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Unique Pupil Number 
 
The Unique Pupil Number (UPN) is a number that identifies each pupil in 
Wales uniquely. A UPN is allocated to each pupil according to a nationally 
specified formula on first entry to school, and is intended to remain with the 
pupil throughout their school career regardless of any change in school, Local 
Authority (LA) or even where they move between schools in Wales and 
England.  
 
Every pupil in a maintained school in Wales should be issued with a unique 
pupil number (UPN) on their first entry to school in the maintained sector in 
Wales. 
 
The UPN is as far as possible a blind number held by schools on the pupil’s 
electronic record, and only output in specific circumstances. It should not be 
regarded as an automatic adjunct to the pupil’s name, routinely appearing on 
any paper record or documents relating to them. It is particularly important 
that the UPN is closely guarded as it relates to an individual and should 
therefore not be widely and openly displayed in a manner that could 
compromise their confidentiality. 
 
Further advice on the Data Protection Act is provided in section 3 of this pack. 
 
Implications for schools on the use of the UPN 
 
Use of the UPN has the following implications for schools: 
 

• Schools should not generally advise pupils (or parents) of their UPN, 
nor take any positive steps to inform them of the existence of the 
UPN. Schools will of course wish to deal with any enquiries from 
pupils or parents honestly and without evasion, and pupils have the 
right, under the Data Protection Act 1998 to receive on request a copy 
of any information the school holds about them. However, reflecting 
the Information Commissioner’s Office’s view that the UPN is an 
identifier used solely for statistical purposes, for use in the educational 
context, particular care should be taken to prevent potential abuse of 
the UPN outside of its use in education. Thus, schools should not give 
out details of pupils UPN, other than as a result of a lawful and 
legitimate request. Further guidance on data protection and the UPN 
is provided in Section 3 of this pack. 

 
• Schools should not enter UPNs on pupils' paper files or on any other 

physical documents, including admission and attendance registers, 
and should continue to use the admission number, not the UPN, as a 
general pupil reference number within the school. Schools should 
store pupils’ UPNs in their Management Information System (MIS) 



using educational software packages. Storing UPNs electronically will 
minimise security risks and adhere to Data Protection requirements. 

 
• Schools are advised that generally the UPN should not appear in 

printed format. In the event that this does happen then the printed 
document should be kept securely and shredded immediately to 
prevent inappropriate use or a breach of security. 

 
Use of UPNs by other local agencies 
 
The use of UPNs is restricted to education related purposes only. This 
imposes some limits on the extent to which other local agencies may have 
access to pupils' UPNs. 
 
The UPN may only be passed to other persons in accordance with the 
Education (Information About Individual Pupils) (Wales) Regulations 2007 (SI 
2007 No.3562 (W.312)).  
 
Under the guidance provided by the Information Commissioner, UPNs should 
not be used as a replacement for pupil identification systems already in place 
in local non-educational departments. Local agencies should, therefore, 
continue to use local identification systems, as use of the UPN as a 
replacement identification system could undermine the Commissioner’s 
wishes that UPNs are not widely and openly displayed in a manner that could 
compromise their confidentiality. 
 
It should be noted that, in the case of looked after children, regulations now 
permit the transfer of individual pupil data (including UPNs) to the social 
service department of the local authority which looks after the relevant child or 
children whose data are being transferred ensuring that these children receive 
appropriate educational provision, and that their progress is monitored both 
individually and as a group. It would be legitimate to use UPNs to facilitate this 
exchange of information, but not legitimate for social services departments to 
go on from there to adopt UPNs as a general client identifier used for their 
own purposes whether education related or not. 
 
Scope of the UPN system 
 
Currently the scope of the UPN system is the maintained schools sector; all 
pupils within the sector should be allocated a UPN. This includes maintained 
special schools, pupil referral units and nursery schools. 
 
 



ISSUING UPNs 
 
The National UPN formula 
 
Under the national formula UPNs have 13 characters as follows: 
 
Character 1 a "check letter" derived according to a specified formula 

from characters 2-13 (enabling mis-reporting of the UPN to 
be detected, since if any of characters 2-13 are reported 
incorrectly the check letter at character 1 won't tally) 

 
Characters 2-4  the LEA code of the school allocating the UPN (at the time 

that it does so) characters 5-8 the WAG number of the 
school allocating the UPN (at the time that it does so) 

 
Characters 9-10  the academic year in which the UPN is being allocated (i.e. 

the calendar year in which that academic year commences) 
 
Characters 11-13  a serial number for UPNs allocated by that school in that 

year. 
 
The motivation for including the LEA code, WAG school number and year of 
allocation in the UPN is to provide an effective and operationally simple 
means of guaranteeing uniqueness (i.e. ensuring that two schools cannot by 
chance allocate the same number to two different pupils). 
 
