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Chapter 1    The Policy Environment 
 
 

 

Pupils, no matter their particular needs or learning disabilities. belong together with 

their same age in the educational mainstream.  This was the view of the landmark 
Warnock Report1 in 1978.  Three years later the Education Act (1981) provided the 

impetus for the move towards integration of pupils with various forms of ‘learning 

disability’ into mainstream classrooms.  Prior to Warnock pupils had been allocated 
to one of a series of categories such as ‘maladjusted’, ‘educationally sub-normal’ and 

other forms of labelling deemed inaccurate and offensive in equal measure.   

 
The assumption underpinning such assessments was that there existed a group of 

pupils clearly distinguishable from the majority and requiring special help, preferably 

in special places.  This was either provided by a special school or by special 

‘remedial’ units within mainstream education.  The model was often referred to as 
the ‘medical approach’ to special needs because of the emphasis on diagnosis and 

treatment. 

 
Warnock’s finding that ‘one in five’ pupils would experience learning difficulties at 

some point during their time at school challenged these earlier assumptions.  

Children with learning difficulties could no longer be regarded to exist within a ‘deficit 

model’ where experts were required to attempt a diagnosis and then prescribe 
appropriate treatment.  Failure to learn was hereafter to be regarded as an 

interaction between what the child was able to bring to the classroom and the nature 

of the instruction provided by the teacher.  Teaching such children could then be 
construed as a task for all teachers and not just experts. 

 

The 1981 Education Act abolished the formal labels of handicap and instead 
required schools to determine the ‘special educational needs’ of all pupils and 

provide appropriate forms of instruction, much of it, given the numbers involved and 

the transient nature of some problems, in mainstream classrooms.  The role of the 

expert within the school shifted.  Instead of providing remedial tuition Special 
Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) were now mainly to offer advice, 

support and training to colleagues. 

 
According to Ainscow and Muncey2 (1989: 13) the notion that ‘one in five’ pupils 

might at one time or another experience problems with their learning too often was 

interpreted by schools as meaning that the bottom 20% of pupils had special 
educational needs of one kind or another.  Thus, far from abandoning labelling of a 

minority of pupils, the practice was extended to justify various forms of setting and 

banding.  As Croll and Moses3 (1985) demonstrated in relation to primary schools, 

many of the decisions about a child’s ability to learn were made on the basis of 
inappropriate classroom behaviour rather than prior academic achievement.  The 

same assumptions at secondary level that anti-social behaviour was necessarily 

indicative of a learning problem was noted by Giles and Dunlop4 (1989).  In a study 
of one midland comprehensive school, researchers found a tendency among 

pastoral staff to make greater use of the learning support resource area as a 

‘dumping ground’ for disruptive pupils. 

 
The advent of the National Curriculum, however, emphasised the entitlement of all 

children to the same broad and balanced curriculum.  Under the 1993 Education Act 

all LEAs were expected to provide such a curriculum for SEN pupils.  The 1994 
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Code of Practice, to which all schools were required to have regard, argued that 

there was a continuum of needs and provision and, as a consequence, most children 

should stay in mainstream schools regardless of whether or not there was a statutory 
assessment or statement.  There were now to be four stages of help for SEN 

children, who would also benefit from an individual education plan (IEP). For three of 

these stages schools were expected to manage by themselves with the help of 

external advice when necessary.  For more severe cases the LEA and its specialists 
should be brought in (DfE 1994)5.  A report by Ofsted (1996)6 found that most 

schools had set up these systems but that SENCOs were largely drawn from existing 

staff (and were thus untrained) and that there were considerable problems in 
adjusting the curriculum to match the needs of these pupils. 

 

According to Tomlinson7 (2005) however, the market forces approach, which Mrs 

Thatcher’s government introduced into education, tended to cut across this attempt 
to develop a more equitable, coherent and humane policy for SEN pupils.  Schools 

concerned with doing well in the exams league table did their best to avoid too many 

of these students, while other schools, deserted by middle class parents because of 
their lower league position, took in additional numbers in order to claim the available 

resources in an effort to balance the budget and retain viable staffing levels 

(Tomlinson, p 81).  It was widely assumed among school staff we interviewed that 
the desire to place pupils in mainstream classes rather than special schools was 

driven, in part, by the Treasury’s desire to reduce costs. 

 

 
1.1  New Labour and Special Needs 

 

New Labour sought to extend the opportunities available for SEN pupils by placing 
educational provision within a broader social inclusion agenda and in within a 

framework of its equal rights initiatives for disabled people. These were defined as 

individuals with a physical or mental impairment, which has a substantial or long-
term effect on a person’s ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities.  The 2001 

revised Code of Practice reduced the number of ‘stages’ to three and was followed 

by the Disability Act, which made discrimination against any disabled student 

unlawful.  The publication, Removing the Barriers to Achievement (DfES 2004)8, 
proposed more integration with outside children’s services and argued that as a 

result of earlier interventions, better teacher training and improved expectations, 

educational disadvantage would be reduced (p 133).  
 

Tomlinson notes, however, that despite these good intentions, inclusion or 

integration of children with learning disabilities, still remains a contested concept.  

There has still been no resolution between distinctions made by Ainscow and 
Muncey (1989) between pupils who are different from others in mainstream in some 

physical or mental capacity, as compared to a learning ‘disability’ that is experienced 

by most children during the course of their school career.  
 

The apparent escalation of children with some form of physical, emotional or 

intellectual disability is, ironically, due to continuous advances in medical knowledge 
and accompanying technology which has offered children not only a life (which 

would have in previous generations been denied them) but also  an enhanced quality 

of life. One consequence, writes Tomlinson (2005:134), is a demand by 

knowledgeable middle-class parents for special segregated facilities, so reinforcing a 
view of special needs categorical and, in the process, concentrating limited 

resources on  ‘contemporary’ disabilities such as Autism, ADHD and Dyslexia.  The 
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result, according to the Audit Commission (2002)9 is to divert LEA designated 

funding, away from pupils with lesser levels of special educational need.   

 
More recently, the Government’s endorsement of a curriculum and pedagogy built 

around a concept of personalised learning (Milliband10 2004), is clearly in accord with 

the more comprehensive notion of special educational needs (on which ‘inclusion’ 

was originally fashioned).  However, while welcoming the potential of this new 
approach, knowledgeable commentators such as Wedell11 (2005) argue that it will 

fail to provide a context in which special educational needs can be effectively 

addressed, while the continued emphasis on the ‘standards agenda’ and the 
assumption that this is best achieved through whole class teaching is maintained 

(p.5).  Indeed, the new workload agreements with the increase in provision of 

teaching assistants (TAs) as well as LSAs are, Wedell argues, predicated on the 

continuation of existing standard class groupings, although it has been widely 
recognised that the ‘velcro-ing of LSAs to pupils sometimes actually becomes a form 

of within-class segregation’ (Wedell 2005: 5).  Ofsted12 too (2004) has commented 

that the inflexibility of school and classroom organisation could sometimes be 
‘handicaps to effective developments’. 

 

Our earlier studies of workloads at primary and secondary level (Galton13 et al 2002; 
MacBeath14 et al 2004) had already alerted us to some of the above dilemmas.  In 

particular, these studies identified the pressure on SENCOs and support staff in 

coping with the special learning needs of pupils against a background of 

deterioration in classroom behaviour and an increase in anti-school, anti-learning 
attitudes among pupils in general.  It therefore seemed appropriate to conduct a 

further more detailed investigation of the issues surrounding teachers’ attempts to 

implement ‘inclusive ‘policies while experiencing the pressures which these earlier 
studies had so graphically documented.  Again the National Union of Teachers 

agreed to commission the project. 

 
 

1.2 The Warnock Intervention 

 

Since the commissioning of the study, however, there has been a dramatic 
intervention by Dame Mary Warnock, whose 1978 committee’s recommendations 

acted as the catalyst for whole school integrated approaches for children with special 

learning needs.  In a recent monograph in the Impact15 series, published by the 
Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain, Dame Mary confesses that the 

original committee made two errors of judgement. 

 

The first error of judgment she argued, lay in seeking to remove the old system of 
categorising children, carrying the inference that they were in some way different.  

The removal of such discrete classification was done to meet the claims of the 

reformists that even in mainstream classrooms ‘there was a seamless continuum of 
abilities that required all learners to be treated the same’ (Warnock 2005: 17).  While 

the 1978 Committee had chosen to adopt the term ‘Special Educational Needs, or 

SEN for short, as a generic description of all forms of learning disability, Warnock 
now concludes that: 

 
the idea of transforming talk of disability into talk of what children need has 
turned out to be a baneful one.  If children’s needs are to be assessed by public 
discussion and met by public expenditure it is absolutely necessary to have 
ways of identifying not only what is needed but also why (by virtue of what 
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condition or disability) it is needed… the failure to distinguish various kinds of 
need has been disastrous for many children.  (ibid 20) 

 

Dame Mary’s case is that the failure of the 1978 Committee to arrive at clearer 

definitions of need and to specify the requirements of different forms of learning 
disability, has saved successive Governments from facing up to the true costs of 

resourcing the shift from special schools to mainstream education. Despite 

significant increase in government spending on special needs, in most schools is 
there are now insufficient resources to cope with both range and complexity of 

special need. 

 

The 1978 Warnock Committee’s second error, ’possibly the most disastrous legacy’ 
(p 20) was the advocacy of an ‘integrationist’ approach within the framework laid 

down by the government of the day.  The committee was told they should not count 

children whose mother tongue was not English or those living in particularly deprived 
circumstances among those having ‘special needs’.  In both cases the reason was 

that language provision and family support was channelled through the Home Office 

and the Social Services respectively, and the Department of Education did not wish 
to be saddled with this expenditure.  As a result the committee were not able to 

stress the links between social deprivation and learning disability, nor to advocate 

additional resources for schools who found themselves having to cope with a 

sizeable proportion of such pupils with this double disadvantage.   
 

The 1978 committee did recognise that in shifting the concept of special needs away 

from the ‘medical’ model it was still necessary to give some protection to pupils with 
acute learning problems.  They therefore recommended that children should receive 

a statement of special need in order to protect their interests. What was not clear, 

however, was the criteria for ‘statementing’ pupils who had moved to mainstream 

education.  In practice the number of statements issued during the next decade 
varied enormously from one LEA to another.  As the financial constraints hit LEAs 

during the 1990s, decisions about who to statement were decided on the basis of 

resources available rather than need.  LEAs acted as both judge and jury in deciding 
parental appeals against decisions not to provide a statement of needs and, not 

surprisingly, tended to favour low costs solutions whenever possible. At the same 

time the deeper issue of statementing as rational form of funding and provision 
remained unaddressed. 

 

Both the Audit Commission Report (2002) and Ofsted (2004) have confirmed the 

disparities and confusion in current provision system. They both point to long delays 
in the statementing procedures with too many parents failing to get their applications 

for mainstream schooling accepted with wide variations from one local authority to 

the next. Special Schools, it was claimed, were increasingly uncertain of their role.  
Ofsted also commented that the decline in classroom discipline, particularly in 

secondary schools, had led to an increase in the number of untrained classroom 

assistants whose main task was to contain poor behaviour. The discipline issue, as 
we discussed in two previous reports on primary and secondary teaching was a 

growing problem, not a consequence of inclusion policies but creating a classroom 

environment  in which the imperative of control made it more difficult for teachers to 

attend to individual needs. This means that pupils with special needs did not to 
benefit from the best teaching.   

 

Further evidence that all was not well with current practice emerged from a survey of 
SENCOs.  This highlighted a shortage of professional support, especially from 

speech therapists and educational psychologists, and limited training opportunities 
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due to budgetary cuts as the key factors placing severe constraints on a school’s 

attempts to implement successful inclusion policies (NUT 2003)16. 

 
DfES statistics1on school exclusions report 10,000 permanent exclusions from 

primary, secondary and all special schools in 2003/04 representing 0.13% of pupils 

(13 in every 10,000). In this year there were just over 200,000 pupils who had one or 

more fixed period exclusion representing 2.6% of the school population.  By 
definition pupils who face school exclusion are not ‘included’ and those who are 

permanently excluded are most likely to drop out of school altogether and are more 

likely than their peers to be found amongst the prison population in the future.  The 
predominant reasons for both types of exclusion were persistent disruption, verbal 

abuse/ threatening behaviour against an adult and physical assault against a pupil.  

Pupils with statements of SEN, the report found, were almost 4 times more likely to 

be excluded than the rest of the school population. The rate of exclusion also 
disproportionately penalises some ethnic groups, for example, the rate for Black 

Afro-Carribean pupils is twenty times higher than for Chinese or Indian pupils. 

 
Faced with evidence such as this Warnock (2005) concludes that the policy of 

inclusion and the associated practice of issuing statements needs to be reviewed.  

She argues (p37) that inclusion should mean that all children ‘should be included 
under the common educational project, not that they should be included under one 

roof’, and points to the recent decision to set up specialist SEN schools as one 

possible way forward.   

 
We do not enter this study either by endorsing or rejecting Baroness Warnock’s 

critique but it does set the stage for a debate which will undoubtedly rumble on.  This 

study comes, therefore, at an opportune moment, at a time when there is increasing 
recognition that the moment has arrived for a thorough, detailed and critical review of 

the existing policy and practice. 
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Chapter 2    The Present Study 
 
 

 

This study arose from two previous investigations into teacher workloads at primary 

and secondary levels (Galton and MacBeath 2002; MacBeath and Galton 2004).  
Both of those studies highlighted strains on teachers in coping with increasing 

demands in tandem with deteriorating discipline, and lack of expertise in dealing with 

children with special needs.  Pressures on staff time and resources were relieved to 
some extent by the appointment of teaching assistants and other support staff but 

not without raising other concerns.   

 
One of the main findings of the secondary workload study concerned the 

disproportionate number of hours worked by middle managers due mainly to time for 

curriculum planning being taken up with pastoral matters associated with the general 

decline in school discipline.  It was a situation about which Ofsted1 also recently 
expressed concern.  As Giles and Dunlop (1989: 40) observed, there can never be 

fixed demarcation lines between academic and pastoral responsibilities.  SENCOs 

will inevitably be drawn into the management of children who present classroom 
teachers with severe problems of discipline and control.  This was not, however, 

always the case.   In the past, support teachers, rather than SENCOs, concentrated 

mainly on observation of pupils, staff consultations and training and liaison with 

feeder primary schools (Hockley2 1989).  In Hockley’s study a teacher who held the 
post from 1981-84 made it very clear to her colleagues from the outset that she did 

not regard herself as: 

 
a resource room teacher offering regular part-time tuition; or a crisis teacher 
responding to crises; or a ‘time out teacher’ supervising the removal of pupils 
from various classrooms. (p 81) 

 

By the time the workload studies at primary and secondary level were completed 
there had been a noticeable increase in the use of support staff, very often assuming 

responsibilities that exceeded their remit or level of relevant expertise.  This was 

confirmed in other classroom based studies3 that were being undertaken 

concurrently by some of the research team.  The omission of teaching assistants in 
the previous studies had meant that we did not get a view of developing policy and 

practice from their perspectives.  This present investigation gave us an opportunity to 

rectify this. 
 

Recommendation to the Government by the PriceWaterhouse Coopers’ study4 for an 

increase in support staff was especially relevant for children with special needs 

where there had been a longstanding use of teaching assistants.  However, the 
proposal raised anxieties among the teaching profession that this would result in 

untrained staff substituting for teachers in the classroom.  Such anxieties have not 

been allayed but rather exacerbated by practices which are gradually extending the 
scope of teaching assistants and other support staff. 

 

Exploration of the changing roles of teachers and support staff working in special 
needs within the present performance dominated culture of schooling became a key 

theme for the present study.  Of particular concern was the impact on pupils 

experiencing learning difficulties as well as on the nature of teaching and learning 

more generally.  In these circumstances it seemed more appropriate to explore 
participants’ views in some depth through a series of interviews with key personnel in 



 9 

a selected number of case schools rather than using questionnaires complemented 

by interviews as in our two previous studies. 

 
 

2.1 Selection of our sample schools 

 

In all 20 schools were visited (10 first, middle primary; and 9 secondary and 2 
special) from seven different LEAs. LEAs were chosen to represent a range of 

policies on inclusion though our study did not cover any with the highest numbers of 

pupils in Special Needs Schools.  From those chosen, two were from the 20 LEAs 
with the lowest proportion of all pupils in special schools and three were from the 20 

LEAS with the least numbers of pupils with statements in special schools using the 

available data in LEA Inclusion Trends5 as a source.  LEAs were also chosen to 

represent a reasonable geographical spread and range of type: 1 in Inner London, 1 
in Outer London, 1 Metropolitan and 4 County.  

 

Thus in choosing schools a further objective was to provide a mix between rural and 
urban catchment areas, with the former likely to have mixed and fairly representative 

intakes whereas, in the latter areas, schools with disadvantaged populations were 

likely to have higher levels of pupils on the SEN register (see for example Dyson6, 
2004).  Local authorities were sent a short questionnaire probing the nature of 

inclusion within the authority, and asking them to nominate up to five schools which 

they regarded as attempting, in one form or another, to implement a policy of 

inclusion.  For primary schools the highest inclusion ratings were given to schools 
where pupils on the SEN register were: 

 

• Included in most lessons in homogeneous groups 
• Supported mainly by trained teacher or assistant 

• Fully integrated into social / cultural activities 

• Linked with special schools and / or external support 
 

While the secondary schools were rated highly if they: 

 

• Included SEN pupils in most lessons with specialist help available 
• Made a clear distinction between physical, learning and behavioural needs 

• Had shared social / cultural activities 

• Had close links with special and primary schools catering for special needs’ 
pupils 

In contrast to schools where SEN pupils: 

 

• Had a special curriculum distinct from that of mainstream classes 

• Were often placed in on-site units for pupils with physical / learning and / or 
behavioural needs 

 

Typically in each school between 5 and 10 teachers would be interviewed, likewise 

5-10 pupils and up to 8 parents, the SENCO, and the headteacher.  Observations in 
classrooms were ad hoc by invitation but in some cases where there were two 

researchers in a school or a visit stretched over two days there were extended 

opportunities for observation in classrooms, gymnasia, special units and informal 

discussion in staff rooms and lunch rooms. 
 

Each school was requested to provide a member of the senior management team 

responsible for overall coordination of the special needs policy, a SENCO, teaching 
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assistants and a representative sample of teachers from the core and foundation 

subjects (secondary) and Key stages 1 and 2 (primary); a group of parents, and a 

group of pupils Year 6 or Year 10.  Each school was visited for at least a whole day 
sometimes with two of the team present.  Responding to pressures and other 

demands, in some cases pupils were not interviewed and in other cases the sample 

of teachers had to be adjusted either because of unavailability or, in one particular 

case, because the SENCO was a member of the senior management team with 
responsibility for coordinating policy.  Schools were generally cooperative and did 

their best to provide substitutes when necessary.   

 
As a check against the extent to which the views expressed by the sample of 

teachers interviewed were representative of the school as a whole, a short 

questionnaire based on the interview questions was left with the SENCO or member 

of the senior management team with an invitation for other members of staff who 
were not interviewed to fill in and return these in the envelopes provided.  In all 110 

questionnaires were returned and were used to supplement the data obtained at 

interview.  A copy of the questionnaire is included as an appendix to this report. 
 

Further information was gleaned from the latest Ofsted inspection reports, 

particularly with regard to the proportions of statemented pupils and the provision of 
specialist resources such as an autistic unit. 

 

In summary, we deliberately set out to select schools that had made a commitment 

to implementing a policy of inclusion rather than selecting some schools that were 
not so involved.  Our aim was to review current practice in favourable circumstances 

and not attempt to portray what was happening across the entire range.  Where our 

research identifies problems and difficulties for children with learning difficulties, 
these issues are likely to be exacerbated elsewhere within the educational system in 

schools where inclusion is given a lower priority.  

 
  

2.2 The context of the Study 

 

As a research team with varied backgrounds and research interests we were acutely 
aware of the contested language and longstanding debate surrounding special 

educational needs and inclusion.  In seeking to define the parameters of the 

research and refine the focus we came to question some of the propositions on 
which the policy of inclusion was based.  The more we listened to accounts from 

pupils, parents, teachers and teaching assistants and the more we observed in 

classrooms, the more concerned we became about the impact of ill-conceived policy 

on the potential for meaningful learning.   
 

