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CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS 2013: AN ANALYSIS 

Chapter 1: Prevalence of pupils with special educational needs 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter contains information on the numbers of pupils with special 
educational needs.  It provides a breakdown according to a pupil’s characteristics 
(for instance their ethnic group and eligibility for free school meals) for each of the 
levels of provision for special educational need and primary types of need.  It also 
provides information on the prevalence of special educational needs among 
looked after children. 
 
See Data Annex 1 for further detail on the material covered in this chapter.  
Referenced tables and publications can be found in the Statistical First Release 
Special Educational Needs in England, January 2013 at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/special-educational-needs-in-
england-january-2013.  All numbers which appear in this chapter were taken from 
the School Census (see Data Annex 1 for further details) unless otherwise stated.  
Numbers and levels of provision for special educational need were based on the 
position in the January of the year in question unless otherwise stated. 
 

KEY FINDINGS ON THE PREVALENCE AND CHARACTERISTICS OF PUPILS 
WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS 

 
Overall prevalence 
The number of pupils with special educational needs in England decreased from 
around 1.62 million (19.8 per cent of) pupils in 2011/12 to 1.55 million (18.7 per 
cent) in 2012/13.  The number of pupils with statements of special educational 
need increased slightly from 226,125 pupils in 2011/12 to 229,390 pupils in 
2012/13. 
 
Gender 
Boys were two and a half times more likely to have statements of special 
educational needs at primary schools and were nearly three times more likely to 
have statements at secondary schools compared to girls. 
 
Free school meal eligibility 
Pupils with special educational needs were much more likely to be eligible for free 
school meals compared with those without special educational needs. 
 
Ethnicity 
Black pupils were more likely and Chinese pupils were least likely to have special 
educational needs than pupils of other ethnic groups. 
 

PUPILS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS 

Tables 1A and 1B of the above Statistical First Release and Figure 1.1 below 
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show the percentage of all pupils in England with special educational needs, from 2008/09 to 2012/13 by 
their level of provision for need.  It shows the percentages of pupils at School Action, School Action Plus 
and with statements of special educational needs in the January of each of the years.  Data on pupils 
without statements at independent schools are not collected by level of provision and so these are shown in 
a separate column in the chart. 
 
The combined number of pupils at School Action, School Action Plus or with statements of special 
educational needs decreased from 1.62 million (19.8 per cent of) pupils in January 2012 to 1.55 million 
(18.7 per cent of) pupils in January 2013.  This is part of a continuing decline since January 2010 when 
21.1 per cent of pupils had special educational needs. 

Figure 1.1: Percentage of pupils at all schools with special educational needs in the years 2008/09 
to 2012/13 

 
 

SCHOOL TYPES ATTENDED BY PUPILS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS 

 
Table 1B of the above Statistical First Release and Figure 1.2 below show the school types attended by the 
1,316,220 pupils who had special educational needs without statements (i.e. those at School Action and 
School Action Plus) in 2012/13.  The vast majority of these pupils attended state-funded primary (52.4 per 
cent) or secondary schools (41.5 per cent) with 4.8 per cent attending independent schools.  The remaining 
pupils (around 1.3 per cent) attended one of the other school types shown in Figure 1.2.  The description 
‘state-funded’ refers to those schools maintained by the local authority, including middle schools as they are 
deemed, city technology colleges, academies and free schools.  All-through schools are included as state-



funded secondary schools. 
 
Data on school types attended by all pupils can be found in the Statistical First Release Schools, Pupils and 
their Characteristics, January 2013, which is available at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/schools-pupils-and-their-characteristics-january-2013.  Table 
2a in this Statistical First Release shows that the distribution of school types attended by all pupils in 
January 2013 was very similar to those pupils with special educational needs without statements.  
However, pupils with special educational needs without statements were less likely to attend independent 
schools than all pupils. 

Figure 1.2: Percentage of pupils with special educational needs without statements by school type 
attended in 2012/13 

 
 
Table 1A of the above Statistical First Release and Figure 1.3 below show the school types attended by the 
229,390 pupils who had statements of special educational needs in 2012/13.  The distribution of school 
types attended by pupils with statements was markedly different from those without statements.  Of the 
pupils with statements of special educational needs in 2013, 39.6 per cent attended maintained special 
schools (including general hospital schools and special academies), 26.9 per cent attended state-funded 
secondary schools, 26.0 per cent attended state-funded primary schools, 4.9 per cent attended 
independent schools and 1.8 per cent attended non-maintained special schools.  The remaining pupils 
(around 0.8 per cent) attended pupil referral units or maintained nursery schools. 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/schools-pupils-and-their-characteristics-january-2013


Figure 1.3: Percentage of pupils with statements of special educational needs by school type 
attended in 2012/13 

 
 

PUPILS WITH PRIMARY TYPE OF SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEED 

 
Table 10A of the above Statistical First Release and Figure 1.4 shows the percentage of pupils who were 
under each of the 12 primary types of special educational need (e.g. pupils with specific learning difficulty, 
hearing impaired, etc.) at School Action Plus and with statements of special educational needs in 2012/13.  
Primary need information is only available for these two levels of provision. 
 
