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Abstract 

Cross country comparisons in education using statistics has become increasingly common; 

however, they are not without difficulties. This paper explores comparative data published by 

the Educational Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (EASIE) focusing on the 

indicator showing the percentage of pupils with Special Educational Needs (SEN) in 

mainstream, inclusive education. It questions the extent to which the data presented in this 

indicator fully reflects the incidence rate of SEN in mainstream education in all countries by 

examining SEN data publicly available in four European jurisdictions: England, Spain, 

Scotland and Sweden. It cautions against making direct comparison between SEN data for 

these countries on the basis of the indicator. It also suggests that such data need to be 

considered in the context of more qualitative information on individual countries. 
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Introduction   



This paper explores data on pupils with SEN in mainstream settings in four jurisdictions and 

compares these with the indicator published the European Agency for Special Needs and 

Inclusive Education (EASIE) for the same setting. It questions the extent to which this 

indicator provides a reliable measure of pupils with SEN in mainstream education in 

individual countries and considers the challenges in making international comparisons.  

EASIE is an independent body acting to support member countries to develop inclusive 

policies and support for pupils with SEN. Its current funding comes from the participating 

countries and the ERASMUS programme. (https://www.european-agency.org/about-us/who-

we-are/agency-position-inclusive-education-systems). In addition to its publications 

promoting inclusive education, it produces biennial statistical reports. We use data from the 

last three reports focusing on four countries: the two with the highest and lowest incidence 

rate – Scotland and Sweden; and two in between that are closer to the overall average – Spain 

and England.  

 

Statistics are now used to monitor and audit national policy within all spheres of education 

(Hall et al, 2015). Furthermore, the development of international indicators has increased. 

PISA, perhaps the most well-known, managed by the OECD, uses data on pupil performance 

in individual countries to provide international comparison. Although not intended as ‘league 

tables’ they are considered important yardsticks for national governments. A systematic 

review of the literature on PISA produced by Hopfenbeck and colleagues noted that many 

writers urged caution in using PISA data either to make country comparisons or to inform 

policy due to problems with comparability of language and contexts Hopfenbeck et al, 2018). 

Schleicher (n.d.) also urged caution, even when data are accurate, as many countries differ in 

a range of areas including classification systems. He suggested this extends to provision for 

pupils with SEN, in contrast with the OECD view that these differences should not be 

https://www.european-agency.org/about-us/who-we-are/agency-position-inclusive-education-systems
https://www.european-agency.org/about-us/who-we-are/agency-position-inclusive-education-systems


exaggerated (OECD, 2012). A paper by D’Alessio and Watkins examines in greater depth the 

challenges of comparing inclusive policy and practice and the statistics produced by 

individual countries. According to them, terminology used is not necessarily comparable, nor 

are methods of gathering statistics on pupils with SEN and, where a system of categories is 

used it does not necessarily translate from one context to another. Their paper examines 

pupils in segregated as well as mainstream settings and noted that mainstream pupils 

officially identified in EASIE statistics as having SEN in 2008 ranged from less than 1% to 

19%. They argued that such a range presented difficulties for cross-country comparison but 

noted that, when collected over time, can be useful in identifying trends and changes within a 

country (D’Alessio and Watkins, 2009). In addition, they argue that there is a need for 

quantitative information to be related to other contextual information to enhance our 

understanding of special needs education. 

 

This paper picks up on these concerns by examining EASIE data on pupils SEN in 

mainstream settings in four jurisdictions. We draw on national SEN data and compare these to 

those presented in the EASIE statistical report. Our key argument is that because EASIE 

criteria are not necessarily interpreted in the same way by individual countries, nor do the data 

reflect the overall, officially identified SEN population in a country, there are considerable 

problems with comparability. 

 

SEN in mainstream settings in four jurisdictions 

 

We focus on mainstream schools in England and Scotland in the UK, Spain and Sweden. 

These jurisdictions have similar school systems with most children attending mainstream 

public schools. Compulsory schooling finishes at the age of 16 in all countries but the starting 



age ranges from 5 in England and Scotland, 6 in Spain and 7 in Sweden. They have policies 

outlining the right to support for pupils with SEN and are signatories to the Salamanca 

statement (UNESCO, 1998); however, they differ in the way they identify, categorise and 

record pupils with SEN. All four submit statistical data to EASIE and are included in the 

latest three biennial publications. Indicators 1.1 and 1.2 (2014 and 2016 publication), 2.1.1 

and 2.1.2 (2018 publication) provide the rates of learners in mainstream education and for 

those in inclusive mainstream education respectively. These show that around 99% of all 

learners are in mainstream and inclusive education in all four jurisdictions over that period; 

the only change being an increase in England from around 93% in 2014. However, they vary 

considerably in percentage of pupils with an official decision of SEN in inclusive settings 

(indicator 2.3b.1 in the 2018 report). This is discussed below after an overview of SEN in the 

four jurisdictions. 

