Rise in number of pupils with special educational needs

Biggest SEN jump is in state secondary schools, figures show
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Almost 18% of pupils in English schools have special educational needs (SEN), government figures released today show.

The proportion has steadily grown over the last four years, from 14.9% in 2005 to 17.8% in 2009, according to statistics from the Department for Children, Schools and Families.

In state secondary schools, the proportion of pupils with SEN has jumped in the past year to 19%, from 17.8% last year.

In independent and primary schools, the proportion has risen slightly in the last year, from 18.1% to 18.2% in primary schools, and from 9.1% to 9.2% in independent schools.

But the proportion of pupils who are given a "statement" of special needs – a formal acknowledgment that a child needs extra help – has fallen.

Some 221,670 children in English schools had statements in January this year, 2.7% of all pupils. This is 1,940 fewer than in January 2008, when 2.8% of pupils had statements.

In independent schools, the proportion of children with statements has risen slightly, from 1.4% to 1.5% in the last year.

The figures came ahead of the government's white paper, published later today,which guaranteed parents one-to-one tuition for their child if they fall behind.

The term "special educational needs" covers children who have learning difficulties, including dyslexia, dyspraxia, autism, Asperger's and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).

While 23% of boys have special educational needs, the figure for girls is 14%. Some 2.4% of boys have a statement, compared with 0.9% of girls.

Around 20 in every 1,000 black pupils in primary schools have statements, the figures show. The proportion is 17 in every 1,000 for white pupils and 14 in every 1,000 for Asian pupils.

In state secondary schools, 20 in every 1,000 white pupils has a statement. The figure is the same for black pupils, but lower for Asian pupils, at 15 in every 1,000 pupils.

The number of primary schools where at least 50% of pupils have SEN has risen to 104, from 94 last year.

The number of secondary schools where 50% or more have SEN has stayed the same, at 46.

Poor pupils are more likely to have special educational needs. Some 28.4% of pupils with SEN in primaries are eligible for free school meals, the government's benchmark for childhood poverty.

A quarter of pupils with SEN in secondary schools are eligible for free school meals.

Some 15.4% of pupils in state primary and secondary schools have difficulties with their speech, language and communication, compared with 14.6% last year.

Diana Johnson, the schools minister, said: "The number of pupils with statements of SEN is decreasing slowly because far more funding has been delegated to schools to provide earlier and better support for children with special needs.

"We believe schools are best placed to make decisions about supporting the learning of their pupils with SEN. They can now intervene earlier and more effectively without necessarily having to go through the process of getting a statement from the local authority."

Lorraine Peterson, chief executive of Nasen (formerly known as the National Association for Special Educational Needs), said: "There has been a reduction in the number of pupils with statements, which is in line with the government's agenda to delegate funding for early intervention identification to mainstream schools. While this reduction is fine, there needs to be a transparent approach to where that funding is going to make sure that SEN pupils benefit.

"We are pleased to see an increase in the number of pupils identified in early years; clearly, early identification is working."
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