Our first difficulty was to come to terms with the terminology.  We had assumed that 

the purpose of such titles as Learning Support Assistant, Classroom Assistant, 
Teaching Assistant or Special Needs Assistant was to differentiate roles, 

responsibilities and training.  This, however, proved not always to be the case.  

Some schools used the terms interchangeably and some schools referred to LSAs 
as helpers who worked with particular pupils, tracking them from class to class 

throughout the school day.  In secondary schools TAs tended to be subject based 

and worked with a particular group of teachers according to a specified timetable.  

Classroom Assistant was a term more often encountered in primary schools where 
the helper was usually assigned to a particular teacher and his/her class.  There 

was, however, no consistency in these various designations.   
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Neither did the different titles differentiate between the amount of training received.  

Those assigned to supporting children with severe learning difficulties were no more 

likely to have received training than others performing more general duties.  
Assistants were often recruited informally; a parent of a pupil, a school secretary, a 

member of catering staff, or exceptionally an ex-teacher who didn’t want the 

responsibility of a class and the planning and marking that went with it.   

 
Even more difficulty was encountered with the term, inclusion, itself.  For some it is 

still used interchangeably with the term, integration, which was generally favoured in 

the aftermath of the 1978 Warnock Committee Report.  However, since the 1990s, 
policy makers by means of various anti-discrimination measures concerning race, 

gender and disability, have been driven by the desire to make our society as 

inclusive as possible by widening participation and providing greater accessibility in 

the areas of education, leisure pursuits and employment.  Warnock (2005: 36-38), as 
we saw in the first chapter on policy, while not questioning the motives of those who 

seek to create such an inclusive society, sought to distinguish between the physical 

and emotional participation.  She argues that many children with severe learning 
problems, while undoubtedly a physical presence in mainstream classrooms, do not 

feel that they are full participants.  This may be brought about by the behaviour of 

other pupils (through various forms of bullying) or by the treatment they receive.  
They may, for example be excluded from various curriculum activities, and/or 

arrangements of within-class grouping may restrict their opportunities for interaction 

with the teacher rather than a classroom helper.  Warnock (2005: 38) recommends 

the definition of inclusion proposed by the National Association of Headteachers in 
July 2003. 

 
Inclusion is the process of maximising the entitlement of all pupils to a broad, 
relevant and stimulating curriculum, which is delivered in an environment that 
will have the greatest impact on their learning.  All schools whether mainstream 
or special should reflect a culture in which the institution adapts to meet the 
needs of its pupils and is provided with the resources to enable this to happen.  

(NAHT7 2003: 1) 

  

The above statement, although it goes some way to defining the central principle of 

inclusion, is sufficiently broad to meet with little dissent among all interested parties - 
be they policy makers, practitioners or parents.  A more specific formulation of the 

inclusion principle can be found in a recent policy statement by the largest teacher 

Union which argues that: 

 
Inclusion is not about placing all disabled children and children with special 
educational needs in either mainstream schools or special schools, ignoring 
differences and ‘treating all pupils the same.’ It is about adequate provision to 
meet each pupil’s needs with the most appropriate provision and reasonable 
adjustments made to enable each pupil to access fully education and the life of 
his or her school or college.  The provision and adjustments may be different for 
each pupil.  Inclusion is a process focussed on fulfilling each child’s entitlement 
to high quality education.  This is the essence of inclusion.  [our italics] (NUT 

2006)8 

 

However, as we talked with those specialising in inclusive practice and special 

needs, with LA officials responsible for implementing local policy, and with teachers 
in schools, there emerged another distinction which we felt to be equally important in 

the context of the study.  For some, the term inclusion was both radical and visionary 

in that it sought to change the educational system, particularly the curriculum and its 
pedagogy, so that it could accommodate the needs of every child.   For others the 
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concept of inclusiveness was more closely identified with the older term, integration.  

Practitioners, in particular, conceived the educational system to be too inflexible to 

accommodate a broad range of needs, governed by the demands of the National 
Curriculum, by high stakes testing, parental choice and the strictures of Ofsted.  All 

of these constrained any radical departure from the ‘official’ programme of study and 

its preferred pedagogy, based largely on whole class instruction.   Accordingly, the 

approach of most schools to inclusion was to seek ways in which the pupil’s 
individual needs could accommodate to the standard primary or secondary diet, or 

be adapted so that a child could fit into the system.  For example, the demands of 

high stakes testing in Y6 have led many primary schools with two form entry to 
create three groups for literacy and numeracy lessons, where one class teacher 

takes all the pupils predicted to reach a good Level 4 or above, while the other 

teacher takes the ‘borderline 4s.  The remaining pupils, who are likely to include all 

those on the special needs register, may then be entrusted to the care of the 
teaching assistant. 

 

In our study, therefore we have tried to penetrate three different worlds of inclusion – 
what it should be, what it could be and what it actually is.   

 

 
2.3   The first world of Inclusion  

 

The first world is that of the policy maker.  It is a world of fine intentions, but it is one 

that makes bold claims and with high rhetoric yet fails to follow through the 
consequences of the initiatives it espouses.  Its purposes often conflict and good 

practice is often blind to context and the day-to-day realities of life in schools and 

classrooms.  When schools are viewed as a microcosm of a truly democratic society 
they should, in principle, offer equal opportunities to all so that rewarding individuals 

according to their achievements can be seen as fair and reasonable.  However, as 

Warnock (2005: 41) comments, it cannot be argued a priori that ‘the values within a 
school must necessarily be identical to the values in a society of adults.’ 

Furthermore, the failure to include social disadvantage or language deficiencies as 

components of an individual’s ‘special need’ renders the ideal of ‘equal opportunity’ 

highly problematic.   
 

In practice, while the raising standards agenda dominates the educational debate, 

the consequences of failing to make the grade are likely to involve a loss of self-
esteem for the pupil; school staff, together with pupils, struggle to achieve some kind 

of status within what is often an anti-school and anti-learning culture.  While some 

fresh initiatives, for example, the mentoring schemes adopted by many inner city 

schools, can alleviate certain problems and promote inclusion, others, such as zero-
tolerance assertive discipline regimes, can exacerbate the situation leading, initially, 

to confinement in the referral area and ultimately to suspension and exclusion.  

 
The recent promotion of personalised learning offers a similar mixed bag of 

outcomes.  Under the drive to raise standards, personalised learning may mean little 

more than increased diagnostic testing, tighter target setting and additional pre- and 
after- school booster classes.  It may also involve a school adopting the principles of 

the Assessment for Learning9 in which the emphasis is not so much on the 

correctness of the answer but on the pupil’s understanding of where he or she went 

wrong and what steps would need to be taken the next time a similar problem is 
encountered.  Such an approach ought, in principle, to demand a shift in pedagogy, 

less teacher direction, more self assessment and more peer tutoring and imply a less 

impatient need to dutifully cover the curriculum, and indeed to cover one’s back.  
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‘Deep learning’ (Entwistle, 1987)10, which is implicit in assessment for learning, sits 

uneasily with key stage testing on the one hand and, on the other the need to meet 

the diversity of needs that a genuinely inclusive approach would imply.    

 
 

2.4   The second world of Inclusion 

 

The second world is the world of aspirational classroom practice.   It belongs to 
those who envisage a real potential of the classroom as learning arena for all.  Its 

proponents argue that the pedagogy employed by the most effective teachers of 

children with special needs differs little from the research-based frameworks 
developed for use in mainstream teaching.  It implies a reforming agenda which 

requires changes not only in the way that teachers help children engage with the 

curriculum but also in the way the curriculum itself is shaped and constructed (Lewis 
and Norwich 2005)11.  This is a world in which the inclusion of large numbers of SEN 

pupils in mainstream classrooms is seen not as a problem but as an opportunity – a 

potential solution to current difficulties that have seen year-by-year dips in the 

attitudes of pupils in primary and lower secondary school and a decline in levels of 
discipline (Galton12 et al 2002).  Underpinning this is a view of inclusion as a basic 

human right by virtue of Article 26 of the United Nations Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, interpreted to mean inclusion within a mainstream school, since it is 

also a right of parents choose a mainstream school for their child.   Under the 2002 
Special Needs and Disability Act school governors and head teachers may be at risk 

of prosecution if they refuse a school place to children with special educational 

needs, even if the school does not have sufficient resources to provide an 

appropriate curriculum.    
 

It is not unreasonable to claim that existing pedagogy contributes to the present 

problems of poor motivation and low disposition to learn that is found even among 
more able pupils.   It may also be true that many teachers acknowledge this fact and 

subscribe to the view that teaching methods need to be revised to allow greater pupil 

participation and less teacher direction.  However it is a mistake to believe that 

because of the strength of the argument for a radical overhaul of practice that 
change will necessarily follow.   Change has a complex history and an uncertain 

future.   Effective pedagogy may be effective pedagogy no matter the clientele but 

there is little comfort to be drawn from the parallel debate about class size.  It is 
generally agreed that there is no special method for teaching a small class as 

against a larger one, but that it is easier to deploy best practice when there are fewer 

children (Blatchford 200313).  Other UK studies suggest that while highly gifted 

teachers can adapt their practice when given smaller classes, considerable 
resources must be deployed to retrain competent but less expert practitioners 

(Hargreaves et al.  199614).  However most research studies have failed to identify 

any major change in teaching style among practitioners when given smaller classes.   

 
The reasons for this state of affairs are numerous but there are two in particular that 

are relevant to the above debate.  First, as Alexander (2000)15 has demonstrated, 

teaching is culturally determined: 

    
The mechanisms which shape and control pedagogy are universal (curriculum, 
assessment, inspection, school organisation and so on).   At the top of the 
system is the regulatory power of government and ministry and at the bottom the 
regulatory power of classroom discourse (p 562).  
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However, many of the ‘givens’ which shape the operational characteristics of these 

mechanisms are legacies of an earlier age.  Thus it is that in England: 
 

the nineteenth-century received view of elementary education, which was 
grounded in the teaching of the 3Rs’ still dominates “the core curriculum” despite 
the fact that cultural and social plurality of today’s primary class room is at odds 
with the main purpose of the elementary curriculum, which was to contain the 
masses rather than liberate them (p 566).    

 

As a result: 

 
an open child-centred pedagogy may be no freer from these external culturally 
determined controls than traditional didactic instruction, because both are 
constrained through the mechanisms of differentiation and assessment (p  562). 

 

The second reason for the conservative nature of pedagogy (Cuban 1984)16 arises 

from the fact that teaching takes place both in the heart and the head.  It is both a 

cerebral and an emotional activity.  Policy makers and curriculum reformers alike 

tend to emphasise the former trait at the expense of the latter, believing that 
convincing teachers of the validity of the arguments will be sufficient to bring about 

the required changes in practice.  In reality it is the heart that more often rules the 

head.   
 

What often determines the choice of activity (practical activity v worksheet) is not the 

match between the task and the intended learning outcome (the rational) but the 

composition of the class and their likely response to a situation which allows pupils a 
degree of scope and freedom to decide for themselves,  to move around the 

classroom at will (the emotional).  The worksheet will, in many circumstances, 

commend itself as the safest option as it allows the teacher to feel totally in control. 
The presence, therefore, of three or four potentially disruptive pupils will lead the 

teacher to reach for another worksheet rather than risk the unpredictability of a 

practical activity.  In a similar manner group work may be abandoned in favour of 

whole class instruction because, during the former activity, the teacher finds it 
difficult to determine which pupils are ‘on task’ and which ones are engaging in social 

‘chit-chat.’ 
 

A further consequence of emotional rather than rational decision making in the 
classroom is the manner by which these decisions are explained. Rather than admit 

a fear of losing control during group work (such feelings will likely be suppressed), 

teachers will often attribute the decision to circumstances beyond their immediate 
control.  Lack of suitable resources, limited classroom space or shortage of time may 

all be used to justify the choice of teaching method.  According to Berliner (1994)17 

only a few teachers had sufficient expertise to be able to reflect on practice in ways 

that can differentiate between the rational and the emotional.  Neither does our 
present knowledge of professional development allow us to determine the most 

effective means of converting what Berliner identifies as ‘competent experienced 

teachers’ (the vast majority) into expert practitioners. Thus those seeking to bring 

about the second world of aspirational practice within the current policy directions 
may, in the late Brian Simon’s (1986)18 words ‘be, in effect, crying for the moon.’ 
 
 

2.5   A Third World View of Inclusion? 

 
So the third view of the world in which we can explore the meaning of inclusion is 

that of the classroom as it exists today rather than it might exist in the future.  The 
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kind of situation confronting teachers is typified in these four brief vignettes of pupils 

who were described or observed in the classrooms visited. 
 
 

  
Albert does not pick up on social cues and has few social graces.  He has a very 
ironic sense of humour which is often interpreted as rudeness. He reacts very badly 
when he perceives something to be unfair and any displeasure or punishment he 
sees as rejection, withdrawing into himself and refusing to communicate.  When he 
understands very clearly what is expected of him he will comply as long as he sees 
it is a reasonable request.  The problem is that he gets into trouble quite a lot 
because his classmates’ favourite sport is winding him up and then watching the 
fallout.  

 

 

 
 

  
Joshua has a very short concentration and short-term memory span which means 
he gets easily distracted, can be very restless and very little of what he is taught 
is retained. This is particularly acute at end of terms and coming back to school 
after holidays.  He never remembers to do homework or to bring what he needs for 
class, and messages home never arrive or are distorted en route. Although notes 
home are sometimes pinned to homework diaries they never seem to arrive. His 
mother frequently complains about lack of communication from the school, about 
stories Joshua has told her about never doing any work. She worries that Joshua is 
constantly in trouble for his ‘bad’. ‘lazy’ or forgetful behaviour and feels that her 
son’s needs simply aren’t being met.  

 

 

 
 

  
Amelia is a keen learner in class. Her teachers describe her as bright, keen to join 
in, always with her hand up, desperately eager to please.  If the teacher doesn’t 
pick her she gets very disappointed but tries all the harder.  But when she is 
picked she cannot stop talking and tells the teacher everything she knows, 
whether relevant to the topic or not.  She does not like being stopped in mid flow 
and reacts with confusion.  Her interventions tend to cause some hilarity among 
her classmates as she speaks in a peculiar high pitched and very loud voice. The 
safest strategy for the teacher is not to invite a contribution from her.  
 

 

 
 

  
James is the class ‘policeman’. He is acutely aware of right and wrong and 
frequently reprimands his peers when he disapproves of their behaviour.  He is able 
to work in a group but his classmates get frustrated with his bossiness and 
sometimes groan when they discover he is to be in their group.  Although he takes 
part in team sports he gets very upset when he perceives people to be breaking 
the rules and will sometimes stop the game to demand an explanation, or 
constantly point out things to the referee.  He is also very intolerant of teachers 
who break their promises, are inconsistent or don’t carry out threats.  When he 
points out pupil misbehaviour to the teacher he gets into trouble with his peers for 
‘telling tales’. 
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In the schools visited a large number of teachers had received little, if any, training in 

preparation for dealing with the kinds of apparent idiosyncrasies that James, Amelia, 

Albert and Joshua exhibit on a daily basis. As Eliot Eisner (2005:4) arguing for a 
pedagogy which embraces surprise, discovers outcomes and creates classrooms 

that are interesting rather than tidy writes: 

 
...decisions about method are not simply decisions about method.  They are also 
political decisions that have to do with who is competent and who is not, who is 
powerful and who is weak, who is skilled and who is unskilled, who does work 
that is relevant and who does not. 

 

Within the politic of such a system the precondition is for courageous teachers and 

courageous leaders who are able to expand the repertoire of thinking and practice. 
to the limits of their opportunity structures.  

 

It would seem therefore that our purpose in carrying out this enquiry should be 
guided by the view expressed by Michael Fullan (1992)19 advising school leaders 

that: 
 

There is no point lamenting in the fact that the system is unreasonable and no 
percentage in waiting around for it to become more reasonable.  It won’t… What 
is needed is to reframe the question.  What does a reasonable leader do faced 
with impossible tasks? (Fullan 1992: 16-18) 

 

Our main purpose therefore is to describe in the following four chapters, as 

objectively as possible, what within current policy priorities inclusion means to 

schools, teachers, pupils and parents in the institutions visited and to explore with 
these various participants how their situation could be improved in the immediate 

future.  Our conclusions and recommendations, what it is possible to achieve within 

an incompatible and often unreasonable system, are set out in the final chapter. 
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Chapter 3    The Impact on Schools 
 
 

 

What has been the impact of inclusion policies at school level?  In 2004 Ofsted1 

reported that provision within mainstream schools was highly uneven across the 
country, varying more than tenfold across LEAs, reflecting a combination of factors, 

including the historical patterns of provision, local authority policy and ability of 

schools to cope with the new demands.   

 
David Bell, then Chief Inspector of Schools, launching the Ofsted report in 2002, 

commented on the variability across the country and the challenges still facing many 
schools in trying to accommodate the whole range of special needs.  He argued: 

‘There's no point in running away from the fact that schools have difficulties with this.  

It is the unresolved problem facing inclusion.’2  His claim that there was still a need 

for some form of specialist provision was met with criticism by lobbies who have 
argued for no compromise on the inclusion issue.  The Centre for the Study of 

Inclusive Education (CSEI), for example, is highly critical of Government, local 

authorities and of schools which they see as resisting fully fledged inclusion, arguing 

that separate provision in special schools is a violation of children’s rights.   

 
CSIE's view is that despite the Government's recently adopted support to 
remove barriers to participation, the continued financial and philosophical 
support of special schools means that some students' rights will continue to be 
violated by exclusion from mainstream schooling.  For this reason, CSIE 
continues to work towards Government gradually phasing out special schools 
and redirecting resources towards developing fully inclusive mainstream 
settings.  (CSIE, 2005) 

 
Yet, it seems, if that ideal is ever to be achieved, it will require a radical rethink of the 
nature and structure of schooling, most notably in the secondary sector.  Clearly 

within present parameters of funding and support many schools are not coping with 

the demands on them.  Evidence is found in the 2004 Ofsted report which shows a 

10% increase since 2001 in the number of pupils placed in independent special 
schools by local authorities as a consequence of the difficulties that mainstream 

schools, and some special schools, had in meeting severe or complex needs.  

Advances in technology have led to a much higher survival rate of children who 
would previously not have survived, in particular very premature babies, a large 

proportion of whom are prone to health and psychological problems in later life.   

 
Many of the pupils were referred for challenging behaviour or because they had 

been excluded from maintained mainstream and special schools.  The proportion of 

pupils in pupil referral units rose by 25% between 2001 and 2003 while the 
proportion of pupils placed in special schools has remained more or less the same 

since 1999.  While some special schools have closed, new special schools have 

opened, sometimes as a result of amalgamations.  (Ofsted Report paragraph 14) 

 
Inclusion policies impact in different ways on schools, depending on a range and 

complexity of factors.  There is very little outright resistance in mainstream schools to 
include a wider range of children but few schools believe it is possible to 

accommodate all children, at least not without some fundamental changes to school 

structures and deeply entrenched conventions. Interviews with headteachers and 
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other schools staff reveal some of the issues schools face in their attempts to be 

more inclusive.  These issues can be grouped around the following themes: 

 
• Resourcing and finance 

• Admissions and capacity 

• Balance of needs 

• Recruitment and retention  
• Expertise and professional development 

   

 
3.1   Resourcing and financing 

 

How do schools manage resources and finances in this changing and unpredictable 

environment in which money follows, or fails to follow, the child?  The evidence from 
schools is that this is a continuing struggle.  ‘Every year we have to fight for that 

money’, says one headteacher, indicating the need for evidence-based argument, 

lobbying and creative accounting.  This may be in the face of falling rolls across the 
authority, threatening the positions of LSAs and other staff whose positions depend 

on numbers. 

 
In order to employ LSAs, schools rely to a large extent on statementing, as in these 

cases the money follows the child.  The 15 hours allowance from the local authority, 

it was claimed, buys one half of an LSA/TA. 