 

England 

In England, the Warnock report (DES, 1978), led to major changes in the conceptualisation of 

SEN. It introduced the term special educational needs and its recommendations, which came 

into effect in 1981, brought about changes to the provision of SEN in both England and 

Scotland. According to Norwich (2016) a key recommendation was that SEN should no 

longer be considered as a within-pupil deficit based on the medical model, rather the focus 

should be on what provision was required for a pupil to make progress in his/her learning.  

Inclusive settings were emphasised meaning that pupils should be educated in mainstream 

school unless they had such complex needs that this was not feasible. At that time, the 

political and social context rejected labelling and medical categories. This, according to 

Norwich, led to the English legislative framework introducing ‘a very general and vague 

definition of SEN (learning difficulties greater than the majority of children of an age that 



required additional or different provision than generally provided)’, (Norwich, 2016, p. 2). 

Even the term SEN was, according to Norwich, rejected by those supporting the social model 

of disability which views environmental factors as causal disabling factors. In their view this 

term was a ‘deficit super-category’ (Norwich, 2016, p. 3). Although the aim was to avoid 

specific, labelling categories, there was a gradual reintroduction of more detailed categories, 

in part to provide statistical data for monitoring. The Education Act of 1993 led to the Code of 

Practice on the Identification and Assessment of Special Educational Needs (DfE, 1994), it 

required all English schools to develop policies on pupils with SEN (Riddell et al 2016). In 

England this was followed by the introduction of four broad areas of SEN based on (i) 

cognition and learning, (ii) sensory and physical, (iii) communication and interaction and (iv) 

behaviour, social and emotional difficulties in 2003. There are now 12 sub-categories as well 

as a further general category ‘SEN support but no specialist assessment of type of need’ (DfE, 

2018b). Data on pupils with SEN are gathered annually in January and published in July. 

There are now two classifications: ‘SEN support’ which is provided by the class teacher and 

the special needs co-ordinator (SENCO), at times with outside specialists; and Education, 

Health and Care (EHC) Plan (which is replacing the old ‘statement of SEN’). This latter plan, 

which has legal backing, are for pupils with more complex needs and consists of a document 

identifying a pupil’s need and the extra help required (DfE, 2018a).  

 

Scotland 

While Scotland’s education has always been distinct from England, its approach to SEN was 

similar to that of England until the 1990s. It was strongly influenced by the Warnock report 

and there is a presumption of SEN pupils attending mainstream schools as enshrined in the 

Standards in Scotland’s Schools Act 2000. Changes relating specifically to SEN occurred 

when the Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 was introduced. It 



focused on learner needs, changed from referring to special educational needs (SEN) to 

Additional support Needs (ASN) as well as extending the categories to include social 

problems. The recent Education (Scotland) Act 2016 extends a number of rights to young 

people aged 12 to 15 with ASN (Riddell, et al, forthcoming). The Act requires local 

authorities to identify pupils with ASN and to provide the necessary support. The two main 

types of educational plans are: a Coordinated Support Plan (CSP) available to those with the 

most complex need who require support not only from education but also from health and/or 

social care; an Individualised Educational Programme (IEP) which sets out learning targets 

for a child with less severe needs. In addition to this pupils’ needs can also be recorded as 

‘Other’ if it does not fall into the categories available and these can be of a short-term nature. 

Finally, a Child Plan is used to record need in relation to the Getting it Right for Every Child 

(GIRFEC) model focusing on a child’s welfare. A pupil’s specific reason for support is 

recorded in a set of categories similar to the English ones but with the addition of social ones 

and there are now 24 categories.  

 

Spain 

The Spanish Constitution of 1978 enshrines in law a decentralized state consisting of a central 

administration, 17 autonomous communities and 2 autonomous cities which also applies to 

education. It is managed by the central Ministry of Education, which provides the general 

guidelines for the structure and system of development; the Autonomous Communities 

manage their implementation. The concept of diversity is rooted in the UK Warnock Report 

of 1978 and the Salamanca Declaration (UNESCO, 1998) and this has evolved into a model 

defined as inclusive. Initially, attention to diversity focused on Special Educational Needs 

associated with disability, beginning with the LOGSE (1990).  The Education Act of 2006 

(LOE) introduced the term of Specific Educational Support Needs, which includes the earlier 



Special Educational Needs group as well as learners with a range of other needs such as high 

abilities, late incorporation into the learning system and learning difficulties.   

