SPECIAL SCHOOLS - ADDITIONAL NOTES FOR THE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION STATISTICAL RETURN 2026/27

COLLECTING INFORMATION

Parents must be given the opportunity to provide the school with the information required for the school census in a confidential environment.  It is suggested that schools ask parents to complete a form based on the Pupil Data Collection Form template available on School Management System (SMS).
Special arrangements may need to be made by the school, to enable parents with particular needs to provide the necessary information. This may include arranging an interview in the case of a parent who cannot write, such as a visually impaired parent, or an illiterate parent, providing translation for a parent who does not have adequate English skills to complete a form, or other arrangements as necessary. 
Schools should ensure that they comply with the provisions of the Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR when collecting pupil information. Parents should be informed that data may be shared with the Department of Education and other education bodies for statistical, research and funding purposes, as outlined in the DE Statistics and Research Privacy Notice.  The purpose of the data collection should be clearly explained to parents, i.e., to enable collective, anonymous statistical analysis and for the allocation of funding.  
Schools should not collect the data in such a way as to single out any child (such as asking all pupils openly in a class), but should be sensitive to issues surrounding identification of ethnicity, religion, employment as service personnel and others.


1.	PUPILS TO BE INCLUDED IN THE STATISTICAL RETURN
All pupils on the school roll, whether or not accommodated in the school premises, should be included in this return.  This includes each child who is a registered pupil in the school on 09 October 2026 - (see: Registration and Attendance of Pupils SR 1974/78) and who has attended for at least one day.
Details may be recorded for nursery and reception class pupils whose parents have agreed with the school that the pupil will be in attendance on or before 31 October 2026.

2.	SPECIAL NEEDS PUPILS
Special educational provision is educational provision which is additional to, or otherwise different from, the educational provision made generally for children of their age.

A child who is not yet of compulsory school age has a SEN if they are likely to have a significantly greater difficulty in learning than children of the same age or have a disability which hinders them making use of everyday educational facilities once they start school.
The 3 individual stages are defined in the draft SEN Code as follows:
· Stage 1: School delivered special educational provision by the teacher, working with the SENCo. 
· Stage 2: School delivered special educational provision plus external special educational provision is being implemented, for example the EA or HSC Trust.
· Stage 3/ Statement: School delivered plus special educational provision as set out in a Statement.

Statemented Pupils - this refers to pupils for whom a statement of special educational needs is being maintained by the Education Authority under the provisions of the Education (NI) Order 1996, i.e., those pupils at Stage 3 of the Code of Practice in the Identification and Assessment of Special Educational Needs, 1 September 1998.
A pupil’s placement on the SEN register means that the child has a SEN which requires special educational provision to be made. 
For further guidance, see the Department’s SEN and medical categories guidance. Annexes 2 and 4 of that circular provide a detailed description of SEN and Medical Diagnoses categories.



Considerations when deciding where to record a child with SEN 
While schools should refer to SEN and medical categories guidance (link above), the following examples aim to assist in determining where to record a child within the 2026 Census.
· A pupil with a diagnosis of Diabetes may not have an associated SEN requiring special educational provision to be made (as above). If this is the case, the child, should not be recorded with SEN, but should be recorded on the school’s medical register only. 

· Pupils with a diagnosis of ASD should now be recorded on the school’s Medical register. Consideration should be given to how the child in question is presenting in the school and if they have an associated SEN or a number of SEN (such as communication needs/social and behavioural difficulties) and if so, the child should also be recorded with SEN).


When recording pupils at stage 1, please use the overarching SEN categories only. Schools may use the specific SEN categories (in addition to the overarching categories) for pupils at stages 2 and 3 above where the EA has been involved in the assessment of the child.
Pupils’ individual special educational needs are allocated a number.  The pupils’ primary need should always have a 1 corresponding to it.  This is something to be particularly careful of in cases where pupils’ needs change year on year.
If a pupil is dual registered, their recorded SEN stage and needs should match in both schools.

