals entitlement). 

The proportion of SEN pupils with a statutory support plan has increased. In 2010, 13.1% of SEN 
pupils had either a statement or EHC plan, a figure which rose to 19.9% by 2018 (see Figure 6). 

Figure 6: SEN pupils by SEN designation in England, 2010-2018 

 Source: DfE, 2018 

Figure 7 shows the percentage of school pupils with different types of SEN status in 2018. 2.9% of 
pupils in England have a statement or EHC plan, a figure which has remained relatively consistent 
since 2010. Pupils on SEN support make up 11.7% of the school population in England, while 85.4% 
of pupils have no identified special needs. 

When mainstream primary and secondary school data are examined separately, the percentage of 
SEN pupils and those with a statement or EHC plan reduces slightly (see Figure 8). The reduction is 
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Figure 7: Classification of all pupils by SEN designation in England, 2018  

Source: DfE, 2018 

Figure 8: Classification of primary and secondary pupils by SEN designation in England, 2018 

 

Source: DfE, 2018 
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added. The new code of SEMH is not intended to be a direct replacement of BESD. An additional 
code ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ{9b ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ōǳǘ ƴƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƴŜŜŘΩ was also added, to account for 
children with SEN support but who are yet to be assessed for type of need. These changes mean 
pre- and post-2015 data are not directly comparable. 

Four of the thirteen categories of SEN account for almost three quarters of SEN pupils. The most 
common primary need is Moderate Learning Difficulty, with 21.6% of SEN pupils falling into this 
category. This is followed by Speech, Language and Communications Needs (21.1%), Social, 
Emotional and Mental Health (16.6%) and Specific Learning Difficulty (12.6%). 

Figure 9: SEN pupils by each type of primary need in England, 2018 

Source: DfE, 2018 

 

 

 

Figure 10 shows the same data as above, split into primary and secondary school pupils with SEN. 
Overall rates of SEN are broadly comparable between primary and secondary school pupils across 
all categories, with two notable exceptions. The identification of Speech, Language and 
Communication Needs in primary schools (29.8% of all SEN) is almost triple the proportion in 
secondary schools (11.3% of total SEN). Children with Specific Learning Difficulty make up 21% of 
the total SEN population in secondary school, more than double the proportion found in primary 
schools (9.5%). 
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Figure 10: Percentage of Primary and Secondary SEN pupils by different types of need in England, 
2018 

Source: DfE, 2018 

Figure 11 shows the proportion of SEN children by type of need separated into those receiving 
either SEN support or having a Statement or EHC Plan. The most prevalent type of need for pupils 
receiving SEN support is Moderate Learning Difficulty, with 24% of pupils receiving SEN support 
being classified with this type of primary need. The next most prevalent categories among pupils 
receiving SEN support are Speech, Language and Communication Needs (22.8%), Social, Emotional 
and Mental Health Needs (17.5%) and Specific Learning Difficulty (15%). 

The most prevalent category of primary need for pupils with an EHC plan is Autistic Spectrum 
Disorder (28.2%). The majority of the remaining EHC plan pupils are almost equally distributed 
between Speech, Language and Communication Needs (14.6%), Social, Emotional and Mental 
Health (12.8%), Severe Learning Difficulty (12.5%) and Moderate Learning Difficulty (12%).  
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Figure 11: Percentage of SEN pupils shown by primary type of need and SEN designation, 2018  

Source: DfE, 2018 
SEN support and statement/EHC plan are discrete groups; SEN pupils receive either SEN support or a statutory plan. 

3.2. Gender 
In England, the identification of special educational needs is higher in boys than girls, in both SEN 
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and 1.6% of all girls had either a statement or EHC plan, which equals 2.9% of the whole school 
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Figure 12: SEN pupils in England by gender and SEN designation, 2018 

Source: DfE, 2018 

Figure 13, Figure 14, Figure 15 and  provide a more detailed look at gender differences by primary 
type of need, showing the distribution of SEN types for each gender. Figure 13 and Figure 14 
shows this information for pupils in receipt of SEN support, while Figure 15 and  show this 
information for pupils with a statement or EHC plan.  

For pupils receiving SEN support, more boys than girls are identified in every SEN category apart 
from hearing impairment, and in this category, the difference is negligible (1.99 girls per thousand, 
versus 1.94 boys per thousand school population). The main difference that emerges is the 
magnitude of difference between males and females. In some categories, the difference is small 
(e.g., Hearing and Visual Impairments and Physical Disability) and in other categories, the 
difference is larger. The largest discrepancy is found in the Autistic Spectrum Disorder category, 
which has 3.5x more males (10.2) than females (2.9). This is followed by Social, Emotional and 
Mental Health difficulties (2.4x more males (28.3) than females (11.8)) and Speech, Language and 
Communication needs (2.2x more males (35.8) than females (16.4)). 
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Figure 13: SEN support pupils by type of need and gender in England 2018: Rate per 1,000 school 
population 

Source: DfE, 2018 
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Figure 14: Percentage of total pupils on SEN support by type of need and gender, England 2018 

Source: DfE, 2018 

For pupils who have a statement or EHC plan (Figure 15 and Figure 16), the picture mirrors the 
situation for SEN support.  There are more boys than girls in every category of SEN. As above, the 
discrepancy between categories is the magnitude of the difference between the genders. In some 
categories, such as Hearing, Visual or Multi-sensory impairment or Severe Learning Difficulty, the 
difference is small. In other categories, the identification of males is much higher.  The largest 
difference between genders is found in the Social, Emotional and Mental Health category, which 
has 5.4x more males than females. This is followed by Autistic Spectrum Disorder, with 4.8x more 
males and Speech, Language and Communication difficulties, with 2.6x more males than females 
recorded in this category.  

To summarise, boys are almost twice as likely to be identified as having SEN, and in almost all 
types of difficulty boys outnumber girls.  In the case of low incidence normative difficulties, there 
are only marginally more boys than girls, whereas in relation to high incidence non-normative 
difficulties, there are more than twice as many boys as girls. For pupils with statutory plans, their 
gender disparity is particularly marked, with boys outnumbering girls by a factor of five on some 
categories. 
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