This formula relates to permanent UPNs. There are also temporary UPNs, 
allocated when a school receives a pupil who is likely already to have a UPN, 
but the school is not told what that UPN is. The formula for temporary UPNs is 
identical to that for permanent UPNs, except that characters 11-13 are a two-
digit serial number plus a letter (rather than a three-digit serial number). 
 
All software suppliers of standard school MIS software known to the Welsh 
Assembly Government have incorporated into their Management Information 
Systems, functions to automatically allocate permanent UPNs to pupils, and 
(where required) temporary UPNs. 
 
The Situation in Scotland 
 
Schools in Scotland are not required to allocate UPNs but some schools may 
do so. However, UPNs issued by schools in Scotland should not be used 
because local authority numbers used in Scotland overlap with those in 
England and Wales and this may lead to duplication of UPNs. A new 
permanent UPN should be allocated to pupils transferring from 
Scotland. 
 
 
 
 
 



When UPNs should be allocated 
 
All pupils in maintained settings, including stand alone nursery schools and 
nursery classes must have a UPN allocated. Every pupil included in the 
PLASC return must have a UPN allocated. 
 
UPNs should be allocated on pupils' first entry to a maintained school, 
including entry to a nursery class in an infant or primary school, and including 
entry to a stand-alone nursery school. 
 
It follows that nursery, infant, primary or special schools will allocate the vast 
majority of UPNs. Secondary schools should only need to allocate UPNs to 
pupils who enter the maintained sector at age 11 or later having spent the 
whole of their school career up to that point outside of Wales or England or in 
the independent school sector. 
 
What to do when a pupil transfers to your school 
 
When children transfer from one school to another, it is important that the 
‘new’ school has, and is able to act on, information about them.  
 
It is essential, in order to maintain the integrity of the UPN system, that the 
transfer of UPNs with pupils from school to school is as complete and 
accurate as possible. Maintained schools should make reasonable and 
collaborative arrangements to obtain a pupil’s previously issued UPN.  
 
Pupils transferring to the school from another maintained school in Wales or 
England should be assumed to already have a UPN. The previous UPN 
should be sought and used by the new school. 
 
Pupils transferring to the school from a non-maintained school or from 
Scotland, Northern or the Republic of Ireland or abroad are unlikely to have a 
UPN and therefore a new UPN will need to be created for them. Where it is 
thought that a pupil may have previously been educated in a maintained 
school in England or Wales their old UPN should be reassigned to them.  A 
new UPN should only be created if the school has been unsuccessful, after 
reasonable efforts, in locating the pupil’s previously issued UPN. 
 
LEAs are encouraged to act as "clearing houses" for pupil records, certainly 
for the main primary to secondary transfer - receiving records from primary 
schools and distributing them to secondary schools. This is likely to be more 
efficient than direct school to school transfer (given the many different 
pathways pupils may take between the primary and secondary schools in an 
area), more robust in relation both to the transfer of pupil records as a whole 
and of UPNs in particular, and provides the LEA with important information for 
its own purposes. Most LEAs already operate systems of this kind, or are 
developing them. It is expected that this will reduce the bureaucratic burden 
on schools in the longer term. 
 
 



When to issue temporary UPNs 
 
In the event of being unable to trace a previously allocated UPN a school may 
need to allocate a temporary number for interim use. This will be necessary if 
the school needs to compile their PLASC return while the pupil is on roll. 
PLASC returns cannot be completed without a valid UPN. 
 
If, after a temporary UPN has been allocated, an earlier UPN for the pupil is 
retrieved, then the school should replace the temporary UPN that it initially 
allocated with the previous UPN (even if that is itself a temporary number). If 
after all reasonable attempts to trace a previously allocated UPN have been 
unsuccessful the temporary UPN should be converted to a permanent one. 



TROUBLESHOOTING 
 
Invalid UPNs 
 
When a school enters a UPN that it has received from a pupil’s previous 
school (Most UPNs are sent via the Common Transfer System as part of a 
common transfer file (CTF), the school’s MIS software will check the validity of 
that UPN and inform the user if it is not a valid number. If the UPN is invalid, 
then the school should: 
 
(1) check that the UPN has been recorded correctly, and, if it has been, 
(2) check that the previous school has provided the UPN accurately. 
 
In order to be valid a UPN must: 
 

a) be 13 characters long; 
b) have a recognised LA (or “pseudo LA”) code at characters 2-4; 
c) have digits at characters 5-12; 
d) have a digit or an upper case letter other than I, O or S at character 13; 
e) have the correct upper case “check letter” at character 1 derived by a 

specified formula from characters 2-13.  
 
If it transpires that there has been no error in the transmission or recording of 
the UPN (i.e. that the UPN as held by the previous school was already 
invalid), then the receiving school should issue a new permanent UPN to the 
pupil. However, if it is believed that the pupil may already have been allocated 
with a valid UPN at some point in the past and this UPN has not been passed 
on, a temporary UPN should be issued only if a return is due, until the 
previous UPN has been traced. If the pupil has not already been allocated a 
valid UPN, a permanent UPN should be issued. Schools should report any 
changes to a child’s UPN to their Local Education Authority. 
 