3. MEDICIAL CONDITIONS
Medical categories and associated descriptions (found here, Annex 3 – list and Annex 4 - descriptions, respectively) are designed to assist in deciding which is/are the most appropriate medical category/categories for individual pupils with a medical diagnosis.  This collective list (for all pupils in the school) can be used as the school’s Medical Register.
Unlike identifying learning difficulties, neither teachers nor educational psychologists are qualified or responsible for diagnosing a pupil’s medical or physical condition.  Therefore, schools should normally only record a pupil’s medical diagnosis or physical condition on the medical register when evidence has been provided by the parent; or forwarded to the school by the EA (where it may be included in the statement); or directly from a Health and Social Care Trust (HSCT) practitioner who will have parental consent to share the information.  There may be occasions when a school may need to record a pupil’s medical diagnosis or physical condition on the medical register when evidence has not been received. Some examples of these occasions are detailed below. 
· Recording information for health and safety reasons until more concrete evidence is received, 
· Cases where parental responsibility is shared and the other parent has the relevant evidence,
· The family are asylum seekers and have no formal documentation,
· The parents have misplaced the paperwork etc.

Where there is evidence from a registered health professional or from the Health and Social Care Trust (HSCT) that a pupil has a medical or physical condition, the school, in addition to recording the pupil on a medical register, should be alert to any potential negative impact on the pupil’s learning and participation in school.
A pupil with a medical diagnosis or disability may or may not have a special educational need, but what is key is ‘does the pupil have a requirement for special educational provision to access the curriculum.’  Those who do not require special educational provision will be recorded on the Medical Register only and will not be placed on the SEN Register.  Those who require special educational provision or who have been assessed in other SEN categories should be recorded in both.
If a pupil is dual registered, their recorded medical categories should match in both schools.

4.	TRANSIENT SCHOOL POPULATION
Children of service personnel are children whose father or mother is not normally resident in Northern Ireland and is a member of the UK armed services, who has been posted here for a period that is scheduled to last no less than 2 years. 
The number of children of service personnel who are in attendance on 09 October 2026 should be recorded.  Parents should be reassured that this data item is not for use by MOD, or by DE, to identify any individual child. 
Schools should not collect the data in such a way as to single out any child (such as asking all pupils openly in a class) but should keep in mind sensitivities of privacy and personal security, about which many Service families will have strong views.

5.	COUNTRY OF RESIDENCE
Children not domiciled in Northern Ireland are those children who are resident in the Republic of Ireland or elsewhere, who are enrolled in a school in Northern Ireland.  It is important that schools record the appropriate country of residence for each pupil.

6.	FREE SCHOOL MEALS ENTITLEMENT
Record if pupils are entitled to free school meals whether or not meals are provided.
Note that pupils should only be recorded as being entitled to free school meals where the following circumstances apply:
	A pupil is to be regarded as entitled to free meals only on receipt of notification from the Education Authority, or, in the absence of such notification, in either of the following situations:-
· on transfer from another school, where written confirmation has been received from the previous school that the pupil has a current free meal entitlement; OR
[bookmark: _Hlk172107334]For pupils in nursery classes only, whose parent/parents is/are (or were at the time of first application for admission) entitled to receive Income Support or Income-Based Jobseekers Allowance, or Employment Support Allowance where an award of income-based job-seekers allowance has been converted; or Universal Credit, the appropriate field should be completed where the pupil does not have a free school meals entitlement from the EA.  This will be the case if the parents have applied for free school meals but have not yet received their entitlement from the EA.
Free school meal entitled pupils must be entitled as of 09 October 2026, or for nursery pupils, free school meal entitled or parents in receipt of jobseekers allowance/income support as of the 30 October 2026.  Any pupils entitled after these dates should not be marked as free school meal/JSA pupils on your census return.
[bookmark: _Hlk172107425]Please note that validation will be made against the EA’s Free Meals section for accuracy.  If you have a pupil that should be free school meal entitled and find out after your census return has been submitted, we will pick this up when we do our checks against the Education Authority free meals list.  The EA will then alert the school to request a change to be made.  The EA will pass any changes on to the Department, schools do not need to take further action.
The EA and the Department have agreed that there will not be an extension to the date used for the purposes of assessing schools’ Free School Meals (FSM) entitlement numbers. Children must be entitled on census date to be included in the census.
Schools should continue to encourage eligible parents to apply for FSM as normal and continue to encourage pupils entitled to FSM to take up their entitlement.  FSM entitlement at 09 October will count towards your Free School Meal total. Schools do not need to do anything further. The Department will conduct a reconciliation exercise with the EA to ensure all pupils with a free school meal entitlement up to and including census day are recorded against your school.