 
The council have become very clever at it.  They only give them 15 hours a 
week and the school have to provide the rest.  If they really want them included 
then they should provide the resources.  (TA primary school) 

 

The complaint that you can’t have inclusion without the resources was a major 
theme running through virtually all accounts, forcing headteachers to rely on ‘creative 

accounting’, for example borrowing from other budgets  such as from a literacy or 

numeracy budget or early intervention funding,  In one local authority there was 

‘Emergency Money’ to cover children during the sometimes protracted statementing 
process. 

 
We have a local initiative called Kendall Finance Initiative, run by the Heads, 
and it’s emergency monies for children who are not yet in the assessment stage 
of being statemented.  They come to us and there are major problems.  We 
allocate certain funding to schools for those children.  (Headteacher, Primary) 

 

There was, however, a Catch 22.  Success with a child could prove counter 

productive, meaning that funding would then not be forthcoming.  So success stories 
would be told in the informal rather than the formal accounts.   

 
At the review meetings we can’t really hit the high spots, achievement-wise for 
that child, because then if we did that then they wouldn’t get the input, 
financially.  And that must be awful for the parents.  It’s in the informal time that 
we share the success because we need the money.  (Year 1 Teacher) 

 

Local authority systems vary widely and depend in part on the degree of inclusion 

within the authority.  All hold some finance centrally for specific purposes as well as 

the general budget that goes to schools on a per capita basis.  These funding 
systems are generally opaque and difficult to navigate, especially for parents; and 
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encourage, what Rouse and colleagues describe as ‘perverse incentives’.1   

 

The disparity among local authority systems is shown in a study by Cambridge 
Education Associates in 20032 which explored the complexity of ‘marginal’, ‘matrix’. 

‘matched’ and delegated funding and concluded that as yet no local authority had 

managed to resolve the tension between a necessary degree of complexity and the 

desire for equitable forms of support targeted on need. They advocate a ‘root and 
branch’ review, specifically in relation to the Catch 22 of statementing which, they 

argue, limits the scope for investing in wider preventative support for children with 

lower levels of need.   
 

As an example one local authority’s schema is illustrated in the following:  

 
At least 5% of Age Weighted Pupil Unit (AWPU) is expected to be spent on 
SEN.  AWPU is about £2000 for a primary school pupil and £3000 for a 
secondary school pupil.   
 
Additional Funds for Additional Educational Needs (AEN) and Special 
Educational Needs (SEN) is weighted for schools using ‘Bands of Learning 
Difficulty’.  Additional funds are also allocated for commonly occurring (high 
incidence) Special Educational Needs. 
 
Children with severe and rare (low incidence) SEN get funding through 
statements from a centrally held fund 

 
 

3.2 Strategic facilities 

 
Strategic Facilities can be found in authorities where resources have been targeted 

on schools with a long tradition of good SEN practice.  These schools, sometimes 

described as ‘additional resourced mainstream schools’, then function as magnet 
schools, attracting extra funds, qualified staff and specialized equipment such as a 

sensory room, disabled access, physio equipment and changing facilities for 

example.  In rural areas the geographical spread of the various Strategic Facilities 

can, however, disadvantage some families or incur significant travel time.  It may 
also be seen as letting other schools ‘off the hook’ and also creating a new form of 

imbalance within schools across a region.  A headteacher described the ease with 

which some schools could refuse children and rely on others to pick up the 
responsibility.    

 
We suddenly found children that other schools didn’t want and I’m talking about 
moderate learning difficulties – with probably quite pronounced behavioural 
needs.  People didn’t want them and it’s quite handy for them – Oh let’s push 
them off to [VP School] (Primary school headteacher) 

 

Elaborating on this theme another headteacher talked about the differential 

judgments made by fellow heads, accepting only those apparently most easily 

accommodated, what might be terms the ‘soft end’ of special needs.  
 

Interesting how many schools go for the physical/medical and not the severe 
learning difficulty – because phys/med can be quite a cut and dry thing – in 
some ways it’s an easier need to actually meet.  (Headteacher) 

 
1
 See Election 2005: Putting Social Care in the Picture, a campaign briefing by McLaughlin, 

Florian and Rouse.  
2
 Capacity or Creativity: the SEN Inclusion Challenge of 2003  
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3.3 Nothing fails like success 
 

In many areas the ‘strategic facility’ is less a matter of planning than ad hoc 

differentiation.  Some schools have proved successful in accommodating a range of 
special needs and then finding themselves becoming a magnet, drawing on a 

widening catchment as their reputation grows.  This may become a virtuous circle of 

good and improving practice or a vicious circle in which the critical mass of diverse 

needs becomes hard for staff to handle.   
 

The problem is that we are becoming a victim of our own success.  It’s word of 
mouth and then because we do so well with special needs we create a demand 
and then this imbalances the proportion of children we’re able to cope with.  
(Primary school headteacher) 

 

As another headteacher explained, schools that can cope compensate for the lack of 
expertise elsewhere and in the interests of the child will sometimes intervene to save 

the potential harm to a pupil by being shuffled around from one school to another.  
 

The local mainstream school really didn’t want him.  They didn’t have the 
expertise.  They said that they couldn’t cope.  They were then going to place him 
in another local school, but what had happened in the past is that we had had 
children directed to us from that school, so we said that it would be unfair for him 
to fail in two schools.  I think that swayed them (the LEA).  We just want what is 
best for the children.  (Primary school headteacher) 

 

What these ‘magnet’ schools showed was that wanting what is best for the children 

is a delicate balance and has to be weighed against what is best for the staff and for 

the school too.  In a London borough secondary school the upper limit is placed at 
no more than three children with complex needs in any one class.  In other schools 

with similar policies the number may be smaller or greater.  
  

When we set up – what we didn’t want was to be inundated with 4 or 5 children 
in one year group with severe learning difficulties because that very much skews 
a small school.  We say we would nominally take two children a year.  (Primary 
School SENCO) 

 

While there is evidence that as schools gain experience they can stretch the 

boundaries of their capacity and expertise, finding they can cope with greater 

numbers, this was not a view that found widespread sympathy with all teachers. 
Some pointed to the difference between five children with appropriate support and 

provision and five children with thirty others demanding attention and a teacher 

under pressure to cover the curricular ground in a limited time period.  
 
 

3.4 Managing entry and transitions 
 

Schools have to make critical decisions about admission of children with special 
needs with consideration of resources, expertise and the balance of needs across 

the school and within individual classrooms.  Many said they had to face the hard 

decision of saying ‘no’ when they felt a critical balance had been reached.  

 
There has to be the power to say well actually no – this isn’t working.  Because 
once it actually impacts on the education of the other children to such an extent 
that learning isn’t taking place – then that is when the head has to step in and 
say this isn’t working – this child can’t be here.  (Secondary Headteacher) 
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This is a fine judgment and one that may be made with, and perhaps sometimes 

without, a strong and reasoned evidence base. Most typically this referred to 

complex and profound needs, what one headteacher referred to as ‘the far end’:  
 

The far end of severe learning difficulty – the real far end - verging on the 
profound and when you have other needs within that – we can’t provide for 
them.  I don’t think we are the right place.  (Secondary Headteacher) 

 

As one headteacher commented, you have to be very determined, self-confident and 
have courage to say ‘no’ either or parents or to the local authority, especially where 

there is a strong emotional appeal. There may be few other alternatives available 

and clear evidence that other schools would not be as good for the child.  In these 
circumstances it is extremely difficult for a school to refuse a child in need or to admit 

that they do not have the capacity or expertise to take on that pupil. 

 

 
3.5    Isolation, containment or support? 

 

There is scant evidence of young people with special needs coping successfully 
within mainstream classrooms without some form of withdrawal, individualised or 

group support at certain times in the day.  Most secondary schools and even some 

junior / middle schools have some form of special unit.  In the course of this study we 
encountered Learning Support Units, Seclusion or Isolation units, Pupil Services 

Centres, all serving the function of support, and/or containment and/or isolation. 

 

The lowest common denominator was ‘isolation’, a place to send children who were 
disruptive, ‘so that teachers can get on with teaching’.  In two high schools visited 

there were Isolation Units for bad behaviour, explicitly set up as an alternative to 

exclusion. Since their inception the number of exclusions in both schools had gone 
down.  In many cases it was special needs young people who ended up in these 

units and the expedient response to ‘bad behaviour’ did not necessarily discriminate 

among causal factors such as routine ‘naughtiness’ or a cry for help.   

 
Different kinds of units for dealing with more low level disruption and poor behaviour 

exist in many schools, usually staffed by TAs who may simply oversee young people 

filling out worksheets on their own, often engaged in the kind of tedious tasks that 
had sparked their behavioural protest in the first instance. In another school visited 

the unit for sanctions was complemented by a ‘Pupil Support Hatch’ where young 

people could go with low level ‘niggly’ problems to get sorted out by a support worker 
before they escalated to exclusion issues – a recognition that minor incidents and 

problems can escalate out of control if not dealt with quickly.  

 

A visit to special units in the schools often suggested more of a containment 
function, with TAs keeping young people engaged or amused with games, drawing, 

colouring in or worksheets designed to provide a differentiated version of class work. 

What was sometimes found in such units was an attempt at some form of 
counselling and ‘talking through’ the problems that had resulted in the pupil being 

placed there. In only a few schools did we find a systemtic and structured 

programme designed to meet individual learning needs by a flexible approach to 
differentiated provision. 

 

In a Middle school a Learning Support Unit was given the acronym of the The SHIP 

Helping Individual Pupils.  Under the motif The storm has passed and the future 
looks brighter one of its primary aims is also to reduce exclusion.  It is a colourful, 
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bright, well-resourced room in the middle of the school, not stuck out on a limb, as in 

some cases signaling its status as peripheral to the central business of the school. 

 
In the morning the Unit is staffed by a high level TA and second TA who offers 

literacy and numeracy support with a maximum of eight children.  As some of these 

children have been statemented there may also on occasions be other ISTAs in the 

room too.  Most children attend two mornings every week (for example Mondays and 
Wednesdays or Tuesdays and Thursdays with Fridays as the planning day.  In the 

afternoon children can invite in a friend from mainstream as a ‘reward’.  In these 

sessions the focus is on behaviour and discussion of issues such as ‘bullying’.  Each 
session ends with a craft activity and then “snack and chat” to evaluate the sessions 

and to develop social and language skills. 

 

Children are identified for The SHIP by their class teacher and a referral form.  The 
TAs make two observations of the child in the class using a form that documents 

behaviour, social interactions with other pupils, attitudes and concentration.  The aim 

is to have a 6-8 week intervention and if there is enough improvement the child 
returns to the class in perhaps a full-time capacity.  While TAs support small groups 

within the class the children who qualify for the SHIP are those who do not respond 

in small groups and lack the concentration or skills to cope with mainstream 
classroom setting on any extended basis.  Even the SHIP, however, cannot 

accommodate all SEN children, particularly children at the more serious end of the 

autistic spectrum. 

 
TAs talked of a ‘difficult balancing act’ in the use of special provision given the wide 

range of referrals.  For example if any child is excluded for a fixed-term they will 

come back to The SHIP first before being integrated into mainstream.  The SHIP 
also has children who are emotionally damaged and on the Child Protection 

Register, while others still are there for behavioural problems.  The policy of only 

taking children who can benefit has become more difficult to implement as potential 
demand and capacity are difficult to align.   

 

Special units within the mainstream can be a useful halfway house and allow staff a 

breathing space for teachers in mainstream classrooms but they raise deeper issues 
of purpose and quality of provision that is genuinely learning-centred and what can 

genuinely be offered by way of a fulfilling educational alternative to the classroom.   

 
 

3.6    Learning Mentors 

 

In one area, previously an Education Action Zone, additional disadvantaged funding 
is used to appoint a number of learning mentors who are not part of any school staff 

but visit schools in each cluster.  Line managed by the Lead Behaviour Professional 

for the school cluster their role is negotiated with the individual school.  In middle 
schools most of the learning mentor’s work is on a one-to-one basis or with pairs of 

pupils working on peer relations.  Not being on the staff and visiting the school on a 

more ad hoc basis however did not allow mentors the continuity of support they 
would have liked.  As one mentor said,  

 
For me to have an impact I need to build up a relationship and that’s difficult.   

 
How the school supported these mentors and integrated them into its strategic 

approaches to inclusion was an issue which required effective and proactive 

leadership but this was not consistently evident throughout schools in the area. 
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3.7    Deployment of staff 

 

During 2005 senior leaders were preoccupied with Workforce Reform involving major 
restructuring of staff roles.  This had major relevance for inclusion policy and 

practice, requiring decisions as to teaching, pastoral and support roles.  How could 

stretched resources be deployed to best meet the range of needs of children and 

young people? How much responsibility could be given to less qualified staff who 
would increasingly play a significant role in needs assessment, provision and support 

for learning? 

 
A TA in a secondary schools described her role as teaching mainstream classes 

French but not being paid commensurately with the extra responsibility, while a TA 

colleague who taught Health and Social Care classes at KS4 level was also being 

paid as a TA.  The TA who taught French admitted that she had a problem with who 
was immediately responsible for her: 

 
I look at the need rather than the direct line manager but it does make it hard for 
your own [career] development.  Because you are divided between so many 
people and have an input with a lot of different people, when it comes to your 
needs it is very difficult for one person to define what you need because they 
don’t see you a lot.   

 

These members of staff with levels of expertise but no formal teaching qualifications 

were being used to fill teaching posts where there were shortages and without any 
incentives, rewards, pay structures or career progression.  In an area with a long 

history of deprivation headteachers said that they relied increasingly heavily on 

support staff but, not only were they short of qualified teachers, they had also 
exhausted the supply of suitably qualified TAs in their area. 

 

Undue responsibility and poor pay was also a gender issue, as most TAs in all 

phases are female.  A secondary headteacher commented on the lack of positive 
male role models for troubled young boys.  Counselling was often left to TAs as 

teachers were too busy to attend to pastoral needs.  There were few examples of 

career structures for TAs but in one school the Senior TA was part of the SMT and in 
this schools TAs were more recognised in their own right and asked for their 

contribution to planning and development.  These TAs who were used within the 

Borough, and nationally for training in other schools, came back ‘horrified’ about the 
position and functions of support staff in most other schools they visited. For 

example, in one school two TAs in the special support unit essentially ‘policed’ young 

people as physical attacks were increasingly commonplace.  As the SENCO 

commented on the role of TAs: 
 

The staff – we get attacked: there have been physical attacks - kicks and things 
like that.  You have to be pretty tough to work here.   

 

 
3.8    A question of expertise 

 

School staff frequently referred to inclusion being ‘on the cheap’ as schools lacked 

the resources to attract quality experienced staff with the relevant balance of 
expertise.  
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Then the next big thing we did was when we took on (the SENCO) who is so 
knowledgeable.  I tried being SENCO for a while – and my word that is such a 
hard role.  For a strategic facility you need an expert.  (Head) 

 
The whole funding thing is not great.  For inclusion to really work it has to be 
better funded.  You’ve got to have the quality staff in schools to get the 
continuum and the behaviour support things – because I guess of all the needs 
behaviour is the hardest one.  If you’ve got someone hiding under a table, 
kicking off, swearing – well that just takes everything apart. (Head) 

 

Developing expertise from within takes time and schools might be described as ‘self 

taught’ or ‘learning by doing’ 
 

We built up our strategies for class teaching especially when we had maybe 
quite a percentage with severe needs – how did we manage in class – the 
resources in class.  Our expertise is quite considerable now.  (Head) 

 
There is the acknowledgement here of the wealth of experience of all members 
of the team – you have to share it.  Key appointments are crucial.  (Primary 
school head) 

 

 

3.9 The paradoxes of pastoral care 
 

As schools widen their intake and as teachers meet more disturbed and damaged 

children the need for pastoral care increases commensurately.  This becomes 

particularly acute in disadvantaged communities where the issues are compounded 
by poverty, violent communities and turbulent domestic circumstances.  Yet schools 

were struggling with workforce re-modelling in which financial incentives are more 

linked to ‘raising standards’.  In consequence in one high school a TA had taken over 
the role of Head of Year, while in other schools the pastoral role of form teachers 

was being taken by support staff rather than teachers.  A Head of Year who 

applauded the positive attributes that a high level TA brought to the job, also argued 

for teachers retaining their pastoral role. 
 

You need the authority of being a teacher for certain discipline issues and 

sometimes parents want to see a teacher.   

 
And again: 

  
I think the pastoral side is an extension of teaching.  Pupils with academic 
problems tend to have pastoral problems as well.  The pastoral side will never 
disappear from teaching because if a child has a problem you need to sit down 
and talk to them otherwise they will start disrupting your lesson.  You’re not 
robotic you can’t ignore things going on which affect your teaching.  There will 
always be a need for teachers to be involved with a pastoral role whatever you 
call it.  (Head of Year, secondary school) 

 

It was frequently argued by teachers that behavioural incidents could only be 
understood in the context of teaching and learning, particularly if that behaviour 

appeared out of character.  Very typically disruptive behaviour was frustration with 

the learning task or with the social context of the learning.  It was also claimed that it 

was easier as a teacher to discuss incidents with other teachers than to simply 
delegate a problem to a teaching assistant.    
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Although, therefore, most experts make a clear distinction between behavioural and 

other forms of special needs, if only because the former by definition are likely to be 

more challenging, classroom teachers and TAs did not necessarily differentiate 
between needs in the same way during interviews. As the above quotations 

demonstrate, teachers were more inclined than in the past to give pupils the benefit 

of the doubt and to attribute unacceptable behaviour to frustrations over learning, 

whether due to a specific disorder or, more generally, the consequence of various 
forms of social deprivation. 

 

Thus a Deputy Head of Year argued that students he taught in his year group were 
better behaved because he school policy has allowed him to have more dealings 

with them and built a teaching/learning relationship in which pastoral case was 

implicit and ongoing. 

 
 

3.10 Border crossing: working with other agencies 

  
Expertise may not exist within the school but this can be less problematic when there 

is strong support outside the school from other children and family agencies.  In 

theory the move at local authority level to children and family services should provide 
greater expert support for schools.  There were examples of social workers, speech 

and language therapists, teachers and TAs working together to identify needs to and 

to identify strategies to support children, agree targets and monitor progress in 

learning.  While these collaborative efforts could pay off handsomely for individual 
children they did rely on a happy combination of expertise, teamwork and a 

considerable investment of time.  However, effective practice such as this was more 

the exception than the rule.   Stretched resources, combined with a growing diversity 
of needs, meant that there were long queues and hiatuses in finding the appropriate 

support for children and families.  Educational psychologists and physiotherapists, 

for example, could simply not keep up with demands.    
 

We could wait a year and more for a child to see an ed psych, even children 
crying out for support or statementing.  There is just not the resource.  So we 
battle on.  With increasing frustration it has to be said.  (Year 5 teacher) 

 
Some children should have weekly physiotherapy and sometimes we don’t see 
them [physiotherapists] for weeks.  (Middle school headteacher) 

 
Class teachers were often disappointed and even offended not to have the 

opportunity to directly discuss individual children in their class with educational 

psychologists during their assessment visits, especially when they were the ones 
required to work extra hours to make sure all the paperwork was complete and as 

they knew the child best; TAs were even surprised by the question as to whether 

they had any direct input and whether they were ever included in these discussions.  

Pressure of time often meant that outside professionals did not even get to speak to 
key staff who worked every day with the children they had come to assess.  

 

 
3.11 When inspectors call 

 

Inspection plays a big part in a how a school responds to, and manages, inclusion 

but teachers frequently found inspection not well attuned to the needs of children or 
the challenges schools were facing in trying to meet those needs.   
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Our last inspection we felt was very driven by SATs scores and I didn’t feel that 
our inspectors had a very clear view of the level of severity of the children that 
we are dealing with.  I mean we have children with severe learning difficulties 
getting level two – that is fantastic.’ (Primary school SENCO) 

 

The reference to ‘sleepless nights’ and ‘nightmares’ were references to the conflict 
between pursuing an inclusive agenda while at the same time trying to meet 

statistical targets and normative comparisons. 

