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The prevalence of special educational needs in Northern 
Ireland: A comparative analysis
Una O’Connor , Caroline Courtney, Peter Mulhall and Laurence Taggart

School of Education, Ulster University, Northern Ireland

ABSTRACT
Administrative data sets can play a key role in informing and 
influencing education provision. To date, longitudinal analysis of 
special educational needs (SEN) in Northern Ireland (NI) has not 
been a visible feature of policy discourse, even though the number 
of these pupils has increased at a rate that is proportionally higher 
than the general school population. To better understand the pre
valence of SEN, this paper utilises secondary educational data 
collected between 2010/11 and 2021/22 to interrogate trends in 
NI as well as relative to other jurisdictions. Findings identify the 
intricacy of comparative analysis, not least due to differing 
approaches to data collection and reporting, as well as approaches 
to assessment and identification of SEN. More specifically, within 
the NI context, the findings identify fundamental trends across 
school types. The association between these trends and significant 
policy changes in how SEN is identified, recorded and reported is 
critically considered. The utility of big data is discussed, including 
implications for generating robust evidence, contributing to for
ward-planning on the future monitoring of, and provision for, SEN, 
and reinforcing the need for accessible new data to improve the 
visibility of SEN in the region.
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Introduction

Pupils with special educational needs1 (SEN) represent a sizeable proportion of the total 
school population across the UUK, with up to 20% of children requiring some form of 
targeted support to meet their learning needs (DE 2019; DfE 2019b). In the Northern 
Ireland (NI) context, provision for SEN has been a long-standing and contentious issue. 
A substantive review was commenced in 2006; over fifteen years later, and at a currently 
operational cost of £3.6 million, aspects of the review remain incomplete and scrutiny of 
the system continues to identify profound failings (NIA, 2021; NIAO 2020). In the interim, 
a rolling number of measures have been introduced, including refinement of the categor
isation system for recording SEN, an update of the graduated framework to support pupils 
and a revised Code of Practice. Additionally, an independent review of SEN has been 
commenced and is due to report later in 2022. There is an educational imperative for 
undertaking this analysis. To date, there has been limited comparative interrogation of 
SEN prevalence in NI relative to the UK and other jurisdictions, and little distinction of 
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influencing factors at regional level. This paper aims therefore to present administrative 
data on the prevalence of SEN in NI, comparing it to rates of the other home nations in the 
UK; generate a useful evidence base upon which to build future data sharing as new data 
becomes available and accessible; and to demonstrate the utility of administrative data. 
The numbers of pupils with SEN in NI have increased in the past ten years at a rate that is 
proportionally higher than the general school population (DE 2019), and the percentage 
of pupils with SEN – including those with and without a statutory statement – has 
remained higher than in England (NIAO 2020). There have also been observable changes 
in the profile of these pupils. Evidence has established a compelling relationship between 
their educational profile and the wider circumstances of their lives, with higher rates of 
socio-economic disadvantage and lower rates of physical and mental well-being (Bunting 
et al., 2020; Equality Commission, 2015). More specifically, McConkey (2020) reported that 
NI had the highest prevalence rates for autism over a nine-year period from 2010 to 2011, 
while a report by the NI Children’s Commissioner found that schools lacked the capacity 
and skill to support the increasing number of children with social, emotional and beha
vioural difficulties (NICCY, 2020).

The paper draws on and expands on data generated as part of an Economic and Social 
Research Council (ESRC) longitudinal secondary data analysis project profiling pupils with 
SEN in NI (O’Connor et al., 2021). Using publicly available data produced by the Statistics 
and Research Branch of the Department of Education (DE), it has been possible to 
examine changes over time regionally and by school type and to consider these within 
the new SEN landscape. Decoding variable prevalence rates nationally and internationally 
is an intricate task, complicated by differing approaches to data collection and reporting, 
as well as approaches to assessment and identification of SEN. The complexity of acces
sing and interpreting diverse data sets is acknowledged at the outset.

