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In this paper I aim to explore and present various statistics regarding special educational

needs in England, to get an overview regarding schooling of pupils with Special

Educational Needs (SEN) as it is at the time of writing, as well as historic patterns. I

use publically available datasets to present answers to the following questions: What

proportion of all children in schools in England have been identified as having special

educational needs? How many children attend special schools? What proportion of

children attend special schools? How have numbers of special schools changed?What is

the balance of gender in i/ pupils identified with SEN, and ii/ in special schools? What are

the proportions of children in different school types eligible for and receiving free school

meals? The use of publically available national data is used to explore patterns, reporting

these data give an overview of the number, profile and characteristics of the population

in schools with SEN. They give indications on the progress of inclusion (or lack thereof),

and highlight issues of disproportionality. Findings include the number of pupils identified

with SEN in England decreases while the population of pupils in all schools rises. There

is also a rise in the number of children attending special schools. Disproportionality with

regards to gender; socio-economic status and age are also revealed.

Keywords: inclusion, disproportionality, special educational needs, special schools, national data

INTRODUCTION

In this paper I aim to explore and present various statistics regarding special educational needs in
England. These will include both trends (patterns over time) and snapshots (what the situation was
in 2018). The purpose of this is to get an overview of schooling of pupils with Special Educational
Needs (SEN) as it is at the time of writing, as well as historic patterns. The paper does not seek to
explain the trends; rather it presents them, as a “where are we” picture of SEN in England. This is
timely given that 2018 marked the passing of 40 years since the introduction of the term “special
educational needs” into English education policy by theWarnock report (Department of Education
and Science, 1978). It is important to have such an overview, in order to contextualize the English
education system and view the implications of policy on practice with regards to SEN demonstrated
through pupil numbers and studies of proportionality. Such an approach can demonstrate and
highlight tensions between policy and practice, such as the policy stance for inclusive education
but yet an increase of pupils attending special schools. In this paper I present data on the number
of children with SEN overall, and in special schools, viewing these through demographic variables
such as gender and age.

In England, the definition of if a person has special educational needs or not is enshrined in law.
According to the (Children and Families Act, 2014):
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1. A child or young person has special educational needs if he or
she has a learning difficulty or disability which calls for special
educational provision to be made for him or her.

2. A child of compulsory school age or a young person has a
learning difficulty or disability if he or she—

(a) Has a significantly greater difficulty in learning than the
majority of others of the same age, or

(b) Has a disability which prevents or hinders him or her from
making use of facilities of a kind generally provided for others
of the same age in mainstream schools.

There is a presumption in England toward inclusion of children
with SEN in mainstream schools: “as part of its commitments
under articles 7 and 24 of the United Nations Convention of
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the UK Government
is committed to inclusive education of disabled children and
young people and the progressive removal of barriers to learning
and participation in mainstream education” (Department for
Education Department of Health, 2014, p. 25). The (Children
and Families Act, 2014) sets out some exceptions to inclusion
in mainstream schools—children with SEN should be educated
in a mainstream school “unless that is incompatible with: the
wishes of the child’s parent or the young person; or the provision
of efficient education for others.” By reporting the data on the
placement of pupils with SEN in articles such as this one we
can examine if the presumption to inclusion is being enacted in
practice or not.

A word about context—it is sometimes assumed that writing
about education policy and practice in England is synonymous
with writing about the same in the United Kingdom. This is
not so. As Booth remarked in Booth (1996), the legal basis
of education differs considerably between Scotland, Northern
Ireland, Wales and England. Responsibility for education has
been devolved to a national parliament in Scotland, and national
assemblies in Wales and Northern Ireland. One of the clearest
examples of divergence in policy related to SEN has been in
Scotland. SEN law and policy was broadly similar to legislation in
other UK countries, until implementation of the Education Act
2004 which abolished the term SEN, replacing it with a much
broader definition—“Additional Support Needs.” This includes
any child or young person who would benefit from extra help,
that is, “additional support” in order to overcome barriers to their
learning (Hodkinson and Vickerman, 2009). Under this law, any
child who needs more or different support to what is normally
provided in schools or pre-schools is said to have “additional
support needs.” These can include (but are not limited to):
“bullying; being particularly gifted; a sensory impairment or
communication problem; a physical disability; being a young
carer or parent; moving home frequently” (Enquire, 2017, p. 5).

