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Between January and June 2021, a population wide survey of the health and wellbeing of 
pupils in North Lanarkshire was conducted using the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(SDQ).  Overall, 41,324 (85%) children in North Lanarkshire engaged with the survey, an 
exceptionally high number for any survey and is unique in Scotland. 

This work was undertaken to ensure there is high quality data about pupils’ wellbeing 
available to inform decision making about future policy and strategy. The Strengths and 
Difficulties questionnaire was chosen to provide continuity with previous surveys and also to 
maximise our knowledge about our young people.  

Partly, the survey was undertaken in order to assess the impact of COVID-19 on young 
people, at a key moment as we continue to move from response to recovery. It was also 
intended as a means by which to generate an evidence base by which we might address 
any loss of learning which may have occurred during the pandemic. The data set will be 
correlated with other available data in order to provide as complete a picture as possible of 
the emerging needs of children at this key moment. 

Lastly, the data will underpin the delivery of the priorities within the Children’s Services Plan, 
which is finally approved for implementation.  A number of the key messages from the survey 
will be captured in the partnership dashboard and be a key feature of the emerging Quality 
Framework for Health and Wellbeing in Education and Families. 

 

 

Executive Summary 

 
Recommendations 
 
The Education and Families Committee is asked to: 
 

(1) Note the content of this report. 
(2) Agree that work for a future report is undertaken. This will build on the SDQ 

data to gain a better understanding of the wellbeing needs of specific groups 
(e.g. ASN, transgender, Free School Meals, attainment, etc.). 

 
 

 



 
Background 

1.1 In 2016/17 North Lanarkshire Council was one of two local authorities which took part 
in Tranche Two of the Realigning Children’s Services programme, as part of which 
around 10,000 children and young people were surveyed in relation to the factors 
which affected their wellbeing.   
 

1.2 The results from the Realigning Children’s Service (2017) survey suggested that the 
wellbeing outcomes for a majority of children in North Lanarkshire were positive. The 
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire was undertaken as part of this study. At the 
secondary stage between 61% and 82% of young people were categorised as being 
close to average on the various Strengths and Difficulties scales (see 2.1 for 
description of the scales). Age and gender had a pronounced effect from S1 to S4, for 
example, reported difficulties rose between S1 and S4 particularly for girls. In general, 
health and wellbeing inequalities became more evident as children moved through the 
system. Poverty and deprivation were key predictors on many but not all of the 
measures investigated in the study (for example, there was an increase of exposure 
to second-hand smoke for children living in deprivation).   
 

1.3 The statutory guidance for children’s services planning places a duty on Local 
Authorities and Health Boards to base priorities on an assessment of the activities that 
are most likely to make a positive difference to the wellbeing of children i.e. (The 
Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014). This survey forms part of the local 
authority assessment activity.  
 

1.4 In the COVID-19 pandemic emergency, there has been a considerable amount of 
national reporting which is devoted to exploring the impact on the health and wellbeing 
(including mental health) of children and young people. There have been a number of 
academic studies undertaken, including the Grattan Institute (2020).  
 

1.5 This debate, like the wider debate on health and wellbeing prior to COVID, can become 
polarised between those who argue that generally children are resilient and we should 
progress quickly through the gears of recovery, and those who argue that there has 
been a traumatising effect of COVID for young people. It is probably true to say that 
there is truth in both of these viewpoints. 
 

1.6 So as to ensure that planning in North Lanarkshire was grounded in an evidential base, 
officers sought to develop a survey that would give a comprehensive reading at 
individual child, as well as school and local authority level, of the impacts of COVID on 
wellbeing.  
 

1.7 It should be understood that a holistic approach to wellbeing is being taken forward in 
North Lanarkshire and that this has been set out in various reports to committee that 

The Plan for North Lanarkshire 
Priority  Support all children and young people to realise their full potential 

Ambition statement (9) Invest in early interventions, positive transitions, and 
preventative approaches to improve outcomes for children and 
young people 



have been brought forward in 2020 – 2021. Data from the Strengths and Difficulties 
questionnaire will be considered in conjunction with wider intelligence.   

 
2 Report - What is the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire and why was it 

chosen? 

2.1 The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (Goodman, 1997) is a brief, reputable 
assessment. It is administered globally and has been used in 5311 research 
publications across 104 countries. It is used widely in the UK, including Scotland. The 
questionnaire’s 25 items relate to: 

 
• children’s emotions (for example, excessive worrying) 
• behaviour/conduct (for example, often fighting with other children),  
• levels of hyperactivity (for example, constant fidgeting)  
• peer relationships (for example, not having close friends)  
• prosocial behaviour (for example, being kind to others) 

 

2.1.1 The first four of these areas can be combined into a total difficulties score. An 
eternalising score is calculated by combining the conduct and hyperactivity scores. 
While the emotion and peer scores are combined to produce an internalising score 
(see figure 1). The SDQ also contains a question to establish the impact of the child or 
young person’s functioning on their life.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Three subscale SDQ model for use with general population samples. 
 

2.1.2 The questionnaire is designed for children around the age of 4-17 years (primary and 
secondary in Scotland).  It can be completed by teachers, parents and by young people 
over the age of 11. The questionnaire takes approximately 10 minutes to complete and 
is available in a paper based and an online version. The online version is particularly 
suitable for large scale administration.  

 
2.1.3 The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire was administered in North Lanarkshire in 

2016/17 as part of the Realigning Children’s Services (RCS) programme. It was 
administered to 11,577 secondary pupils and 312 parents of primary age children. The 
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire was also administered in North Lanarkshire in 
2010 and 2013. This historical information enables us to baseline our 2021 data and 
consider trends over time.  

2.1.4 This work is compliant with and will assist Education and Families in satisfying the 
requirements of key legislation. The Education (Scotland) Act 2016 requires education 
authorities to set strategic priorities within the National Improvement Framework which 
includes improving the mental health, wellbeing and resilience of children and young 
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people. Under the Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 (as 
amended) education authorities and other agencies have duties to identify, provide for 
and review the additional support needs of their pupils. Section 2 of the Standards in 
Scotland’s Schools Act 2000 places an obligation on an education authority to publish 
a report detailing the steps it has taken to secure better or future effects within their 
UNCRC area of responsibility. Section 3b imposes a duty on education authorities to 
promote a reduction in equalities of outcomes.  The Strengths and Difficulties data 
provides valuable intelligence which will allow Education and Families to address the 
requirements outlined in key legislation.  

 
The Survey Process 

2.2 Initial training for secondary, primary and ASN schools took place in November 2020 
– February 2021. This was undertaken in conjunction with Youth in Mind, the creators 
of the questionnaire. This training focused on the rationale for use of the measure and 
provided guidance on how to administer the questionnaire using the online system. An 
online collaboration platform was established for SDQ co-ordinators which included a 
range of self-help guides and a function to allow staff to post questions. On-going 
support was provided by the research and development officers, the educational 
psychology service and Youth in Mind. Parental permission was secured prior to the 
onset of administration. Involvement was on a voluntary basis. Union consultation also 
took place.  

2.2.1 In May-June 2021 staff received further training to assist in the analysis of their results. 
An NLC tool was developed to assist schools with this process. Work was also 
undertaken to help schools link SDQ results with appropriate evidence informed 
interventions at a group and individual level. The GIRFEC pathway is the core 
mechanism used to support children and young people. Data from the SDQ will 
strengthen this pathway.  

2.2.2 As illustrated in table 1, 41,324 questionnaires were completed in NLC primary 
secondary and ASN establishments. This represents a response rate of 85%.  

 Number of 
pupils 

Number of returns 
(SDQ) 

% response rate  

Primary 26,829 26,163 98% 
Secondary  20,872 14,599 70% 
ASN Provisions 1009 562 56% 
Total  48, 710 41,324 85% 

 
Table 1: Number of pupils, SDQ returns and response rate 

2.2.3 The SDQ can be completed by young people over the age of 11. Therefore, in North 
Lanarkshire secondary schools the questionnaire was undertaken by young people 
on a voluntary basis. Secondary schools faced particular administration challenges 
due to lockdown and the subsequent closures of schools between January and 
March 2021.  The deadline for secondary was extended to the 30th June 2021 to give 
as many young people as possible the opportunity to respond. Despite these barriers 
a 70% response rate was achieved.    

2.2.4 In the primary sector the SDQ must be completed by an adult. Twenty-six thousand 
one hundred and sixty-three questionnaires were undertaken by teaching staff. This 
represents a response rate of 98% and a significant piece of activity.  



2.2.5 In our ASN specialist provisions the SDQ has been used slightly differently. Children 
can only complete the survey if they have a cognitive age of 11 and above, therefore 
for some of our young people in secondary the questionnaire was completed by their 
teachers. It should also be noted that the SDQ is not a valid tool for children with very 
severe and complex needs. Goodman and Goodman (2011) note that children in 
specialist provision with more significant needs will achieve higher SDQ scores and it 
is not meaningful to compare these scores with children in mainstream 
establishments.  

Survey Results – key messages primary, secondary and ASN establishments (see 
appendix 2 for Strengths and Difficulties Technical Report) 

2.3 It is not possible to directly compare NLC primary and secondary results due to the 
different informant types (i.e. primary was conducted by teachers while secondary was 
completed by young people). For this reason the results for the sectors are presented 
separately. ASN provisions will also be reported separately for the reasons provided 
in 2.2.5.   

2.3.1  North Lanarkshire primary teachers reported that between 81% to 88% of children are 
in the ‘close to average’ range in the key SDQ areas (i.e. total difficulty, impact, 
externalising, internalising and prosocial skills). The average total difficulty score 
remains relatively stable across the age range from 5 years to 11 years.  

2.3.2 For primary pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for total difficulty (5%), teachers 
report that difficulties are most likely to fall into the SDQ category of hyperactivity, then 
conduct, then finally ‘emotion’ (based on mean scores).  

2.3.3 When comparing gender differences in primary across the 5 key SDQ areas, 
statistically significant differences were observed between male and female pupils. 
Male pupils were rated by teachers as having greater total difficulty scores, impact 
scores, internalising scores and externalising scores. Males also had lower prosocial 
skills. There was a higher proportion of male pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ (‘very low’ 
for prosocial) category across all key SDQ scores across most age groups.  
 

2.3.4 The SDQ results for secondary schools included a total of 14,599 pupils aged between 
11 and 17 years old across 23 secondary schools. The response rate was 70% and 
the questionnaires were completed by young people.  
 

2.3.5 The majority of pupils scored themselves as ‘close to average’ across all the key SDQ 
areas (between 55% to 68%). Total difficulties and internalising had the lowest 
proportion of pupils in the ‘close to average’ category (with 59% and 55% respectively). 
Total difficulty, impact and internalising had the highest number of pupils scoring in the 
very high category (with 17%, 16% and 15% respectively).  
 

2.3.6 Seventeen percent of secondary pupils scored themselves in the ‘very high’ category 
for total difficulty. The highest SDQ subscales scores, for those scoring high in total 
difficulty, were reported in the areas of hyperactivity and emotion by young people. 
 

2.3.7 When considering gender and age differences, female pupils reported higher 
difficulties in 4 of the 5 key SDQ areas in comparison to male pupils (the exception 
being prosocial). Statistically significant differences were evident in all areas.  
Internalising difficulties produced both a statistically significant difference and 
moderate to high effect size, indicating secondary female pupils report a significant 



increase in difficulty in this area compared with male pupils. There was a higher 
proportion of female pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for total difficulty, impact 
and internalising across all age ranges. This aligns with the key findings and trends 
noted in the NLC 2017 Realigning Children’s Service report.  
 

2.3.8 Similar patterns were reported by pupils in terms of gender and age. Total difficulties 
and emotional symptoms were shown in the 2017 and 2021 data to rise between the 
ages of 12 and 15. Both datasets also found that girls are more likely than boys to have 
raised total difficulty and emotional symptoms scores. 
 