 
A lot of our data is fairly skewed.  Last year two children just didn’t do their SATs 
in Year 6, they couldn’t, so I don’t compare well with similar schools.  And 
sometimes getting that through Ofsted is a nightmare – they didn’t understand.  I 
spent a lot of time crunching the data – showing that learning had moved on.  
(Primary school headteacher) 

 
I think the Head is strong but I do think she has sleepless nights about it 
because she knows that when the inspectors come in all they are interested in 
are the statistics and the levels and it is hard for her to fight for those children.  
We’re quite lucky that quite a few of the specials are disapplied from the 
statistics so it doesn’t effect us that way.  (Reception Teacher) 

 

A primary school head described the recent Ofsted as ‘awful’, claiming that the 

inspection team had conspicuously failed to understand the nature and range of 
needs in the school.  Another primary head described a lesson given by her ‘most 

brilliant teacher’ which was judged by Ofsted only as ‘satisfactory’ because of the 

pace was ‘not snappy enough’, whereas in fact the teacher was trying to calibrate 

the pace to meet the differing needs of the pupils– ‘a learning pace rather than a 
teacher’s pace’.   

 

On the other hand Ofsted protocols or lack of requisite expertise within the 
inspection team could overlook poor practice and give a school a clean bill of health. 

 
I would be reluctant to say this more publicly but there are some pretty ropey 
pratice here which the Ofsted lot just didn’t or couldn’t see. You’d need a pretty 
perceptive team or a long term stay in the school to pick these things up (Year 6 
teacher)  

 

 

3.12  Making it work 

 
Inclusion was seen to work when a number of essential conditions were met.  

Enthusiasm and commitment of staff are an ingredient, necessary, but insufficient, 

without the breadth and depth of expertise and the balance of teamwork across a 
staff.    
 

I think it works here because we are all so positive about it.  We have a very 
enthusiastic and supportive head and we also have [the SENCO] – and what 
would we do without her.  It also works because we’ve got a very experienced 
core of learning support assistants – and that is the crux of the matter.  And they 
all have different strengths and different expertise – and I think they are the 
schools most valuable resource.  (Reception Teacher) 

 

Making it work, however, meant going beyond integration to inclusion, the difference 

between making a placement and giving support on the one hand and, on the other, 

offering a quality of care involving the restructuring of the curriculum and classroom 

organisation.  In the literature (Warnock for example, 1978) the distinction is made 
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between provision and process, the latter an ongoing, sensitive and responsive 

attention to planning and provision.   
 

Inclusion, as distinct from integration means a continuing attempt to find the right 
balance of opportunity.  As this primary headteacher describes it, it involves looking 

out for alliances and partnerships with other schools, with local primaries, with 

special schools and secondary schools not only to capitalise on expertise but to find 

the optimum combination of learning opportunities for a child.    
 

In terms of inclusion – there is still quite a way to go.  We have moved from 
talking about integrating children to including children so what comes after that? 
I’d like to get more partnerships with special schools because I think that’s an 
area that’s ready for development.  Now we’ve got special school colleagues 
who we can work with really well.  We’ve also got to work with the secondary 
school – because what’s the point in offering really inclusive practice – if then it 
stops. (Primary Headteacher) 

 

Many schools had a policy of cover staff being employed on a full-time basis to fill in 

as needed.  These supply staff would fill an essentially custodial role giving students 

worksheets to keep them occupied.  Other schools, however, have used insurance 

policies to hire experienced supply teachers on a more ad hoc basis so that without 
incurring extra expense students’ needs could be more adequately met.  In these 

schools it was much less a question of filling the gaps by using less qualified or 

unqualified staff, but thinking strategically about how, within multiple constraints, to 
keep the needs of children and young people to the fore.  

 

The contentious issues around inclusion will only be partially resolved, however, 
without accountability and improvement measures which go beyond the simplistic 

GCSE and SATs data applied indiscriminately to all children. Development of 

alternative forms of assessment which take account of pupils attaining below level 1 

will be an important step forward in giving a more fine-grained picture of school 
achievement and reduce the perverse incentives which penalise goodwill, 

commitment and ethical decision-making.  
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Chapter 4    The Impact on Teachers 
 
 

 

The continuing trend to greater inclusion within mainstream classrooms has been 

welcomed in principle by teachers.  It is widely agreed by teachers in our sample that 
exclusion of certain children from the main stream of school social and academic life 

can not only harm them but also render them invisible to other children who are 

deprived of important facets of a social and political education.  However, the 
realities of inclusive practice took very different and often take highly problematic 

forms.  The issues confronting school staff are, in summary: 

 
• The nature of special needs which demand a more differentiated form of 

provision than containment with the mainstream classroom  

• The decision-making process whereby pupils are allocated to a school and 

to a teacher without adequate consultation and planning 
• The lack of expertise to deal with certain kinds of behavioural and learning 

needs 

• The nature and quality of support available 
• The impact on the balance of the teacher’s work 

• The impact on all children’s learning 

 

These issues do not stand in isolation from the policy context in which they are 
located.  Nor do they play out in similar ways in different neighbourhoods, highly 

disparate socio-economic areas, local authorities with varied policies, or in small and 

large primary and secondary schools located in rural areas or clustered together in 
inner cities or suburbs.  In other words, the issues are context sensitive and return 

insistently to issues of resourcing and expertise.     

 
Resourcing and expertise, key elements in the equation have, therefore, to be seen 

in conjunction with the curriculum and testing drivers of teachers’ time and 

motivation.  As Florian and Rouse have argued,3 it is the tensions between the two 

agendas – standards and needs - and the pressure exerted on teachers to meet 
curriculum targets, that play a part in shaping attitudes to special needs, not only 

those of school staff but of parents and pupils too.  

 
… the inclusive movement needs to take a realistic look at the way in which 
schools have been placed in the unenviable position of needing to consider the 
effect upon published standards of welcoming low-achieving children." (Feiler 

and Gibson 1999 p.149).4 

 

In addressing these themes this section draws on evidence from headteachers, 

teachers, LSAs and pupils as to the changes in patterns of classroom management 
and teaching, changes in priorities, preparation, deployment of time and 

collaborative work with parents, LSAs and external agencies. 

 
 

4.1 The balance of teachers’ work 

 

Increasing the range of needs and abilities within the ‘mainstream’ classroom without 
addressing curriculum, testing and ‘standards’-driven accountability, has had a major 
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impact on the nature and balance of teachers’ work.  Within these policy parameters 

attempts to meet complex individual needs with a weather eye on overall standards, 

can upset the balance and flow of teaching and learning.  A primary teacher referring 
to an autistic pupil said, ‘My main focus for each day was him’.  How to deal with this 

one child had, for her, become a constant preoccupation in the planning and in 

anticipation of the day ahead. She did not say this to blame the child or devalue the 

potential benefits to him of being in the company of his peers, but because the lack 
of support   was beginning to drain the energy and motivation she had once brought 

to her teaching.   

 
This was to prove a consistent theme in interviews and in written comments from 

school staff.  Teachers and TAs who spoke about serious dislocation of teaching 

were not referring to special needs in general but to specific kinds of behaviour that 

were particularly disruptive, not only disturbing to others but causing teachers to 
worry about the child putting herself at risk. 

 
The thing that I can’t handle and just have no clue what to do with is the self 
harm, sometimes serious, like kids obsessively banging their head on the desk  
or on the wall. I find it deeply distressing (Yr 3 Teacher) 

 

In discussion among a group of primary teachers they talked about an autistic boy 

who has just come in from nursery, describing him as ‘physical’, a reference to 
aggressive behaviour such as biting or kicking.  They had worked hard to 

accommodate that behaviour but confessed to a lack of knowledge about autism, 

feeling both helpless and deskilled.  There was only one teacher in the school 

trained in ‘positive handling’ and every time a child needed to be restrained this 
teacher had to go out of the class, leaving the Teaching Assistant with the rest of the 

pupils.  In this case the TA had quit her job as she was unprepared to take the whole 

class.  This group of teachers, highly committed and keen to do their best for a large 
number of children with special needs, said that is had ‘taken its toll on staff’ and 

some had left, unable to deal with the pressures of curriculum and testing on the one 

hand and the demands of ‘difficult’ children on the other.  The open plan design also 

meant that disruption extended more widely than just one class.    
 

These may be examples of more extreme cases but reflect concerns expressed by 

the National Autistic Society (NAS).  Their 2002 survey Inclusion and autism: is it 
working? found that children with autism and Asperger syndrome were on 

average 20 times more likely to be excluded from school than their peers.  One in 

five (21%) were excluded at least once, compared with an estimated 1.2% of the 
total pupil population.  The situation was worse still for more able children with 

autism.  29% have been excluded from school at one time or another. The study also 

found that three quarters of schools were dissatisfied with the extent of training in 

autism. Commenting on these findings, Adviser to the NAS, Mike Collins said: 
 

Parents of children in autism-specific units and schools where exclusions rarely 
arise - are twice as likely to be satisfied with provision than those whose children 
attend mainstream or special education needs’ schools.  Autism is a complex 
condition, with children having difficulties relating to people and communicating 
their needs.  Parents are telling us that everyone involved in the day-to-day 
running of schools needs specific training to recognise and support their 
children.5  
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This is not to argue that there is not a place for autistic children within the 

mainstream, indeed there were examples of autistic children doing very well by virtue 

of their ability to focus exclusively to the task at hand and sensitive handling by 
teachers. Inclusion of particular kinds of needs does, however, have to address the 

ability of the school to provide the right environment and support for learning.  In the 

absence of these conditions, as one teacher admitted: 

 
We don’t do anything about their learning but at least we can help them to feel 
accepted by their peers. 

 

It was, as another teacher put it, ‘inclusion without education’. 

 
 

4.2 Children on the borderline 

 
It is more dramatic cases that grab the headlines and can easily misrepresent the 

larger issues.  However, the issues are often to be seen in the less manifest cases 

where children’s learning is short-changed and teachers struggle to meet their 
needs.  These are children on the borderline, sometimes quiet and withdrawn, 

sometimes demanding, not statemented or necessarily waiting for statementing.  

These children have not qualified for the support of an LSA and it was these children 

who could sometimes prove the most difficult for teachers to deal with.   
 

The children who are diagnosed or have been specified as needing a Strategic 
Facility, then they get their hours and their time but those children who don’t 
quite make the bracket, they have a need but they don’t have a strong enough 
need, they are the ones that really have to watch out or they just slip through the 
net.  (Year 1 Teacher) 

 
It is in this borderland that children could ‘slip through’ causing no overt problems 

and easy to ignore in favour of attending to more demanding forms of behaviour.  

Others of those ‘borderline’ children could express their need or disaffection through 
disruptive behaviour which could escalate when there was a potent mix of children 

with behavioural special needs along with others to whom the wider levels of 

tolerance gave license to act up, especially during the temporary distraction of the 
teacher.    

 
Where it doesn’t help is where you have a child that has behavioral difficulties 
and you have a mainstream child who also has behavioural difficulties and they 
play off one another, they copy, they learn tricks off each other, and then you 
have negative behaviours that you need to break – that’s probably where it’s not 
quite so easy.  (Year 1 Teacher) 

 

A primary teacher exemplified this issue ‘in extremis’ with the case of a child with 

Tourette’s Syndrome whose uncontrollable interruptions had a knock-on effect with 

other children who took this both as a welcome distraction and an occasion for 
mischief.   

 

 
4.3  Stretching the boundaries, creating new norms 

 

The issue of new norms and extended permissiveness in the classroom is reiterated 
by a Head of Department in a secondary school who provided the following write-in 

comment to the questionnaire: 
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The attempt to include children with behavioural problems can seriously impede 
learning.  I spend too much time as a ‘child minder’ and not a teacher and it can 
create a culture whereby many unacceptable behaviours are seen as ok.  (HOD 
History).   

The gradual establishment of a new norm is described in both positive and negative 

terms depending on a number of inter-related factors. Children can get used to 
extreme behaviour and learn to ignore it. Learning to live with, and to understand, 

differing forms of behaviour as an expression of underlying needs is a significant 

aspect of social education.  It may be regarded as a singular strength of inclusion 

policies. 

 
The year I had an autistic child – there was a lot of disruption – screaming.  The 
other children just ignored it.  They knew him from reception – so that may make 
a difference.  When he was having a ‘do’ – the other children would just work 
around it.  (Yr 2 Teacher) 

 

Not all classrooms, however, are so accommodating. For some pupils and teachers 

such extreme forms of acting out proved both stressful and inimical to their 
concentration and focus on learning.  One primary teacher argued that it takes 

considerable time and a particular combination of circumstances for pupils to get 

used to unconventional and extreme forms of behaviour. 
 

Children with severe learning difficulties further up the school can be a problem.  
The other children in school have been aware of them since they came but my 
class come in and they don’t know that M is flailing everywhere and that’s quite 
an issue.  They need to get used to those children. 

 
For new members of staff it could also take time to get used to teaching environment 

in which there is a constant low level of idiosyncratic behaviour.   

 
I had to get used to it when I first came here to teach – I could never teach a 
lesson in silence.  There was always noise – someone over there reading – 
someone there whistling or humming and for the other kids to just switch off from 
it.  And that’s what we have to do.  (Yr 2 Teacher) 

 

For some teachers it was a step too far and they left to find jobs in other schools or 

in some cases quit teaching altogether.   
 

 

4.4  Picking up the pieces: issues of cover and supply 
 

The behavioural and learning problems were exacerbated when a teacher was off ill 

and a supply teacher had to cover the class without the knowledge, expertise or 
support. 

 
I think it is hard because we do have a complex system and a stranger can’t be 
expected to walk into school and know when is the point to withdraw a child or 
what a child’s favourite activity is that will calm them down.  It’s just an incredibly 
hard situation.  (Reception Teacher)  

 
If at times anyone is absent through illness and we perhaps have a supply who 
is sent to us, then that is when we could have problems.  They might not be 
quite as skilled as our own staff and they don’t know the child so then 
sometimes it is difficult in the class.  And that’s mainly at carpet time, directed 
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teaching time to the class and perhaps that person might not know the best 
strategy.  (Year 1 Teacher) 

 

This had repercussions on teachers who described having to ‘pick up the pieces’ 

after a period of inadequate cover.  In some cases teachers’ concerns caused them 
to return too soon after an illness or made them reluctant to ‘sell children short’ by 

taking time off.  Speaking of her staff a primary head described teachers ‘as their 

own worst enemy’ because of ‘always putting the child before themselves’.  A 
teacher spoke of the guilt she felt at letting children down. 

 
I think, it’s a funny thing to say, I think they (SEN children) add guilt to my job.  I 
go home sometimes and feel I haven’t done a good job because I haven’t given 
them enough time and I think it’s because the progress they make is so slow 
that you can think that you’re failing.  (Reception Teacher) 

 

A very experienced primary school teacher, who constantly strived to frame the 

issues in positive terms, spoke emotionally about the sense of guilt and failure.    
 

We were doing something in Maths last week and they still hadn’t got it and I felt 
a failure in myself.  I got so emotional and I said to my TA because I was close 
to tears “I’ve got to go out of the classroom”.  I felt it was something I was failing 
in – I couldn’t cope with it any more. 

 

For teachers ‘muddling through’ without expert support, having to carry the burden of 

responsibility for children’s welfare could weigh heavily.  Despite the high level of 
commitment to these children the benefits had to be weighed against the cumulative 

stress.   
 

It makes the job more stressful on some days and in all honesty if someone 
offered me a class of eleven in a small rural class with no special needs, I 
probably wouldn’t say no!  (Reception Teacher) 

 

Success with challenging behaviour and complex needs is a long term investment 

and highly gratifying when it finally pays off, However, as a special needs assistant 

pointed out, you may have to go through ‘hell’ to get there.   
 

He stayed in the school for three years and we saw him change – it was just hell 
for the first year. 

 
 

4.5 The fractured school day 
 

In a secondary school the issues may be similar but play out very differently due to a 
very different set of constraints from primaries.  One of the problems is highlighted 

by a History teacher who, with one or two periods in the week in which to get know 

students and meet curricular targets, is not given the time to get know all his 

students, trying to manage settling in and moving on again with maximum efficiency 
at each brief encounter with his class. 
 

There are thirty plus of them in very class and I see them twice a week and I 
have to be honest, with seven different classes, that’s over two hundred kids, 
even three months into the term I still don’t know all of their names but I do get 
to know the SEN kids very quickly as they take up most of my attention. It 
seems like hardly have they all settled in and quietened down and dealt with all 
the cries for help it is time to do all the winding up and leaving again. Some of 
these SEN kids are just bewildered by it all and just shuffle off to the next crazy 
episode. 
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A group of seven secondary school teachers, who refused to be recorded on tape, 

were unanimous in complaint that current policy made it impossible for them to deal 
with the range of needs and abilities within the short and fractured compass of time 

afforded them in the school day.  They argued that it was ‘not doing these young 

people the least bit of good to be in a secondary school, struggling to cope with 

subjects that made no sense to them, not only disruptive but occupying a 
disproportionate amount of the teachers’ time’.   ‘We are sacrificing the needs of the 

majority for this very small minority’, said one departmental head who claimed that 

the impact on standards and morale in his department had been severely and 
adversely affected.   Another added, ‘For all the head’s good intentions the policy 

simply isn’t working. It is simply ill conceived and badly thought out government 

policy’.  These comments were made in a school which had very positive inclusion 

policies, had a Learning Needs Zone, and in which staff worked hard at primary-
secondary liaison and offered a choice of curricular pathways agreed in discussion 

with parents and students themselves. 

 
 

4.6 Home from school 

 
While there were substantial effects on the balance of work within the school, there 

were also repercussions on the balance of teachers’ and LSAs’ time outside of 

school.  Consistently in interviews and in questionnaire responses teachers and 

LSAs highlighted the lack of time available for preparing plans and materials, setting 
their concerns within the Government’s drive to promote ‘personalised learning’ in 

which personalisation was apparently not individualisation but then what was it?, 

they inquired. Teachers’ approach to differentiation tended, in practice, to be 
individualised, particularly by reference to children with special needs. 

 
You differentiate for all children in your class but for some SEN pupils I have to 
undertake totally diverse planning in order for the child to achieve so that 
individual resources need to be created to support learning.  (Year 6 teacher) 

 
As many as half the pupils in a class could require individual planning for teaching 

and assessment, it was claimed. 

 
Each child has an individual plan and needs an individual assessment and often 
specific teaching materials.  They may need to be taught as a small group or 
individually over and above normal teaching time, specifically in ‘generic’ literacy 
and numeracy plans.  I have 10 such children in my class of 29 with only a part-
time LSA to help.  (Year 1 and 2 mixed class teacher)  

 

In a first school where pupils had been ability grouped into mixed-age classes one 
teacher had 25 IEPs to consider (and write) out of a class of 30, including one 

statemented autistic child while a colleague in the same year group had none. This is 

a micro level example of the pressures created when the ‘principle of natural 
proportion’ is breached. 

 

 

4.7 Extreme measures 
 

For many children with specific medical needs a mainstream classroom was the best 

place to be, as their needs could be accommodated with appropriate information, 
care and resourcing.  Indeed for many of these children special schools would not 
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have been in their interest.  However, we also found many extreme cases where 

medical conditions put huge strains on teachers and teaching assistants, for 

example, requirement for constant vigilance to ensure administration of tracheotomy 
at regular intervals, coping with incontinence and frequent nappy changing or 

clearing up after accidents.  This was not only ‘above and beyond the call of duty’ but 

made for a constant level of strain on the classroom teacher and a heightened sense 

of responsibility.  As one primary teacher commented: 
 

Our planning takes so much longer – teachers have to ensure that there are 
always two people there at all times in case a child require medical intervention, 
such as sucking out the tube or for a child who blacks out.   [Jill wears a nappy 
and blacks out, Alistair requires suction for his tracheotomy tube]. 

 
These are, again, relatively rare scenarios and more familiar to teachers in special 

schools, but even in that context a special school Deputy Head said that teachers or 

TAs could not, and should not, be required to take on such responsibilities, and that 
all too often schools rely on the goodwill of staff and their instinctive sense of care for 

children.  He described this as both unfair and exploitative.  As one primary teacher 

commented ‘We can accommodate some medical problems – but some are so 

severe you can’t access the curriculum.  It’s more like nursing rather than education’.  
It was accompanied by a heartfelt plea for appropriately trained medical staff. 