Another contextual point is that the government department
responsible for educational policy in England has undergone a
number of name changes and rebranding, some of which reflect
the differences in role and responsibility. In the time since the
Warnock report it has been known as:

• Department of Education and Science (DES), 1964–1992
• Department for Education (DfE), 1992–1995

• Department for Education and Employment (DfEE),
1995–2001

• Department for Education and Skills (DfES), 2001–2007
• Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF),

2007–2010
• Department for Education (DfE), 2010- to date (National

Archives, no date).

Since its introduction by Warnock in 1978, the term “SEN” has
been qualified as a characteristic that differs by degree, the one
in five likely to require “special educational provision,” and the
2% requiring special educational provision beyond that normally
available in the ordinary school (Warnock and Norwich, 2010).
As Black et al. (2019) explain “from 2001 to 2014, there were
three levels of SEN: School Action; School Action Plus (both
of which were identified by school staff); and Statement, which
involved a legally based record of provision identified by a multi-
professional team that took into account parental views” (p. 3).
In 2014, approximately 20% of pupils were identified as having
SEN at one of these three levels. In the new SEN Code of Practice
(Department for Education Department of Health, 2014), these
three levels were reduced to two—SEN Support and Education,
Health and Care Plans (EHC Plans). Schools now identify pupils
with less severe difficulties as having SEN at the SEN Support
level, while local authorities identify pupils with more severe
difficulties with the EHC Plans, replacing Statements. These
policy changes may have an effect on the number of pupils with
SEN in schools, and thus an exploration of pupil numbers and
trends is an important one.

To meet the aim of giving an overview of SEN in England and
plotting trends over time in this article I present answers to the
following questions:

- What proportion of all children in schools in England have
been identified as having special educational needs?

- How many children attend special schools? What proportion
of children attend special schools?

- How have numbers of special schools changed?
- What is the balance of gender in i/ pupils identified with SEN,

and ii/ in special schools?
- What are the proportions of children in different school types

eligible for and receiving free school meals?

A number of researchers have written similar articles since the
publication of the Warnock report. One such article followed
the publication of the Education Act that the Warnock report
preceded. This was work by Will Swann, who asked in 1985 “Is
the integration of children with special needs happening?” He
found that between 1978 and 1982, “the total school population
aged 5–15 fell from 8.17million to 7.44million, a drop of 8.9%. In
the same period the total special school population aged 5–15 fell
from 119,411 to 114,019, a drop of 4.5%. Thus, the total school
population declined faster than the special school population,
leading to an increase in the proportion of pupils in special
schools from 1.46% to 1.53%” (Swann, 1985, p. 5,6).

Following Swann’s exploration, there commenced a series
of analysis published by the Center for Studies in Inclusive
Education (CSIE), a national charity, founded in 1982 that
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works “to promote equality and eliminate discrimination in
education” (Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education, 2018).
Researchers (Norwich, 2002; Rustemier and Vaughan, 2005;
Black andNorwich, 2014) were commissioned by CSIE to explore
school placement trends (that is, the proportion of children
placed in special schools or other separate settings). The most
recent trends analysis report on data from 2013 to 2017 is at the
time of writing, to be launched in June 2019.

My own journey in academia has also involved exploration of
trends in government statistics relating to SEN. Both my Masters
dissertation, then my doctoral thesis (Black, 2012) explored the
over-representation of secondary school aged pupils in special
schools, with a view that these patterns were demonstrations
of disproportionality and as indications that inclusion in
mainstream secondary schools was not being achieved.