2.3.9 Although the majority of pupils are scoring in the normal category for total difficulty 
(64%) in 2021, this is a reduction from 2017 (72%). There was also an increase in 
pupils scoring in the ‘borderline’ and ‘abnormal’ score categories for total difficulty over 
the same time period. In the 2017 RCS report a trend in the rise of pupils scoring in 
the very high category was noted. This previously observed trend continued in 2021. 
Further work will be done to review this. 
 

2.3.10 In our ASN provisions some questionnaires were completed by teachers (children with 
a cognitive age of 10 and below) and the remainder by young people. For the teacher 
completed questionnaires less than half of the pupils scores sat within the close to 
average range for all key SDQ areas.   
 

2.3.11 For pupil completed questionnaires the majority of scores fell within the close to 
average range in four out of the five key SDQ areas (50%-67%). The impact score of 
most of the pupils (84%) fell within the close to average range. Between 8% and 25% 
of pupils scored themselves within the very high category across the key SDQ areas. 

Conclusions  

2.4 The overall picture for children and young people in primary and secondary schools is 
encouraging. Primary teachers report a very positive picture for most of their pupils. 
Secondary young people continue to present a broadly positive picture but they do 
note more difficulties than teachers highlighted for primary pupils. Within both primary, 
and to a greater extent secondary, there appears to be children who are doing less 
well and further exploration of this information is required.   

2.4.1 In North Lanarkshire, teachers report that a very high percentage of primary children 
are experiencing no difficulties as measured by the key SDQ areas. This pattern is 
fairly stable across the age range (5-11 years). 5% of primary pupils fall into the ‘very 
high category’ of total difficulty and males are more likely to be rated as having 
difficulties as compared with females.    
 

2.4.2 In secondary the majority of young people score themselves as ‘close to average’ 
across all key SDQ areas (between 55% to 68%). Seventeen percent of young people 
rate themselves to be within the very high category for total difficulties (compared with 
12% in 2017). Gender differences are evident with females reporting more difficulties 
on all the subscales (apart from prosocial behaviour) than males. There is an 10% 
reduction in the number of young people rating themselves in the close to average 
range, for total difficulties, from 2017 to 2021.  
 

2.4.3 In the ASN provisions the total difficulties scores are higher which is in line with 
research studies (Goodman and Goodman. 2011). This is particularly true for the 



children in the sample with a cognitive age of 10 and under. For pupil completed 
questionnaires, the majority of scores fell in the close to average range and most pupils 
(84%) rated impact to be in the close to average range.  

 
Further Work and Next Steps 

2.5 The proposed next steps are described in this section. 

2.5.1 Data linkage will be undertaken with existing measure (e.g. attainment, ASN). This will 
enhance our health and wellbeing information and our awareness of the emerging 
needs of children at this point in time. There will be a particular focus on expanding the 
data profile of vulnerable groups.  

 
2.5.2 Consultation will take place with groups e.g. children and young people, colleagues in 

Education and Families, partners and parents/carers to better understand the findings, 
develop a shared understanding of this new information and to jointly identify next 
steps for children at the universal, additional and intensive level. 

 
2.5.3 A worked example will be developed, at local authority level, to explain what we did 

and why, in response to the SDQ data. This will involve the incorporation of the views 
of young people as to what the findings reveal and the wider partnership as regards 
how best to use this data in terms of planning improvements.  

 
 

 
3. Public Sector Equality Duty and Fairer Scotland Duty 
 
3.1  The area of work outlined in this report will provide Education and Families and wider 

partners with additional mental health and wellbeing information about children aged 
4-17. It will assist the Council to identify where disadvantage may be occurring. An 
equality impact assessment was not necessary for the administration of the survey but 
one will be required for the next stage of this work. It will also allow the Council to 
strengthen local provision particularly for vulnerable children, many who are likely to 
experience poverty. These actions therefore support the council in its’ Fairer Scotland 
Duty. 

 
 

 
4. Impact 
 
4.1 Financial impact 
 
 The cost of the survey was £45,600 which was funded from the Children & Young 
 People Mental Health & Wellbeing Pandemic Response grant. There are no 
 additional financial implications linked to the content of this report. 
 
4.2 HR policy / Legislative impact 
  
4.2.1 This work is compliant with, and will support Education and Families to meet the 

requirements of, key legislation. Included in this is the Education (Scotland) Act 2016 
which requires Education Authorities to set strategy priorities within the National 
Improvement Framework. The (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 
(as amended) requires education authorities to identify, provide for and review 
additional support needs. Section 2 of the Standards and Scotland Schools Act 2000 



places an obligation on an education authority within their UNCRC area of 
responsibility. Sections 3b imposes a duty on education authorities to promote a 
reduction in equalities of outcomes. More broadly it will support the local authority to 
meet its duties under the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act (2014) to 
contribute to a strategic analysis of children’s needs to plan and promote wellbeing and 
fulfil its duties to promote the welfare of children in need under the 1995 Act. This data 
will assist in strengthening the GIRFEC approach which is central to all Scottish 
Government policies which support children, young people and their families and to all 
Services in North Lanarkshire who work with these groups.  

  
4.2.2  As outlined in the Committee Paper ‘P031.1 Getting It Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) 

– Quality Framework for Health and Wellbeing, the Scottish Government hopes to 
undertake three surveys in 2021/22. The first is a Health and Wellbeing (HWB) Census 
which will include all P5 – S6 pupils and is to be undertaken by Local Authorities. The 
implications of the Scottish Government Surveys in relation to data protection 
legislation, has been considered with Legal Services. The second and third study i.e. 
the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children study and the Parental Involvement and 
Engagement Census can be progressed with appropriate Data Protection Impact 
assessments and privacy statements where necessary. The Health and Wellbeing 
Census raises further issues. 

 
4.2.3 Local Authorities can use ‘Public Task’ as a lawful basis for asking children HWB 

related questions. However, the processing of this data must be necessary for that 
purpose. Due to the recent completion of the SDQ questionnaire, it may be difficult to 
demonstrate that the processing of a further wide scale survey on behalf of the Scottish 
Government for a similar purpose is necessary.  

 
4.2.4 The survey will be used to ground any future requirements placed on the local authority 

and the wider partnership in the Covid recovery phases that may ensue and will help 
with compliance in relation to any specific requirements that may be placed upon the 
local bodies. 

 
4.2.5 When all the issues around the Health and Wellbeing Survey are considered the most 

significant impact of this will be on young people who will be asked to be involved in a 
further survey before the full benefit of the SDQ survey has been seen by them. It is 
therefore recommended that participation in this survey is discussed with the Young 
People’s Consultation Group so that young people’s views on participation are used 
as a basis for any decision on participation. 

 

Children’s Rights 

4.2.5 The service will take a child’s rights approach to how it uses the findings, involving  
children and young people at each stage.  In anticipation of the UNCRC Incorporation 
(Scotland) Bill passing into law, the service will undertake a child’s rights and wellbeing 
impact assessment as it plans policy and strategy on the basis of findings.  The 
information gathered from the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire will support 
Education and Families to fulfil its’ obligations in respect of the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (e.g. the General Principles -  article 2; non-discrimination, article 
3; best interests of the child; article 6; right to survival and development and article 12; 
right to be heard) This is the first opportunity Education and Families have had to 
consider at this scale the wellbeing profile and needs of children and young people. 



 
4.3 Technology / Digital impact 
  
 It should be noted that digital solutions were deployed to maximise the responses of 

pupils. There is learning from this process for future surveys and best practice to build 
on. 

 
4.4 Environmental impact 
 
 There is no direct environmental impact from this survey.  
 
4.5 Communications impact 
  
 Communication with key stakeholders e.g. young people, parents and carers, 

colleagues in Education and Families and partners will continue to be considered in 
line with corporate procedures. 

  
4.6 Risk impact  
 
 The Data Protection Impact Assessment process was undertaken to identify and 

minimise the data protection risks associated with the collection of health and wellbeing 
information. The DPIA was completed to ensure compliance with the principles of 
General Data Protection Regulation EU 2016/697 (“GDPR”) and the Data Protection 
Act 2018 (“DPA). 

  
  

 

5. Measures of success 
 
5.1 Education and Families and partners will have a better understanding of children and 

young people’s mental health and wellbeing needs as a result of the information 
provided by the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire. 

 
 

 

6. Supporting documents 
 
6.1 Appendix 1 North Lanarkshire SDQ Analysis  
 

 
 
 
 

Gerard McLaughlin 
Head of Education (North)  
Education and Families 
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Overall Summary 
Between January and June 2021, a population wide survey of the health and wellbeing of 
pupils in North Lanarkshire was conducted using the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(SDQ).  Overall, 41,324 (85%) children in North Lanarkshire engaged with the survey. The 
SDQ is designed to be completed by young people from age 11 and above, below 11 it must 
be completed by an adults (teacher and/or parent). Therefore, teachers within primary 
establishments completed the SDQ on behalf of their pupils whilst in secondary it was 
completed by young people. In ASN provisions all children with a cognitive age of 11 and over 
completed the questionnaire, the remainder were undertaken by teachers.  

The creators of SDQ advise that when different informant types have been used results cannot 
be directly compared. Therefore, no direct comparison between teacher completed (primary) 
and self-report (secondary) can be made in the current analysis.   

Primary Pupils 

The SDQ results for primary schools included a total of 26,163 pupils aged between 4 and 12 
years old across 119 primary schools. The response rate was 98%. The SDQs were 
completed by teachers, as self-report SDQ is available for pupils aged 11 and up only.  

In North Lanarkshire’s primary schools, the proportion of pupils scoring in the ‘close to 
average’ category in SDQ areas ranged from 81% to 88%. This indicates that most pupils 
were rated by their teachers as having no difficulties in the key SDQ areas of total difficulties, 
impact, externalising difficulties, internalising difficulties and prosocial skills. 

When considering gender differences across the 5 key SDQ areas, statistically significant 
differences were observed between male and female pupils. Male pupils were rated by their 
teachers as having greater total difficulties scores, impact scores, internalising scores, 
externalising scores and lower prosocial skills. There was a higher proportion of male pupils 
scoring in the ‘very high’ (‘very low’ for prosocial) category across all key SDQ scores across 
most age groups.  

For those pupils scoring ‘very high’ for total difficulties, the SDQ subscale of hyperactivity 
displayed the highest mean for this population. The subscales of conduct and to a lesser 
extent emotion also reported higher mean scores.  

Secondary Pupils 

The SDQ results for secondary schools included a total of 14,599 pupils aged between 11 and 
17 years old across 23 secondary schools. The response rate was 70% and the 
questionnaires were completed by young people. 

A majority of pupils scored ‘close to average’ across all of the key SDQ areas. Total difficulties 
and internalising had the lowest proportion of pupils in the ‘close to average’ category (with 
59% and 55% respectively). Total difficulties, impact and internalising had the highest number 
of pupils scoring in the very high category (with 17%, 16% and 15% respectively). 

With respect to gender and age differences, female pupils displayed higher difficulties in 4 of 
the 5 key SDQ areas (not for prosocial) in comparison to male pupils (with all areas showing 
statistically significant differences). Internalising difficulties displayed both a statistically 
significant difference and moderate to high effect size indicating female pupils show a 
significant increase in difficulties in this area at secondary school age in comparison to male 
pupils. There was a higher proportion of female pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ categories for 
total difficulties, impact and internalising across all age ranges.  
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For secondary pupils scoring ‘very high’ for total difficulties, the SDQ subscales of hyperactivity 
and emotion reported the highest mean scores for this population.  

The key findings and trends from the 2017 RCS report are also evident in the 2021 SDQ data. 
Much of the distribution of scores and data trends across SDQ areas in 2021 sit relatively 
aligned to historical SDQ data obtained from North Lanarkshire secondary pupils between 
2010-2017. 

Total difficulties and emotional symptoms were shown in the 2017 and 2021 data to rise 
between the ages of 12 and 15. Both datasets also found that girls are more likely than boys 
to have raised total difficulties and emotional symptoms scores. 