7.	SEX
Please ensure that all pupils in your school have their sex recorded. 

8.	ETHNICITY
Please ensure all pupils in your school have their ethnicity recorded. Parents, and not schools, should identify the ethnicity of their children, either written or orally (agreed with parent). 
Irish Travellers are defined as pupils who belong to the Irish Traveller Community, whether they live a nomadic/mobile or settled/ housed lifestyle. Some Irish Traveller children may move schools several times during the school year and many arrive late in the school term; therefore schools can record the enrolment of a Traveller child for census purposes until 09 October 2026. 
Roma describes children from the Roma community, who are a traditionally nomadic ethnic group spread through the world but concentrated in Europe. Roma should not be confused with Romanians, who are nationals of Romania, although a Roma child could hold Romanian nationality, or any other nationality. Roma children are likely to speak both Romany and another European language, but often have significant difficulties with English and may therefore also be classed as ‘Newcomers’. 
As part of the Department’s validation checks, schools that have high numbers of pupils listed as “other non-white” will be contacted to check if there is not already a more appropriate ethnicity category specified.  It is therefore important that ethnicity is as complete as possible.  

9.	RELIGION
Please ensure all pupils in your school have their religion recorded.
As part of the Department’s validation checks, schools that have high numbers of pupils listed as “unclassified” will be contacted to check if the religion of these pupils is available.  

10.	PUPIL PROJECTIONS
Please enter the total number of pupils in each year group that you expect to have enrolled in your school in October 2027.  

11.	CHILDREN LOOKED AFTER
Please record the number of pupils in care (children looked after) attending the school at 09 October 2026.  Include children defined in ‘The Children (Northern Ireland) Order 1995’, i.e., ‘a child who is looked after by an authority is a reference to a child who is— 
 (a) in the care of the authority; or
 (b) provided with accommodation by the authority.’
This includes children who are fostered.

12.	NEWCOMER PUPILS 
(i)	A Newcomer pupil is one who has enrolled in a school, but who does not have the satisfactory language skills to participate fully in the school curriculum, and the wider environment, and does not have a language in common with the teacher, whether that is English or Irish.  These pupils have previously been referred to as pupils with English an Additional Language, or EAL pupils.  This designation does not refer to indigenous pupils who choose to attend an Irish medium school or unit.  That circumstance is dealt with under the Irish medium education policy.
(ii) [bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Pupils who have a language other than English as their first language, who do not meet the criteria for designation of a pupil as a Newcomer, per para. 21 of the Newcomer Guidelines, should NOT be recorded as Newcomer pupils, though they may have their home language recorded as other than English, if applicable.
(iii) The ‘Home Language’ field should NOT be used simply to record nationality.
(iv) It is important that schools fully utilise the list provided in the ‘Home Language’ field in classifying the first language of children.
1. Please note the DENI Census Validations will produce warnings for any pupils whose Start Date is more than 3 years ago.  However, after this initial 3-year period the school may consider that a pupil still requires additional support and should continue to be designated as a Newcomer pupil.  If this is the case, an assessment against the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) MUST be carried out to provide evidence that the child still meets at least one of the criteria to be classified as a Newcomer.  Any queries regarding assessing Newcomer pupils should be directed to the Intercultural Education Service.  A copy of any documentation involved in this process must be kept at the school for audit purposes.

13.	 CHILDREN WHO ARE BOARDERS
This field should be completed for those children who board at a school.

14.	MIGRATION
Please record only
(a) the number of children now at your school, who came to live in Northern Ireland during the 2025/26 academic year; and,
(b) the number of children who were at your school during the 2025/26 academic year, but who have left Northern Ireland to live elsewhere (including Great Britain, the Republic of Ireland, or elsewhere).