Within special schools in England certain groups are over-
represented. The (Department for Education Skills, 2004) noted
that the population of special schools was boy-heavy, there was
a larger than average number of pupils eligible for free school
meals (a proxy for socio-economic status) in these schools,
and that two-thirds of the pupils in special schools were of
secondary age. Writing in 2008 Dyson & Gallannaugh stated
there had been no comprehensive national study of ALL forms of
disproportionality. These authors began to address this, collating
work that has been carried out in England on disproportionality
in the special needs education system (not necessarily within
special schools). They discussed ethnicity, poverty, month of
birth, gender and age. Work by Strand and Lindsay (2009), and
Strand and Lindorff (2018), while focusing on disproportionally
according to ethnicity, do explore other variables, such as age,
gender and socio-economic status.

There is a wealth of research into the disproportionality of
ethnic minority students in the special schools system, at both
a national and international level, with considerable effort put
in to try to understand and address this problem (Coutinho
and Oswald, 2000; Artiles, 2003), including identifying predictor
variables for the patterns (Oswald et al., 2002). Lindsay et al.
(2006) carried out a national study of ethnic disproportionality
within special education provision in the UK, finding this was
a cause for concern. Strand and Lindsay (2009) used pupil level
data to calculate the odds ratios of having identified SEN across
a number of variables, including ethnicity, age, gender, and
socioeconomic status. They found that “poverty and gender had
stronger associations than ethnicity with the overall prevalence of
SEN” (p. 174), but also that after adjusting for the influence the
other variables, significant disproportionality of some minority
ethnic groups remained.

Other authors have used the affordances of England’s National
Pupil Database (NPD) to explore pupil level trends, and
relationships with other variables of interest (for example: Farrell
et al., 2007, explore the relationship of inclusion with attainment;
Strand and Lindorff, 2018, examine ethnic disproportionality in
SEN in England, across categories of need, controlling for age,
gender, and socio-economic status; Liu et al., 2019, look at the
effect of changing levels of school autonomy on reclassification
of children with SEN, and on them leaving school). The NPD
contains administrative pupil-level data about all children of

school age in England, comprised of cross-sectional files, each
containing over 7 million records on individual children (with
anonymized identification numbers) enrolled in English schools.
Data in the NPD is classified into different tiers, depending on
its sensitivity and rules on access vary in relation to different
tiers of data. Users apply to access the data, a Data Sharing
Approval Panel meet to approve or reject the application. If
approved, users can to construct longitudinal pupil-level files for
each school cohort and carry out pupil level analysis (Department
for Education, 2019).

Publically available national data (aggregates of school and
pupil level data) also helps to explore patterns, reporting
these data provides an overview of the number, profile and
characteristics of the population in schools. They give indications
on the progress of inclusion (or lack thereof), and highlight
issues of disproportionality. As described below the Department
for Education (DfE) collects and collates data on pupils on
a range of variables and measures from schools and local
authorities. It also has historic data from its predecessors. Some of
these data are analyzed and findings shared through documents
entitled “Statistical First Release” (see for example Department
for Education, 2018c). However, much of the data are held
in files entitled “National Tables”—Excel spreadsheets—with no
analysis or qualitative description. This article collates, analyses
and describes patterns in the data of interest.

METHODS

In this article I use publically accessible government data,
published in 2018, to show trends and snapshots of factors related
to SEN. These are publically accessible data made available on-
line by the UK government. I use two sources:

(i) Schools, pupils and their characteristics 2018—National
Tables (Department for Education, 2018d)

(ii) Special educational needs in England: January 2018—
National Tables (Department for Education, 2018b)

These two sources consist of Excel spreadsheets with a range
of tabs leading to different collections of data aggregates. For
the relationship between source, tabs and research question
see Table 1.