Of the 216,030 pupils with statements attending state-funded primary, state-funded secondary and special 
schools (both maintained and non-maintained and special academies, including free schools but excluding 
general hospital schools) in 2012/13, the most common primary type of need was autistic spectrum disorder 
(21.9 per cent of all pupils with statements) and the least common was multi-sensory impairment (0.2 per 
cent).  Of the 462,045 pupils at School Action Plus within the same school types as above, the most 
common types of need were behaviour, emotional and social difficulties (24.5 per cent), moderate learning 
difficulty (22.7 per cent) and speech, language and communication needs (22.2 per cent).  The least 
common were multi-sensory impairment (0.1 per cent) and profound and multiple learning difficulties (0.2 
per cent). 
  



Figure 1.4: Percentage of pupils with each primary type of special educational need amongst those 
who were at School Action Plus and with statements in 2012/13 

 
 
In January 2013, 30.6 per cent of all state-funded primary school pupils at School Action Plus or with 
statements had speech, language and communication needs.  This was the most common type of primary 
need in state-funded primary schools.  27.7 per cent of all state-funded secondary school pupils at School 
Action Plus or with statements had behavioural, emotional and social difficulties.  This was the most 
common type of primary need in state-funded secondary schools.  Pupils at special schools were most 
likely to have severe learning difficulties (24.7 per cent). 
 

PUPILS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS BY GENDER 

Tables 5A to 5D of the above Statistical First Release show the percentage of boys and girls with special 
educational needs by school type.  They show the numbers without statements (pupils at School Action and 
School Action Plus) and those with statements in January 2013. 
 
Boys were two and a half times more likely than girls to have statements of special educational needs at 
state-funded primary schools and were nearly three times more likely to have statements at state-funded 
secondary schools compared to girls in 2012/13.  2.0 per cent of boys (43,465 pupils) at primary schools 
had statements compared to 0.8 per cent of girls (16,245 pupils).  At secondary schools, 2.8 per cent of 
boys (45,835 pupils) had statements compared to 1.0 per cent of girls (15,780 pupils). 
 
There were also more boys than girls with special educational needs without statements in 2012/13.  20.5 



per cent of boys at primary schools (451,220 pupils) and 20.7 per cent of boys at secondary schools 
(333,800 pupils) were at School Action and School Action Plus compared to 11.3 per cent of girls at primary 
schools (238,840 pupils) and 13.4 per cent of girls at secondary schools (212,990 pupils). 
 

PUPILS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS BY GENDER AND PRIMARY TYPE OF NEED 

Table A of the above Statistical First Release shows the number and percentage of pupils at School Action 
Plus and with statements by their primary type of special educational need and gender.  It shows that boys 
are over twice as likely as girls to have autistic spectrum disorder and are also more likely to have 
behaviour, emotional and social difficulties.  Girls are more than twice as likely as boys to have a hearing 
impairment and also more likely to have moderate and severe learning difficulties. 
 

PUPILS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS BY AGE 

Tables 5A to 5D of the above Statistical First Release show the percentage of pupils with special 
educational needs, with and without statements at January 2013, according to their age at the start of the 
academic year.  Table 5A shows information on school aged pupils at state-funded primary schools, while 
Table 5B focuses on school aged pupils at state-funded secondary schools. 
 
Table 5A shows that the percentage of pupils at primary schools with special educational needs without 
statements increased steadily in each year group up to the age of 9 with a slight drop at the age of 10.  
Pupils generally attend primary schools between the ages of 4 and 10 years (ages at the start of the 
academic year).  Figures outside this age range in Table 5A should be treated with caution due to the small 
numbers of pupils involved.  8.8 per cent of pupils aged 4 years had special educational needs without 
statements in 2013.  This increased to 20.0 per cent for pupils aged 10 years.  The percentage of pupils 
with statements increased steadily from 0.8 per cent aged 4 years to 2.2 per cent aged 10 years. 
 
Table 5B shows that the percentage of pupils at secondary schools with special educational needs without 
statements decreased steadily from 20.1 per cent at age 11 to 17.3 per cent at age 15.  Pupils generally 
attend secondary schools between the ages of 11 and 15 years and figures outside this age range in Table 
5B should be treated with caution.  The percentage of pupils with statements remained quite steady at 
between 1.9 and 2.1 per cent for all ages between 11 and 15. 
 