While the majority of pupils are scoring in the normal category for total difficulties (64%) in 
2021, this is a reduction from 72% as reported in 2017. There was also an increase in pupils 
scoring in the ‘borderline’ and ‘abnormal’ score categories for total difficulties over the same 
time period. There was also confirmation of the previously observed trend of higher 
proportions of pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for most SDQ areas within the most 
recent data.  

This may possibly be an indication that the COVID-19 pandemic has acted as a catalyst for 
pre-existing trends in North Lanarkshire based SDQ data covering 11-15 year olds, potentially, 
further increasing the proportion of pupils in ‘very high’ categories in SDQ scales. However, 
further analysis of these (and other contextual) issues would be required to fully understand 
this. All that can be said is that there is a difference between pupil responses pre and post 
COVID. 

ASN Provision Summary Findings 

The SDQ results for ASN provisions included 562 children aged between 5 and 17 across 12 
specialist provisions. The response rate was 56%.  

For teacher completed SDQs, less than half of the pupils scored within the close to average 
range for all of the key areas (total difficulties, internalising, externalising, impact and 
prosocial) ranging from 35-46%. There is a slight decrease in mean total difficulties between 
the ages of 7-9 and 12-15. 

For pupil completed SDQs, the majority of scores fell within the close to average range for 
the key areas of total difficulties, internalising, externalising and prosocial (50%-67%). Most 
pupils (84%) scores fell within the close to average range for the impact sub-scale. Mean 
scores fell within the close to average or slightly raised/lowered categories across all key 
areas. Less than half of pupils scored within the very high category across all key areas, 
ranging from 8%-25%. 

Caution must be used in interpreting trends within this sample population. Research studies 
indicate that pupils with neuro-developmental difficulties and/or learning difficulties will 
achieve higher SDQ scores. This data will be reviewed further. 
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The Strengths & Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) and its use 
with North Lanarkshire’s Pupil Population 
 

The Strengths & Difficulties Questionnaire 
The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) is a 25-item emotional and behavioural 
screening questionnaire for children and young people. Different versions of the SDQ can be 
completed: a self-report questionnaire (for 11-17 year olds), parent report (4-17 year olds) and 
teacher report (4-17 year olds). Dependent on purpose, the SDQ can be used to score children 
and young people’s emotional and behavioural difficulties using either a single 
informant/version of the SDQ (e.g. self-report only), or by multi-informant (e.g. combining 
parent and teacher reported SDQs). The SDQ’s sensitivity as a measure can be increased in 
contexts where multi-informant methods are used (Goodman et al., 2000).  

All versions of the SDQ provide scores on the following five subscales:  

1. Emotion (items related to somatic complaints, worries, fears, happiness) 
2. Conduct (items related to temper, obedience, fighting, lying, stealing) 
3. Hyperactivity/inattention (items related to restlessness, fidgeting, distractibility, 

reflectiveness, attentiveness)  
4. Peer relationships (items related to friendships, popularity, bullying, relationships 

with adults, being solitary) 
5. Prosocial (items related to being considerate, kind, sharing, caring, helpful) 

Subscales 1-4 above can also be combined to provide a general summary score for individuals 
known as the total difficulties score. This provides an accurate, general summary of an 
individual’s SDQ responses (Goodman & Goodman., 2011). The SDQ also provides an Impact 
score, which results from items enquiring to what extent the informant feels there is a problem 
(relating to the subscale areas), then asks for further information regarding chronicity, distress, 
social impairment and burden for others (Goodman, 1999). 

For the purposes of utilising the SDQ as a general screener for whole populations, it is 
recommended that an alternative, three subscale set of SDQ scores are used in addition to 
scores for total difficulties and impact (Goodman et al., 2010).  
 
Figure 1: 3 subscale SDQ model for use with general population samples 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The original five subscales (emotion, conduct, hyperactivity, peer relationship, prosocial) can 
however be used for ‘at risk’ subsets of a general population (Goodman et al., 2010).  
 

All SDQ subscales are categorised into four levels; ‘close to average’, ‘slightly raised’, ‘high’ 
or ‘very high’, with the scores and category labels reversed for prosocial scores. A previous 
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UK-wide, population-based survey identified that 80% of children scored in the ‘close to 
average’ range, 10% scoring ‘slightly raised’ and 5% each in the ‘high’ and ‘very high’ score 
categories (www.sdqinfo.org). Tables 1 and 2 below provide the score categories and 
corresponding scores for teacher and pupil/self-report SDQs so that they can be used as a 
reference point for reviewing mean subscale scores throughout this report.  

 

Table 1. Score bands for teacher completed SDQs 

SDQ Scores: Scale for Teacher Informants 
SDQ 
scale 

Total 
Diff. 

Impact 
Score 

Internal
-ising 

External
-ising  

Prosocial 
Skills Emotion Conduct Hyper-

activity Peer 

Close to 
Average 0-11 0 0-5 0-6 6-10 0-3 0-2 0-5 0-2 
Slightly 
Raised/ 
Lowered 
(for 
prosocial) 

12-15 1 6-7 7-9 5 4 3 6-7 3-4 

High/ 
Low (for 
prosocial) 

16-18 2 8-9 10-12 4 5 4 8 5 

Very High/ 
Very Low 
(for 
prosocial) 

19-40 3-6 10-20 13-20 0-3 6-10 5-10 9-10 6-10 

 

Table 2. Score bands for pupil/self-report SDQs 

SDQ Scores: Scale for Pupil/Self-Report 
SDQ 
scale 

Total 
Diff. 

Impact 
Score 

Internal
-ising 

External
-ising  

Prosocial 
Skills Emotion Conduct Hyper-

activity Peer 

Close to 
Average 0-14 0 0-6 0-8 7-10 0-4 0-3 0-5 0-2 
Slightly 
Raised/ 
Lowered 
(for 
prosocial) 

15-17 1 7-8 9-10 6 5 4 6 3 

High/ 
Low (for 
prosocial) 

18-19 2 9-10 11-12 5 6 5 7 4 

Very High/ 
Very Low 
(for 
prosocial) 

20-40 3-10 11-20 13-20 0-4 7-10 6-10 8-10 5-10 
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Administering the SDQ with North Lanarkshire’s School Population 
Given the SDQ will be used as a screening tool within North Lanarkshire’s general school 
population, the alternative 3 subscale set of SDQ scores will be used (Goodman et al., 2010). 
In addition, the total difficulties and impact scores will also be used.   

This provides us with the following key scores to gauge the level and type of need of the 
general school population in North Lanarkshire: 

• Total Difficulties score - which is an overall summary score for difficulties, scored 
from 0 to 40. 

• Impact score - indicating the extent to which the difficulties impact on the individual’s 
daily life (score range is 0 to 6 for teacher report and 0 to 10 for self-report) 

• Internalising score – scored from 0 to 20, and is calculated by combining the scores 
from the emotion and peer subscales 

• Externalising score – scored from 0 to 20, and is calculated by combining the scores 
from the conduct and hyperactivity subscales 

• Prosocial score – scored from 0 to 10, indicating the extent of the individual’s positive 
behaviours (i.e., is helpful, considerate, shares, kind, volunteers help) 

 

The original 5 subscale set of the SDQ (including emotion, conduct, hyperactivity, peer 
relationship, prosocial scales) will be utilised only when looking in more detail to assess the 
needs of ‘higher risk’ samples of the school population (Goodman et al., 2010). For the 
purposes of this research, that will include those pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for 
total difficulties within the SDQ. 

Given the SDQ can be administered to children between the ages of 4-17 years old, it will be 
spread across both primary and secondary school populations in North Lanarkshire. Due to 
the large sample size (approximately 48,000 school pupils), single informant SDQs will be 
used.  

Self-report SDQ is only suitable from age 11 and up, so the self-report version of the SDQ will 
be utilised for the secondary school population, with teacher report SDQs (covering ages 4-
11) being used for the primary school population.  

The SDQ was administered to the school population using the online version of the SDQ 
(accessed via SDQscore.org). The administrative aspects of the assessment were supported 
by school staff who had received training and ongoing support from a team comprised of staff 
from Youth in Mind (youthinmind.com) and North Lanarkshire’s Education & Families service.    
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North Lanarkshire SDQ Response Rates and Key 
Demographics 
The tables below provide a breakdown of the key demographics for SDQ returns for North 
Lanarkshire. There was a total response rate of 85% across all primary, secondary and ASN 
provision pupils in North Lanarkshire. Primary schools provided a 98% response rate with 
secondary schools providing 70% response rate and ASN provisions providing a 56% 
response rate.   

Table 3: Breakdown of SDQ response rate for North Lanarkshire 

 Number of 
Pupils 

Number of 
completed SDQs 

% of SDQ returns 

Primary 26,829 26,163 98% 
Secondary  20,872 14,599 70%* 
ASN Provisions 1009 562 56% 
Overall total 48,710 41,324 85% 

*See appendix 1 for a breakdown of response rate by individual secondary schools 

The table below provides a breakdown of SDQ response rate by gender. When completing 
the SDQ teachers had the option to select the pupil’s gender for the teacher report, and the 
pupil would select their own gender for the self-report. The options available on the online 
SDQ survey were male, female, transgender and N/A.  

Table 4: Breakdown of SDQ response rate by gender (based on SDQ categories) 

Gender Number of Pupils Percentage of Population 
Male 20,513 49.6% 
Female 20,585 49.8% 
Transgender 81 ~0.2% 
Not Applicable 145 ~0.4% 

 

Table 5: Breakdown of SDQ response rate by age and gender 

Age Number of 
female SDQs 

Number of 
male SDQs 

Total number 
of SDQs 
completed 

Approx. 
%s 

4 11 11 22 ~0.05% 
5 1684 1647 3331 8.1% 
6 1809 1820 3629 8.8% 
7 1822 1873 3695 8.9% 
8 1792 1913 3705 9% 
9 1940 2040 3980 9.6% 
10 1904 1931 3835 9.3% 
11 2061 2046 4107 9.9% 
12 1546 1495 3041 7.4% 
13 1559 1592 3151 7.6% 
14 1469 1415 2860 6.9% 
15 1235 1168 2884 6.9% 
16 967 862 1829 4.4% 
17 748 588 1336 3.2% 
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The complete age range covered by SDQ responses was 4-17 years old. However, due to 
very small sample size of 4 year olds, data for this age group is removed from graphs and 
visual representations in this document. Sample sizes for age groups vary from 3.2% to 9.9% 
(excluding age 4 data), with the highest sample sizes in primary school age and smallest at 
secondary school age (reducing as age increases). 

Primary/Teacher Completed SDQs 
Section 1: Primary Establishment Data 
This report presents analysis of the SDQ results of 119 Primary establishments within the 
North Lanarkshire Authority area. In this instance, the questionnaires were completed by 
teachers for 26,163 pupils aged between 4 and 12 years old.  

Table 6 illustrates that across all the key SDQ areas, the mean scores for primary schools are 
within the ‘close to average’ score category. 

Table 6. Average primary scores for five key SDQ subscales 

SDQ Score Total number of 
Pupils Mean Score 

Total Difficulties 26163 5.56 

Impact Score 26163 0.46 
Internalising Difficulties 

Score (Emotion + Peer Score) 26163 2.17 
Externalising Difficulties 

Score (Hyperactivity + 
Conduct Score) 

26163 3.39 

Prosocial Score 26163 8.51 
 

 

Table 7 and Figure 2 below provide a breakdown of the number and percentage of primary 
pupils in each score category of the SDQ’s key areas when used as a general population 
screener. 