 

Currently, the Ministry of Education groups the data into four main groups with 

subcategories, forming a total of 14 categories; however, the decentralised system allows for 

variation in dealing with SEN and these different solutions cannot necessarily be generalised 

to the whole of Spain.  

 

The Ministry of Education is responsible for collating and publishing the data provided by the 

Autonomous Communities on all students, including those with additional support needs. 

Data are collected annually in mid-October. In the 2017/18 academic year, the average 

percentage of students with a specific need for educational support was 8.3% but ranged from 

4.1% in Comunidad de Madrid to 19.7% in Comunidad Foral de Navarra.  

 

Sweden 

Sweden has a decentralised school system with responsibility resting with local municipalities 

and headteachers. It differs from the countries above as it does not use a national 

classification system to gather data on pupils in mainstream schools although there are 

statistics on those requiring additional support. Statistics by type of impairment exist only for 

pupils with intellectual impairment, deafness and hearing impairment and visual impairment 

whose complex needs require a separate educational setting. They account for around 1.5% of 

the school population and there has been little change over the years. The most recent law, 

Skollag (2010:800) (Education Act) came into force in 2011. It includes regulations for all 

schools including provision for pupils with SEN. It sets out duties of education providers, 

parents and pupils (https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/legislation-

https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/legislation-71_en


71_en). This includes ensuring effective support for all pupils with SEN. In contrast to other 

countries, Sweden decided against the use of a national classification system following an 

investigation leading to a report (Skolverket, 2007) outlining the dilemmas of a categorical 

system. Based on a Canadian model, they explored the use of five broad categories: (i) 

physical disabilities, (ii) behaviour and communication difficulties, (iii) developmental 

disorder, (iv) medical/health difficulties, and (v) multiple disabilities. Apart from the fifth 

category, it was assumed that pupils could be allocated into one single category with no 

overlaps. A key question explored in the report was the feasibility of identifying pupils using 

these categories and whether interviewees in different roles agreed on the placement of a 

particular pupil into a specific category. The study concluded that, in general, the first 

category ‘physical disabilities’ caused the least problems in terms of categorisation although 

there was not always complete agreement between interviewees. The second category, 

‘behaviour and communication difficulties’, was the most problematic, described as a ‘Catch 

22’ situation. Interviewees disagreed on placement into category and felt there was a of lack 

common norms to which all agreed. The overall conclusion of the report was that identifying 

which children who had SEN (funktionshinder) and fitting them into a specific category was 

highly problematic as there was a lack of agreement on which pupils fitted into which 

particular category, that there was overlap between some categories and that the cut-off point 

between having SEN and not having SEN was problematic. Staff also noted differing 

positions among parents, some welcomed assessment and others resisted it as stigmatising. 

The results of the study led to the conclusion that a national categorical database of pupils 

with SEN would not provide sufficiently valid and robust statistics (Skolverket, 2007). There 

are annual statistics published by Skolverked showing the proportion of pupils receiving 

additional support. 

 

https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/legislation-71_en


These four jurisdictions differ in the way they classify and record SEN. Three of the countries 

use classification by type of impairment and all three have a core of categories that are 

similar. Spain and Scotland also gather data on social disadvantage and lack of knowledge of 

language of instruction. Although Spain and Scotland have some categories that are the same 

or similar in name the overall incidence rates differ significantly. This is likely to be due to 

different criteria for identifying SEN. In Spain a medical or educational psychologist report is 

normally required to confirm a learner’s SEN whereas in Scotland the decision is made at 

school level and is not always supported by another professional (Weedon et al, et al, 2019).      

England and Scotland publish data on educational plans (EHCP and CSP respectively) that 

meet EASIE criteria as well as the overall incidence rate of pupils with SEN, Spain only 

publishes data on overall incidence rates. Sweden publishes data on pupils receiving support 

and in Sweden the role of the school is important in identifying SEN. According to 

Andreasson el al (2013) ‘national guidelines and relevant policies are deliberately vague, 

leaving the definition of pupils with special educational needs as a local-level responsibility of 

teachers and (ultimately) school principals’ (p. 417). In other words, the categories used as 

well as the person(s) responsible for identifying SEN are likely to have an impact on who is 

identified as having SEN and this ultimately affects a country’s incidence rate.  