PUPILS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS BY AGE AND PRIMARY TYPE OF NEED 

Tables B1 and B2 of the above Statistical First Release show that younger children are more likely to have 
speech, language and communication needs as their primary type of special educational need than older 
children.  Older children between the ages of 11 and 15 years are more likely than younger children to have 
specific and moderate learning difficulties and behavioural, emotional and social difficulties. 
 

PUPILS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS BY FREE SCHOOL MEAL ELIGIBILITY 

Table 7 of the above Statistical First Release shows the percentage of pupils with special educational 
needs at state-funded primary schools, state-funded secondary schools and special schools in January 
2013 who were known to be eligible for and claiming free school meals. 
 
Pupils with special educational needs were more than twice as likely to be eligible for and claiming free 
school meals than those without special educational needs (30.1 per cent compared to 14.1 per cent) 
 



At primary schools, pupils with special educational needs without statements were over twice as likely to be 
eligible for free school meals (31.7 per cent), than those with no special educational needs (15.3 per cent).  
Those with statements were almost twice as likely to be eligible (29.7 per cent) as those without special 
educational needs. 
 
Similarly, secondary school pupils with special educational needs were more than twice as likely to be 
eligible for free school meals (27.4 per cent for those with special educational needs without statements 
and 27.0 per cent for those with statements), compared to those with no special educational needs (12.3 
per cent). 
 

PUPILS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS BY FREE SCHOOL MEAL ELIGIBILITY AND 
PRIMARY TYPE OF NEED 

Table D of the above Statistical First Release shows that pupils with behavioural, emotional and social 
difficulties and those with a moderate learning difficulty were the most likely to be eligible for and claiming 
free school meals of all the primary types of special educational need.  For pupils at School Action Plus, 
those with hearing impairment were the least likely to be eligible for free school meals and for those with 
statements of special educational needs, pupils with multi-sensory impairment were the least likely. 
 

PUPILS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS BY ETHNICITY 

Tables 8A to 8D of the above Statistical First Release show the percentage of pupils with special 
educational needs at state-funded primary schools, state-funded secondary schools and all special schools 
in January 2013 by their ethnicity. 
 
They show that Black pupils were most likely and Chinese pupils were least likely to have special 
educational needs than pupils of other ethnic groups. 
 
Table 8A shows that at primary schools, Black pupils were most likely to have special educational needs 
without statements (21.4 per cent) and also most likely to have statements of special educational needs 
(2.0 per cent).  Chinese pupils were the least likely to have statements of special educational needs (10.8 
per cent) and Chinese and Asian pupils were the least likely to have special educational needs without 
statements (1.4 per cent) 
 
Table 8B shows that at secondary schools, 20.2 per cent of Black pupils had special educational needs 
without statements compared to 17.0 per cent of White pupils, 17.6 per cent of pupils with mixed ethnicity, 
15.2 per cent of Asian pupils and 8.6 per cent of Chinese pupils.  2.0 per cent of Black pupils, White pupils 
and those of mixed ethnicity had statements of special educational needs in secondary schools compared 
to 1.4 per cent of Asian pupils and 0.8 per cent of Chinese pupils. 
  

PUPILS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS BY ETHNICITY AND PRIMARY TYPE OF NEED 

Tables C1 and C2 of the above Statistical First Release show the number and percentage of pupils by their 
primary type of special educational need and ethnic group for pupils at School Action Plus and with 
statements of special educational needs.  They show that White and Asian pupils were the most likely to 
have a moderate learning difficulty.  Mixed race pupils were the most likely to have behavioural, emotional 
and social difficulties and Chinese pupils were the most likely to have speech, language and 
communication needs. 
 



LOOKED AFTER CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS 

This section of Chapter 1 contains information on looked after children with special educational needs in 
2012.  A child is included if he or she is looked after for at least a year at 31 March 2012.  All references to 
looked after children in the remainder of this chapter refer to children fulfilling this criterion. 
 
Key findings of looked after children 
71.5 per cent of the 29,020 children looked after for at least a year at 31 March 2012 in the school 
population had special educational needs, compared to 19.8 per cent of all pupils in January 2012.  This 
means that looked after children were approximately three and a half times more likely to have special 
educational needs compared to all children.  Looked after children were over ten times more likely than all 
pupils to have statements of special educational needs. 
 
Looked after children with statements of special educational needs were three times more likely to have 
behaviour, emotional and social difficulty than all pupils with statements. 
 
All numbers which appear in this section were taken from the matched looked after children-National Pupil 
Database dataset (see Data Annex 1 for further details).  Data are based on children looked after by local 
authorities in England for at least a year at 31 March 2012 and level of special educational need provision 
was obtained from the January 2012 School Census which feeds into the National Pupil Database.  
Referenced tables and publications can be found in the Statistical First Release Outcomes for Children 
Looked After as at 31 March 2012 at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/outcomes-for-children-
looked-after-by-local-authorities-in-england-31-march-2012. 
 