For further information regarding the Common Transfer System please see 
section 2 of this pack. 
 
Pupils not attached to any school 
 
There are a number of groups of pupils unattached (either temporarily or 
permanently) to any maintained school in the local authority area, but for 
whom the local education authority has responsibility. For example 
permanently excluded pupils not yet assigned to a new school, home 
educated pupils and those educated outside of the mainstream school setting. 
(Pupils with a SEN statement issued by the Local Education Authority but 
attending a maintained school in another area or a non-maintained school are 
dealt with separately below.) 
 
In cases where a pupil has previously been educated within the English or 
Welsh maintained system, but are currently permanently excluded or 
‘unattached’ from a maintained school the LEAs should keep a secure record 



of that pupil’s former UPN.  If the pupil then rejoins a maintained school the 
LEA should then forward this previous UPN to their new school.   
 
Local education authorities should only allocate a UPN to those pupils who 
have not previously been educated in the maintained system in England or 
Wales.  In such cases the pupil should be issued (using the appropriate UPN 
generating functionality in their MIS software) with a "dummy" school number 
in the range 3950-3999. 
 
It is essential however that the authority has a single point of control for the 
allocation of UPNs to all types of pre-school or unattached pupil to ensure that 
no two pupils are allocated the same UPN. 
 
Dually Registered Pupils 
 
It is essential that dually registered pupils be allocated only one UPN. Where 
a pupil is registered at two schools, one must be designated as their "main" 
school, with this school only allocating them a UPN. The other “subsidiary” 
school will then need to be notified of that UPN. 
 
For Annual Schools’ Census (PLASC) purposes, where a pupil is dually 
registered between a mainstream school and Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) or 
special school both establishments should maintain a pupil record for the 
pupil. One establishment should record the pupil’s registration status as 
“Main” and the other “Subsidiary”  
 
In deciding which establishment is “Main” or “Subsidiary” you should consider 
at which location the pupil is likely to spend the majority of their time during 
the academic year. For example: 
 

• if a pupil spends a day a week at a special school or PRU then this 
should be their Subsidiary establishment 

• if a pupil is to attend a PRU full time for a limited period of perhaps a 
few weeks then return to the mainstream school the PRU would be the 
Subsidiary establishment.  

• If a pupil is intended to spend over half of the academic year at the 
special school or PRU then records should show the special school or 
PRU as the Main establishment. 

 
There may however be other forms of dual registration. For example: 
 

• Pupils registered at, and dividing their time between, two 
mainstream schools - In this case the pupil's "Main" school for UPN 
allocation purposes should be the one where they spend the greater 
proportion of their time; 

 
 Pupils under 5 attending morning and afternoon nursery classes in 

separate infant or primary schools - We suggest that the school they 
attend in the morning be deemed their "Main" school. 

 



 Pupils from traveller families - Special circumstances apply where a 
pupil 'has no fixed abode for the reason that his parent is engaged in 
a trade or business of such a nature as to require him to travel from 
place to place’; the pupil can be dual registered. In these cases the 
school where the pupil has attended when the parent is not travelling 
during the preceding 18 months is their 'school of ordinary 
attendance' - in practical terms this means the 'school of ordinary 
attendance' would record registration status as 'Main'. Note that 
these pupils must also be recorded on the attendance register if they 
remain on the school admissions register. 

 
 Post-16 Pupils educated at more than one site - Post 16 pupils may 

receive part of their tuition at alternative locations through 
arrangement with their ‘home’ school. In such circumstances the 
‘home’ school is that which has responsibility for arranging a pupil’s 
courses of study at any alternative location(s) and should be 
recorded as the “Main” school. 

 
For any further forms of dual registration, whose incidence may be significant, 
the Welsh Assembly Government will provide a ruling on how these should be 
treated if authorities notify us of details. 
 
SEN pupils attending a non maintained school or a maintained school in 
another area. 

 
A pupil with a SEN statement issued by the LEA who is: 
 

• attending a maintained school in another area should be treated as 
that school’s pupil for UPN purposes, and should be allocated their 
UPN by that school - with the statementing LEA being notified of the 
UPN; 

 
• attending a non-maintained special school or independent school 

should be allocated their UPN by the statementing LEA - with the 
school being notified of the UPN so that it can be included when the 
school is reporting information about the pupil for (for example) Key 
Stage assessment purposes. 

 
Further advice and guidance 
 
Your LEA will be able to give you further advice based on the specific 
arrangements that it has in place to support IMS in schools and the use of 
UPNs. 
 
For technical queries relating to the software used in your school to issue and 
store UPNs you should contact your usual support service. 