The Department for Education (DfE) has legal powers to
collect pupil, child and workforce data that schools and local
authorities hold. This data is used by the DfE to: assess school
performance; publish Statistical First Releases; evaluate and
inform educational policy; and assess funding to local authorities
and schools (Department for Education, 2018a). Schools, pupils
and their characteristics is one such Statistical First Release,
published annually and containing information on the number
of schools and pupils in schools in England, using data from the
January 2018 School Census. Breakdowns are given for school
types (of which special schools are of particular interest) as well
as for pupil characteristics including free school meal eligibility,
English as an additional language and ethnicity. The 2018 data
sets in some instances include data from previous years, hence
why time series can be plotted.
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TABLE 1 | Source used to answer research question.

Question Data source (table)

What proportion of all children in

schools in England have been

identified as having special

educational needs?

Department for Education, 2018b

Special educational needs in England:

January 2018—National Tables (1)

How many children attend special

schools? What proportion of children

attend special schools?

Department for Education, 2018d

Schools, pupils and their

characteristics 2018—National Tables

(2a)

How have numbers of special schools

changed?

Department for Education, 2018d

Schools, pupils and their

characteristics 2018—National Tables

(2a)

What is the balance of gender in i/

pupils identified with SEN, and ii/

special schools?

(Department for Education, 2018b)

Special educational needs in England:

January 2018—National Tables (3)

Department for Education, 2018d

Schools, pupils and their

characteristics 2018—National Tables

(1a, 1d)

What are the proportions of children

in different school types eligible for

and receiving free school meals?

Department for Education, 2018d

Schools, pupils and their

characteristics 2018—National Tables

(3a)

*Number in brackets refer to the relevant workbook tabs on the National Tables

spreadsheets.

Graphs and descriptive summaries have been produced to
create a descriptive picture of what the SEN landscape in England
is like in the year 2018. I have chosen not to use an odds index
like Dyson and Gallannaugh (2008), nor prevalence rates as used
by Swann (1985), but rather present the raw data to answer the
research questions. The project is based on the secondary analysis
of publically accessible data. BERA (2018) state that “When
working with secondary or documentary data, the sensitivity of
the data, who created it, the intended audience of its creators,
its original purpose and its intended uses in the research are all
important considerations” (p. 11). The collectors and publishers
of the data—the DfE, recognize that researchers may use the data
(Department for Education, 2018a), but that it is aggregate data,
with no personal identifiers. In some places I reproduce figures
used by the DfE in their reporting of the statistics. Where these
are reproduced they are cited appropriately.

RESULTS

In this section I set out the answers to the research questions,
illustrated with figures where appropriate.

Number and Proportion of all Children in
Schools in England Identified as Having
SEN
In 2018, over 1.25 million children in all schools in England
were identified as having SEN (1,276,215). The total number of
children in all schools was just under 8.75 million (8,735,100).
This equates to 14.6% of all pupils being identified as having
SEN. In 2007 this figure was 19.3%, rising to a high of 21.1% in

2010, then falling to a low of 14.4% in 2016 (see Figure 1). It is
interesting to note that this decrease occurs while the population
of pupils in all schools rises, from 8,098,360 in 2010 to 8,559,540
in 2016 (it might be expected that numbers of children with
SEN might increase as the overall number of pupils attending
schools does).

Just over one in five pupils−1,704,980 school-age children in
England—were identified as having special educational needs in
2010, the peak of Figure 2 (a DfE produced graph, 2018c). In
2018 it is closer to 1 in 7 children (1,276,215). The proportion
of children identified as having SEN has fallen, since 2010, with
a drop off around the time of the launch of the new Code
of Practice (Department for Education Department of Health,
2014). Here, a distinction should be made between the different
levels of SEN: SEN Support and EHC plans, as discussed in the
introduction. Figure 2 shows that those with the highest level
of SEN (statements prior to 2015; EHC Plans from 2015) has
remained fairly stable (2.8% in 2007–2017, increasing to 2.9%
in 2018) whereas the number of children with SEN at a lower
level of severity (School Action and School Action Plus prior to
2015; SEN Support from 2015) has reduced dramatically. The
percentage of pupils with identified SEN but no Statement or
EHC plan was 11.7% in January 2018. This follows a decline
in each of the previous 6 years from 18.3% of pupils in
January 2010.