15.	CHILDREN WITH A DISABILITY
This field should be completed for children who have been assessed by a medical professional as having a disability, whether or not they have special educational needs.  Under the Special Educational Needs and Disability Order, schools have duties to ensure that pupils with disabilities are not placed at substantial disadvantage to other children in the education they receive.  
The definition for disability is that a child ‘has a disability if he or she has a physical or mental impairment which has a substantial and long-term (has lasted or is likely to last 12 months or more) adverse effect on his/her ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities’. Physical impairments relate to those affecting the senses such as sight and hearing, heart disease, diabetes, epilepsy. Mental Impairments include learning disabilities and mental ill health.  A detailed definition is provided in the School Census documentation on the DE website.
Please note that children who are on the SEN register do not need automatically recorded here.  Only record pupils that have been assessed by a medical professional as having a disability.
Please note that the Pupil Assessed Disabled tick box, used in previous years, has been replaced by a new Pupil Disability field with 4 options;
· No Disability
· Mental Impairment
· Physical Impairment
· Mental and Physical impairment

[bookmark: _Hlk143768799]16. CHILDREN ATTENDING SPECIALIST PROVISION IN MAINSTREAM CLASSES (PREVIOUSLY KNOWN AS LEARNING SUPPORT CENTRES) IN OTHER SCHOOLS OR SCHOOLS ON A PART TIME OR TEMPORARY BASIS
[bookmark: _Hlk143768819]When pupils are enrolled in primary schools and subsequently attend Specialist Provision in Mainstream class in another school, or are educated off-site, on a part-time or full-time temporary basis, the core presumption must always be that they are registered to and will subsequently return to the main school.  
For Census purposes, they will be counted as enrolled in their original (main) school. For example, where a pupil is registered at a primary school, but attends Specialist Provision elsewhere 2 days a week, or attends 5 days a week, for census purposes, they will be counted as a pupil of the original (main) primary school.
The Common Funding Scheme makes provision for adjustments for pupils transferring in and out of special provision/ EOTAS.  In both sets of circumstances outlined, funding authorities will adjust funding levels for schools on an appropriate basis.
Similarly, where a pupil has been placed in a special school for the purpose of a statutory assessment under Article 15 of the Education (NI) Order 1996, for the duration of the assessment, that pupil will be counted against the original (main) school for census purposes.  
Pupils to whom these circumstances apply should have their registration status recorded as ‘main – dual registration’, in line with the school circular 2010/08, ‘Guidance on the enrolment status of pupils, including those subject to SEN referrals, using dual registration’.
A referral reason is required for dual registered pupils; there are 2 options: SEN or EOTAS.  SEN should be selected for those who are attending a Special school or learning support centre on a SEN referral.  EOTAS should be selected for pupils who are required to be registered with a mainstream school, but who are educated off-site on a full-time basis, but not in another school.  Examples of such pupils may be those who are attending AEPs, or those who attend EOTAS centres.
[bookmark: _Hlk172106911]If a pupil is dual registered, their recorded SEN stage and needs and any medical conditions should match across both schools’ records.

17.       CHILDREN EDUCATED OFF-SITE BUT NOT IN A SCHOOL
This refers to pupils who are required to be registered with a school but who are educated off-site, but not in another school on a full-time basis.  Examples of such pupils may be those who are home-schooled or those who attend EOTAS.  It does not refer to children who have been placed temporarily in special schools or units.  

18.       TRAVELLER ACCOMMODATION
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]This section only applies to those schools that have Traveller or Roma pupils enrolled. 
The accommodation type of Traveller and Roma pupils should be recorded, based on information provided by the parents/carers. The five categories are: Social Housing, Authorised Site, Unauthorised site, Side of the Road, Other. This information must be entered in order to record the pupil’s details. For further details, see annex A.

19. PERSONAL EDUCATION PLAN (PEP)
This refers to ‘Looked after children’ only – The Department wants to ensure that Personal Education Plans are in place for this group.  Please indicate if there is an agreed Personal Education Plan in place for all Looked after Children who are registered in the school on 09 October 2026.  Please see DE circular 2011/24 for further information. 