National and International Trends

In NI, the term SEN describes children and young people with a learning difficulty which is 
significantly greater than the majority of children of his/her age, or who have a disability 
that prevents full use of educational facilities generally provided in schools (DE, 1996). The 
system for the assessment and identification of SEN broadly follows procedures else
where, with a sequential, staged process designed to establish if a child has a difficulty in 
accessing learning, if additional help in school is needed, what this extra support might be 
and if the issue of a statutory statement is required to meet their learning needs. 
Comparative prevalence rates for special educational needs and disability (SEND) are 
notoriously difficult to record precisely, with the arbitrary and contentious interpretation 
of data typically attributed to variations at the national level in measurements, classifica
tion and categorisation of need (DE 2022; UNESCO 2020; EASIE 2018b). At the European 
level, a comparison of learners with an ‘official decision of SEN’ (the equivalent of 
a statutory statement in NI) across 31 countries showed Sweden and Scotland at the 
opposite ends of a continuum (1% and 25%, respectively), with England and Wales at 3% 
each and NI at 5% (EASIE 2020). In the USA, the proportion of pupils receiving special 
education services is estimated at 15% (NCES, 2022), with a similar proportion identified in 
Australia (Australian Government 2020). To offset the complexity of ascertaining accurate 
international trends, the remainder of this section will focus on prevalence rates and 
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changing trends in the rest of the UK. Governmental devolution means that each of the 
four nations (England, Wales, Scotland and NI) has decentralised power across a range of 
policy areas, including education, enabling this comparative analysis of NI SEN data and 
processes within the national context.

It has been over 40 years since the Warnock Report introduced the term ‘special educa
tional needs’ into UK education policy and concluded that up to one in five children in the 
course of their school career were likely to need some special education provision (DES 1978; 
Black 2019). In England, the proportion of pupils with SEN has fluctuated, peaking at 21.1% in 
2010 and decreasing to 14.4% in 2016 (Lindsay, Wedell, and Dockrell 2020) with current 
figures sitting at 15.9% in the 2020/21 school year. Changing rates have occurred alongside 
changes in SEND2 policy in England: between 2001 and 2014 provision comprised three 
stages, two at school level (School Action and School Action Plus) and a third legally based 
record of provision identified by formal assessment (Statement). These were combined into 
a classification of SEN support in 2014, via a SEND Code of Practice and Education, Health and 
Care Plans (EHC plans) (DfE 2015, 2019a; Black 2019). By the end of 2018, most pupils with 
Statements had been transferred to EHC plans (DfE 2019a). Black (2019) noted that while this 
led to a dramatic drop-off in the number of non-statemented pupils, the numbers with EHC 
plans stabilised at 2.8% for a decade only to increase in recent years. By 2020/21, the 
proportion of pupils with EHC plans was at the highest rate (3.7%) since they replaced 
statutory statements (see Figure 1). The DfE (2021a) attributed the overall decline in SEN 
rates to the better identification of SEN following a SEND review (Ofsted 2010) and the 
implementation of SEND reforms in 2014. At the time of writing, a further review of SEND 
in England has proposed earlier and greater consistency in how SEND is identified and 
supported; this includes quality universal services across education, health and care to ensure 
that pupils are not mis-labelled, a phenomenon generally attributed to inaccessible curricu
lum, ineffective teaching or weaknesses in service provision (Ofsted 2021). It remains to be 
seen how the roll-out of proposed changes will impact pupil outcomes and SEND prevalence.
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Figure 1. % Students with SEN in England 2007-2021 Data source: 2007-2015 data from (DfE, 2019b) 
data tables. 2016-2021 from more recent (DfE, 2021b) data tables. Figures as of January each year.
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Recent trends in the proportion of pupils identified with Additional Support Needs 
(ASN) in Scotland have taken a very different trajectory to rates in England. Prevalence in 
Scotland has risen steadily year on year, from 5.3% in 2007 to 33% in 2021 (Figure 2). In 
terms of SEN policy and legislation, Scotland diverged quite significantly from the other 
UK jurisdictions with the implementation of the Education Act (2004) and the replace
ment of SEN terminology with the more broadly defined ASN (Black 2019). ASN can arise 
for a range of reasons – the particular learning environment of pupils, wider family 
circumstances, disability or health needs, and social and emotional factors – each requir
ing additional support to help pupils reach their full potential (Eurydice 2019). Riddell 
et al. (2019) considered that distinction in rates of ASN in Scotland and SEN in England was 
largely due to classification and recording differences. While England has 13 types of need 
to identify SEN, Scotland has 24 barriers to learning within ASN, which capture a wider 
profile of pupils, including looked after children and young carers.