Numbers and Proportion of Children in
Special Schools
The number of children in special schools (Figure 3) can be
compared with the number of pupils in all schools over time
(Figure 4). In 2018 the number of children in special schools
was just under 120,000 (118,390). Over time, the number of
children in special schools dropped from 94,755 in 2003 to a low
of 90,760 in 2006, but has been rising since then, passing 100,000
between 2013 and 2014. The number of children in all schools fell
from around 8.2 million in 2003 to a low of 7.9 million in 2008
(Figure 4). In the years 2006 to 2008 pupil numbers in special
schools rose despite the number of pupils in all schools falling.

Moving from actual numbers, to proportions of children in
special schools out of pupils in all schools (thus accounting
for such changes in population), the proportion of children in
special schools has been rising from 1.12% of all students in
2005, to a high of 1.38% in 2018 (Figure 5). This is against
a backdrop of a reduction in number of special schools. In
2003 there were 1,160 special schools. This dropped to a low of
1,032 special schools in 2013, a figure which has risen slightly
to 1,043 in 2018. There has been a drop of 10 percentage
points in numbers of special schools in the period from 2003
to 2018.

Gender Balance
In this section I report the balance of gender in i/ pupils
identified with SEN in all schools, and ii/ special schools.
The DfE acknowledge “Special educational needs remain more
prevalent in boys than girls” (Department for Education,
2018c, p. 7). Figure 6 shows that in 2018 a third of pupils
with SEN aged 5–15 were girls, the majority (two thirds)
were boys.
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FIGURE 1 | Number of pupils in all schools, total, and those with SEN.

FIGURE 2 | Time series showing the percentage of pupils with special educational needs. Source: Department for Education (2018c).

The gender imbalance is greater when special school
populations are examined (Figure 7)—in 2018, of the 117,821
of full and part-time pupils attending state-funded and non-
maintained special schools 84,890 (72%) were boys.

When the 115,326 of full and part-time pupils attending state-
funded and non-maintained special schools in school year groups
Reception to Year 14 are plotted (Figure 8), several interesting
patterns emerge:
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FIGURE 3 | Number of pupils in special schools 2003–2018.

FIGURE 4 | Number of pupils in all schools 2003–2018.

(i) A rise in pupil numbers from reception until year 7, with a
large jump in numbers between those in year 6 and year 7
(this corresponds with the year of transfer from primary to
secondary school in England).

(ii) There is a slight drop off of pupils from year 7 to year 11,
from 3015 to 2912 for girls (a difference of just 13), and from
8031 to 7735 for boys (a difference of 296).

(iii) There is a larger drop off between Year 11 and year 12
(again, corresponding with another time of transition in
England, from secondary education to 16+ education. In
England pupils have to stay in education until age 18, but
this is not limited to staying at school. After the age of 16,

students can choose different education paths such as to go
to college or to start a workplace apprenticeship).

(iv) The variation between years differs by gender. For boys it
varies from a low of 2,931 in Reception to a peak of 8,191
in year 7, for girls the low is 1,157 in Reception, to 3,015 in
year 8.

Proportions of Children Eligible for and
Receiving Free School Meals
The Department for Education (2018c) state “Pupils with special
educational needs remain more likely to be eligible for free
schoolmeals−25.8% compared to 11.5% of pupils without special
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FIGURE 5 | Percentage proportion of children in special schools out of all pupils.