20. SURE START
This refers to data that is to be collected on the Sure Start Programme, specifically:
· if a pupil was previously registered with a Sure Start project; and
· if a pupil previously attended a Sure Start Developmental Programme for 2-3 Year Olds.  
These details will need to be recorded electronically for each Year 1 child who is registered in the school on 09 October 2026.  Please see DE circular 2017/10 – ‘Annual School Census - Sure Start Programme - Data Collection 2017/18’ for further information.

21. NURTURE PROVISION
This refers to identification of pupils who currently attend a DE funded Nurture Group or who have left their Nurture Group between the 2025 and 2026 Census dates. This is for schools who have received accredited Nurture training from the NGN / NUK, are following the NGN / NUK approved model of provision and are utilising its Boxall Profile ™ system to monitor individual pupil progress. 
Nurture intervention typically involves pupils attending a Group for 3-4 academic terms before fully reintegrating into their mainstream class and pupils may enter or leave groups flexibly at any point during an academic year. For this reason, we are asking that for this DENI Census in October 2026, schools identify all pupils who have entered or left their Nurture Group between the 2025 and 2026 Census dates. 
[bookmark: _Hlk172106991]This will mean that for the October 2026 DENI census, pupils who have entered a group during this period will only have a “Start Date” to record. Equally, pupils who have left their Nurture Group during this time may well have an “End Date” to record. For further information please see the Departments Nurture Provision section of the website Nurture Provision in Primary Schools | Department of Education (education-ni.gov.uk).

22. ASYLUM STATUS 
In anticipation of a future demand for this information, the Department asked for the addition of this field.  However, this information is not required currently, so please do not populate this field.  Please see circular 2018/13 for further information. 

23. SHARED EDUCATION
This refers to the collection of information in relation to pupils who are engaged in Shared Education.  This field does not need to be populated for the 2026/27 Census exercise as the Department does not require this information at this time. The Department is currently considering alternative, more efficient methods of capturing this information and does not require completion of the Shared Education field at this time. If you choose to populate these fields, please be aware that this information will be included in your Census Return to the Department. However, the information will not be used by the Department.  The field will remain within the SMS in anticipation of future Departmental need for this information.  Please refer to circular 2021/21 for further information.

24. DATA COLLECTION FORM

It is important that schools use the most recent data collection form that is stored in the SMS.  It can be amended to include any extra information you require to accompany the statutory information already included on the form.  
25. COUNTRY OF BIRTH
From 2025, schools are being asked to populate this field for all new entrants (predominantly Year 1 and Year 8). This will result in a gradual population of this field over the next few years. Country options are available as a drop down for selection. Please see circular 2025/07 for further information.
To assist schools with collecting Country of Birth information from parents/guardians, a Data Collection Sheet can be generated from the SMS. 
The Nationality field does not need to be populated.

If you are unsure how to do any of the above, please contact the SMS Service Desk: 0800 0931 541 or via the Online Service Desk Portal.

ANNEX A

Social Housing: This describes any public sector housing (Housing Executive or Housing Association) and includes Grouped Accommodation, which are residential housing developments with additional facilities and amenities specifically designed to accommodate extended families of Travellers on a permanent basis.
Authorised Site: This describes a wide range of managed accommodation where Traveller families have a permanent base to park their caravan or erect timber framed sectional buildings where electricity, water and sewerage is provided and where other facilities such as communal or individual amenity units (providing toilets, washing and daytime living arrangements) may be provided. This category also includes transit sites, which are official sites for nomadic Travellers offering basic amenities; surface pitch tarmac, wire fencing, drainage, water, portaloo and sewage, waste disposal/ collection, co-operated sites, which are sites on land owned by Government Departments where Travellers are located on a temporary basis and private sites which are rented or owned by Travellers.
Unauthorised site A site on which Travellers do not have permission to live and is unlikely to have amenities such as running water, sanitation and rubbish collection.
Side of the Road This refers to a mobile unit, or a group of mobile units parked at the side of the road.
 Rented home – This refers to where the home is privately rented from a property owner or company.  Please do not include public sector housing.
Own home – This refers to where the home is owned (or jointly owned) either out right or via a mortgage.
Other This category includes homeless accommodation and any other which does not fit into the categories above. This category should not be used if the type of accommodation is unknown. 
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