In contrast, the percentage of SEND pupils in England with statutory EHC plans is 
higher and has increased in the last few years, whereas the percentage of ASN pupils with 
statutory coordinated support plans (CSPs) in Scotland has declined steeply since 2011 
(Figure 3). In 2021, 3.7% of SEN pupils in England had EHCs, whereas only 0.2% of ASN 
students in Scotland had CSPs. One explanation is that there are only two types of support 
plans in England – statutory EHCs and non-statutory SEN support plans, whereas in 
Scotland, there are a range of ASN support plans of which only CSPs are statutory. 
Riddell et al. (2019, 37) claimed that this distinction has important implications for pupils 
with the greatest needs, given that statutory support plans are essential to ensuring 
appropriate provision and upholding the rights of SEN/ASN pupils. Indeed, the Scottish 
Children’s Services Coalition (SCSC), an alliance of service providers that campaigns to 
improve services for vulnerable children and young people, voiced concerns over the 
decrease in legally binding ASN support plans (SCSC 2020; Meighan 2022). It was 
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Figure 2. Percentage of school roll with an ASN in Scotland 2007 - 2021Data source: Calculated based 
on total pupil numbers and total pupils with ASN from Pupil census 2021 supplementary statistics, 
available at https://www.gov.scot/publications/pupil-census-supplementary-statistics/
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emphasised that, while a disproportionate number of ASN pupils came from the most 
deprived neighbourhoods, a lower proportion had received CSPs compared to pupils 
from more affluent areas. This has raised concerns that some pupils would not receive the 
legal support they are entitled to, a situation exacerbated by perceived local authority 
preference to use alternative less cumbersome and time-consuming support plans (SCSC 
2020).

In Wales, the percentage of pupils identified with SEN has remained more stable 
compared to England and Scotland over the last decade or so (Figure 4), ranging from 
a peak of 22.6% pupils in 2014, 2017 and 2018 before decreasing to 19.5% in 2021. The 
percentage of pupils with a statement of SEN has remained even more uniform at just 
under 3% over the same period. The system in Wales broadly followed that of England. 
Like EHCs in England and CSPs in Scotland, Statements in Wales are legally binding. 
Recent reform of the system introduced a change of terminology through the Additional 
Learning Needs (ALN) Act (2018) and a corresponding ALN Code (2021). Although the 
legal definition of ALN is essentially the same as that of SEN, key changes included 
statutory individual development plans for all identified pupils, extension of the age 
range from 0 to 25 years and greater collaboration between local authorities and health 
boards (Dauncey 2018; Blenkinsop-Clarke 2021). The new ALN system is to be implemen
ted between September 2021 and August 2024 (Welsh Parliament 2022); therefore, the 
longer-term implications of these changes in terms of ALN prevalence have yet to be 
seen.
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Figure 3. Percentage of school roll with a CSP in Scotland 2009-2021Data source: Calculated based on 
total pupil numbers from Pupil census 2021 supplementary statistics and number of pupils with CSPs 
compiled from annual Pupil Census Summary Statistics for years 2010 – 2021 available at https:// 
www.gov.scot/publications/pupil-census-supplementary-statistics/
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The prevalence of SEN in NI