FIGURE 6 | Pupils aged 5–15 with SEN by gender.

educational needs” (p. 9). In 2018, 13.6% of the school population
were known to be eligible for and claiming free school meals. In
primary schools the proportion was 13.7%, in secondary schools,
12.4%. However, in special schools, 35.7% of the pupils in school
were known to be eligible for and claiming frees school meals.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The descriptive data presented above to answer the research
questions illuminate some over-arching issues relating to policy

FIGURE 7 | Pupils aged 5–15 in special schools by gender.

and practice with regards to SEN in England, 40 years after the
Warnock report. In the introduction I made reference to the
Warnock reports nominal 20% of children who have SEN.
The Warnock report states: “we estimate that up to one child
in five is likely to require special educational provision at some
point during their career” (Department of Education and Science,
1978, p. 40). This estimate formed the basis of a number of
publications, notably Croll and Moses (1987) One in Five: The
Assessment and Incidence of Special Educational Needs. It also
was seen to be a figure that matched actuality. However, the
results above show that there has been a gradual reduction, and
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in 2018 it was closer to one in seven children. Solity (1991)
deemed the original suggestion of one in five to be a myth (an
account of the world that has grown up without necessarily
being supported by evidence), based on outmoded evidence
(the use of IQ tests) and a lack of validity (is it a measure
that reflects the proportion of children that teachers experience
difficulties with; rather than a measure of children who may have
difficulties). Equally, it is hard not to see the reduction in number
of children identified as having SEN as result of the English
school inspectorate’s assertion that “the term ‘special educational
needs’ is used too widely” (OfSTED, 2010 p. 9), and the effect of
the subsequent move from three levels of need (School Action;
School Action Plus; and statements, Department for Education
Skills, 2001) to two (SEN Support and EHC Plan, Department
for Education Department of Health, 2014). McCoy, Banks and
Shevlin writing in McCoy et al. (2016) outline how a three-step
approach combining information from teachers and parents on a
range of physical, learning and emotional / behavioral difficulties
led to the calculation of a prevalence rate of SEN of 25% (in
Ireland), and refer to other cohort studies with similar rates (the
Netherlands, 26%, based on parent and teacher reports of SEN).
This is closer to one in four children.

It is interesting to note that despite the number of special
schools in England falling, the number of children attending
those special schools is rising. This could be due an increase
in the severity of needs (although the number of children with
the highest level of needs as indicated by an EHC Plan has
remained fairly uniform). It might be as a result of special schools
being keen to keep to full capacity, to justify their existence,
similar in some ways to how “Grammar Schools [in Norther
Ireland] continue to fill to capacity with a wider ability range
of pupils the impact of the population reduction falls on the
non-selective controlled school” (North Eastern Education and
Library Board, 2013). Additionally, it should be recognized that
the numbers of children recorded as being in special schools do
not give a complete account of the actual distribution of pupils
who are included or excluded (Swann, 1985; Black and Norwich,
2014). “Special schools are only part of special provision. A large
number of children are educated in a variety of special classes,
units and groups which are integrated into ordinary schools”
(Swann, 1985, p. 9).

The Warnock report (Department of Education and Science,
1978) gives no account of potential gender differences affecting
SEN. The only mentions of gender are related to historic
provision in the chapter about the historical background. In 2007
the DfES published a report exploring the impact of gender on
a variety of aspects of education (such as attainment and subject
choice). One of the areas explored was SEN, they reported that
“boys are more likely than girls to be identified with special
educational needs and more likely to attend special schools” (p.
89) 70% of pupils attending special schools were boys (thus the
72% reported in this article indicates a small increase in the
proportion of those attending special schools being boys, and
subsequently a decrease in girls). In contrast there has been some
increase in the proportion of those identified as having SEN being
girls– in 2006 it was 30% (Department for Education Skills, 2007)
whereas in 2018 it was 33%. So while a slightly larger proportion

of those identified as having SEN in 2018 compared to 2006
where girls, a slightly smaller proportion of those placed in special
schools are girls. After carrying out a literature review exploring
factors influencing the identification of SEN, Dockrell et al.
(2003) concluded that a number of mechanisms may be at work
related to gender bias in SEN. An interesting conclusion they
reach is that girls are in fact disadvantaged as they may have SEN
which have not been identified, and are thus under-represented.