 

The four jurisdictions and the EASIE indicator  

 

EASIE statistical reports use data provided by individual countries according to agreed 

operational definitions to ensure comparability. An inclusive setting is one where a learner 

spends 80% or more time in mainstream education. The criteria of a pupil with SEN is 

(EASIE, 2020, p. 11): 



• There has been educational assessment procedure involving a multi-disciplinary 

team 

• The multi-disciplinary team includes members from within and external to the 

pupil’s school 

• There is a legal document which describes the support the pupil is eligible to 

receive and which is used as the basis for planning 

• The official decision is subject to a formal, regular review  

 

Our analysis uses the data from pupils with SEN in inclusive settings from the last three 

EASIE statistical reports. Figure 1 shows a range from below 1% in Sweden to 23.8% in 

Scotland. The rate in Scotland has increased over the period but there has been little change in 

the other jurisdictions. The EASIE report identify Scotland as one of the counties that ‘can be 

identified as marked ‘outliers’, as they have different types of official definitions … [t]hese 

outliers highlight the fact that countries have different forms of official decision-making …’ 

(EASIE, 2020, p. 61).  

 
Figure 1: Percentage of pupils with an official decision of SEN in inclusive settings in 

Spain, Sweden, Scotland and England, 2014, 2016, 2018 
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Source: EASIE, 2014, 2016 and 2018 

 

These data raise a couple of questions; the first one is in relation to the inclusion of ‘outliers’, 

especially when relevant data are available; the second one relates to the overall proportion of 

pupils officially identified with SEN in national statistics. Table 1, using national and EASIE 

data, shows that the proportion of pupils with SEN in each country is greater for England, 

Spain and Sweden than EASIE data indicate and also that data exist for Scotland on pupils 

with a legally binding plan. Swedish data refer to annually published data on pupils identified 

as having a ‘åtgärdsprogram’ to support their learning (Skolverket, 2018). Table 1 also 

includes the variation in overall incidence rate of SEN by region where available. There may 

be some variation between the rates from national data and that used by EASIE as EASIE 

data is based on an age sample and the national data are based on annual census of all pupils 

of school age in mainstream education.; however, the differences are likely to be small.  

 

Table 1: Proportion of pupils with SEN in mainstream schools 2018 

 Spain1 Scotland2 England3 Sweden4 

% pupils with 

SEN (of total 

school population) 

 

8.3 

 

28.0 

 

13.2 

 

5.2% 

% pupils with 

legally binding 

plan 

 

3.03 

 

0.2 

 

1.53 

 

0.113 

Regional variation 4.0% - 19.7% - 12.3% - 14.1% - 



Local authority/ 

municipality 

variation 

Castilla y 

León region 

6.5% - 10.9% 

15.2% - 

41.1% 

North West 

region 

10.9% - 19.5% 

- 

1. Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional (2019) 

2. Scottish Government, 2018 

3. DfE, 2018b 

4. https://siris.skolverket.se/siris/sitevision_doc.getFile?p_id=548311  

5. Sourced from EASIE, 2020 (indicator 2.3b.1) 

 

It can be seen these additional statistics present a somewhat different picture of the four 

jurisdictions. Scotland still has the highest overall incidence rate but in terms of the incidence 

rate of learners with a legally binding plan it has the second lowest after Sweden. Spain has 

the highest rate in this category but the second lowest overall rate of SEN in the total school 

population. Spain has greater regional variation than England but less local 

authority/municipality variation than Spain. Scotland has by far the greatest local authority 

variation. We have no data on local authority variation in Sweden but Andreasson stated that 

guidelines were vague (Andreasson, et al, 2013) and this is likely to lead to more local 

variation.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper has examined data from EASIE statistics on SEN pupils in mainstream education 

as well as those publicly available in four European jurisdictions. As EASIE data are based on 

reports from national experts in each country they are likely to be accurate; however, they do 

not necessarily present a full picture of the incidence rates of officially identified pupils with 

SEN without a legally binding plan in England, Spain and Sweden, nor of those with a legally 

https://siris.skolverket.se/siris/sitevision_doc.getFile?p_id=548311


binding plan in Scotland. When those data are examined, they present a more complex picture 

than the one offered by EASIE. Any statistics that are taken at face value (and they may be by 

many users) can potentially be used to support or challenge an argument depending on the 

argument a person wishes to make without greater in-depth examination of contextual factors. 

This point is strongly made by D’Alessio and Watkins (2009) who argue that statistical 

information needs to be augmented with qualitative, contextual information in order better to 

understand policy of and provision special educational needs in a country. 

 

Operational definitions can go some way towards making data more comparable; however, it 

could be argued that all countries submitting data should adhere to this definition. In addition, 

an indicator that includes all pupils identified in national statistics as SEN would be more 

likely to present a nuanced picture. Statistics provide a useful way to explore events on the 

ground; however, they are also bedevilled by the problem of ensuring that data from different 

countries reflect the same phenomena if valid comparisons are to be made.  
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