29,020 of the children looked after for at least a year at 31 March 2012 were successfully matched to the 
special educational needs data in the January 2012 School Census.  Table LA9 of the above Statistical 
First Release shows the distribution of level of special educational need provision amongst these looked 
after children. 
 
The table shows that just under three quarters of the looked after children had special educational needs.  
Table 1C in the Statistical First Release Special Educational Needs in England, January 2013, which is 
referenced at the beginning of this chapter, showed that 19.8 per cent of all pupils in England had special 
educational needs in January 2012.  This means that looked after children were approximately 3.5 times 
more likely to have special educational needs compared to all children.  However, pupils who were looked 
after were far more likely to have statements of special educational needs as 2.8 per cent of all pupils had a 
statement of special educational needs in January 2012 compared to 29.4 per cent of looked after children 
at 31 March 2012.  17.0 per cent of all pupils had special educational needs without statements in January 
2012 compared to 42.1 per cent of looked after children at 31 March 2012. 
 

LOOKED AFTER CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS BY PRIMARY TYPE OF NEED 

Table 10 in the above Statistical First Release and Figure 1.5 below compare the percentages of looked 
after children of each primary type of special educational need at School Action Plus with those with 
statements in 2012.  Of the 14,980 children looked after at School Action Plus or with statements in 2012, 
by far the most common primary need was behaviour, emotional and social difficulty (52.8 per cent of those 
at School Action Plus and 43.9 per cent of those with statements).  Children looked after are more than 
twice as likely to have behaviour, emotional and social difficulty compared to all pupils.  Figure 1.4 provides 
the equivalent figures for all children. 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/outcomes-for-children-looked-after-by-local-authorities-in-england-31-march-2012
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/outcomes-for-children-looked-after-by-local-authorities-in-england-31-march-2012


Figure 1.5: Percentage of children looked after for at least a year at 31 March 2012 with each primary 
type of special educational need in 2012 

 
 
* Percentages for pupils at School Action Plus with profound and multiple learning difficulties and multi-sensory 
impairments have not been displayed due to low figures in these groups. 

 

LOCAL AUTHORITY INDICATOR ON TIMELINESS OF STATEMENTS 

Key findings of timeliness of statements 
90 per cent of all statements of special education need excluding accepted exception cases were 
completed within 26 weeks in 2012-13.  84 per cent of all statements were completed within 26 weeks. 
 
This Local Authority measure focuses on statements of special educational needs issued within 26 weeks.  
The measure has two separate elements or indicators: 

• A – The number of final statements of special educational needs issued within 26 weeks excluding 
exception cases as a proportion of all such statements issued in the year. 

• B – The number of final statements of special educational needs issued within 26 weeks as a 
proportion of all such statements issued in the year. 

 
The data provides useful information for local authorities to compare the percentage of statements they 
produce within the statutory time limits against the performance of other authorities. 
 
The commitment to develop an indicator on the production of statements within 26 weeks was given in the 
Government’s response to the Education and Skills Committee’s 2006 report on special educational needs. 



 
The 26 week limit is made up of: 

• 6 weeks from when the local authority receives the parental or school request for an assessment, 
or informs the parent that it is thinking of carrying out an assessment, until the decision whether to 
assess or not. 

• 10 weeks in which to carry out the assessment and decide whether to draw up a statement, 
including 6 weeks for the local authority to seek and receive advice. 

• 2 weeks in which to draw up a proposed statement. 
• 8 weeks to finalise the statement. 

 
The Education (Special Educational Needs) (England) (Consolidation) Regulations 2001 allow for 
exceptions to these internal time limits, for example where the local authority has not received advice from 
those from whom it has been requested for the assessment within time.  Data Annex 1 contains more in 
depth information on this indicator.  Part A excludes cases where exceptions have occurred, while part B 
includes all statements. 
 
Local Authority results 
Figure 1.6 shows the figures for local authority measures A and B for 2012-13.  Local authority results can 
be found in the additional tables to the Statistical First Release Special Educational Needs in England, 
January 2013 which is referenced at the beginning of this chapter. 
 
On part A 90 per cent (17,650) of the 19,570 final statements of special educational needs in England in 
2012-13 were issued within 26 weeks (excluding exception cases).  On part B, 84 per cent (23,910) of the 
28,550 final statements in England in 2012-13 were issued within 26 weeks.  In 2011-12, the equivalent 
figures were 93 per cent for part A and 86 per cent for part B so both measures have decreased slightly. 
 
  



Figure 1.6: Local Authority performance – percentage of final statements of special educational 
needs in 2012-13 that were issued within 26 weeks, excluding (A) and including (B) exception cases 

 