Table 7: Number and % of primary pupils scoring in each category across key SDQ areas 

SDQ Area Close to 
Average (N) 

Slightly 
Raised/Lowered 
(for prosocial) 
(N) 

High/Low (for 
prosocial) 
(N) 

Very high/ Very 
Low (for 
prosocial) 
(N) 

Total Difficulties 85%  
(22147) 

7%  
(1862) 

3%  
(854) 

5%  
(1300) 

Impact 81%  
(21270) 

7%  
(1705) 

5%  
(1260) 

7%  
(1928) 

Externalising 81%  
(21130) 

9%  
(2384) 

5%  
(1413) 

5%  
(1236) 

Internalising 87%  
(22753) 

6%  
(1541) 

3%  
(900) 

4%  
(969) 

Prosocial 88% 6% 3% 4% 
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(22908) (1586) (750) (919) 
 

Figure 2: Number and % of primary pupils scoring in each category across key SDQ areas 

 

As seen in the chart above, the percentage of pupils scoring in each of the key SDQ areas is 
in line with previous UK wide SDQ sampling (www.sdqinfo.org) assigning ‘close to average’ 
scores covering 80% of population sample. For North Lanarkshire primary pupils, all key 
scores have a proportion in the range of 81%-88% scoring in the ‘close to average’ category.  

Both the impact score and externalising score have the lowest proportion of pupils scoring in 
the close to average range (both have 81% of pupils scoring in close to average range). The 
impact score has the highest number of pupils scoring in the very high category (1928 pupils, 
7%). 

All key SDQ score areas follow a similar trend of pupil distribution across the score categories, 
with no specific outliers or significant differences between the key areas.  

Figure 3: Mean SDQ score by age for primary pupils 
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When looking at average score for each of the key SDQ areas by age, all scores remain 
relatively stable. There are slight downward trends in mean scores for both externalising and 
total difficulties as pupils progress through primary (showing improvement in these areas). 
There is also a slight upward trend (improvement in score) for prosocial skills as pupils 
progress through school.   

 

Section 2: Primary Establishments – Exploration of SDQ score, Gender and 
Age 
Table 8 below provides a breakdown of primary school responses by gender. The transgender 
information will be reviewed further. 

Table 8: SDQ responses by gender (SDQ online categories) 

Gender Number of Pupils Percentage of Cohort 
Male 13,172 50% 
Female 12,987 49% 
Transgender 2 <0.01 
Not Applicable 2 <0.01 

 

 

The table below shows the number of Primary School completed SDQs by age group and 
gender. 

Table 9: SDQ responses by age and gender 

Age Number of 
completed female 
SDQs 

Number of 
completed male 
SDQs 

Total number of 
SDQs completed 

4 11 11 22 
5 1681 1636 3317 
6 1803 1794 3597 
7 1813 1846 3659 
8 1788 1886 3674 
9 1928 2007 3935 
10 1890 1902 3792 
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11 1963 1945 3908 
12 110 145 255 

 

The table above provides a breakdown of age for SDQ responses at primary school. It must 
be noted that for data being presented in the graphs in the following section, any data relating 
to pupils aged 4 has been excluded due to the small sample size (n=22) in relation to other 
ages. Data for 12 year olds remain represented in the graphs, however caution must be used 
in looking at trends in data due to relatively small sample size for 12 year olds (n=255) 
compared to that of other ages (next closest sample size being 3,317). This discrepancy in 
sample size may result in a dip/spike in the scores for 12 year olds in the line charts compared 
to pupils of other ages.   

 

 

The table below provides the mean scores for the SDQ areas for primary school pupils, split 
by gender. 

Table 10: Mean SDQ score by gender for primary pupils 

Primary school/ Teacher report  
-SDQ Score 

Total number of 
Pupils 

Female –  
Average 

Score 

Male - 
Average 

Score 

Total Difficulties 26163 4.28 6.83 

Impact Score 26163 0.29 0.63 
Internalising Difficulties Score 

(Emotion + Peer Score) 
26163 2.01 2.34 

Externalising Difficulties Score 
(Hyperactivity + Conduct Score) 

26163 2.27 4.49 

Prosocial Score 26163 9.03 8.01 
 

Table 10 above illustrates that across all the key SDQ areas, the mean scores are within the 
‘close to average’ score category. Male pupils show greater difficulty across all areas in 
comparison to female pupils. 

The figures below provide a summary of mean scores for total difficulties, impact, 
externalising, internalising and prosocial skills for both male and female pupils by age to show 
any trends over time for primary school pupils. 

Figure 4: Male primary school pupils scores on SDQ areas by age 
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For male primary school pupils, scores in most areas remain relatively stable by age, however 
there are slight downward trends in total difficulties and externalising difficulties (improvement 
in scores). There is a slight upward trend for prosocial skills, indicating improved score in this 
area as male pupils progress through primary. 

 

Figure 5: Female primary school pupils scores on SDQ areas by age 

 

For female primary school pupils, scores for impact and internalising remain relatively stable 
by age, however there are downward trends in total difficulties and externalising difficulties 
(improvement in scores). There is a slight upward trend for prosocial skills, indicating improved 
score in this area as female pupils progress through primary. 
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Section 2a: Total Difficulties, Gender and Age 
With respect to total difficulties for primary school pupils, there is a greater proportion of female 
pupils rated in the ‘close to average’ score category (90%) compared to male pupils (79%). In 
addition, there is a greater proportion of male pupils scoring in all remaining score categories 
compared to female pupils – more male pupils scoring in ‘slightly raised’ (9% compared to 5% 
of female), ‘high’ (4% compared to 2%) and ‘very high’ (8% compared to 3%)  categories. 

Figures 6 & 7 and table 11 below provide a full breakdown of gender and age for total 
difficulties.  

Figures 6 & 7: Percentages of Male and Female pupils across score categories for Total 
Difficulties 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 11: A breakdown of gender for Total Difficulties score 

PRIMARY 
Total Difficulties Score 

Number of Pupils Percentage of Pupils Average Scores 

Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Very High 326 973 3% 8% 22.64 23.02 

High 277 577 2% 4% 16.89 16.88 

Slightly Raised 671 1190 5% 9% 13.26 13.41 

Close to Average 11713 10432 90% 79% 2.95 4.01 

Total Cohort 12987 13172 100% 100% 4.28 6.83 
 

Taking the whole population of male and female pupils into account, the male population have 
a higher mean total difficulties score (6.83) compared to that of female pupils (4.28). An 
independent t-test explored the differences between male (n=13,172) and female (n=12,987) 
scores. Analysis of the results highlights that male pupils (M=6.83, SD=6.63) scores were 
significantly higher than female pupils (M=4.27, SD=5.14) on total difficulties score t(24786) 
=34.85, p < .001. Further, Cohen’s effect size value (d=.43) suggested a low to moderate 
practical significance. 

Figure 8: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very High’ for Total Difficulties by age and gender 
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For those pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for total difficulties score, there is a 
consistent trend of a higher proportion of male pupils compared to female pupils throughout 
the whole primary school age range. 

There appears to be no significant spikes or dips in the data over time, showing relatively 
stable scores throughout primary school age range (excluding age 12 which shows a sharp 
increase for boys, however the sample size for this age group was significantly smaller than 
that of ages 5-11). The factors which affect the small sample of boys aged 12 who are in 
primary will require to be further reviewed. 

Section 2b: Impact Score, Gender and Age 
With respect to impact score for primary school pupils, there is a greater proportion of female 
pupils rated in the ‘close to average’ score category (87%) compared to male pupils (76%). 
There is a greater proportion of male pupils scoring in all remaining score categories compared 
to female pupils – more male pupils scoring in ‘slightly raised’ (8% compared to 5% of female), 
‘high’ (6% compared to 4%) and ‘very high’ (10% compared to 4%)  score ranges. Figures 9 
& 10 and table 12 below provide a full breakdown of gender and age for impact score. 

Figures 9 & 10: Percentages of Male and Female pupils across score categories for Impact 
score  
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Table 12: A breakdown of gender for Impact score 

PRIMARY 
Impact Score 

Number of 
Pupils 

Percentage of 
Pupils 

Female Male Female Male 

Very High 554 1371 4% 10% 

High 483 777 4% 6% 

Slightly Raised 661 1044 5% 8% 

Close to Average 11289 9980 87% 76% 

Total Cohort 12987 13172 100% 100% 
 

Taking the whole population of male and female pupils into account, the male population have 
a higher mean impact score (0.63) compared to that of female pupils (0.29). An independent 
t-test explored the differences between male (n=13,172) and female (n=12,987) scores. 
Analysis of results highlights that male pupils (M=0.63, SD=1.35) scores were significantly 
higher than female pupils (M=0.29, SD=0.90) on impact score t(23071) = 23.52, p < .001. 
Further, Cohen’s effect size value (d=.29) suggested a low to moderate practical significance.   

 

Figure 11: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very High’ for Impact score by age and gender 

 

For those pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for impact score, there is a consistent trend 
of a higher proportion of male pupils compared to female pupils throughout the whole primary 
school age range. 

There appears to be no significant spikes or dips in the data over time, showing relatively 
stable scores throughout primary school age range (excluding age 12 which shows an 
increase for boys, however the sample size for this age group was significantly smaller than 
that of ages 5-11). Again, the factors which create this profile will be further assessed. 
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Section 2c: Internalising Score (Emotion + Peer Scales), Gender and Age 
With respect to internalising score for primary school pupils, there is a similar proportion of both 
male and female pupils scoring in all of the score categories. 

Figures 12 & 13: Percentages of Male and Female pupils across score categories for Internalising 
Difficulties score 

 

 

 

 

Table 13: A breakdown of gender for Internalising Difficulties score 

PRIMARY 
Internalising Difficulties 
Score 

Number of Pupils Percentage of Pupils Average Scores 

Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Very High 379 588 3% 5% 11.73 11.80 

High 397 502 3% 4% 8.45 8.45 

Slightly Raised 706 835 5% 6% 6.42 6.44 

Close to Average 11505 11247 89% 85% 1.19 1.27 

Total Cohort 12987 13172 100% 100% 2.01 2.34 
 

Taking the whole population of male and female pupils into account, the male population have a 
higher mean internalising difficulties score (2.34) compared to that of female pupils (2.01). An 
independent t-test explored the differences between male (n=13,172) and female (n=12,987) 
scores. Analysis of results highlights that male pupils (M=2.34, SD=3.12) scores were significantly 
higher than female pupils (M=2.01, SD=2.78) on Internalising score t(25910)= 9.08, p < .001. 
Further, Cohen’s effect size value (d=.11) suggested no practical significance. 

 

Figure 14: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very High’ for Internalising Difficulties by age and gender 
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As detailed in the graph above, when looking at age and gender of pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ 
category for internalising difficulties, there is a slight upward trend of the number of male pupils 
scoring in this category. The proportion of female pupils scoring in the very high category for this 
scale remains relatively stable, with a slight increase between ages 10 and 11. There is a 
discrepancy in the trend at age 12 for both male and female pupils however this is potentially due 
to difference in sample size in comparison to other age groups. 

 

 

 

Section 2d: Externalising Score (Conduct + Hyperactivity scales), Gender and Age  
 

With respect to externalising score for primary pupils, there is a greater proportion of female 
pupils rated in the ‘close to average’ score category (89%) compared to male pupils (72%).  
There is also a greater proportion of male pupils scoring in all remaining score categories 
compared to female pupils – more male pupils scoring in ‘slightly raised’ (12% compared to 
6% of female), ‘high’ (8% compared to 3%) and ‘very high’ (8% compared to 2%)  categories. 

Figures 15 & 16 and table 14 below provide a full breakdown of gender and age for 
externalising difficulties.  

