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Abstract
Background
This paper presents data drawn from the Department for Education concerning trends in the number of children identified as having a learning disability within state schools in England.
Method
Data based on the school census conducted by the Department for Education was examined annually for 2009/10 to 2014/15, to determine the number of children identified as having Moderate Learning Difficulty (MLD), Severe Learning Difficulty (SLD) or Profound Multiple Learning Difficulty (PMLD) within state schools in England, at two levels: having a Statement of Educational Needs/Education Health Care Plan, or at School Action Plus.
Results
The number of children identified as MLD reduced substantially over time, for both statemented children and children identified at the School Action Plus level. In contrast, the smaller number of statemented children with SLD or PMLD increased over time, in line with increasing school rolls and epidemiological trends.

Conclusions
Further work is needed to understand the sharp reduction in the number of children being identified as having Moderate Learning Difficulty within schools, and the educational support being offered to this group of children.



Introduction

Information on the education of children with special educational needs associated with learning disabilities is provided in a series of annual reports published by the Department for Education (DfE). The Special Educational Needs (Information) Act 2008 requires the Secretary of State for Education to publish information about pupils in England with SEN each calendar year in order to help improve the well-being of these pupils. This requirement was met in the publication between 2009 and 2014 of the annual series Children with Special Educational Needs: An Analysis (Department for Children Schools and Families, 2009; Department for Education, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014). In 2015 this series was replaced with a document that primarily signposted potential users to relevant source data (Department for Education, 2015a). 

The primary source of information for reporting on Special Educational Needs (SEN) is the DfE’s National Pupil Database. Children with Special Educational Needs in this database are identified through the School Census. This survey, undertaken annually, collects information on all children enrolled in all English state funded schools and non-profit making independent special schools during that term. Schools have a statutory responsibility to return School Census data under section 537A of the Education Act 1996 (HM Government, 1996). 

Children not included in the School Census include those being educated at home, in independent (non-state funded) mainstream schools or in for-profit independent special schools. It has been estimated that the School Census includes information on approximately 97% of English children of statutory school age (Emerson, 2012). 

Unless specified, 2014/15 information contained in this section is extracted from the statistical first releases Schools, pupils and their characteristics: January 2015 (Department for Education, 2015b) and Special Educational Needs in England: January 2015 (Department for Education, 2015c). 

The identification of special educational needs prior to 1 September 2014 was undertaken at three levels:
1) School Action (extra or different help is provided to the child);
2) School Action Plus (extra or different help is provided plus the class teacher and the school’s Special Educational Needs Coordinator [SENCO] receive advice or support from outside specialists, e.g., specialist teachers, an educational psychologist, a speech and language therapist or other health professionals);
3) Statement of SEN (the pupil has a statement of SEN, a legal document that specifies the child’s needs and the extra help they should receive).

All schools were obliged to provide information on the type of primary and, if relevant, secondary special educational need for children at School Action Plus and children with a Statement of Special Educational Needs. Three categories of special educational need are associated with learning disability: moderate learning difficulty (MLD), severe learning difficulty (SLD); and profound multiple learning difficulty (PMLD).

The Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) provisions in the Children and Families Act 2014 were introduced on 1 September 2014. From that date, any child or young person who was newly referred to a local authority for assessment was considered under the new Education, Health and Care (EHC) plan assessment process. The legal test of when a child or young person requires an actual EHC plan remained the same as that for a statement under the Education Act 1996. As such, information on children with a Statement of SEN or an EHC Plan should be comparable over time across the introduction of these legislative changes. 

However, the SEND provisions in the Children and Families Act 2014 combined previous ‘School Action’ and ‘School Action Plus’ categories and replaced them with a new category ‘SEN support’. Information on type of SEN type for all children on SEN support was collected from January 2015. As a result, information on children with a SEN who do not have a Statement or an EHC Plan will not be comparable over time across the introduction of these legislative changes. 

This paper summarises trends in the number of children identified within state schools as being children with Moderate Learning Difficulty (MLD), Severe Learning Difficulty (SLD) or Profound Multiple Learning Difficulty (PMLD) from 2009/2010 to 2014/2015.

[bookmark: _Toc400460880]Methods
Data concerning the number of school children identified within state schools as being children with Moderate Learning Difficulty (MLD), Severe Learning Difficulty (SLD) or Profound Multiple Learning Difficulty (PMLD) were extracted from Department for Education annual reports (Department for Education 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015a, b, c). Data are presented separately for children with a Statement of Educational Need (2009/10 to 2013/14) or Educational Health and Care Plan (2014/15), and children identified at the level of School Action Plus (2009/10 to 2013/14).

Results
Figure 1 shows the number of children with a Statement of Special Educational Needs or an EHC Plan and a primary special educational need associated with learning disabilities in state funded primary, secondary and special schools and non-maintained special schools in England from 2009/10 to 2014/15. 