 
In the absence of such expert resources a primary teacher described having to use a 

walkie talkie so that she was always on call to support other teachers if her expertise 

was required.  It did mean constant interruption to her own class teaching.   

 
A first school Headteacher recognised the changing demands on her: 

 
I’m trained in terms of education but my remit has widened to social, health … 
The responsibilities on a school are ever-increasing - there are so many agenda 
items foisted on schools 

 
These examples, while at the extreme end of the continuum, raise questions as to 
the role of teachers and TAs as carers as well as pedagogues.  To what extent is it 

reasonable for nursery, infant or primary school staff to provide such service for the 

‘whole child’, or should they, as most teachers have argued, be able to call on 
specialist support of ancillary staff?  And to what extent do those same principles 

apply in the secondary school context? 

 
As children get older their problems change.  The children who are in programmes 

for raising self-esteem in the early years often become the same children who 

present behavioural issues later on if the intervention is too late or unsuccessful.  In 
secondary schools it is pupils with complex needs and particularly with mental health 

issues that are not being catered for.  In one area visited, a mental health 

assessment could not be carried out, it was said, until the child reached Year 5 even 
though there was a strong case for needing one much earlier.  The mental health 

problems referred to by schools included attempted suicides, schizophrenics and 

children who self-harm.  An assistant head in a secondary school cited an example 

of a pupil ‘whirling like a dervish in a busy road’ oblivious to the traffic, he said, there 
was no-one to phone to get help: 

 
In an ideal world we should be in a child and community psychiatric team; we 
haven’t got anyone. 
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School staff spoke of the ‘awful realities’ of some young people’s lives, ‘beyond 

imagination’ and for whom school was the only safe place. Staff often had to assume 

counseling and social welfare roles without the proper training or knowledge of 
where these young people could be getting the right kind of professional help.  The 

headteacher in one secondary school recounted an example of a girl who had been 

raped by her brother and then her stepfather; and another of a boy who had arrived 

home to find his parent overdosed on the floor with a hypodermic needle in his groin.  
The school has to support these children as best it could as well as trying to get on 

with the job of teaching and ‘raising standards’.  

  
 

4.8 Context matters 

 
The resilience of school staff to deal with special needs is highly dependent on the 

context in which those issues play out. In a context where there are supportive 

parents and a critical mass of well adjusted children the ability to cope with children 
who act out their frustrations is very different from schools in highly disadvantaged 

areas where a large percentage, even a majority of pupils have high levels of need.  

In one primary school, serving a particularly notorious housing scheme, teachers had 

to deal not only with frequent confrontation with children but sometimes with their 
parents too.   

 

A SENCO also described the very deprived area described some of those ‘awful 
realities: 

 
If you look at the class make-up now there are very few from what we would call 
‘stable families’. We’ve got some children who know someone who has been 
murdered. We’ve got children whose fathers or brothers or sisters are in prison, 
we’ve got boys who were at our school a few years ago with ASBOs.  It is a 
really bad area.  One of our TAs lives down the road – she won’t go out at night, 
it’s not safe.  We feed from two [First] schools and there’s a big gang war 
between them.  There have been fights that the police have been called to, 
knives have been used between the gangs. There is a pupil who would have 
been in Year 6 who was involved in those; we had another pupil with a firearm.  

 

While this is the stuff of lurid headlines it can also be an expression of the law of 

‘unnatural proportion’ in which social, economic and housing policies ‘ghettoise’ 
parents and children (often not ‘families’ in the archetypal sense),  concentrating and 

compounding the effects of poverty and the associated health and welfare issues 

that go with it.  For schools located in these communities, also on the edge of the 
social and educational mainstream, inclusion issues play out quite differently. These 

are schools struggling with inclusion writ large within a context of socio-economic 

exclusion. Where ‘special needs’ and individual needs meet may be hard to discern, 

and where the roots of ‘extreme’ behaviour are complex and multi-layered.  
 

 

4.9 Parents and partnerships 
 

Partnership with parents is a key ingredient in supporting children’s learning and the 

ability to cope with the social and emotional passage between home and school.  In 
general, contact with parents was handled by SENCOs and parents’ evenings were, 

for many, the only source of contact. Many teachers had not met with the parents 

before taking the child into their class.  Additional contacts were typically concerned 

with behavioural rather than learning–related issues.  More consultation with parents 
was often seen not as a means of decreasing workload and classroom problems but 
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rather as an additional source of stress.  Where teachers did have a closer 

relationship with parents this involved a lot of extra time, not only in face-to-face 

meetings but in telephoning, writing reports and liaising with psychological and social 
services. While such responsibilities often fell to a SENCO, a senior member of staff, 

or someone with a specific remit, typically parents wanted direct contact with the 

teacher.   

 
Teachers benefited from parental advice as well as offering counsel on how to 

support learning and manage behaviour in the home environment.  However, 

advising a parent on how to cope with Down’s children, children on the Asperger’s 
spectrum or with ADHD or complex learning needs, was an intimidating prospect for 

teachers who confessed to being out of their depth yet wanting to help parents often 

in distress and lacking in information or initiative as to where to turn for expert help.  

In areas with good strategic facilities, with collaborative working relationships, with 
special schools or with an accessible local authority, teachers could get support, but 

as we discovered, pressures on other agencies’ attempts at communication could be 

more frustrating than helpful. The commitment to keep children within the 
mainstream, seeking appropriate support, brought with it a huge investment of time 

and energy.   

 
A lot of time and effort went into keeping him in school ….We put in the time, the 
effort, the pastoral care …You’d work with the parents’ social workers.  You’d 
worked your socks off to keep them in mainstream school.   (Year 5 teacher) 

 

 

4.10 Issues of expertise and professional development 
 

There is a significant lack of expertise and professional development in meeting a 

wide spectrum of needs.  The importance of professional development, and lack of it, 
was consistently raised by teachers, heads and TAs as a critical issue if inclusion 

policies were to have any prospect of success.  School staff were too often left to fall 

back on common sense or ‘instinct’. 

 
There is very little specialist training.  You do what you can instinctively but very 
often that isn’t good enough.  It’s no good enough for the assistant because they 
feel inadequate and it’s not good enough for the child.  (TA primary school)  

 

As another Teaching Assistant put it: 
 

In every other work place you get training before you go on the shop floor but in 
schools it doesn’t work like that.  It’s hands on with no training.   (TA primary 
school). 

 

A reason given for the lack of opportunity was the knock-on effects of leaving the 
classroom.  In the case of one-to-one supervision a TA explained why she had never 

had the opportunity for training: 

 
In my last school I didn’t go on any training courses because there was no one 
to cover me.  You were with that child and that was it. 

 

A primary teacher talked about positive handling and the training they received 

which, she said, was totally inappropriate to most of situations they encountered.  A 
training session with much theory and practising of moves with compliant adults was 

not transferable to the wildly out of control child, biting and kicking and causing a 

danger to himself and to staff.  The spontaneity and volatility of these situations, 
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sometimes with no other support available, did not, as staff said, usually follow text 

book rules.   

 
In relation to the use of a tracheotomy tube, described above, medical training was 

not provided.  As a teacher explained, ‘The parents showed staff how it was done.  

We got training in that because it didn’t cost anything.’ While providing a useful point 

of contact and transfer of knowledge between home and school, reliance on parents 
is both professionally unacceptable and could be potentially dangerous.   

 

The lack of specialist expertise and professional development emerged as a 
constant strand in virtually every written or verbal comment from teachers and LSAs.  

We are reminded of a policy change under the Thatcher government when Kenneth 

Baker as Secretary of State for Education instructed University Education 

Departments to close down courses for graduates specifically trained to support 
children with learning difficulties on the grounds that every would-be teacher had to 

train in one of the core or foundation subjects in the new National Curriculum.  

Ministry officials argued that it was more appropriate to gain expertise in aspects of 
teaching children with special needs after a suitable induction period of teaching 

‘normal classes’ by means of an in-service diploma or Masters’ qualification.  

However, while the proportion of children requiring specialised support has 
increased, the specialist knowledge and qualifications have not kept pace. 

 

 

4.11 The expanding role of LSAs 
 

Learning support assistants (LSAs) go by a variety of names but are generally 

referred to as TAs or Teaching Assistants.  The role they play in supporting the 
inclusion agenda varies widely from local authority to local authority and from school 

to school, but in whatever capacity they operate they are indispensable to making 

inclusion work.  At the same time this is problematic as they are frequently given, or 
assume, responsibilities which exceed their expertise.  This can often be put down to 

goodwill on their part, their concern for children in their care, but it is a responsibility 

assumed in default of better resourcing and other systemic issues which starve 

schools of requisite professional expertise and expect inclusion to be delivered on 
the cheap. 

 

Very typically an LSA will work on a one-to-one basis with a child.  This can play a 
critical role in allowing teachers to attend to the rest of the class, releasing them from 

dealing intensively to that child’s needs.  In a number of schools in which we 

questioned teachers about individual children we were referred to the LSA as these 

teachers had very little contact with, or knowledge of, the children in question.  This 
was because teachers did not have time to prepare sufficient materials which might 

be more appropriate to the child in question (and so decrease behaviour problems), 

nor did they have time for consultation with LSAs which would have allowed them to 
prepare materials under teachers’ direction.  However, teachers themselves often 

lacked the requisite expertise to be able to provide professional advice to their LSA, 

so reinforcing the situation in which the teacher dealt with mainstream pupils while 
the LSA attended as best s/he could with the needs of the ‘special’ pupils. 

 

Using SENCOs to promote and coordinate the production of such resources did not 

appear a viable solution either as their roles appeared to be largely administrative, 
consisting of  coordinating arrangements for deploying support staff, meeting with 

individual teachers, pupils and parents and liaising with outside professional bodies.  

Part of their reluctance to develop a curriculum coordinator role may also lie in their 
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background.  A minority of SENCOs in this study had a qualification in some aspect 

of supporting children with special learning needs.  Because such posts are viewed, 

particularly in secondary schools, as carrying a high administrative burden they are 
often offered to staff whose qualifications are in areas which carry less ‘academic 

prestige’. 

 

Working with pupils on a one-to-one basis could build an intense relationship 
between that key worker and the child.  If the child became too disruptive or the 

class activity was judged not be appropriate the TA (or SNA) would withdraw the 

child into the corridor, the SEN Unit or to a different area of the class.  So the sense 
of isolation for SNAs and the child were further reinforced. 

 

In some areas there appeared to be an informal hierarchy among support staff.  In 

one local authority Teaching Assistants were seen to have higher status than Special 
Needs’ Support Assistants because they worked more closely with class teachers – 

even though the latter are more qualified. 

 
We are on a limb.  The teaching assistants are seen to teach the children.  We 
are seen to look after the children.  But if you’re talking about peer skills and 
qualifications we are higher than they are.   (Special Needs Support Assistant) 

 

The position of Special Needs’ Assistants was often very insecure.  Dependent on 
SEN funding (through the numbers of statements) they could be directly employed 

by the Authority rather than the school and as a consequence they often felt isolated 

and disempowered in terms of resources in the school and their own lack of any job 

security.  Not feeling part of the school community leaves these assistants on the 
periphery and excluded from the mainstream themselves: 

 

A deputy head in a special school described TAs as ‘mums’, not in a dismissive way 
but with deep respect for the caring and mothering role they played.  Yet, with all the 

goodwill and unpaid extra time they put into the job they could not offer the high level 

of specialist expertise required to support complex learning needs.  Often their 

‘mothering’ could be overprotective, creating dependency rather than independence, 
as it took acute judgment and experience to know when to challenge and encourage 

risk taking.  Heads often spoke in glowing terms of TAs who had a natural instinct for 

working with young people but TAs themselves were the first to admit that they were 
carers rather than pedagogues.  While there were instances of very expert TAs who 

bought with them a background of work in health, social services or education these 

were more the exception than the rule.  There were mothers (and very occasionally 
fathers) of children with special needs and while this could be very valuable it could 

also be problematic.  First hand knowledge of a Down’s or autistic child could, on the 

one hand, inform and guide teachers’ practice but could also mislead, either because 

the experience of individual cases was not generalisable or because the parent in 
question did not have the breadth of expertise in the education of their own child.    

 

A number of schools referred to the inconsistencies and paradoxes in TA support.   
Children with a high degree of medical need would be given a TA on a one-to-one 

basis although they often coped better academically than other children in the class.  

A special school deputy head cited the case of a boy who had gone to on to FE 
College accompanied closely by his TA.  Although physically impaired and partially 

sighted he frequently managed to lose his TA because he was able to cope 

independently and enjoyed the freedom. 
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It was common to find LSAs taking responsibility for differentiating the curriculum.  

This typically took place voluntarily and in their own time.  In some schools an LSA in 

charge of a child would take home the lesson planned for the following day and 
devise a simplified version of the lesson.  While applauding the commitment and 

generosity of these members of staff, two examples illustrate a problem lying more 

deeply a) in the need for professional expertise and b) the inadequacy of the 

curriculum itself. 
 

a) The class were doing a lesson on mapping.  The LSA felt that this would be too 

difficult for the child so she constructed a large scale map of the school and the 
surrounding area as basis for a one-to-one conversation and investigation with the 

child.  The problem was however that the child had no concept of mapping.   

 

b) The class were doing a lesson on Boudica.  Realising that the objectives for the 
class were far too demanding for the child in her care the LSA made the objective for 

the lesson for the child to simply know who Boudica was.  While the objective might 

have been obtainable in some form, its purpose and relevance for a child with 
complex needs would, she acknowledged, be hard to justify. 

 

As well as coming in early or using their own lunchtimes, in some cases LSAs were 
given time during the school day for planning and preparation and sometimes 

working together to generate ideas.   

 
Sally and I have half past two to quarter past three on a Wednesday.  We have it 
together because we work with the same children.  We do have to prepare quite 
a bit.  I mean we do use lunchtimes and things and come in early to do that.   He 
needs a lot of visual stuff preparing on the computer and we just generally 
discuss what’s happening.  There is usually something that we have to make.  
(SEN Support Assistant) 

 

While such planning was, in some instances, informed by consultation with the class 

teacher, teachers’ heavy workload meant that it was often left to LSAs to manage 
differentiation of learning on their own.  ‘Regular informal meetings would be so 

beneficial’ said one TA, adding, ‘Every TA in every school would say that they don’t 

have enough time to meet with teachers.  (TA primary school) 
 

The 2002 Annual Ofsted report contained this statement:  
 

….pupils with SEN depended on teaching assistants to break the tasks down 
further so that they could participate.  In these lessons the focus of the teachers’ 
planning was on how the pupils with SEN could be kept engaged, rather than on 
what the pupils needed to learn next.  There was not enough stress on how to 
improve their understanding and skills.  This was a common reason why a 
significant number of pupils with SEN made too little progress, despite good 
teaching for the majority of the class.  (paragraph 72)  

 

With direct reference to the Ofsted findings a secondary head commented: 
 

One reason for this is the inexorable pressure of the curriculum, examination/ 
SATs requirements and league tables which demand that mainstream teachers 
drive forward in a way that may not be conducive to good inclusive practice 
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4.12 Is inclusion working? 

 

Amidst the myriad problems cited by teachers there were many positives.  Those 
cited by teachers were: 
 

• Social benefits to children and young people from being more accepted by 

their peers and by adults 

• Social benefits to children and young people who come to a better 
understanding and acceptance of people with special needs  

• A broader professional awareness of diversity of needs and learning 

difficulties 
• Enhancement of teachers’ and LSAs’ repertoire of skills in dealing with a 

diversity of special needs  

• Parental satisfaction from feeling their children are being educated within 
the community alongside their neighbours’ children 

 

Seeing things through a positive lens, there was evidence that having to 

accommodate a range of special needs had helped teachers to be more perceptive, 
more flexible,  accommodating and ultimately more learner-centred.   
 

It does make you a better teacher because it raises your patience threshold.  It 
forces you to try new strategies, new techniques and to be the best teacher you 
can be to keep that child with you.  (Reception Teacher) 

 

Such ‘value-added’, as one member of staff put it, was often bought at a heavy price. 
In virtually all cases the benefits enumerated above required some qualification. 

Learning to cope with diversity was a professional plus for teachers but only if there 

was a culture and support to allow teachers to realise the benefits.  There were 

clearly social benefits for many pupils but only where conditions were right and 
where special needs did not create resistance and resentment.  Parental satisfaction 

was rewarding too but only where special needs were such that they could be met 

adequately within the mainstream and teachers’ efforts were appreciated.  For these 
benefits to be realised it relied on a quality of leadership, goodwill among teachers 

and a shared cultural belief that inclusion could, within reasonable bounds, be a 

force for good. 
 

Even in the most positive of schools, however, questions remained as to the viability 

of policy which had not given adequate thought to the impact on teachers’ work and 

job satisfaction.  Concerns expressed by LSAs, teachers and headteachers were:  
 

• Lack of entitlement to learn and develop emotionally and intellectually for 

children with special needs  

• Restriction of entitlement for learning for children who appeared to be 

coping well and were less demanding  
• Lack of acknowledgement of the needs of children without ‘Special Needs’ 

in that a disproportionate amount of time is given to a few 

• Feeling of inadequacy among teachers who recognised their lack of 
specialist expertise 

• Pressure on school staff due to inadequate resourcing by government and 

local authorities 
• ‘Successful’ schools attracting parents of SEN children and reaching a 

critical mass  

• Inadequate and inappropriate  professional development  

• Heightened tensions between the inclusion and testing agendas  
• Increased workload among teachers, LSAs and senior leaders 
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While the positives refer primarily to social and learning benefits owed to the efforts 

and goodwill of teachers and school leaders, the concerns all point to systemic 

issues which work at cross grain to the essential purpose of inclusion.   
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Chapter 5 The Impact on Pupils 
 
 

 

Inclusion policies can have a far-reaching impact on children’s disposition and ability 

to learn.  For children who would, in the past, have been in special schools we find 
evidence of children thriving in the company of their peers supported by enlightened 

and supportive staff. We also find children and young people struggling in schools 

and classrooms ill equipped to meet their varied and complex needs.  For their 
peers, changes in teachers’ priorities and classroom management often means less 

time and attention by teachers to the detriment of all children’s learning.  While there 

are many examples of social benefits both for children with special needs and their 
peers, there is much less positive evidence that learning needs are being met across 

the whole spectrum of ability.    

 

How these issues play out depends on a complex range of factors which this section 
explores.  Transitions - from home to school, from nursery to primary, from primary 

to secondary and secondary to FE or elsewhere, as well as lateral transfer from 

school to school, were mentioned most frequently by parents as the single most 
prevalent cause of difficulty for children with special needs.  For schools and 

teachers managing transitions effectively requires resourcing and expertise which 

are typically in short supply. We examine the imbalance in support for children when 

the demands on teachers exceed their capacity to cope and we question the nature 
of a curriculum which is demonstrably not fit for many of the children which it tries to 

accommodate.    

 
    

5.1 Transitions: from primary to secondary 

 
Children with special needs not only experience more transitions from one school to 

another but also find it much more difficult to cope with new environments and new 

expectations.  It was the move from a primary to secondary school that was the most 

common recurring problem for parents.  They worried about what would happen in 
secondary school, often accompanied by horror stories from friends and neighbours, 

sometimes from the experience they had had with older children in the family  

 
You spend the whole of year six preparing them to move to a new school 
because they’re not going to have TAs, making sure they do this and that.   
When they go into secondary it’s gone.  (Primary school parent) 

 

Parents often described the erosion of self-confidence in their children after a few 

weeks or even days in the ‘big school’.  Sometimes the change was dramatic and 
occurred within a relatively short space of time. 

 
He’s gone from being a polite, shy and sensitive boy to being a boy with a 
criminal record.  (Primary school parent). 

 

This was explained by some parents in terms of the loss of support of a Teaching 

Assistant in the transition.   