 

0%

5%

10%

15%

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

%
 o

f '
Ve

ry
 H

ig
h'

 
In

te
rn

al
isi

ng
 Sc

or
es

Age

'Very High' Internalising Scores
Primary School Pupils

Boys Girls



Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire   
 North Lanarkshire Council    

 

North Lanarkshire (July 2021) Page 19 of 63 
 

Figures 15 & 16: Percentages of Male and Female pupils across score categories for 
Externalising Difficulties score 

 

Table 14: A breakdown of gender for Externalising Difficulties score 

PRIMARY 
Externalising Difficulties 
Score 

Number of Pupils Percentage of Pupils Average Scores 

Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Very High 249 986 2% 8% 14.90 15.04 

High 357 1056 3% 8% 10.77 10.87 

Slightly Raised 768 1616 6% 12% 7.87 7.91 

Close to Average 11613 9514 89% 72% 1.36 2.10 

Total Cohort 12987 13172 100% 100% 2.27 4.49 
 

Taking the whole population of male and female pupils into account, the male population have 
a higher mean externalising difficulties score (4.49) compared to that of female pupils (2.27). 
An independent t-test explored the differences between male (n=13,172) and female (n 
=12,987) scores. Analysis of results highlights that male pupils (M=4.49, SD=4.52) scores 
were significantly higher than female pupils (M=2.27, SD=3.24) on externalising score t 
(23882) = 45.70, p < .001. Further, Cohen’s effect size value (d=.56) suggested a moderate 
practical significance.  

 

Figure 17: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very High’ for Externalising Difficulties by age and 
gender 

8%
8%

12%

72%

PRIMARY
Male - Externalising Difficulties Score

Very High

High

Slighty Raised

Close to Average

2% 3%
6%

89%

PRIMARY
Female - Externalising Difficulties Score

Very High

High

Slighty Raised

Close to Average



Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire   
 North Lanarkshire Council    

 

North Lanarkshire (July 2021) Page 20 of 63 
 

 

Throughout the primary school age range, male pupils show consistently higher numbers 
scoring in the ‘very high’ category for externalising scores compared to that of female pupils. 
There is a dip in percentages for male pupils at age 9, with peaks at age 7 and 10 (9% at both 
ages). For female pupils, there is a peak in numbers of pupils scoring ‘very high’ for 
externalising difficulties at age 5 (4%) which then drops to a relatively consistent proportion 
(2%) of pupils for the remaining ages in primary school. 

 

Section 2e: Prosocial Score, Gender and Age 
With respect to prosocial score for primary pupils, there is a greater proportion of female pupils 
rated in the ‘close to average’ score category (93%) compared to male pupils (82%).  There 
is also a greater proportion of male pupils scoring in all remaining score categories compared 
to female pupils – more male pupils scoring in ‘slightly lowered’ (8% compared to 4% of 
female), ‘low’ (4% compared to 1.5%) and ‘very low’ (6% compared to 1.5%)  categories. 

Figures 18 & 19 and table 15 below provide a full breakdown of gender and age for prosocial 
score. 

 

Figures 18 & 19: Percentages of Male and Female pupils across score categories for 
Prosocial score 
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Table 15: A breakdown of gender and age for Prosocial score 

PRIMARY 
Prosocial Score 

Number of Pupils Percentage of Pupils Average Scores 

Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Very Low 177 742 1.5% 6% 2.27 1.97 

Low 187 563 1.5% 4% 4.00 4.00 

Slightly Lowered 491 1095 4% 8% 5.00 5.00 

Close to Average 12132 10772 93% 82% 9.37 8.94 

Total Cohort 12987 13172 100% 100% 9.03 8.01 
 

Taking the whole population of male and female pupils into account, the male population have 
a lower mean prosocial score (8.01) compared to that of female pupils (9.03) – indicating a 
poorer rating for prosocial skills for male pupils compared to female pupils. An independent t-
test explored the differences between male (n=13,172) and female (n=12,987) scores. 
Analysis of the results highlights that female pupils (M=9.03, SD=1.69) scores were 
significantly higher than male pupils (M=8.01, SD=2.40) on prosocial score t(23694) = -39.99, 
p < .001. Further, Cohen’s effect size value (d=.49) suggested a low to moderate practical 
significance.   
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Figure 20: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very Low’ for Prosocial skills by age and gender 

 

For those pupils scoring in the ‘very low’ category for prosocial score, there is a consistent 
trend of a higher proportion of male pupils compared to female pupils throughout the whole 
primary school age range. 

There appears to be no significant spikes or dips in the data over time, showing relatively 
stable scores throughout primary school age range (excluding age 12 which shows a sharp 
increase for boys, however the sample size for this age group was significantly smaller than 
that of ages 5-11). This issue will be furthered reviewed.  

There is a gradual decrease in score for girls between age 5 and 7 showing a reduction in the 
proportion of female pupils scoring ‘very low’ for prosocial skills in that age range. 
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Section 3: Primary School Pupils Scoring in Very High Total Difficulties 
Category  
The figure below shows the number of primary school pupils that scored ‘very high’ in the total 
difficulties category, broken down by subscales to look further into the areas of difficulty for 
this sub-population of pupils.  

Figure 21: Number of primary school pupils scoring ‘Very High’ in Total Difficulties category 
broken down by subscales 

 

 

For primary school pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for total difficulties, the subscales 
of hyperactivity and conduct show both the highest proportion of ‘very high’ scores and lowest 
proportion of ‘close to average’ scores. For the pupils within this category, it is likely that the 
highest levels of need fall within the areas of hyperactivity (67% scoring ‘very high’), conduct 
(58% scoring ‘very high’) and emotion (42% scoring ‘very high’). 
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Table 16: Cross Tabulation: Primary school pupils scoring ‘Very High’ Total Difficulties - 
subscale breakdown 

Category   Emotion Conduct Hyperactivity Peer 
Problems 

Prosocial 

Very High/Very Low % 
within 
column 
n     
mean 

42 
 551 

  7.54 

58 
  756 
6.59 

67 
   874 

9.72 

26 
   337 

6.86 

34 
   435 

1.78 

High/Low % 
within 
column 
n      
mean 

14 
   177 

5.00 

15 
   189 

4.00 

13 
   163 

8.00 

18 
  237 
5.00 

15 
  200 
4.00 

Slightly 
Raised/Lowered 

% 
within 
column 
n      
mean     

14 
   175 

4.00 

11 
   138 

3.00 

15 
   189 

6.60 

36 
   464 

3.55 

19 
   250 

5.00 

Close to Average % 
within 
column 
n      
mean 

31 
   397 

1.88 

17 
  217 
1.24 

6 
    74 
4.31 

20 
  262 
1.47 

32 
   415 

7.38 

Total n     
mean 

1300 
4.99 

1300 
4.94 

1300 
8.74 

1300 
4.25 

1300 
4.53 

 

The data represented in the cross tabulation shows the pupil distribution across score 
categories and the means of the subscales. Hyperactivity has a mean of 8.74, which is 
significantly higher than the rest of the subscales, indicating this would be the most 
problematic scale for primary pupils within the ‘very high’ total difficulties category. 
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Summary findings for primary school data 
The SDQ results for primary schools included a total of 26,163 pupils aged between 4 and 12 
years old across 119 primary schools. The response rate was 98%. The SDQs were 
completed by teachers, as self-report SDQ is available for pupils aged 11 and up only.  

For primary pupils, the percentage of pupils scoring in each of the score categories is in line 
with previous SDQ sampling studies (previous sampling having the ‘close to average’ category 
representing 80% of the sample population). In North Lanarkshire’s primary schools, the 
proportion of pupils scoring in the ‘close to average’ category in SDQ areas ranged from 81% 
to 88%. This indicates that most pupils were rated by their teachers as having no difficulties 
in the key SDQ areas of total difficulties, impact, externalising difficulties, internalising 
difficulties and prosocial skills. 

In looking at gender differences across the 5 key SDQ areas, statistically significant 
differences were observed between male and female pupils. Male pupils were rated by their 
teachers as having greater total difficulties scores, impact scores, internalising scores, 
externalising scores and lower prosocial skills. However, effect sizes were low to moderate in 
the scores across gender, apart from externalising difficulties which displayed a moderate 
effect size.  

There was a higher proportion of male pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ (‘very low’ for prosocial) 
category across all key SDQ scores and all age ranges (with the exception of internalising 
difficulties at age 5 where the proportion of pupils was the same for both males and females).     

When looking in more detail at trends in mean SDQ scores with age and gender, there were 
small improvements for both male and female pupils for total difficulties and externalising 
scores as they got older. Other scores remained largely stable as pupils progressed through 
primary school.   

For primary school pupils scoring ‘very high’ for total difficulties, the SDQ subscale of 
hyperactivity displayed the highest mean for this population. The subscales of conduct, and to 
a lesser extent emotion, also reported higher mean scores.  

Wider SDQ sampling research and clinical and expert advice from ‘youthinmind’ (creators and 
owners of the SDQ) indicates that teachers may underrepresent internalising difficulties 
(Goodman, Lamping & Ploubidis, 2010). Given results from a single SDQ questionnaire 
represents a snapshot in time, these factors along with the impact of COVID and school 
closure must be considered when interpreting these results. 

The profile of data observed within the primary schools indicates most pupils are scoring in 
the close to average range across all key SDQ scores. The specific issue of 12 year-olds in 
primary will be further reviewed. 
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ASN Provision 
This report presents the preliminary analysis for 12 of North Lanarkshire’s ASN specialist 
provisions. Goodman and Goodman (2011) note that children with neuro-developmental 
difficulties and/or learning difficulties achieve higher SDQ scores. It is not meaningful to 
compare the results of stand-alone specialist provisions with mainstream schools.  

Teachers completed the questionnaires for those between the ages of 4-11, and for those 
pupils who have a cognitive age of below 11. There were 471 questionnaires completed by 
teachers between the ages of 5 and 17. 91 questionnaires were completed by pupils 
themselves between the ages of 12 and 17.  

Table 17 below has a breakdown of completed SDQs in ASN provisions, split by teacher 
report and self-report. 

Table 17: Overall completed SDQs for ASN: 

 Number of 
Pupils 

Number of 
completed 
SDQs 

Number of 
teacher 
completed 
SDQs 

Number of 
self-report 
completed 
SDQs 

% of SDQ 
returns 

ASN 1009 562 471 91 56% 
 
Section 1: ASN Teacher completed SDQ data 
Table 18 below shows a breakdown of teacher completed SDQs by gender. The 
transgender information will be reviewed further. 

Table 18: Teacher completed SDQ responses by gender 

Gender Number of Pupils Percentage of Cohort 
Male 351 74.5% 
Female 117 24.8% 
Transgender 2 <0.5% 
Not Applicable 1 <0.5% 

 

Table 19 below provides a breakdown of teacher completed SDQs for ASN provisions by 
age and gender. 

Table 19: Breakdown by age and gender for teacher completed SDQs for ASN 

Age Number of 
female SDQs 

Number of 
male SDQs 

Total number of 
SDQs 
completed 

5 3 11 14 
6 6 26 32 
7 9 27 36 
8 4 27 31 
9 12 33 45 
10 14 29 43 
11 9 34 43 
12 8 21 29 
13 7 33 42 
14 10 14 24 
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15 16 44 61 
16 14 38 52 
17 5 14 19 

 

Figure 22: Percentage of ASN pupils (teacher completed SDQs) in each category across 
key SDQ areas 

 

As seen in the chart above, the proportion of pupils scoring in the ‘close to average’ category 
across all key areas ranges from 35%-46%.  

The table below illustrates that across all the key SDQ scores, the mean scores for teacher 
completed SDQs ranges from slightly raised/lowered to high/low.  

Table 20: Average ASN teacher report SDQ scores for five key subscales: 

SDQ Score Total number of 
Pupils Mean Score 

Total Difficulties 471 14.72 

Impact Score 471 2.18 
Internalising Difficulties 

Score (Emotion + Peer Score) 471 6.74 
Externalising Difficulties 

Score (Hyperactivity + 
Conduct Score) 

471 7.98 

Prosocial Score 471 5.18 
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Figure 23: Average total difficulties scores for those scoring ‘very high’ on total difficulties 

 

The figure above provides a breakdown of mean total difficulties score of those scoring very 
high in total difficulties by age. For those scoring very high in total difficulties, there is a slight 
upwards trend at the ages of 7-9 and 12-15.  