About the data
Information on the proportion of pupils with SEN in mainstream Northern Irish schools is 
drawn from the DE’s annual school census data. It broadly replicates data collection 
elsewhere in the UK, although in England the additional SEN2 annual survey is a major 
source of data on pupils with EHC plans. The school census survey collects details on 
pupils enrolled on Friday of the first full week in October each year, typically recording 
a range of demographic characteristics including gender, religion, SEN status, ethnicity 
and Free School Meal Entitlement (FSME). While disaggregated SEN data (e.g. by over
arching SEN category or individual SEN type) are available through a formal request to the 
Department’s Statistics and Research team, total pupil enrolment figures disaggregated at 
the upper level across school types are publicly available on the DE website. For the 
purpose of this paper, data have been compiled from corresponding publicly available 
statistical bulletins. The data cover the school years 2007/08 to 2021/22. In examining 
these prevalence trends, it is important to contextualise recent changes in SEN categor
isation in NI that affect the comparability of the data across the study years. Limitations of 
the data are acknowledged; for example, due to data protection protocols, it was not 
possible to access individual pupil-level data which inhibited closer inspection of pre
valence trends relative to other variables such as gender, FSME, and socio-economic 
status. Additionally, direct comparison across years is not possible due to changes in 
how SEN is identified and recorded. Nonetheless, there is clear potential to begin to 
monitor this as a policy imperative over the coming years informed, in part, by the 
changes noted in other UK jurisdictions.
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Figure 4. % Students with SEN in Maintained schools in Wales 2010-2021Data source: Data as of January 
each year compiled from Welsh Government's school census results releases, available at https://gov. 
wales/schools-census-results/. 2010-2014 figures taken from 2014 release. Data is for maintained schools 
only, does not include data for independent schools. From 2017, percentages without statements are 
calculated from adding percentages with School Action and School Action Plus.
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From a five-stage to a three-stage approach
Recording of SEN in NI has been informed by procedures set out by the DE in its Code of 
Practice on the Identification and Assessment of Special Educational Needs and subse
quent supplementary guidance (DE 1998, 2005). From 2010/11 to 2020/21, the identifica
tion and assessment of SEN followed a graduated five-stage approach. However, as of 
April 2021, a streamlined three-stage delivery was introduced within a draft SEN Code of 
Practice3: school delivered special educational provision, school delivered with external 
provision from SEN services and school delivered plus SEN provision as set out in 
a statutory statement (DE 2021). Transition to the new system effectively has changed 
how pupils are placed on the SEN Register. For example, the needs of pupils formerly at 
Stage 1 will be reviewed to determine if they will continue to receive school-based or be 
removed from the SEN Register (DE 2021). Pupils at other former stages were automati
cally moved to the new Stages 1, 2 and 3, respectively, subject to external special 
educational provision (DE 2021). While all pupils with SEN continue to be recorded in 
the school census and are represented in departmental data reporting, the rationalised 
three-stage approach will have implications in terms of consistency and comparability 
between 2021/22 data and that of previous years.

Implementation of new SEN categories. A further factor affecting the consistency of 
data has been the implementation of a new SEN Register. During the time span of the 
original study (2010/11 to 2018/19), pupils with SEN were classified into seven over
arching categories, subdivided into individual types of SEN (DE 2005). A complete 
review of SEN categories was undertaken in 2017/18, and a new listing has been in 
use since 2019. A key distinction of the new system has been the introduction of 
a Medical Register alongside the SEN Register. The revision sought ‘to promote 
a common understanding’ of SEN categories, including a distinction between pupils 
with SEN and those with a medical diagnosis (DE 2019, 7). Under the new system, pupils 
with a medical condition are placed on the Medical Register only, those with a SEN are 
placed on the SEN Register only and pupils with a medical condition who also require 
SEN provision are placed on both (DE 2019). This change has had implications for how 
SEN is recorded and reported. For example, Mild Learning Difficulties has been removed 
from the listing, while Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and Attention Deficit Disorder/ 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) are categorised as medical conditions. It 
is too early to determine how the new categorisation system will (re)define data 
collection and reporting; recent data show that 17% of children with autism who 
previously would have been included in the overall prevalence rates were recorded 
on the Medical Register only as they had no co-occurring SEN (DoH, 2022) although it is 
not presumed that these pupils no longer require a form of educational support. 
Equally, any comparison with data collected before 2019/202 should be viewed in 
light of the revised categorisation that has implications for comparability across current 
SEN data and data collected before 2019/2020.

SEN rates in NI schools. As can be seen in Figure 5, the overall proportion of pupils 
identified with SEN in NI has risen year on year from 17.7% in 2007/08 to 23% in 2017/18. 
However, changes to the identification and categorisation of SEN discussed above 
resulted in a notable drop in subsequent years, decreasing to 18.2% in 2021/22; this 
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was matched with a slightly higher decrease in the proportion of pupils without 
a statutory statement, with a drop to 12.0% in the same time period. The current down
ward trend in the overall SEN rates is to be expected with the removal of a broad 
spectrum of medical conditions; however, in contrast, the proportion of pupils with 
a statutory statement has risen steadily over the past fifteen years, peaking at 6.3% in 
the most recent school year.