 
I know the parents of children who have been excluded permanently from school 
because of their behaviour.  I know that these children were the ones with TAs.  
They cannot handle that transition.  They just can’t deal with it.  (Primary school 
parent) 
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Looking around and seeking advice as to the best secondaries was common among 

parents we interviewed, with travel tending not to be seen as a major issue given 
distances their children often had to travel to find a ‘good’ primary school.  Parents 

exchanged success stories too when they found a secondary school that catered 

well for special needs. 

 
A parent of a child with dyslexia explained how her son had moved from one 

secondary school in which he was unhappy and constantly in trouble to one in which 

he was well supported by teachers and a head who understood the issues, had 
access to the relevant expertise and made provision accordingly.  It took a long time 

in the new school and an exceptional level of tolerance, however, to undo the 

damage of the three months of what this parent described as ‘hell’. 

 
As well as the different cultures of primary and secondary, other social factors come 

into play - the onset of puberty, the growing independence of teenagers from their 

parents, the peer affiliations and rivalries that develop in a secondary context.  All of 
this impacts in compound ways to alloy the ‘perfection’ of the primary school 

provision.  As one parent commented:      

 
I truly believe that in this school it is perfect.  But as a child gets older, it 
depends on the child’s special needs, I fought against inclusion.  She could no 
longer take part in school.  She was never invited to parties.  The age difference 
is so big and that gap widens. 

 

Parents’ criticisms were not leveled at secondary school teachers but rather at 

systems and structures which were simply not equipped to deal with the kinds of 
needs and demands these children and young people brought with them.  Some of 

these may be depicted as pace, speed and fragmentation of the secondary school 

day, differing pedagogies and subject demands, inconsistencies among teachers, 
communication flow and information exchange within and between schools, and 

resourcing to meet differing individual needs.    

 
Pace and speed of the secondary school day 

 

Pupils and teachers spoke about the speed and ‘urgency’ of a secondary school day, 

bells directing pupils and teachers to the next in the series of lessons, moving rapidly 
down crowded corridors to reach the next learning episode, getting books out 

quickly, settling down, maintaining a pace and variety in the three/four part lesson, 

an impatience to cover the ground, keeping to task and achievement of objectives 
with the spectre of testing ever present in the background.         

 

Fragmentation 
 

The secondary school day, fragmented into periods with rapid switches of subject 

and teacher, in which a child finds herself working with different class group from one 

period to the next requires constant psychological and social adjustment.  Each new 
situation and subject demands new adjustments and behaviours to be learned, 

which have not been provided for in the familiar routines and comfort zones of the 

primary school.  Many pupils simply become ‘lost’, sometimes physically but often in 
a psychological sense, disorientated by the logic, or illogic, of what they were 

expected to do. 
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Inconsistency 

 

In a secondary school in which a child meets with ten or more teachers in the course 
of a week it is impossible to expect a consistency of treatment or relationships with a 

class.  Teachers have their own classroom management routines, their own 

personalities and idiosyncrasies, their own standards and expectations and the 

disciplines of their own subject which cover a spectrum from mathematics and 
science to art, music and drama.  The onus generally falls on the child to make the 

adjustment and learn to live with rapidly shifting social norms – a bridge too far for 

many children.     
 

Pedagogy 

 

In a secondary school children encounter a much wider range of teaching and 
learning styles than in the primary.  Classroom layouts differ from subject to subject 

reflecting different teaching approaches.  Teacher exposition is more common in 

some subjects in which children quickly get lost in the flow of the narrative or try to 
concentrate on a TA sitting beside them, mediating and translating the rapid flow of 

words and ideas.  Paired or group work presents other kinds of challenges to the 

peer group.  Video, use of interactive whiteboard, experiments in science, coping 
with activities in P.E., all demand a flexibility, an ability to cope with diversity and the 

constantly unexpected.        

 

Resourcing 
 

Few secondary schools are equipped with the special resources that would be 

available in a special school or in a primary school equipped to deal with special 
needs.  In one exceptional secondary, for example, there is a ‘flat’ to prepare young 

people for independent living, a sensory room for a range of pupils with special 

needs and a dedicated trampolining session in a well-equipped sports hall for autistic 
pupils. 

 

Communication 

  
The flow of information about children’s needs is in part a function of size, in part 

down to management and monitoring and the ability of numerous staff to translate 

information about special needs into strategy and practice.  This is often in a context 
of a high staff turnover and temporary supply teaching.  It is easy for children to slip 

through the safety net when all staff are not fully conversant with special needs, the 

myriad ways in which they may express themselves, and the critical do’s and don’ts 

in addressing them. 
 

The peer group  

 
Most challenging of all for young people in moving to the secondary school 

environment is the volatility and unpredictability of new constellations of peers, some 

understanding and sympathetic, some hostile, requiring a sophisticated reading and 
coming to terms with different personalities and group norms.  For young people on 

the Autistic spectrum this is particularly bewildering as they cannot interpret the 

underlying intent in social behaviour or the nuances in humour, irony or teasing by 

young people who do not understand, or constantly misinterpret, their response.  
With the best will in the world it is unrealistic to expect secondary school pupils to 

‘look after’ and ‘hang out with’ another pupil in their class who, although is at the 
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same chronological age, becomes increasingly distanced as the developmental age 

difference increases.   

 
These endemic constraints of secondary schools are not impossible to overcome 

with highly expert management, excellent levels of resourcing, relevant expertise, 

consultation and development time, freedom from external pressures, and 

considerable latitude for individual initiative.  In the absence of these it is not 
surprising to find children unable to cope with stress and uncertainty of their new 

regime.  

  
 

5.2 Transition: a view from teachers 

 

These issues were echoed from a primary teachers’ viewpoint.  It was a common 
theme among primary staff that secondary school could not offer the continuity of 

care offered in the primary.  Like parents, teachers tended to see the problems as 

structural issues - of size, impersonality, fragmentation of the school day and 
inflexibility of secondary curriculum.  Over the course of six years in the primary 

school it was possible to build a culture and procedures which were well known to all 

staff, with norms and limits of tolerance that had been tested and established over 
time.  In secondary it was starting anew, new faces among peers and teachers, and 

a wider variance in tolerance of staff for disruptive or demanding children.  The years 

of work in primary, over a six year period, could be undone before the child had a 

chance to accommodate to new surroundings.   
 

We’ve spent all this time and money and hours keeping them in here since 
reception and then you find out that they have been expelled within a couple of 
weeks (of going to secondary school).   (Primary teacher) 

 
A number of primary heads spoke of the long journey to build self-esteem among 

children who were conscious of being ‘different’, investing time and effort to help 

them feel accepted and valued, building self esteem to then to see it vanish within a 

week or two. 

  
You keep them [students with behaviour problems] by and large in primary 
school.  You keep their self-esteem up and then at secondary school, if they are 
there for maybe a week or so, then they have done well.  And then they are out 
– they’re excluded – and that is a great tension for me.  (Primary headteacher) 

 
From a secondary viewpoint there was a view expressed by some teachers and 

headteachers that when primary schools were over protective children arrived 
unprepared for the independence and resilience that a secondary school required.   

 
A secondary head described the difficulty of trying to create the kind of close and 

caring environment of the primary school, admitting that it was simply impossible to 

replicate that very intimate kind of family environment.  However, he argued that it 

was mainly the streetwise kids who then found themselves getting excluded in the 
secondary school because in primary they had been adept at working the system, 

which they couldn’t get away with in the tougher more confrontative regime of the 

secondary school.  The close and constant attendance of a Learning Support 
Assistant and the latitude afforded by primary staff, it was claimed by some 

secondary teachers, could often create a dependency and indulge socially 

unacceptable behaviour.   
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O.k., six years of nurturing you would think that a child could be helped to stand 
more and more on its own two feet rather than being arrested at a stage of 
infantile needs.  Frankly, we can tell from the first day when a child steps 
through that door what primary school they have come from.  It’s not just a case 
of bad old secondaries you know. 

 

A special school headteacher spoke about ‘the blame game’ which primary or 

secondary colleagues could too easily enter into when the issues were, in fact, larger 
and deeper running.  While strong and consistent communication between primary 

and secondary were of paramount importance, this could not of itself guarantee that 

a disturbed or ‘damaged’ child would survive in what, from her point view, might be a 
hostile and dangerous environment.    
 

Yet, as many primary teachers and parents were quick to acknowledge, there were 

secondary schools that, in spite of the difficulties, coped well with the challenges of 
special needs.  While success was also relative rather than definitive, a number of 

essential factors were mentioned by primary and secondary staff - appropriate 

resourcing, a carefully studied admissions’ policy, planning, a requisite range of 

expertise, accompanying professional development and a collaboration between 
primary and secondary grounded in good faith, good will, anticipation of potential 

problems and a commitment to proceed with hope and optimism.  
 
 

5.3 Lateral transition: from school to school  
 

As well as coping with the transition from one phase of schooling to another, children 

and young people are liable to experience more lateral movement from school to 
school, often a matter of trial and error as their parents try to find a school in which 

they can be happy.  A primary headteacher talked about neighbouring schools 

admitting to ‘not having a clue what to do with children with complex needs’.  She 

cited the case of a nine year old boy who became ‘mentally ill’ by being in a class 
where he just couldn’t cope and the class teacher admitted to being ‘totally out of her 

depth’.  In a neighbouring school a headteacher admitted that without the knowledge 

and background experience ‘We look around and don’t know what to do’, adding as 
a plea for help, ‘Where is the educational psychologist?’, to which the answer was 

‘also unable to cope with a growing waiting list of children to be assessed’. 
 

A primary head talked about problem behaviour as prevalent among pupils who had 
come from other schools compared with pupils who had been in the school from 

reception onwards.   
 

If they come in from elsewhere they struggle.  The special needs’ kids progress 
well if they’ve had the reception teacher in this school and had the continuity of 
care 

 

The continuity of care, of expertise gained over time, was a constant theme in those 

primary schools which coped relatively well with special needs.  They stressed the 

importance of reception as laying the foundations.  One primary school head with 

expert Infant teachers complained that Key Stage 1 scores were so high that the 
school was not able to show added value thereafter.  This was mentioned to 

emphasise the importance of those early years in a number of critical dimensions: 
 

• Children’s eagerness to learn and to be accepted 
• The willingness of children at that age to accept ‘difference’  
• The power of the first teacher to create an inclusive environment  
• The opportunity to maintain a broad and balanced curriculum  
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Children who did not have that positive early advantage and had been shuttled from 

one school to another could be so damaged by the disconnected experience that 

appropriate placement could prove to be too little and too late.   
 

We had a little boy.  We had him until Year 2 and then the Authority couldn’t 
place him anywhere so we had him in Year 3 and then the Authority still couldn’t 
place him so we had him until January as a Year 4.  And we knew we weren’t 
doing anything for him – we couldn’t meet his needs.  He went to residential and 
that didn’t work out either.  (Primary school SENCO) 

 
There seems to be a growing number of children involved in split placements where 

children’s time is divided between the special school and their local mainstream.   

Although this addresses parents’ concerns about their children getting to know other 

children in their local community, this lack of continuity was an additional strain on 
those least equipped to deal with it.  At secondary level this is often problematic in 

terms of timetabling and can mean that the pupil does not ‘fit’ anywhere and misses 

out in both schools.  A Special School changed its whole afternoon timetable to 
accommodate pupils from mainstream but the mainstream school did little to 

compensate pupils for the core subject lessons that were missed on these 

afternoons so making it even more difficult for these pupils in the lessons that they 
were there.  Nor did the other school take any interest in what its pupils were 

learning in the Special School. As one parent commented, ‘Children are not school 

shaped’ 

 
A year 1 teacher argued that the process could be set in train by too dogmatic a 

desire to send children to a mainstream school, the child then, finding he/she 

couldn’t cope, and then moving the child on to another school with detrimental 
consequences.  Mistakes had been made with ‘severe’ cases, said this teacher, 

citing instances where it had been both inimical to the safety of both the children in 

question and their peers.  

 
I think there are certain children when it is not safe to have them in mainstream.  
For their own safety and everyone else’s safety.  It’s the severity of it.   

 

 
5.4 Imbalance in support 

 

In advocacy of the benefits of inclusion policy it was often said by parents and 

teachers that mixing with other children in mainstream classes had brought 
significant social benefits to all parties.    

 
It is dependent on what you base your success on.  If it’s on your child’s 
academic development and how fast they can progress in sight vocabulary and 
stuff like that, I’m quite sure a special school will have faster progression than 
we do but in terms of social and emotional well-being I think we offer the 
children an awful lot through an inclusive policy.  We do try to do both don’t we, 
with withdrawal for the specific academic learning and the inclusion for the 
emotional and social side.  (Reception Teacher) 

 

This was sometimes born out by evidence from pupils themselves who had adjusted 
well to a more inclusive environment.   However, social benefits were not evident in 

all circumstances and the level of acceptance depended in large part of the nature of 

special needs.   
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It’s harder for the children who don’t look as though they’ve got a special need.  
If you are autistic – the other children find it harder to understand.  (Reception 
Teacher) 

 

There was also frequent testimony to exclusion within the mainstream classroom.  

‘Just being in a mainstream class doesn’t mean inclusion’, argued one primary 
headteacher.  A pupil, questioning the ‘inclusion’ of a child admitted from a special 

school said: 

 
He just sat at the back and didn’t talk to anyone or anything. 

 

In another school a primary teacher commented that the nature and amount of 

support given was differential depending on ways in which needs were expressed 
and made visible. 

 
The children who are passive are more likely to be ignored or not given support 
they require even if they have a high level of need.  The more visible children 
are the disruptive ones who demand the support.   These children are often 
given TA support.  (Y6 teacher) 

 

While there were tangible social benefits for some children, there were also concerns 

expressed by teachers, headteachers and parents as to the benefits in learning.  For 

example staff in a secondary school with a visually impaired girl who could not 
access written text enlarged it onto a screen.  However despite their best intentions 

she still could not read the written materials produced and so her needs remained 

unmet  
 

So they enlarged it by about half a millimetre.  Of course it’s not large enough for 
me to able to read it. 

 

She added that the teacher talked to the LSA as if she wasn’t there while the teacher 
talked to her slowly and deliberately 

 
‘HAVE YOU LISTENED, DO YOU UNDERSTAND?’ Yes I listened.  Yes I 
understood.  Leave me alone.   I am not stupid.   Half the time he speaks over 
my head to my LSA and I think ‘Hey don’t I get a say in this? 

  

Another example of lack of understanding was of an LSA given to a pupil because 

the LSA could sign and was competent in BSL (British Sign Language).  It was, 

however, beyond the girl’s understanding and proved to be confusing rather than 
helpful.  Simply using visual signalling would have been far more helpful or training in 

Makaton which was, however, not familiar to this member of staff.  As one teacher 

commented: 
 

Those who need the most thought as to how to help them to learn get the least 
expert help.  (Primary teacher) 

 

There were many examples of children with special needs being disadvantaged by 
an unsuitable curriculum and pacing of lessons which left them behind or bewildered. 

 

 
5.5 A curriculum fit for children? 

 

In one of the schools in this study an Ofsted report praised provision in a school, 

writing in the report that statemented children ‘always receive their full entitlement to 



 50 

the curriculum’.  However, as a SENCO commented, the entitlement ought not to be 

to the curriculum but to learning adapted to a child’s needs and stage of 

development. Referring to a girl with complex needs and the efforts of teachers to 
adjust the curriculum accordingly, a Teaching Assistant in a primary school said:  

 
Her needs are everyday life needs…they can’t do that.  They have to teach the 
curriculum.  There is so much that is not relevant to her. 

 
There were numerous examples of LSA trying to adapt or customize a topic, 

sometimes described as ‘watering down’, an apt description of a process which 

started not form the basis on needs, values or first principles but  from a body of 

content deemed appropriate for all.  A special school senior leader cited a lesson he 
had witnessed in a mainstream class in which a girl from an Egyptian background 

with complex needs struggled with increasing frustration to make sense of a lesson 

on the Saxons.  An example from an SEN Support Assistant, cited as positive 
progress, does however raise questions about the value of the activity in question.   

 
We thought we might find it difficult to prepare stuff for him.  I mean sometimes 
he is just cutting and sticking pictures that are related to the story but it’s what 
his needs are and it’s always related.  Most of the times we’ve got him in class a 
lot more than we thought we’d have.  We thought we might have had to 
withdraw him. He has progressed – he’s got a one! That’s huge in three and a 
half years!  (SEN Support Assistant) 

 

In a primary school with a nearly half of all children on the special needs register and 

around five per cent statemented, teachers commented on the futility of following the 
Literacy Strategy.   

 
We are talking about a huge percentage of the class for whom the literacy 
strategy doesn’t work… It’s designed for the average school and we are not the 
average school.  (Year 3 teacher) 

 

A primary school headteacher commented that the Literacy and Numeracy strategies 

had made staff over reliant on off the shelf solutions which were simply not 

appropriate for the pupils they taught. 
 

We have had teachers who have relied too heavily on literacy and numeracy 
schemes and they just couldn’t cope.    

 

She added that these children required a different approach to literacy teaching and 
that many of her staff, particularly the younger ones, were just not happy about 

departing from the schemes and programmes they had learned to become 

dependent upon. 
 

In a neighbouring primary school with very similar challenges they laid particular 

emphasis on the arts because they recognised that they could spend all of the time 
teaching core skills with minimal returns whereas working with the arts had given 

children with special needs opportunities to excel.   

 

 
5.6 Winners and losers 

 

One of the salient benefits of inclusion policies is to children and young people who 
might never come across or dream of socialising with children with complex needs 

and behaviour that would commonly described as ‘anti-social’.  There were 
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numerous examples given by teachers and LSAs of children learning to understand 

and live with difference and diversity. 

 
In Reception if you have a very timid child they can be very threatened by 
physically, tantrum specials – it’s the noise they make – their way of 
communicating – and yet I wouldn’t take them out because I think it is important 
that they learn to deal with that.  The only time you’d take them out is if the noise 
– the rest of the class were suffering.  (Reception Teacher) 

 

Learning to deal with difference does not come about simply by ‘presenteeism’ as 
one teacher put it, but by a concerted effort to discuss acceptance of others, ‘to talk 

about differences and similarities and tolerance’ as a Reception Teacher said.  

Describing successful ‘integration’ in her school, she added: 

 
I think in the main it’s a benefit because it’s nice if a ‘special’ sits on the carpet or 
does something that they don’t normally do, the class will always say ‘oh – look 
they have done that today – they couldn’t do that last week. (Reception 
Teacher) 

 

A special school deputy head, expressing concern that in many instances children 
with special needs were patronised and infantilised, argued the need for greater 

mutuality in the relationship.  The reciprocal relationship is described by a pupil in a 

primary school where children from a special school visited the primary for project 
work. 

 
You can teach them things that they haven’t learned and they can teach us 
things that we haven’t learned.   It’s quite cool actually. 

 
The view from children often provides an insight into classroom relationships which 

is more direct and less overlaid with professional caveat.  The following dialogue 

among a group of Year 6 primary children reveals something of the classroom 
dynamic but also the differing attitudes that pupils can take up in relation to special 

needs.   

 
“He gets on people’s nerves.”  
“He’s annoying though.”  
“He got up my nose.”  
“I don’t think he can help it though.”  
“Yes he can, he threatened to hit me over the head with a book bag.” 

 

Pupils seemed to be less understanding of other children’s needs when there wasn’t 

a Teaching Assistant to mark that child out as having special needs. 
 

If he did have difficulties he would have a teaching assistant but he doesn’t so 
that’s how we know that he doesn’t have learning difficulties. 

 

This does suggest a failure to engage in the kind of dialogue that would promote 
greater understanding and the more flexible use of TAs.  It was generally regarded 

as good practice among those with expertise in special needs to detach TAs from 

one-to-one custodianship and use them in more creative ways.  The ability to use 
TAs more flexibly, was helped, it was claimed, by having more than one child in a 

class with a statement.   

 
Two or three children with a statement is best because then that means you 
have virtually full time support in that class and so everyone benefits from that.  
If there is only one who has four hours support or something that’s when nobody 
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benefits really.  That’s why in the village school – where there’s only one SEN 
child it’s not what I would think was the right thing really.  (SEN Support 
Assistant) 

 

This is not, however, a precondition.  In a secondary school the headteacher 

described classroom management which did not do disservice to ‘gifted and talented 
’students.  The policy was for the teacher to give time to that group of young people 

while the teaching assistant took over the rest of the class.  TAs could not meet the 

special needs of these young people, some extremely advanced in their subject. 
 