Figure 24: Average impact score of those scoring ‘very high’ for total difficulties 

 

The figure above provides a breakdown of mean impact scores for those scoring very high in 
total difficulties by age. For those scoring very high in total difficulties, there is a slight 
decrease in mean impact score from the age of 14. 
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Further work will be done to review this data in conjunction with key stakeholders. 

Section 2: ASN Self-report SDQ data 
Ninety-one ASN pupils completed the self-report SDQ assessment.  

Table 21 below shows a breakdown of pupil completed SDQs by gender.  

Table 21: Breakdown of ASN pupil completed SDQs by gender 

Gender Number of Pupils Percentage of Cohort  
Male 68 75% 
Female 22 24% 
Transgender 0 0% 
Not Applicable 1 1% 

 
Table 22 below provides a breakdown of pupil completed SDQs for ASN provisions by age 
and gender.  
 
Table 22: Breakdown of ASN pupil completed SDQs by age and gender 
 
Age Number of 

female SDQs 
Number of 
male SDQs 

Total number 
of SDQs 
completed 

12 1 3 4 
13 1 1 2 
14 2 9 12 
15 3 16 19 
16 7 15 22 
17 8 24 32 

 
 

Figure 25: Percentage of ASN pupils (pupil completed SDQS) in each category across key 
SDQ areas 
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As can be seen in the chart above, although a quarter of pupils (25%) rated themselves in the 
very high category for total difficulties, most pupils (84%) rated themselves close to average 
for impact.  

Table 23: Average ASN pupil report scores for five key SDQ subscales 

SDQ Score Total number of 
Pupils Mean Score 

Total Difficulties 91 14.65 

Impact Score 91 0.65 
Internalising Difficulties 

Score (Emotion + Peer Score) 91 7.05 
Externalising Difficulties 

Score (Hyperactivity + 
Conduct Score) 

91 7.59 

Prosocial Score 91 6.89 
 

The table above illustrates that across all the key areas, the majority of mean scores for ASN 
pupil completed SDQs falls within the close to average range, with internalising and 
prosocial scores being slightly raised/lowered.  
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Figure 26: Average total difficulties scores for those scoring ‘very high’ on total difficulties  

 

The figure above provides a breakdown of mean total difficulties scores for those scoring 
very high in total difficulties by age. Data for 13 year olds remain represented in the graphs, 
however caution must be used in looking at trends in data due to small sample size for 13 
year olds (n=2). This discrepancy in sample size results in a dip in the scores for 13 year 
olds in the line charts.  

Figure 27: Average impact scores for those scoring ‘very high’ on total difficulties  

 

The figure above provides a breakdown of mean impact scores for those scoring very high in 
total difficulties by age. As above, caution must be used in looking at trends in data due to 
the small sample size for 13 year olds.  

It can be seen from the figure above, although 16 year olds scored very high on total 
difficulties, they have a low impact score (m=0).    

Further work will be done to review this data in conjunction with key stakeholders. 
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Summary findings for ASN provision data  
The SDQ results for ASN provisions included 562 children aged between 5 and 17 across 12 
specialist provisions. The response rate was 56%. The SDQs were completed by teachers 
for children between the ages of 4-11, and for those up to the age of 17 who have a 
cognitive age of below 11. Pupils aged between 12-17 who had a cognitive age of at least 
11 completed their own SDQ. 

For teacher completed SDQs, the data illustrates that less than half of the pupils scored 
within the close to average range for all of the key areas (total difficulties, internalising, 
externalising, impact and prosocial) ranging from 35-46%. The results also show there is a 
slight decrease in mean total difficulties between the ages of 7-9 and 12-15. 

For pupil completed SDQs, the data indicates that for most of the key areas (total difficulties, 
internalising, externalising, prosocial) a majority of pupils scored within the close to average 
range (50%-67%), with the exception of the impact score in which most pupils (84%) scored 
within the close to average range. The results also show that mean scores fell within the 
close to average or slightly raised/lowered categories across all key areas. Less than half of 
pupils scored within the very high category across all key areas, ranging from 8%-25%. 

Caution must be used in interpreting trends within this sample population. Research studies 
indicate that pupils with neuro-developmental difficulties and/or learning difficulties will 
achieve higher SDQ scores. This data will be reviewed further.   
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Secondary/Self-Report SDQs 
Section 1: Secondary Establishment Data  
This report presents analysis of the SDQ results of 23 Secondary establishments within the 
North Lanarkshire Authority area. In this instance, the questionnaires were completed by 
14,599 pupils aged between 11 and 17 years old.  

Table 24 below displays the average SDQ scores for secondary and is colour coded to indicate 
level of difficulty. 

Table 24. Average secondary scores for five key SDQ subscales. 

SDQ Score Total number of 
Pupils Mean Score 

Total Difficulties 14599 13.13 

Impact Score 14599 0.99 
Internalising Difficulties Score 

(Emotion + Peer Score) 14599 6.35 
Externalising Difficulties Score 
(Hyperactivity + Conduct Score) 14599 6.79 

Prosocial Score 14599 7.12 
 

Table 24 illustrates that across all the key SDQ areas, the mean scores for secondary schools 
are within the ‘close to average’ score category. 

Table 25 and Figure 28 below provide a breakdown of the number and percentage of 
secondary pupils in each scoring category of the SDQ’s five key areas when used as a general 
population screener. 

Table 25: Number and % of secondary pupils scoring in each category across key SDQ areas 

SDQ Area Close to 
Average (N) 

Slightly 
Raised/Lowered 
(for prosocial) 
(N) 

High/Low (for 
prosocial) 
(N) 

Very High/ Very 
Low (for 
prosocial) 
(N) 

Total Difficulties 59%  
(8681) 

15%  
(2158) 

9%  
(1248) 

17%  
(2512) 

Impact 68%  
(9935) 

9%  
(1365) 

7%  
(970) 

16%  
(2329) 

Externalising 68%  
(9934) 

15%  
(2191) 

9%  
(1358) 

8%  
(1116) 

Internalising 55%  
(7998) 

17%  
(2403) 

13%  
(1961) 

15%  
(2237) 

Prosocial 66% 
(9636) 

12.5% 
(1832) 

9.5% 
(1393) 

12% 
(1738) 

 

 

Figure 28: Number and % of secondary pupils scoring in each category across key SDQ 
areas 
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As seen in the chart above, a majority of pupils are scoring ‘close to average’ across each of 
the key SDQ areas. For North Lanarkshire secondary pupils, total difficulties and internalising 
have the lowest proportion of pupils in the ‘close to average’ category (with 59% and 55% 
respectively).  

Total difficulties, impact score and internalising score have the highest number of pupils 
scoring in the very high category (with 17%, 16% and 15% respectively). 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 29: Mean SDQ score by age for secondary pupils 
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When looking at average score for each of the key SDQ areas by age, there is an upward 
trend for total difficulties from age 12 to 15, with a downward trend from 15 to 17 years old. 
Externalising difficulties follow a similar trend. Impact scores increases to age 16, then dip at 
age 17. Internalising difficulties increase with age. Prosocial scores remain relatively stable 
with age. 

Taking into consideration the information illustrated in Table 25 and Figures 28- 29, secondary 
pupils are reporting higher levels of internalising than externalising difficulties overall, 
however, the breakdown of age shows that internalising difficulties are highest between the 
ages of 15 to 17. Prior to this, the mean internalising score is lower for ages 12 – 14 than 
externalising difficulties. This will be examined further to gain a deeper understanding of the 
trend while considering data norms and the current NL context.  

 
Section 2: Secondary Establishments – Exploration of SDQ score, Gender 
and Age 
Table 26 below provides a breakdown of secondary school responses by gender. The 
transgender information will be reviewed further. 

Table 26: SDQ responses by gender 

Gender Number of Pupils Percentage of Cohort 
Male 6922 47.5% 
Female 7459 51% 
Transgender 77 0.5% 
Not Applicable 141 1% 

 

The table below shows the number of Secondary School completed SDQs by age group and 
gender. 
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Table 27: SDQ responses by age and gender 

Age Number of female 
SDQs 

Number of male 
SDQs 

Total number of 
SDQs completed 

11 89 67 156 
12 1428 1329 2757 
13 1552 1559 3111 
14 1459 1401 2860 
15 1235 1168 2403 
16 953 824 1777 
17 743 574 1317 

 

The table above provides a breakdown of age for SDQ responses at secondary school. Data 
for 11 year olds remain represented in the graphs, however caution must be used in looking 
at trends in data due to relatively small sample size for 11 year olds (n=156) compared to that 
of other ages (next closest sample size being 1,317). This discrepancy in sample size may 
result in a dip/spike in the scores for 11 year olds in the line charts compared to pupils of other 
ages.   

The table below provides the mean scores for the SDQ areas for secondary school pupils, 
split by gender (also indicating any statistically significant difference). 

 

Table 28: Mean SDQ score by gender for secondary pupils 

Secondary School/self-report  
-SDQ Score 

Total number of 
Pupils 

Female –  
Average Score 

Male - Average 
Score 

Total Difficulties 14599 14.20 11.78 

Impact Score 14599 1.25 0.66 
Internalising Difficulties 
Score (Emotion + Peer 

Score) 
14599 7.38 5.14 

Externalising Difficulties 
Score (Hyperactivity + 

Conduct Score) 
14599 6.82 6.64 

Prosocial Score 14599 7.57 6.67 
 

Table 28 above illustrates that across all the key SDQ areas, the majority of mean scores are 
within the ‘close to average’ score category. Impact score and internalising difficulties for 
female pupils fall within the ‘slightly raised’ category, with prosocial skills for male pupils also 
falling within the ‘slightly raised’ category. Female pupils show greater difficulty across all 
areas in comparison to male pupils, except for prosocial skills. 

The figures below provide a summary of mean scores for total difficulties, impact, 
externalising, internalising and prosocial skills for both male and female pupils by age to show 
any trends over time for secondary school pupils. 
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Figure 30: Male secondary school pupils scores on SDQ areas by age 

 

For male secondary school pupils, scores in most areas remain relatively stable by age, 
however there are slight downward trends in externalising difficulties. There is a slight upward 
trend for internalising difficulties. Total difficulties shows an upward pattern from age 12 to 15 
before reducing slightly at ages 16 and 17.  

Figure 31: Female secondary school pupils scores on SDQ areas by age 
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For female secondary school pupils, scores for total difficulties, internalising, externalising 
and impact show an upward trend from age 12 to 15, before falling again between ages 15 
to 17.  Prosocial scores remain relatively stable with age. 

 

Section 2a: Total Difficulties, Gender and Age 
With respect to total difficulties for secondary school pupils, there is a greater proportion of 
male pupils rated in the ‘close to average’ score category (69%) compared to female pupils 
(52%). In addition, there is a greater proportion of female pupils scoring in all remaining score 
categories compared to male pupils – more female pupils scoring in ‘slightly raised’ (17% 
compared to 13% of males), ‘high’ (10% compared to 7%) and ‘very high’ (21% compared to 
11%) categories. 

Figures 32 & 33 and table 29 below provide a full breakdown of gender and age for Total 
Difficulties.  
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Figures 32 & 33: Percentages of Male and Female pupils across score categories for Total 
Difficulties 

Table 29: A breakdown of gender for Total Difficulties score 

SECONDARY 
Total Difficulties Score 

Number of Pupils Percentage of Pupils Average Scores 

Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Very High 1580 807 21% 11% 23.15 22.89 

High 757 474 10% 7% 18.45 18.46 

Slightly Raised 1257 879 17% 13% 15.98 15.92 

Close to Average 3865 4762 52% 69% 9.13 8.47 

Total Cohort 7459 6922 100% 100% 14.20 11.78 
 

Taking the whole population of male and female pupils into account, the female population 
have a higher mean total difficulties score (14.20) compared to that of male pupils (11.78).  An 
independent t-test was conducted to explore the differences between male and female scores. 
Analysis of the results highlights that female pupils (M=14.2, SD=6.42) scored significantly 
higher than male pupils (M=11.78, SD=6.12) on total difficulties score t(14370)=-23.09 , 
p<.001. Further, Cohen’s effect size value (d=.39) suggested a low to moderate practical 
significance. 