Figure 1 about here

In 2014/15 70,065 children in England had a Statement of SEN or an EHC Plan and were identified as having a primary SEN associated with learning disabilities. Of these, 44% were identified as having MLD, 41% SLD and 15% PMLD. Between 2009/10 and 2014/15, the number of children in England who had a Statement of SEN or an EHC Plan and were identified as having a primary SEN associated with learning disabilities reduced by 6.5% (equivalent to a 1.3% reduction in the number of children each year). This reduction was driven by a marked reduction in the number of children identified with MLD (24% over the period, 5.4% annual reduction), attenuated by modest increases in the number of children identified with SLD (15% over the period, 2.8% annual increase) and PMLD (15% over the period, 2.9% annual increase).
Over the same time period, however, the total number of children on school rolls increased by 4.2%. As a result, the percentage of children with a Statement of SEN or an EHC Plan who had a Primary SEN associated with learning disabilities decreased from 0.93% in 2009/10 to 0.83% in 2014/15. As above, this reduction was driven by a reduction in the percentage of children identified with MLD from 0.51% in 2009/10 to 0.37% in 2014/15. The percentage of children identified with SLD and PMLD showed marginal increases over the same period (SLD 0.31% to 0.34%; PMLD 0.11% to 0.12%). 

As noted above, the collection of information on children with SEN who do not have a Statement/EHC Plan is currently in a state of transition. Between 2009/10 and 2013/14 information on type of SEN was only collected for children at School Action Plus in the assessment of SEN. From 2015/16 information on type of SEN will be collected for children requiring SEN Support, a new category that combines the previous School Action Plus and School Action stages in the assessment of SEN. 2014/15 is a transitional year. 

Figure 2 shows the number of children at School Action Plus who have a primary SEN associated with learning disabilities in state funded primary, secondary and special schools and non-maintained special schools in England from 2009/10 to 2013/14.  

Figure 2 about here

In 2013/14 134,960 children in England were identified at the School Action Plus level and were identified as having a primary SEN associated with learning disabilities. Of these, 96% were identified as having MLD, 3% SLD and 1% PMLD. Between 2009/10 and 2013/14, the number of children in England at School Action Plus who were identified as having a primary SEN associated with learning disabilities reduced by 25% (equivalent to a 7.1% reduction in the number of children each year). This reduction was driven by a marked reduction in the number of children identified with MLD (25% over the period), although the (much smaller) number of children identified with SLD also dropped (25% over the period). 
In 2014/15 214,025 children in England who were identified at School Action Plus or SEN Support levels were identified as having a primary SEN associated with learning disabilities. Of these, 98% were identified as having MLD, 1% SLD and less than 1% PMLD.

Discussion
This paper reports trends in the number of children in state schools in England identified as having a primary special educational need relating to learning disabilities, from 2009/10 to 2014/15. These trends are complicated by changes in data reporting associated with legislation which make some of the data discontinuous into 2014/15.
However, there are clear trends over time that are consistent across the data for children with a Statement/EHCP and for children with a special educational need identified at the School Action Plus level (up to 2013/14). For both sets of children, the number of children with Severe Learning Difficulty (SLD) and Profound Multiple Learning Difficulty (PMLD) identified in state schools steadily increase over time, consistent with increasing school rolls generally and likely increases in the number of children with SLD and PMLD being born and surviving over time (Emerson and Hatton, 2014). 
In contrast, the number of children with Moderate Learning Difficulty (MLD) identified in state schools has dropped sharply over time, by 24% from 2009/10 to 2014/15 for children with statements/EHCPs, and by 25% from 2009/10 to 2013/14 for children with needs at School Action Plus. 
It is unclear why there is a reduction in the number of identified children with MLD over this time period, with many potential explanations lacking (as yet) definitive evidence. The Department of Education (2015c) state: “The decline since 2010 in the number of children with SEN could be as the result of more accurate identification of those children who have SEN and those who do not”, which the DfE state may be a function of the implementation of government reforms. However, it is unclear why this would be a major driver of reductions in the number of children with MLD and SEN statements, who go through an extensive assessment process.
The number of children identified in state schools as having Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) has increased substantially (Department for Education, 2015c), although the extent of any substitution/reclassification from MLD to ASD is unclear.
It is also important to note that the school census from which these data are drawn does not include children being educated at home, children in independent (non-state funded) mainstream schools or children in for-profit independent special schools – at least some of these uncounted categories are likely to include large proportions of children with learning disabilities, although the number of children in these types of education are unlikely to account for the sharp reduction in the number of children identified as having a Moderate Learning Difficulty. 
Finally, at a time of pressure on educational and other state resources to support children, it is important to note the quote of Richardson & Koller (1985, cited in Hatton , 1998): “Classification is the end point in a complex interaction between social, economic, political and organizational factors”. This may be where the roots of the reduction in the number of children identified as MLD in schools are to be found.
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Figure 1: Number of children with a Statement of SEN or an EHC Plan and a primary SEN of moderate learning difficulty (MLD), severe learning difficulty (SLD) or profound multiple learning difficulty (PMLD) in state funded primary, secondary and special schools and non-maintained special schools in England 2009/10 to 2014/15





Figure 2: Number of children at School Action Plus and a primary SEN of moderate learning difficulty (MLD), severe learning difficulty (SLD) or profound multiple learning difficulty (PMLD) in state funded primary, secondary and special schools and non-maintained special schools in England 2009/10 to 2013/14
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