In other schools with a less flexible policy, or without the necessary resource, pupils 

as well as parents were alive to the disadvantages to children who did not demand 
attention or whose needs were apparently less acute.  Disruptive or needy pupils or 

children with an obvious medical need could divert a hugely disproportionate amount 

of teachers’ time and energy and detract from other children, while two or three 

highly demanding children could sabotage every lesson.  Children with low level 
needs who would previously have been considered for specialist support found 

themselves overlooked because they were now in the middle of a broad spectrum of 

need.    
 

When the teacher is working with the purple group she says ‘shoo’.  I’m working 
with the purple group.  She’s always working with the purple group.  And then 
when it’s our turn she comes and says ‘Are you ok? and then she walks away 
and that’s supposed to be our time. 

 
‘Who do you take support from?’ asked a deputy head, recognising that within a 

finite resource there are winners and losers.   

 
We found that we couldn’t take any support from any of the teachers because 
they all had a child in their class who warrants extra support.  Every single class.  
We can’t say you can’t have support. 

 

 

5.7 The power of the peer group 
 

A key ingredient of success was described by some headteachers as harnessing the 

power of the peer group rather than allowing it to be a negative influence.  In order to 

gain that support there has to be an explicit approach, continuously reinforced and 
with the kind of expert help that demonstrates to children new forms of 

communication such as Makaton or Signalong. 

 
There is one little boy who doesn’t have language – but the other children 
support him through Signalong and the children wanted to learn it – and the 
parents as well - so they can invite him to tea.  He is very much part of the 
community – not as a little pet – and that can be a danger – you just have to say 
no.  Sometimes you have to draw the line for children and be quite explicit.  
(Primary school headteacher) 

 

This investment may require a great deal of tolerance and understanding in the short 
term if there are to be long term benefits.   

 
I had one particular young man who had foetal alcohol syndrome.  Came to us 
in Year 2 and my word that was a challenge, thinking are we going to make it 
through, biting, tantrums, screaming.  And he did. He made it through all the way 
to Year 6,  tremendous support from his peer group.  He still comes back to visit.  
(Primary school headteacher) 
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Where the power of the peer group could pay off most tangibly, brought ‘on-side’ by 

comprehensive policy and practice, was in transition from primary to secondary. 

 
[The SENCO] sets up pre–meetings and additional transition days so that the 
SEN children have a very positive view of their secondary school – and we have 
had some quite good transitions.  We’ve had children with Downs Syndrome 
and severe learning difficulties – successfully transferred into mainstream with a 
very, very supportive peer group.  It has to be said without that peer group, I 
don’t think that support would have been so good.  If they transfer without their 
year group then it’s much harder.  (Primary school headteacher)  

 

Given the considerable research on the ‘social mix’ (Thrupp3 1999, Harris4, 1998), 
the compositional (or ‘peer group’) effect (MacBeath and Mortimore,5 2001), this is a 

key ingredient in successful transition and in accommodating children with special 

needs in the main stream of school life.  Such tolerance and support is by no means 
guaranteed however concerted the efforts made by staff.  Its promise is most likely to 

be fulfilled when the wider resourcing, policy and contextual issues are attended to at 

local school and authority level but more critically still, at a higher national policy and 

funding level. 
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Chapter 6 The Impact on Parents 
 
 

 

6.1 Supporting special needs at home 

 
Parents of children with special needs, like all parents, view upbringing and 

education of their children as a challenging, volatile and precarious enterprise. The 

problem is, however, compounded when their children’s behaviour is outside normal 
social bounds and learning doesn’t follow the expected developmental path.  As 

interviews with parents consistently revealed, they were bewildered by their 

children’s behaviour and often had no idea where to turn to get the help they 
needed.   

 

Parents were often confused because they didn’t know what was wrong with their 

child, and therefore did not know how to best help him or her at home or how to 
support their children’s schoolwork.  This was often compounded by a lack of 

information from health professionals or by diagnoses which were ambiguous.  It 

was a relief when a condition was given a label rather than left indeterminate.  Even 
if the label did not bring with it any immediate help it allowed parents to talk to or 

seek out others with similar diagnosis or to look for books or web sources.   A group 

of primary school parents discussed books they had got from the library which had 

helped them more than any other source. 
 

I just couldn’t get inside Matthew’s head until I read that book [The Curious 
Incident of the Dog in the Night] and I began to understand a bit of what my wee 
lad was going through.  (Primary school parent)  

 
Often parents spoke about keeping their children happy and occupied, indulging 

demanding behaviour, taking the line of least resistance.  As well as coping with 

other children there were extra financial demands.  They had to spend more on their 
children, on food, special equipment, clothes, toiletries, medical items, or materials 

bought to amuse, pacify or stimulate their children.  Although for many parents there 

are allowances, this does not apply to all children and not all parents know how to 

access social services or have enough residual energy to engage the ‘battle’.   
 

Such findings from this small sample of parents are none the less reflected in large 

scale national data (Dobson et al., 2000)6 which found that parents of children with 
disabilities spent twice the average amount on comparable items. In poorer families 

this meant adults doing with less and making sacrifices. For lone parents, perhaps 

with three or four other children, living in cramped accommodation necessitated the 

sharing of rooms or the one bed, leaving neither the time nor the emotional reserves 
to devote to these 

 
It got so bad that I phoned social services and said I was going to leave him in a 
field, would they go and pick him up for me… it got to a point where I didn’t want 
him any more.  (Primary School parent)  

 

For looked after children life was even more precarious for their house parents or 

key workers. These were the children most likely to be excluded. 
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As children get older and mix with their peers, issues of social awareness, 

adaptability and resilience become increasingly apparent.  Passing children into the 

care of others, child minders, nursery and infant school teachers, is fraught with 
uncertainty for parents as their children are vulnerable in so many ways.  Some 

parents were assertive and had learned painfully through dealing with bureaucracies 

to make demands and not take ‘no’ for an answer, but there more others who 

confessed to being too intimidated to approach the school or ask for help.  Some, 
who themselves had a bad experience at school, said they lacked confidence to deal 

with teachers and drew attention to the imbalance in the power relationship. 

 
I didn’t know how to approach them.  I didn’t know how to talk to these teachers, 
I’m only a parent.  (Primary School parent)  

 

This was much more prevalent in the secondary context where the ‘big school’ was 

too big and, as one parent said, teachers also seemed bigger and more intimidating. 
 

A parent whose son’s learning difficulties were not diagnosed until his second year in 

primary school said that had he been in a special school, or had access to expert 
advice the problem would have surfaced much sooner.  She was sympathetic to 

teachers who, she said, could not have been expected to know where the problems 

lay or how to deal with them. 

 
There is so much pressure on mainstream teachers that they don’t always know 
that the child has a problem.  They are just seen as a slow learner or ‘trouble’ if 
they act out and this can go on for years before a child is properly diagnosed.  
(Primary school parent)   

 

Another parent expressed concern over teachers’ conflicting responses to her child 
who had cerebral palsy by sometimes treating him like everyone else when he 

needed consideration, for example, refusing to allow him to use his wheelchair when 

his legs really hurt him and at other times underestimating what he could do such as 
being made to sit in a ‘special chair’ because of his leg splints when he wanted, and 

was able, to sit on the floor like the other pupils in his class.    

 

Withdrawal from the class took place for certain subjects but, in many instances, not 
for literacy and numeracy in which context parents worried about the pressure on 

targets and the stress this could cause for children who ‘couldn’t do it and then 

wouldn’t do it’ because they found it so frustrating.    
 

 

6.2   Learning in and out of school 
 

The challenges and frustration experienced by parents were more easily 

apprehended when teachers own children had special needs. 
 

I bring something different to the job because I have got a child with special 
needs.  I think my understanding is very different from everyone else’s in this 
situation because I live with it so I also have empathy with the parents.   

 

With the range of special needs in a classroom teachers are now more reliant on 

parents to help them get a better understanding of a child’s needs.  There was an 
explicit acknowledgment that, to further learning in the school, teachers have to 

understand learning in the home.  While this might be held to be a general principle it 

is brought sharply to the surface in an SEN context. 
 



 56 

Evidence from parents and teachers alike raised a number of issues of support for 

children’s learning out of school hours.  Often teachers admitted to their own lack of 

expertise in offering useful counsel to parents who simply couldn’t understand or 
cope with their children’s behaviour or help them with their learning.  More generic 

parenting skills were sometimes clearly applicable.  A primary head talked about 

parents who ‘love their children to bits’ but simply didn’t know how to help them 

become more independent.  In some cases parents were overprotective, not 
allowing their child to take risks such as making toast or boiling a kettle or venturing 

out of the house on their own.  There were also cases of parents being too accepting 

of bad behaviour, too indulgent or not willing to challenge their children enough.  
Others again didn’t know how to stimulate, or encourage their children to learn, or to 

exercise greater initiative. 

 

Some schools, particularly primaries and special schools, had made extensive and 
imaginative efforts to engage with parents, running Easter shows, bingo nights, 

jumble sales, open days, parent workshops, outings, special assemblies and other 

forms of activities designed to develop close relationships and build trust as a basis 
for a more challenging stance on behavioural issues and parental support.  ‘Red 

Hen’ was a scheme mentioned, offering parents support in a facility set up by an 

outside agency but taking place in the school on a weekly basis. 
 

A number of initiatives have been set up for parents, particularly in schools in more 

deprived area, to help parents cope with the demands on them such as. parenting 

classes, workshops on literacy and numeracy, family support programmes, family 
learning programmes, bring your family to school weeks for example.  But as a 

SENCO in one such school said: ‘you don’t always get the parents that you want’, 

and a senior manager in a secondary school expressed the view that both pupils and 
parents could become over-dependent on the school through such initiatives. 

 

From a parent point of view, however, there were complaints that on the one hand, 
teachers underestimated their children’s ability and, on other hand, could 

overestimate ability.  One parent complained that the school did not provide enough 

challenge for her son who was disruptive simply because he was bored.  

 
 I am the mother of a naughty child… he had learning difficulties… he was too 
bright.   

 

Once he had completed his work, she said, he would disrupt other children.  Another 

parent complained about ‘mixed messages’ coming from the school, messages 
which did not coincide with her own experience.  Reports from the school said that 

her son ‘read really well’ but the mother’s evidence was that he couldn’t read at all.  

She wondered aloud as to what really went on in the classroom and if the teacher 
really knew her son at all. By contrast another parent insisted her child was a good 

reader at home while the teacher’s view was that she could hardly read at all.  

 
One can find running through these interviews a consistent theme – that the contexts 

of home and classroom learning bring out different forms of behaviour and different 

apparent abilities and dispositions.  In some special schools there are mechanisms 

such as the home-school diary, or even the video record that travels back and 
forward from home to school, capturing learning episodes at home and in the 

classroom.  These can prove helpful in dispelling some of the miscommunication and 

show how learning bridges can be built in and out of school.  While similar strategies 
are feasible within the mainstream setting, they are much less easily applied without 

smaller class size, time and freedom from curricular and testing pressure.   
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6.3  School: a source of support and arena for conflict 

 
For parents of children with special needs the school was typically a valued source 
of support and parents were full of praise for schools and teachers who gave 

unstintingly of their time to advise and support. For their part teachers found it 

gratifying to work with parents who were concerned for their children’s education and 
kept regular contact with the school. When there were many such parents in the one 

class it could make considerable demands on teachers’ time and goodwill.   

 
At the other extreme there were instances of confrontation with parents.  In one 

primary school serving a highly deprived housing scheme, teachers complained of a 

rising incidence of violence and abuse.  Although these parents constituted a small 
minority they could be intimidating, particularly in cases of exclusion and perceived 

unfair treatment of their child, and a number  of instances of parental assault were 

cited, in one or two cases serious enough to cause extended teacher absence.  

While such parents were not necessarily those of children with ‘special needs’ they 
were often adults with their own special needs, lacking the capacity to cope with the 

stresses of poverty, inadequate housing, violent neighbourhoods and disobedient 

children.  Teachers would go to great lengths to avoid excluding children not simply 
to avoid parental conflict but because it was not in the interest of the child or the 

family. 

 
Tensions arose when a school refused to admit a child whom they thought would be 

too difficult to handle and the child ended up being shuffled around from school to 

school, exacerbating disaffection in the process.  From a parental viewpoint this 
could cause immense distress and fuel frustration, eventually boiling over into 

confrontation. For their part schools found themselves caught between meeting 

parental demand, on the one hand, and   pressure from local authorities to take the 
child, on the other.  

 
Disadvantaged communities are often typified by a core of families who have lived 
for generations in the same house or street alongside others who are constantly on 

the move.  The impact on schools in coping with new admissions at different times in 

the year meant needing to be able to rapidly assess a new child’s needs and find 
appropriate support.  Teachers talked about the frustrations of having to liaise with 

schools in other authorities who could have different assessment procedures and 

sometimes inadequate recording systems.  One teacher gave an example of a 

reception age pupil who arrived from another authority with no records but who was 
clearly in need of assessment.  Yet when, on the first day of school they tried to 

contact his previous school the head there was off sick, the SENCO was not 

available and the child ended up sitting in a classroom for some days with his needs 
going unrecognised.  His mother was relieved when the head asked her to authorise 

an assessment by the educational psychologist but this involved a long wait before 

the next visit, increasing the sense of frustration.  

 
Such stories from parents, often caught in a systemic Catch 22, help to explain why 

parents can be easily seen by teachers as unreasonable or too demanding, and it 
can take very little provocation to become a major incident. It required, as one 

headteacher said, ‘an extra layer of skill and forbearance’. 
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6.4   A matter of school choice 

 

Choosing the right school could prove to be a key decision both for the welfare of the 
child and for the reassurance of the parent.  For many parents, however, this was 

more of a lottery than a studied and well informed choice.  In many cases parents 

had simply to choose the school nearest to them.   
 

We offer different things.  There are some parents who want the special school 
and others who want their child to be part of the community.  We offer different 
things.  We don’t have everything a special school has.  We have a sensory 
room, we have specialist equipment but we don’t have everything a specialist 
school has –we don’t have a hydrotherapy pool.  What we offer isn’t any better 
or any worse.  It’s different.   (Primary school headteacher) 

 

For some parents who were keen to have their children in the mainstream a 
headteacher counseled against it, in part on the grounds of the mother’s own 

volatility.   
 

The parent of a child with severe autism is very volatile herself, therefore getting 
her to appreciate that the school might not be the best placement for him is very 
difficult. The school has offered her support which she hasn’t taken up.   
(Primary school headteacher) 

 

Although there is evidence from teachers, and from some parents as well, that 

children with special needs are accepted by their peers, there was also counter 
evidence of children feeling excluded, exacerbated as children grew older.   
 

As Jamie grew older other kids began to tease him more, a bit of a peer group 
thing. It was like these innocent children had been transformed into other cruel 
beings, more intolerant. Frankly it made that lad’s life a misery. At least in his 
special school they were all in the same boat.  

 
This sentiment was echoed by another parent who argued that ‘At special schools all 

the children are different so they are all the same’. She added that the diversity was 

so great and the level of tolerance for difference so high that there was no ‘normal’ 

benchmark against which to judge others, and the levels they were working at did 
not require a lockstep measure of progress.  
  

They get life skills and things that they actually need in the special school.  In 
the mainstream school they are doing stuff which just makes them unhappy and 
stressed out.  Gavin comes home in a state and it takes hours to wind him 
down.   

 
In many cases children with special needs have to travel a considerable distance to 

find the most appropriate school.  In small towns and villages these children could 

often find themselves as the outsiders.  Even in apparently well integrated schools 
teachers admitted that there tended to be little spontaneous traffic between children 

with special needs and their peers, even if living within the same community or the 

same street.  They could be observed as distinctive playground groups, patterns that 
were mirrored in community life outside school.  
 
 

6.5  The long road to statementing  

 
It was common in all local authorities for parents to describe a long wait for to get a 

child statemented, often put down to the reluctance of their local authority to spend 
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the money.  In some instances this could involve a wait of a couple of years for a 

child to be seen and assessed by the educational psychologist.  In two local 

authorities in particular this was acute.  Very often children had been turned down 
through lack of ‘evidence’ even though it was obvious to all that the child was unable 

to cope in the mainstream classroom. 

 
They says to me “Sorry Matthew hasn’t been statemented, there’s not a lot we 
can do for him” so we moved to another authority who has a different 
statementing policy.  (Primary school parent)  

 
Parents described it as a ‘long road’ and ‘struggle to get a child with special needs 
everything it needs to be fully included’.  One parent talked about a fight for four 

years in order to get five hours a week support for her son.  It proved difficult to find a 

teacher prepared to come in to do an hour a day and she was offered instead 10 
hours a week with an LSA.    

 
In schools with a large percentage of children with special needs it presented a 
dilemma of having to prioritise the children with most need because the psychologist 

would only see one child at a time.  One headteacher reported spending an hour 

talking to the psychologist trying to decide which one of the many children she 
should see.   She added, ‘There are lots of children who slip through the net.’  

 

It was further evidence of an arcane system that penalises children in differing 

proportion and urgently requires a fresh a more imaginative approach to funding of 
resources and support.    
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Chapter 7 
Key issues and recommendations from the inclusion study 
 

 
 

7.1 Key Issues 

 
7.1.1 Inclusion is a wide ranging concept and used to cover a whole range of 

groups who have often been marginalised or excluded from the ‘main 

stream’ of schools.  Our study focused specifically on children and young 
people who would be categorised as having ‘special needs,’ some of whom 

may previously have been in special schools.  These include physical 

disabilities, medical conditions, behavioural issues, and learning difficulties.  

These do not fall into discrete categories as learning, behaviour and 
physiological needs are inter-related in complex ways and, in their 

manifestation, not only challenge the skills of teachers and parents but in 

many cases puzzle the ‘experts’ as well.  
 

7.1.2 While there is overall a declining population there is a growing number 

within that population of children with special needs who have been helped 
to survive through advances in medical knowledge and technology. Among 

this group are children born very prematurely who encounter a range of 

health and psychological challenges as they mature. 

 
7.1.3 In general teachers are positive towards the principle of inclusion.  They 

believe it is not only good for many children who would previously have 

been in special schools but also for their classmates who learn important 
lessons about diversity and tolerance.  Where they tend to express concern 

is about the ability of schools to provide a suitable education for children 

with complex emotional and behavioural needs.  Although teachers 

described many of the advantages to pupils in general, they also questioned 
whether alternative, or more differentiated, forms of provision would better 

serve children with complex special needs. 

 
7.1.4 While there are children and young people who thrive in the mainstream 

environment there are others for whom it can be difficult or even 

threatening, and whose needs are not met by the conventions and strictures 
of mainstream school.  This is more likely to be the case in secondary 

schools where the structures – of the school day, of the curriculum, of a 

multiplicity of teachers – militates against the kind of emotional support and 

climate for learning that some young people need.  Frustrations over 
learning difficulties expressing themselves in ‘bad’ behaviour may then 

result in inappropriate sanctions.    

 
7.1.5 School exclusion statistics (2002-2003) indicated that statemented SEN 

children were nine times more likely to be excluded than children without 

statements. A permanent exclusion often results in the social exclusion of 
the child and further limits his/her life chances. This is disproportionate in its 

effects on children in care and children from certain minority ethnic groups. 

The rate of exclusion for Black Afro-Caribbean pupils, for example, is twenty 

times higher than for Chinese or Indian pupils. School exclusion is often the 
result of a lack of proper support for a child or for teaching staff, 

inappropriate placement, curricular and/or assessment. 
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7.1.6 Continuity of care, particularly from the critical reception stage, can help a 

child, and teaching staff, to create a relevant curriculum.  This is, however, 
disrupted by a move to secondary school or from one school to another, 

often accompanied by insecurity and distress.  Despite investment of time in 

primary-secondary liaison, children who have been well integrated in the 

primary school often end up, within a few weeks of secondary stage being 
excluded or moving school once again. 