To better understand the distribution of SEN rates, Table 1 presents data on total 
enrolment and SEN prevalence in primary, secondary and grammar schools. The total 
percentage of SEN pupils is shown as well as disaggregation by ‘statemented’ and ‘non- 
statemented’ status. While the overall prevalence rates of pupils with SEN increased until 
2018/19 in post-primary secondary and grammar schools, the proportion in primary 
schools has remained relatively stable at around 21%. The overall decrease since 2018/ 
19 is evident across all school types (Figure 6), and this is closely aligned with a reduction 
in numbers of non-statemented pupils. Conversely, the prevalence rates for statemented 
pupils have continued to rise across school types (Figure 7). The highest rate is in 
secondary schools, with an increase from 5.3% in 2010/11 to 7.7% in 2021/22. However, 
the analysis of prevalence rates proportionate to total pupil enrolment for each school 
type at the two time points provides additional distinction. In this instance, the contrast in 
prevalence rates shows a bigger difference in primary schools, with a 48% change in the 
numbers of statemented pupils, compared to a 38% change in secondary schools. 
While statemented pupil numbers are substantively smaller in grammar schools, there 
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Figure 5. Overall % pupils identified with SEN in Northern Ireland 2007/08 - 2021/22Data source: DE NI 
School Enrolment Statistical Bulletins, available at https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/articles/school- 
enrolments-overview. Data for all schools and pre-school education centres (excluding hospital and 
independent schools). 2019/20 data is for all funded pre-school, nursery, primary, post-primary 
schools, and special schools * In 2019/20 there was a change in the categorisation of SEN. # In 
2021-22 SEN are classified in 3 stages rather than the 5 stages used in previous years.
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was nonetheless a difference of 80% proportionate to pupil enrolments at the two time 
points, reflecting a growing shift in the pupil profile in these schools.

Discussion and Conclusion

The current Independent Reviews of Education and SEN in NI are once-in-a-generation 
opportunities to critically examine the efficiency, effectiveness and sustainability of 
education policy and provision in NI (DfE 2021b). However, the six-month time frame to 
complete the latter will arguably affect the extent to which the enduring legacy of 
unresolved issues can be fully addressed. In this regard, utilising contemporaneously 
available and accessible administrative data can generate insights, and evidence on the 
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educational situation of these pupils highlights to meaningfully inform, frame and con
textualise any policy-relevant discussion.

As identified, the method by which SEN data are collated, categorised and 
monitored is not a straightforward process. Although international instruments, 
such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, emphasise the value of disaggregated data 
to monitor inclusive education provision, the complexities of different frameworks 
and systems present challenges for interpreting comparable prevalence rates across 
countries. Arguably, the intricacy involved in analysis at this level impacts on 
universal understandings of SEN. In contrast, utilising data at the country level is 
an opportunity to benchmark SEN prevalence with precision and consistency and, 
from this, to extrapolate regional insights of particular relevance – actions that are 
not immediately evident in international data sets. In this respect, reporting on 
pupils with SEN in NI benefited from established statistical procedures for annual 
data collection at the pupil and school level which have provided comprehensive 
coverage of the school population over time. Although data at the individual level 
were not available for the original project, the longitudinal information at the 
school level nonetheless signposted revealing trends in the pattern of SEN inci
dence, which in itself is informative in terms of monitoring the pace and impact of 
SEN processes within new policy and legislative frameworks. As access to indivi
dual-level data becomes available, it will be possible to undertake further and more 
detailed analysis to extrapolate deeper associations in prevalence rates among this 
pupil population.