Figure 34: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very High’ for Total Difficulties by age and gender 
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For those pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for total difficulties score, there is a 
consistent trend of a higher proportion of female pupils compared to male pupils throughout 
the whole age range. 

There appears to be no significant spikes or dips in the data over time for male pupils, however 
there is an increase in the proportion of female pupils between ages 11 to 14, followed by a 
dip towards age 17.  

 

Section 2b: Impact Score, Gender and Age 
With respect to impact score for secondary school pupils, there is a greater proportion of male 
pupils rated in the ‘close to average’ score category (76%) compared to female pupils (62%). 
There is a greater proportion of female pupils compared to male pupils scoring in the ‘high’ 
(8% compared to 5%) and ‘very high’ (21% compared to 10%) categories. Figures 35 & 36 
and table 30 below provide a full breakdown of gender and age for impact score. 

 

Figures 35 & 36: Percentages of Male and Female pupils across score categories for Impact 
score 

 

Table 30: A breakdown of gender for Impact score 
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SECONDARY 
Impact Score 

Number of Pupils Percentage of Pupils 

Female Male Female Male 

Very High 1529 689 21% 10% 

High 584 363 8% 5% 

Slightly Raised 707 636 9% 9% 

Close to Average 4639 5234 62% 76% 

Total Cohort 7459 6922 100% 100% 
 

Taking the whole population of male and female pupils into account, the female population 
have a higher mean impact score (1.25) compared to that of male pupils (0.66). An 
independent t-test was conducted and determined that female pupils (M=1.25, SD=2.09) 
scored significantly higher than male pupils (M=.66, SD=1.52) on impact score t(13617)=-
19.4, p<.001. Further, Cohen’s effect size value (d=.32) suggested a low to moderate practical 
significance. 

Figure 37: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very High’ for Impact score by age and gender 

 

For those pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for impact score, there is a consistent trend 
of a higher proportion of female pupils compared to male pupils throughout the whole 
secondary school age range. 

For male pupils, the proportion scoring very high for impact remains relatively stable beyond 
age 12 (there is a reduction at age 11, however this has a much smaller sample size compared 
to other ages). For female pupils there is a sharp increase in the proportion of scoring ‘very 
high’ for impact between ages 12 to 14, before dipping again between ages 16 and 17. 

 

Section 2c: Internalising Score (Emotion + Peer Scales), Gender and Age 
With respect to internalising score for secondary school pupils, there is a greater proportion of 
male pupils rated in the ‘close to average’ score category (69%) compared to female pupils 
(42%). There is a greater proportion of female pupils scoring in all remaining score categories 
compared to male pupils – more female pupils scoring in ‘slightly raised’ (20% compared to 
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13% for males), ‘high’ (17% compared to 10%) and ‘very high’ (21% compared to 8%)  score 
ranges. Figures 38 & 39 and table 31 below provide a full breakdown of gender and age for 
internalising difficulties. 

Figures 38 & 39: Percentages of Male and Female pupils across score categories for 
Internalising Difficulties score 

 

Table 31: A breakdown of gender for Internalising Difficulties score 

SECONDARY 
Internalising Difficulties 
Score 

Number of Pupils Percentage of Pupils Average Scores 

Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Very High 1569 574 21% 8% 12.54 12.62 

High 1266 651 17% 10% 9.47 9.45 

Slightly Raised 1463 917 20% 13% 7.51 7.45 

Close to Average 3161 4780 42% 69% 3.91 3.21 

Total Cohort 7459 6922 100% 100% 7.38 5.14 
 

Taking the whole population of male and female pupils into account, the female population 
have a higher mean internalising difficulties score (7.38) compared to that of male pupils 
(5.14). An independent t-test highlighted that female pupils (M=7.38, SD=3.65) scored 
significantly higher than male pupils (M=5.14, SD=3.49) on internalising score t(14365)=-
37.55, p<.001. Further, Cohen’s effect size value (d=.63) suggested a moderate to high 
practical significance. 

 

Figure 40: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very High’ for Internalising Difficulties by age and 
gender 

21%

17%

20%

42%

SECONDARY
Female - Internalising Difficulties 

Score

Very High

High

Slightly Raised

Close to
Average

8%
10%

13%

69%

SECONDARY
Male - Internalising Difficulties Score

Very High

High

Slightly Raised

Close to Average



Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire   
 North Lanarkshire Council    

 

North Lanarkshire (July 2021) Page 43 of 63 
 

 

As detailed in the graph above, when looking at age and gender of pupils scoring in the ‘very 
high’ category for internalising difficulties, there is a slight upward trend of the number of 
female pupils scoring in this category between ages 12-15, before dropping between 15 to 17 
years old. The proportion of male pupils scoring in the very high category for this scale remains 
relatively stable, with an increase at age 11 (however this is likely due to difference in sample 
size in comparison to other age groups). 

 

 

Section 2d: Externalising Score (Conduct + Hyperactivity scales), Gender and Age 
With respect to externalising score for secondary pupils, there is a similar proportion of both 
male and female pupils scoring in all of the score categories. 

Figures 41 & 42 and table 32 below provide a full breakdown of gender and age for 
externalising difficulties.  

Figures 41 & 42: Percentages of Male and Female pupils across score categories for 
Externalising Difficulties score 

 

Table 32: A breakdown of gender for Externalising Difficulties score 
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SECONDARY 
Externalising Difficulties 
Score 

Number of Pupils Percentage of Pupils Average Scores 

Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Very High 575 479 8% 7% 14.30 14.30 

High 702 613 9% 9% 11.42 11.44 

Slightly Raised 1117 1034 15% 15% 9.47 9.47 

Close to Average 5065 4796 68% 69% 4.74 4.65 

Total Cohort 7459 6922 100% 100% 6.82 6.64 
 

Taking the whole population of male and female pupils into account, the female population 
have a higher mean externalising difficulties score (6.82) compared to that of male pupils 
(6.64). An independent t-test highlighted that female pupils (M=6.82, SD=3.79) scored 
significantly higher than male pupils (M=6.64, SD=3.75) on externalising score t(14321)=-2.83, 
p=.005. Further, Cohen’s effect size value (d=.05) suggested no practical significance. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 43: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very High’ for Externalising Difficulties by age and 
gender 

 

Throughout the secondary school age range, the proportion of both female and male pupils 
scoring ‘very high’ for externalising difficulties follows a similar pattern, showing an initial 
upward trend followed by a downward trend from age 14 onwards. Female pupils have slightly 
higher proportions scoring in the ‘very high’ category for externalising difficulties compared to 
males between the ages of 13 and 15 years old. 
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Section 2e: Prosocial Score, Gender and Age 
With respect to prosocial score for secondary pupils, there is a greater proportion of female 
pupils rated in the ‘close to average’ score category (75%) compared to male pupils (57%).  
There is also a greater proportion of male pupils scoring in all remaining score categories 
compared to female pupils – more male pupils scoring in ‘slightly lowered’ (15% compared to 
10% of female), ‘low’ (13% compared to 6%) and ‘very low’ (15% compared to 9%)  categories. 

Figures 44 & 45 and table 33 below provide a full breakdown of gender and age for prosocial 
score. 

Figures 44 & 45: Percentages of Male and Female pupils across score categories for 
Prosocial scores 

 

Table 33: A breakdown of gender for Prosocial scores 

SECONDARY 
Prosocial Score 

Number of Pupils Percentage of Pupils Average Scores 

Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Very Low 638 1046 9% 15% 3.08 3.15 

Low 495 860 6% 13% 5.00 5.00 

Slightly Lowered 731 1062 10% 15% 6.00 6.00 

Close to Average 5595 3954 75% 57% 8.51 8.14 

Total Cohort 7459 6922 100% 100% 7.57 6.67 
 

Taking the whole population of male and female pupils into account, the male population have 
a lower mean prosocial score (6.67) compared to that of female pupils (7.57) – indicating a 
poorer rating for prosocial skills for male pupils compared to female pupils. An independent t-
test highlighted that female pupils (M=7.57, SD=2) scored significantly higher than male pupils 
(M=6.67, SD=2.07) on prosocial score t(14206)=-26.38, p<.001. Further, Cohen’s effect size 
value (d=.44) suggested a low to moderate practical significance. 

 

Figure 46: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very Low’ for Prosocial skills by age and gender 
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For those pupils scoring in the ‘very low’ category for prosocial score, there is a consistent 
trend of a higher proportion of male pupils compared to female pupils throughout the whole 
age range. Both groups show a similar trend in data, displaying an upward trend between 12 
and 14 years old followed by a dip from aged 14 onwards (with girls showing an additional 
increase between ages 16 and 17). 

 

Section 3: Secondary School Pupils Scoring in Very High Total Difficulties 
Category  
The graph below shows the number of secondary school pupils that scored ‘very high’ in the 
total difficulties category, broken down by subscales to look further into the areas of difficulty 
for this sub-population of pupils.  

Figure 47: Number of secondary school pupils scoring ‘Very High’ in Total Difficulties category 
broken down by subscales  
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For secondary school pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for total difficulties, the 
subscales of hyperactivity and emotion show both the highest proportion of ‘very high’ scores 
and lowest proportion of ‘close to average’ scores. For the pupils within this category, it is 
likely that the highest levels of need fall within the areas of emotion (71% scoring ‘very high’) 
and hyperactivity (61% scoring ‘very high’). 

 

Table 34: Cross Tabulation: Secondary school pupils scoring Very High Total Difficulties - 
subscale breakdown 

Category   Emotion Conduct Hyperactivity Peer 
Problems 

Prosocial 

Very High/Very Low % 
within 
column 
n     
mean 

71 
1771  
8.30   

22 
542 

6.81 

61 
1520 
8.80 

40 
998 

5.94 

19 
480 

3.12 

High/Low % 
within 
column 
n      
mean 

13 
316    
6.00 

16 
410 

5.00 

17 
422 

7.00 

22 
550 

4.00 

14 
347 

5.00 

Slightly Raised/Lowered % 
within 
column 
n      
mean     

9 
   235 

5.00 

19 
477 

4.00 

11 
286 

6.00 

18 
458 

3.00 

15 
375 

6.00 

Close to Average % 
within 
column 
n      
mean 

8 
190    
3.37 

43 
1083 
2.20 

11 
284 

4.48 

20 
506 

1.61 

52 
1311 
8.14 

Total n     
mean 

2512 
7.33 

2512 
3.99 

2512 
7.69 

2512 
4.11 

2512 
6.43 

 

The data represented in the cross tabulation shows the pupil distribution across score 
categories and the means of the subscales. Hyperactivity has a mean of 7.69 and emotion 
has a mean of 7.33 which appear significantly higher than the rest of the subscales for 
secondary pupils within the ‘very high’ total difficulties category. 
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Section 4: Comparison of Realigning Children’s Services (RCS 2017) and 
North Lanarkshire’s 2021 SDQ Data 
Key findings from 2017 RCS Data 
In the RCS 2017 survey, data was gathered from 11,577 secondary pupils (S1-S4), 9601 
primary school pupils (P5-P7) and 502 parents. This gives a total sample of 21,680 for RCS 
2017 compared to the total achieved sample size of 41,324 for the current SDQ project.  

RCS 2017 data relating specifically to the SDQ (covering 11,577 pupils in S1-S4, approx. 11-
15 years, compared to 11,464 S1-S4 pupils for the current sample) highlighted a number of 
key findings:  

1. Older pupils were more likely to have a raised total difficulties score, with only 9% in 
S1 scoring ‘very high’, rising to 13% in S4. These higher total difficulties scores were 
largely affected by emotional symptoms, with the proportion of pupils in the ‘very 
high’ category for emotion rising from 10% in S1 to 22% in S4.   