Mention of socio-economic status is limited in the Warnock
report (Department of Education and Science, 1978). The
authors declare “care was taken to ensure that, so far as
possible, different types of socioeconomic background were
represented in the sample” (p. 388) when reporting on a
survey they undertook as part of the studies of the committee.
There is an acknowledgment that education in a residential
special school may be needed where “poor social conditions
[. . . ] either contribute to or exacerbate the child’s educational
difficulty” (p. 126). The fact that SEN are more prevalent among
pupils with low socio-economic status than among their less
disadvantaged peers was discussed by Shaw et al. (2016). They
note that the relationship is a complex one, spanning from
poverty and SEN being conflated by some practitioners; to the
links between other factors related to poverty (such as low-birth
weight; parental stress) and the likelihood of a child developing
learning difficulties.

Although this article may raise the visibility of data published
by the DfE there are limitations and cautions that need to be
made with regards to the results presented in this article. The
statistics are based on aggregates of data, schools are responsible
for collating data on a range of variables, and human and/or
administrative errors are possible at a range of levels. The
DfE makes changes to the types and range of data which are
collected, meaning they are not necessarily comparable year on
year (Florian et al., 2004).

The figures presented in this article on proportion of children
who attend special schools are not directly comparable to
previous iterations of the CSIE Trends analysis. Figures 3–5 in
this article are based on population of children in school, whereas
in Black and Norwich’s 2014 Trends analysis, and in the project
that is currently underway, the numerator data provided by the
DfE is for pupils aged 0–19 who go to special schools, and thus
the denominator is population data for all people aged 0–19
in England. Another point to remember is Figure 8 shows a
snapshot of placement in special school over 1 year. There is a
possibility that this pattern may reflect some other factor, such as
a change in the general population of children, thus, one cohort
needs to be followed longitudinally over a number of years to see
if similar patterns emerge before drawing any conclusions about
the influence of age on placement in special schools.

This article highlights the potential of national statistics
to illustrate trends and historic states, but their explanatory
value is limited. There is value of collecting, analyzing and
describing these data as broad measures of inclusion (or
segregation), and indicators of the effect of policy on practice,
but with the acknowledgment they cannot tell us about
the mechanisms that cause the patterns. More sophisticated
statistical analysis at a Local Authority, school and pupil level

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 8 August 2019 | Volume 4 | Article 79

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Black A Picture of Special Educational Needs in England

FIGURE 8 | Number of children in special schools by national curriculum age group and gender.

can be done, using resources such as the National Pupil
Database, as illustrated by Liu et al. (2019), but there is
also a need to go beyond statistics—“meaningful answers to
questions about inclusion [. . . ] can be found but they require
more than number crunching” (Florian et al., 2004, p. 120).
Mixed methods studies should be used to explore reasons for
the various patterns indicated in this article. For example,
Black (2019) uses questionnaires of key stakeholders to explore
reasons for the over-representation of secondary aged children
in special schools, finding a range of explanations including
school-level factors (e.g., Large size of secondary schools);
within-child factors (e.g., the child’s “ability” in a range of
areas); resources; stakeholder choice; parental preference and an
outcome of processes.

Warnock’s (Department of Education and Science, 1978)
estimates of the one in five likely to require “special educational
provision,” and the 2% requiring special educational provision
beyond that normally available in the ordinary school appear to
be fluid, open to variance perhaps linked to policy imperatives
rather than changes in children themselves. Some patterns appear
to be less variable, this article shows similar patterns to those

reported by the DfES in 2004—the population of special schools
was still boy-heavy in 2018, there was still a larger than average

number of pupils eligible for free school meals in these schools.
This article is more than the repetition of data described by the
DfE. While the DfE do hold the data they do not present it in a
collection in response to specific research questions or in a way to
describe patterns visually over time. This article provides such a
descriptive overview.
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