While the overall prevalence rate of SEN in NI has decreased in line with similar reform 
in other jurisdictions, the number of statemented pupils has continued to rise as evi
denced earlier in the paper, with the current proportion well exceeding the anticipated 
ratio of 2.0% set out in the original Code of Practice (NIAO 2020). Various reasons have 
been proposed for these increases. Early intervention – particularly in pre-school and 
lower primary stage – has been highlighted as a fundamental building block for pupils’ 
development and longer-term prospects, yet there are currently little or no data that 
quantify the scale of need or gaps in provision (NIA, 2021). In the absence of meaningful 
data, it is difficult to gauge how timely and relevant support services for pupils with SEN 
will be identified. Similarly, insufficient access to Educational Psychology Services has 
a negative impact on the early referral process; critically, reliance on a time allocation 
model has effectively rationed the numbers of pupils who can access necessary specialist 
support, relegating some to lengthy waits, with a negative impact on educational out
comes (NICCY, 2020). In both instances, the imperative for improved provision is econom
ically and educationally beneficial, offering immediate cost-effective solutions that could 
ultimately reduce the need for a statutory statement in the longer term (NIA, 2021; NICCY, 
2020). Shortcomings at the systemic level have also meant that the number of parental 
appeals against decisions taken by the Education Authority (EA) has grown exponentially. 
Over the past five years, there has been a steady increase in the number of parents 
challenging statutory decisions around SEN, and a significantly high proportion is con
ceded in favour of the parent/carer before the matter proceeds to a tribunal hearing.4 The 
absence of an informed explanation from the EA for this trend further points to the need 
for improved systemic procedures and better synthesis of data across the SEN process.
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The new categorisation system of the SEN and Medical Registers has undoubtedly 
affected the contextual trajectory of prevalence rates. It is highly likely that the 
decrease in prevalence rates among non-statemented pupils – which is where the 
biggest proportion is placed – relates to the placement of those with a medical 
condition only in a separate Register and schools moving to a more streamlined 
three-stage approach. Nonetheless, it would be informative to examine if and how 
these data have been deflated; in particular, where the analysis of overall trends can 
enable the better understanding of the pattern and spread of individual conditions. 
For example, research nationally and internationally has indicated increases over time 
in the prevalence of dyslexia (Knight and Crick 2021), speech, language and com
munication needs (Van Herwegen 2022) and intellectual disabilities (Zablotsky et al. 
2019). The principle also applies to conditions now recorded as Medical and the 
placement of pupils on this register only. Reported increases in prevalence rates for 
ASD and ADHD (McConkey, 2020; Hire et al. 2018) reinforce the need for condition- 
specific data analysis not least since the presentation of these can continue to affect 
pupils’ access to, and experience of, education even if they do not have an identi
fied SEN.

The scale and scope of big data sets have enabled in-depth exploration of associa
tions between SEN prevalence and the wider circumstances of pupils’ lives over time 
and across a range of demographic and circumstantial variables – including age, gender, 
religion, ethnicity and socio-economic status. These correlations reveal strong patterns 
between SEN and social background (O’Connor et al., 2021), with implications for health, 
social care and education organisations who provide interventions and support con
tinuously or at times throughout a pupil’s school career and beyond. The current state of 
SEN provision cannot be separated from educational and wider social and political 
contexts of Northern Ireland. In school terms, there is potential to explore trends in 
SEN at more discrete levels, for example based on school sector (distinguishing between 
pupils educated in denominational and integrated schools) as well as school type 
(distinguishing between pupils attending selective and non-selective schools). In social 
and political terms, there has been limited examination of the relationship between SEN 
and the legacy of a society in transition from conflict. While the association between SEN 
and social disadvantage has been reported elsewhere (Shaw, 2016), its nexus with the 
Troubles[2] provides a unique situational lens through which to better understand the 
continued high prevalence rates locally. Much of the most intense conflict was located 
within areas of the greatest social disadvantage which have remained largely 
unchanged in the intervening years. It would be useful, therefore, to identify and 
draw upon comparative data with another region in the UK with a broadly similar 
population density and socio-economic profile to differentiate the prevalence rates of 
SEN and distinguish any discernible causal factors with the period of the conflict in NI. 
More specifically, the Northern Ireland Census 2021 included a greater number of 
questions on learning disabilities providing, for the first time, an opportunity to extra
polate data on the gradient relationship between dimensions of SEN and a range of 
environmental variables. The availability of administrative data has been a step change 
in educational research to inform understandings of the sizeable, and growing, SEN 
pupil population. Its utility and contribution to policy discourse are likely to become 
increasingly important as new procedures become embedded.
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Notes

1. Special educational needs is the term currently used in Northern Ireland.
2. SEND is the term used in England.
3. The draft Code of Practice is available at https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/consultations/ 

consultation-draft-sen-code-practice.
4. Freedom of Information request to the EA, April 2022.
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