2. Girls were more likely than boys to have a raised score for both total difficulties (13% 
of girls in the ‘very high’ category compared to 10% boys) and emotional symptoms.   

3. There was an emerging trend that the proportion of pupils with ‘very high’ scores in 
SDQ areas was increasing.  
 

For these reasons, the current 2021 SDQ authority analysis examined data relating to the 
points noted above to gain a better understanding of the current mental wellbeing of our 
students compared to previous data. 

 

Comparisons between Age & Total Difficulties  
Data from the previous RCS study indicated that older pupils were more likely to have raised 
total difficulties score and emotional symptoms. 

 

Figure 48: 2021 Data - Mean Total Difficulties Score by age for 12-17 year olds 
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As seen by the graph above, there is an upwards trend for total difficulties between the ages 
of 12-15 (age 11 has been excluded from the graph due to sample size not being comparable 
to other ages). This is similar to the findings from the 2017 RCS study. However the 2021 data 
continues to cover ages 16 and 17, showing a downward trend in total difficulties beyond age 
15 which was the upper age limit of the previous 2017 study. 

Figure 49: 2021 Data – ‘Very High’ Total Difficulties age 12-17 

 

For those pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for total difficulties score, there is a slight 
upward trend between ages 12 and 15, before dropping between the ages of 15-17. 

This initial upward trend between ages 12-15 follows the data trend from the 2017 data. 

 

Figure 50: Proportion of secondary pupils scoring ‘Very High’ for Emotional Symptoms 

 

Figure 50 above also confirms previous data from 2017 showing an increase in emotional 
symptoms towards the age of 15 which may account for the increase in total difficulties in 
those age ranges. 
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Gender differences, Total Difficulties and Emotional Symptoms 
Previous RCS data from 2017 confirmed girls were more likely than boys to have a raised 
score for both total difficulties (13% of girls in the ‘very high’ category compared to 10% boys) 
and emotional symptoms.   

Reviewing gender differences and SDQ scores across both time periods, the 2021 data 
indicates girls were more likely than boys to have a raised score on the total difficulties scale 
with 21% of girls being ‘very high’ in comparison to only 11% of boys. This marks an increase 
in girls scores compared with 2017, where girls had a score of 13% (8% less). Boys scores 
were broadly consistent across both sets of findings, with 10% in the ‘very high’ category in 
2017 (1% less). Girls also showed generally higher proportions scoring in the ‘very high’ 
category compared to boys across all age ranges (see below graph). 

 

Figure 51: Percentage of pupils scoring ‘Very High’ for Total Difficulties by age and gender 

 

 

The gender gap was especially pronounced in relation to the emotional symptoms scale where 
31% of girls were categorised as being ‘very high’ in comparison to 9% of boys. This compares 
to 24% for girls and 8% for boys in 2017 (a 16% difference). Again, girls also showed generally 
higher proportions scoring in the ‘very high’ category for emotional symptoms compared to 
boys across all age ranges (see below figures).  
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Figures 52 & 53: Percentage of Secondary Pupils in the ‘Very High’ category in 2017 and 
2020-21 for Emotion 

 

Figures 52 & 53 above highlight scores between 2017 (RCS) and 2021 (SDQ) for Secondary 
School Pupils and show that the trend of pupils within the ‘very high’ range for emotional 
difficulties continues to increase between ages 11 – 15 for both boys and girls. The current 
SDQ data also shows that 40% of girls aged 15 (approx. S4), score ‘very high’ in emotional 
difficulties compared to 33% for S4 girls in the 2017 RCS survey. This increase is in line with 
information published within Scottish Government (2015) which reported a significant change 
in mental health among 15-year old girls, increasing from 28% of females in the borderline or 
abnormal emotional SDQ score to 41% in 2013 (www.gov.scot). Similar findings are also 
reported within the RCS 2017 survey. Further analysis will be undertaken to gain insight into 
the factors which may have contributed to the increase whilst considering the impact that 
Covid-19 may have had. 

Figure 54 below shows the 2021 North Lanarkshire Council SDQ data, that covers up to 17 
years of age. These scores highlight a small increase in proportion of boys scoring ‘very high’ 
for emotional difficulties at age 16 (10%) and 17 (13%). For girls, there is a slight decrease in 
the proportion of pupils scoring in this category, falling slightly to 38% at age 16 and 33% at 
age 17.  

Figure 54: Percentage of Secondary Pupils in the ‘Very High’ category in 2020-21 for Emotion 
up to age 17. 
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SDQ trends over time 
The RCS data highlighted there was an emerging trend that the proportion of pupils with ‘very 
high’ scores in SDQ areas was increasing. A similar pattern is observed when including the 
2021 data and can be seen over a period of time from initial data collection from 2010 in North 
Lanarkshire. 

Figure 55: Comparison of S2 and S4 Total Difficulties (original 3-band categorisation) in North 
Lanarkshire in 2010, 2013, 2017 and 2021. 

 

Cited in North Lanarkshire RCS Overview Report, North Lanarkshire 2010 & 2013, RCS 
Secondary School Survey 2017. 

To allow for comparison, 2021 results have been converted into the previous 3-band 
categorisation system. As can be seen from the chart above, there is some variation with 2021 
figures compared to the findings found in the 2010-2017 period. There is a reduction in the 
‘normal’ category (from 72% in 2017 to 64% in 2021), and an increase into the ‘borderline’ 
category (from 16% in 2017 to 18% in 2021), while an increase also occurred in the ‘abnormal’ 
category (12% in 2017 to 18% in 2021). 
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In figure 56 below, the S1-S4 scores from the RCS (2017) and SDQ (2020-21) data are 
illustrated. The respective sample sizes were 11,464 for the SDQ and 11,577 for the RCS, 
giving a sample size difference of 113 between the two questionnaires. 

Figure 56: Self-Completed S1-S4 SDQ Scores Across the Five Subscales and Total 
Difficulties for 2016-17 & 2020-21 

 
As in 2017, the majority of secondary school pupils in 2020-21 rated themselves as being 
close to average for each of the five subscales - and for total difficulties. The greatest deviation 
from the average was in the emotional problems subscale, with 21% of S1-S4 pupils being 
categorised as ‘very high’, in comparison to 16% in 2017. 

Although results were relatively consistent across the two periods, figure 50 demonstrates that 
some noticeable differences were found in the scores of young people who completed the 
SDQ in 2020-21 compared to 2017. The greatest difference in scores between 2017 and 2020-
21 occurred in the hyperactivity and the total difficulties categories, with a reduction in the 
number of young people scoring in the ‘close to average’ categories in both scales in 2020-21 
(9% reduction for hyperactivity and 10% reduction for total difficulties). 

There was an improvement in prosocial behaviour in the most recent data, where an increase 
was noted in the ‘close to average’ scores (64% in 2020-21, compared to 61% in 2017).  

In terms of conduct, the gender gap has decreased since 2017 and scores are more aligned. 
In 2017, the gap for raised conduct scores was 7%, whereas for the 2020-21 period, there 
was only a 0.5% gap (5.1% for girls, 5.5% for boys). For prosocial behaviour, the same 
phenomenon was found in 2020-21 compared to 2017, whereby boys scored poorer than girls. 
Boys ‘very low’ scores were almost double that of girls (9.2% for girls, 15.8% for boys), while 
their ‘lowered’ scores were 12.6% compared to girls 7.3%, suggesting that prosocial behaviour 
is more of a challenge for boys than girls. 
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Data from 2021 supports the emerging trend noted in the 2017 RCS report in that there is an 
increase in the proportion of pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category across all SDQ areas, 
except for prosocial skills. Further work will be done to review this. 

Summary findings secondary school data  
The SDQ results for secondary schools included a total of 14,599 pupils aged between 11 and 
17 years old across 23 secondary schools. The response rate was 70% and the 
questionnaires were completed by young people. 

A majority of pupils scored ‘close to average’ across all of the key SDQ areas. For North 
Lanarkshire secondary pupils in the 2021 data, total difficulties and internalising have the 
lowest proportion of pupils in the ‘close to average’ category (with 59% and 55% respectively). 
Total difficulties, impact and internalising have the highest number of pupils scoring in the ‘very 
high’ category (with 17%, 16% and 15% respectively). 

With respect to gender and age differences, female pupils displayed higher difficulties in 4 of 
the 5 key SDQ areas (not for prosocial) in comparison to male pupils (with all areas showing 
statistically significant differences). Internalising difficulties displayed both a statistically 
significant difference and moderate to high effect size indicating female pupils show a 
significant increase in difficulties in this area at secondary school age in comparison to male 
pupils. There was a higher proportion of female pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ categories for 
total difficulties, impact and internalising across all age ranges. Male pupils rated poorer on 
prosocial skills across age ranges and there was a degree of overlap between male and 
female pupils with respect to proportions scoring ‘very high’ in externalising difficulties across 
secondary school ages. 

For pupils scoring ‘very high’ for total difficulties, the SDQ subscales of hyperactivity and 
emotion reported the highest mean scores for this population. However wider SDQ sampling 
research indicates that pupils may underrepresent externalising difficulties whilst providing 
more accurate estimations of internalising difficulties (Goodman et al, 2010).  

With respect to trends over time, the key findings and trends relating to the SDQ identified in 
the 2017 RCS report are also evident in the 2021 SDQ data. Much of the distribution of scores 
and data trends across SDQ areas in 2021 sit relatively aligned to historical SDQ data 
obtained from North Lanarkshire secondary pupils between 2010-2017. 

For 2021 data, between the ages of 12-15, total difficulties scores tend to increase (as 
observed in 2017), however additional data from 2021 covering 16 and 17 year olds also 
highlights a dip in total difficulties.  In line with previous data, the same trend is also seen for 
emotional symptoms between ages 12 and 15. 

The 2021 data also confirms previous findings that girls are more likely than boys to have  
raised total difficulties and emotional symptoms scores. 

While the majority of pupils are scoring in the normal category for total difficulties (64%), when 
comparing trends over time with the North Lanarkshire data, the proportion of pupils in the 
‘normal’ category has dropped (from 72% in 2017), alongside an increase in pupils scoring in 
the ‘borderline’ and ‘abnormal’ score categories. There was also confirmation of the previously 
observed trend of higher proportions of pupils scoring in the ‘very high’ category for most SDQ 
areas (all except prosocial skills) within the most recent data. 

This may be an indication that the COVID-19 pandemic has acted as a catalyst to pre-existing 
trends, further increasing the proportion of pupils in ‘very high’ categories in SDQ scales. 
However, further analysis of these (and other contextual) issues would be required to fully 
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understand this. All that can be said is that there is a difference between pupil responses pre 
and post COVID. 
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Appendix i: Percentage of Secondary completed SDQs broken down by individual 
school 
SECONDARY SCHOOL PERCENTAGE COMPLETED 
Airdrie Academy 60 
Bellshill Academy 100 
Braidhurst High School 77 
Brannock High School 51 
Calderhead High School 51 
Caldervale High School 66 
Cardinal Newman High School 70 
Chryston High School 85 
Clyde Valley High School 79 
Coatbridge High School 62 
Coltness High School 71 
Cumbernauld Academy 91 
Dalziel High School 52 
Greenfaulds High School 70 
Kilsyth Academy 75 
Our Lady's High School - 
Motherwell 

40 

Our Lady's High School - 
Cumbernauld 

83 

St Aidan's High School 70 
St Ambrose High School 66 
St Andrew's High School 54 
St Margaret's High School 100 
St Maurice's High School 52 
Taylor High School 79 
TOTAL 70 
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Appendix ii: Strengths and Difficulties Primary Mainstream Analysis  
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Appendix iii: Strengths and Difficulties Primary Mainstream Analysis – Gender split  
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Appendix iv: Strengths and Difficulties Secondary Mainstream Analysis  
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Appendix v: Strengths and Difficulties Secondary Mainstream Analysis – Gender 
split 
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