 

7.1.7 The primary-secondary liaison task for pupils with special needs is typically 
the remit of SENCOs.  Their support often hinges around learning needs 

and co-ordination of support at secondary level.   While paved with good 

intentions this appears to rarely prepare secondary staff for the complexity 

of learning and behavioural needs that surface in their classrooms.  The 
number of different teachers and different subject expectations that children 

encounter at secondary stage may also exacerbate this.  Where some form 

of special provision is provided, often staff are placed in on-site units or 
chosen to run initiatives simply on the basis of funding (for example, the 

choice of a TA rather than a teacher) or because they have space on their 

timetable. 
 

7.1.8 Curriculum and testing pressures, particularly at key stages can leave 

special needs children marginalised.  In Year 6, for example, a ‘Key Stage’ 

in many respects, a tactical approach to ensuring the highest ‘value added,’ 
focuses teachers’ attention on the demonstrable results, and special needs 

pupils may be ‘disapplied’ either in a formal or informal sense.  The 

curriculum demands are often completely inappropriate for children with 
complex learning or behavioural needs. 

 

7.1.9 The current system for comparing schools, whether by ‘raw’ attainment 
scores or value-added fails to take account of the many children whose 

achievement is below level 1, and who are further marginalized  by schools 

trying to compete on an uneven playing field. 

 
7.1.10 Mental health remains an area where some children’s needs are not 

currently being met due to a lack of diagnosis and recognition that children 

too can suffer from anxiety and depression, even from an early age.  
 

7.1.11 It is widespread practice for teachers (particularly in secondary school 

where teachers might see pupils as little as twice a week) to give special 

needs pupils almost entirely into the care of Teaching Assistants who are 
often regarded as the ‘experts’, although very few TAs have any 

qualification or background in special needs 

 
7.1.12 In the absence of relevant training TAs tend to play a ‘mothering’ role (there 

are very few men), developing a close and caring relationship which can 

easily become one of dependency.  Without expert support they lean more 
to a nurturing than a learning role and find it difficult to extend challenge and 

risk taking.  There can also be a tendency for TAs to ‘isolate’ ‘their’ child 

from group or whole-class learning contexts. 

 
7.1.13 Differentiation of the curriculum is typically left to the discretion of TAs.   

Their care and concern in assuming these responsibilities (very often in their 
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own time) is not matched by the expertise needed to make a classroom 

lesson relevant or accessible to a child with special needs.    

 
7.1.14 When teachers do devote time to work with a group of SEN pupils their 

recourse can be to request a TA to teach the rest of the class.  Other cases 

where a TA could take charge of the whole class are where a teacher is 

called away to deal with an incident, or where the teacher is also a SENCO 
and has other commitments. 

 

7.1.15 Deployment of TAs takes varying forms.  In some secondary schools, rather 
than being attached to a specific child they may be attached to subject 

departments and tutored in the relevant subject matter, so extending their 

ability to assume more of a teaching role if required.  In some other schools 

TAs assume teaching responsibility for small classes. 
 

7.1.16 Increasing the range of needs and abilities within the ‘mainstream’ 

classroom has had a major impact on the nature and balance of teachers’ 
work.   The presence of even one child with complex needs without relevant 

support and resourcing could be enough to upset the balance and flow of 

teaching and learning for all.   Where a teacher rather than a TA takes 
responsibility for differentiation the demands of such pupils can sometimes 

mean that teachers spend a disproportionate amount of time planning or 

adapting materials, arguably at the expense of time that could be spent 

planning for the whole.    
 

7.1.17 Outward expression of unmet needs often takes the form of extreme forms 

of behaviour. These can be particularly disruptive, not only disturbing to 
other children but also causing teachers to worry about children putting 

themselves at risk.  This risk can exist for children of all ages but assumes 

different forms as the child gets older. 
 

7.1.18 When teachers express concerns about inclusion these are mainly 

discussed in terms of behavioural issues. Focusing attention on outward 

behaviour and attempting to simply contain disturbed and disturbing children 
clouds the learning issues which may then remain unaddressed. 

 

7.1.19 There is a significant lack of expertise and professional development in 
meeting a wide spectrum of needs.  School staff are too often left to fall 

back on common sense or ‘instinct’ as there is very little specialist training.    

 

7.1.20 Inability to meet the range of need leaves many teachers with a sense of 
guilt, worrying that they are letting down both the children with special 

needs, who they feel inadequately skilled to deal with as well as the rest of 

the class whom they are denying attention. 
 

7.1.21 Access to specialist help is difficult.  Growing demand far exceeds 

diminishing supply.  The resources of psychological and social services are 
stretched and decisions about referral are hard to prioritise and often with 

little result so that with immense goodwill and effort staff are left to ‘muddle 

through’. 

 
7.1.22 In some cases teachers are asked to deal with acute medical conditions, for 

example ‘sucking out’ tracheotomy tubes at regular intervals, coping with 

incontinence and frequent nappy changing or clearing up after accidents.   
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This puts huge strains on teachers and teaching assistants, and although 

performed out of necessity and goodwill is well outside of a teacher’s or 

LSA’s remit. 
 

7.1.23 In the absence of professional development teachers are sometimes 

‘trained’ by parents, placing reliance on parental knowledge and expertise.   

This may place teachers themselves at risk of complaint or litigation. 
 

7.1.24 While choice of school placement may be critical for children with particular 

needs, for many parents this is not a realistic option.  The availability of 
suitable transport, lack of information and lack of access to good advice 

disadvantages certain groups of parents whose children are then often 

badly placed and end up moving from school to school. 

 
7.1.25 Decisions on admission are critical to school effectiveness and 

improvement. Schools that admit pupils whose needs are beyond their 

capacity to cope rarely involve class teachers in the decision-making 
process.  When such decisions are taken without strategic planning on the 

part of senior leaders, the repercussions, sometimes serious, are mainly 

borne by teaching and support staff. 
 

7.1.26 Some schools often have clearly articulated admissions policies and do not 

accept children whose needs they cannot meet.  They try to maintain the 

balance of children with complex needs but also find themselves under 
pressure (from parents and the local authority) to accept more children, 

often because other academically ‘successful’ schools do not take their 

share of children with SEN and/or because those schools have, in the past, 
failed to provide adequately for such pupils. 

 

7.1.27 Strategic planning is often accompanied by ‘serendipity’, that is, an available 
combination of the right people, with the requisite expertise, willing to 

commit to the school on a long term sustainable basis.  In schools with a 

precarious balance of expertise, recruitment and retention issues can 

undermine continuity of care when key staff leave.    
 

7.1.28 In disadvantaged areas where a school may have over half its pupils 

classified as ‘special needs’ and five or more per cent of children 
statemented, strategies which may work in more stable situations do not 

apply.  Here the critical ‘balance’ shifts so as to make effective teaching nigh 

on impossible.  It is only with exceptional dedication and resilience that 

teachers cope with the turbulence and unpredictability of day-to-day life.  It 
is in these circumstances that lack of resources and insufficient expertise hit 

hardest.    

 
7.1.29 Parents frequently described ‘the long road to statementing’.  It can take 

years to get a child statemented due in part to bottlenecks in psychological 

services and the perceived desire of local authorities to save money.  For 
schools it means accommodating children with complex needs but without 

commensurate advice or support. Even when statemented the child may not 

receive extra support or funding if the view is taken that the school is 

already meeting his/her needs.  When extra support and funding is made 
available it is rarely full-time even if the need is for full-time support. 
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7.1.30 Provision of appropriate resources could go a long way to meeting needs 

but in almost all primary and secondary schools increasing demands are not 

matched by resources, in term of staffing as well as classroom materials 
and equipment. 

 

7.1.31 Often procedures in neighbouring authorities are different and children may 

not be fully supported if they live in one authority and go to school in 
another.  Parents often bear the brunt of these geographical and 

administrative inconsistencies.    

 
7.1.32 Headteachers often experience a lot of pressure to raise standards whilst 

taking forward the inclusion agenda.  ‘Bending the rules’ or ‘doing what is 

best for the children’, however, requires confidence and determination to 

take initiatives that may challenge national or local authority policy 
 

7.1.33 In the present circumstances it is not clear how teachers can build up their 

expertise on special needs.  Input on most initial training courses is minimal 
and few new teachers now have any background in psychology or other 

relevant disciplinary knowledge that would enable them to play a leading 

role in developing and implementing strategies for meeting the needs of 
pupils with specific learning difficulties. Much training is developed ‘in-

house’ or ‘on the job’ and so is often inadequate and inadequately grounded 

in theory, emerging knowledge and breakthrough practice. 

 
7.1.34 Good provision is characterised by flexibility, pragmatism, continuous 

monitoring and optimum creative use of local and national expertise. With 

well embedded and evidence-based self evaluation, schools are in a much 
stronger position to identify and plan for differentiated forms of provision.  

 

7.1.35 In some areas of the country strategic provision is a step towards a more 
joined-up policy, establishing centres or clusters of excellence which 

concentrate resources and expertise in selected mainstream schools.   

Geographical location and accessibility to these centres does, however, 

remain an issue.  In particular, the issues around placement facing 
authorities in largely rural locations are very different from those in dense 

urban areas.  The current intention to reduce the role of the local authority in 

the matter of school placements and admissions can only exacerbate the 
present difficult situation. 

 

7.1.36 Special schools have a continuing and developing role to play in full and 

part time provision. They can offer a valuable resource for other schools and 
existing good practice illustrates how information exchange, close 

collaboration and flexibility in provision can pay dividends.     
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7.2 Recommendations  
 

7.2.1 Inclusion should not rely on individual schools struggling to contain children 
with special needs but should be conceived as a collaborative effort, sharing 

resources in a spirit of mutual support.  Special schools should have a 

significant role to play as an expert resource for mainstream schools while 
they in turn have a supporting role to play in partnership with special 

schools. 

 

7.2.2 Future policy should serve to enhance collaboration among schools to 
ensure the best service to all children.  Currently collaborative initiatives are 

undermined by fragmentation of schools types (specialist schools, 

academies, selective schools), competition for pupils and reluctance to 
accept children seen as detrimental to the school’s attainment profile.   

Advocacy of network learning communities, joined-up child and family 

services and co-operative multi-agency work will be futile and counter 
productive if policy fails to address these systemic issues. 

 

7.2.3 Effective and targeted professional development for school staff - for 

teachers, TAs, administrative staff and senior leaders – is an urgent priority.  
This should include elements of joint workshops, focusing on modes of 

collaboration and whole school policies as well as addressing learning 

needs and strategies for dealing with behavioural issues.  Local Authorities 
have a responsibility for ensuring that there are opportunities for such 

professional development. 

 
7.2.4 There is an urgent need to reappraise systems of funding and in particular 

statementing, the rationale of which is less and less obvious. In addition the 

process can lose the goodwill of parents and teachers who become 

frustrated by what they see as a stalling and penny pinching policy.  It 
consumes time in individual advocacy which often emanates in a sense of 

defeat.  For their part schools and local authorities should not rely on 

statementing but take the initiative in seeking relevant provision and forms 
of funding. 

 

7.2.5 If inclusion means anything it is the right to be taught by a suitably qualified 

teacher.  Currently that principle is frequently breached.  School policies 
should therefore ensure that TAs do not carry responsibility for 

differentiating the curriculum but rather work under the supervision of 

teachers to plan whole class strategies of support.  This is, however, 
dependent on teachers being relieved of the pressure which leads to TAs 

taking ‘difficult’ children off their hands.   

 
7.2.6 Additional and strategically targeted resources for professional development 

are of the highest priority, together with realistic levels of staffing and 

ongoing expert support for teachers.  This is most at issue in disadvantaged 

communities where there is often a critical mass of unmet needs that 
overwhelms school staff and creates a downward spiral of achievement.   

 

7.2.7 SENCOs should in all cases be qualified teachers.  Training and support for 
SENCOs is vital in ensuring the effectiveness of their strategic role in 

provision.  Their influence will be enhanced if they have senior status and 

are enabled to play a substantive role in planning and policy development.  
This implies involvement in admissions, transitions, financial management 
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and curricular decision making.  Their liaison with class teachers and TAs 

should also be a cardinal feature of their role.  This range of responsibilities, 

however, requires strong support at school and LA level. 

 
7.2.8 While the provision of non-contact time for planning has been a welcome 

development in primary schools, workload reform has not addressed the 
fundamental issue of teachers’ time being taken up by behavioural rather 

than pedagogic matters.  It is clear that many teachers still carry an 

unsustainable workload. Reducing workload pressures which disadvantage 

all children, but impact most markedly on SEN pupils, will require additional 
non-contact time, access to high quality resources and appropriate support 

services. 

 
7.2.9 Special provision in the form of Pupil Support Units off-site, or learning 

zones within schools, should be tailored to need, expertly staffed and not 

merely a form of containment and diversion for SEN pupils. Together with 
emerging policies on extended schools, Every Child Matters, Youth Matters 

and new imperatives for inter-agency collaboration, there is an urgent need 

to review the nature of school leadership and the resource implications. 

 
7.2.10 Government will need to review existing policies to ensure that they are 

coherent and mutually reinforcing. The evidence demonstrates 
unequivocally that the needs, interest and potential of many children with 

special needs are not being met.  Attempts to fit them to the targets and 

demands of the National Curriculum constrains at least three of the Every 
Child Matters outcomes - enjoyment and achievement, contributing to the 

community, and social and economic well-being.  It is a fundamental 

principle that teachers should shape curriculum and assessment according 
to need and ability.  It is difficult to see how government can, with integrity, 

pursue personalised learning and assessment for learning without 

addressing the constraints and anomalies which impede effective practice.   

 
7.2.11 Governors should be fully appraised of, and kept in touch with, 

developments, making time to discuss issues of workload, professional 
support, staff deployment and resourcing with continuous feedback as 

issues emerge.  These issues assume particular relevance with respect to 

inclusion. 

 
7.2.12 School leadership has been shown to be as critical in this area as in any 

other, but it is relatively powerless without systemic reform.  There is an 
imperative for all concerned with the development and implementation of an 

inclusive policy to address diminishing teacher morale, children and young 

people being badly served by inappropriate curriculum, and by a lack of high 

quality support.  
 

7.2.13 The principle of natural proportion requires a more equitable approach to 

admission, and retention, of children with special needs across local 
authorities and across the country. This would become more feasible with a 

more intelligent and sensitive approach to accreditation of children for whom 

GCSE and other attainment benchmarks are inappropriate and counter 

productive.  
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7.2.14 Ofsted has a key role to play in encouraging schools to ensure that issues 

of inclusion are embedded in approaches to self evaluation at classroom, 

school, community and inter-agency levels.  Otherwise these issues may 
continue to fester, aggravating resentment rather than being addressed 

proactively and with an evidence-based approach. Oftsed itself may not be 

able to carry out such a remit, however, without requisite professional 

development of HMI.  
 

7.2.15 An independent review of inclusive practice is now essential.  This should 

include a radical re-appraisal of curriculum and assessment and the 
contradictions inherent in interface of the standards and inclusion agendas.  

 
 
 

In summary:  

  
 There is an unarguable case for more intelligent and targeted resource provision.  

But resources on their own will not bring about change.  The issues run deeper and 

challenge the very nature of current policy.   Inclusion can only work in a culture of 

collaboration in which there is sharing of resource and expertise.  Competitive 
market driven policies impact on the most vulnerable of children and penalise the 

most dedicated of teachers.  The most striking aspect of this study is the goodwill of 

teachers who believe in inclusion and try to make it work but do not find their 
goodwill repaid by the level of professional support they deserve.   It is time for a 

thorough review of policy and practice. 

 
 

 

 



  

Appendix 1: Inclusion Questionnaire 
 
 
 
 

 
     Faculty of Education                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                        October 2005 
 
Dear Teacher, 
 
We are asking for your help with a study we are carrying out exploring the impact of inclusion 
policies on teacher workloads.  
 
The following questionnaire asks for your experience of teaching students with special 
educational needs or additional support needs. We are hoping for as many responses as possible 
so we can gather a good picture of how inclusion is affecting teachers’ working lives.  
 
Information gathered from the questionnaire will be treated in strictest confidence. We do code 
the questionnaires in order to establish the response sample. However, no school or teacher 
details will be disclosed.   
 
Information from the questionnaire will be used to produce a national report to be published in 
early 2006. Reports will be sent to all participating schools. 
 
We do hope you are able to complete this questionnaire and we thank you in anticipation.  
Please return the completed questionnaire as soon as possible in the freepost envelope provided.  
 
Should you wish for further information, please contact Sue Steward (01223 767662) or Sally 
Roach (01223 767624) at the Faculty of Education, Cambridge University. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Professor John MacBeath 
Professor Maurice Galton 
Susan Steward                                                                                                   
Charlotte Page                                                    
                              
 
 
 
 
 

                                                   
                                                    



  

                                                                                                              
1.0 Gender  Male �  Female � 
 
1.1 How many years have you been teaching? (please tick relevant box) 
        
 
 
 
1.2 How many years have you been teaching at your current school?  
        (please tick  relevant box) 

0-4 5-9 10-14 15+ 
    

 
1.3 Type of School where you currently teach (please tick relevant box) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.4  What is your current position? (For primary teachers: class year and other management     
       responsibilities. For secondary teachers: subject and other management responsibilities) 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.5 Full time/part time     Full time           Part time   
 
1.6 What is the age range of the students you currently teach?  
        (Please tick all relevant boxes) 

Foundation  
KS1  
KS2  
KS3  
KS4  
Sixth Form  

      
1.7  Do you have any specific SEN/ASN qualifications?  
       (If yes, please detail below) 
 
 
 

Section 1 - Background information: 

First /Infant School  
Junior/Middle School  
Primary School  
Secondary School  
Special School  
Other (please specify) 
 
 

 

0-4 5-9 10-14 15+ 
    
 

 

  

 



  

 
2.0 Here is a list of special educational needs or additional support needs. Tick those     

            you have encountered as a teacher. 
      (Only tick the needs below where formal identification has been made i.e. on school SEN register) 
   

Severe learning difficulties 
  Physical Impairment  

Moderate learning difficulties 
  Epilepsy  

Severe behaviour difficulties 
  Autistic Spectrum Disorders  

Moderate behaviour difficulties 
  Down Syndrome  

Sensory impairment – visual 
  Developmental Coordination Disorder 

(DCD)  

Sensory impairment – hearing 
  

Speech & language difficulty 
  

SPLD/ Dyslexia 
  

ADHD 
  

Language & communication 
  

Other (please name) 

 

 
2.1 With reference to the SEN/ASN types listed above, have there been any significant    
      changes in the types of SEN or ASN you have encountered as a teacher over the last few    
       years? If so, what changes? 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.2 In a typical class you teach, what proportion of students have an SEN/ASN? (students on 

SEN register, School Action, School Action+ or Statement)  
 

none a few  
 

a small group  up to half more than half 

     
 
2.3 Have there been any significant changes in the proportion of students with SEN or ASN 

in classes you have taught over the last few years? If so, what changes? 
 
 
 

Section 2 – Teaching students with SEN/ASN  

 

 



  

Please think of one student you have taught in the last few years with a special educational need 
or additional support need. Please pick a student whose contact with you has been quite a typical 
experience. Sections 3a, 3b and 3c relate to this student. 
 
Student details 

 
3.0 When preparing to receive this student did you have……? (please tick relevant boxes) 

 Yes No 
Discussions with previous teachers?   
Discussions with specialist teachers? (e.g. SENCO)   
Discussions with previous or current LSA?   
Meetings with parents?   
Access to documents and / or records?   
Relevant Inset or CPD opportunities?   
Access to appropriate literature?   
Time to prepare special materials?   

 
3.1 Did you have any other support before receiving this student? (please detail below) 
 
 
 
 
 
3.2 Please detail any other preparation, if anything, you would have found useful. 

 
 
 
 

Section 3 – Student Case study 

Description of student’s 
SEN/ ASN 

 
 
 

Level of student’s assessed 
need  
(SEN register, School Action, 
School Action +, Statement) 

 
 
 

Any outside school support 
received by the student 
(Please detail any sessions in off-
site unit/other school) 

 

Section 3a – Support when preparing to receive student 

 

 



  

3.3 What was your opinion of the level of preparation support you were able to    
       access? (Please tick the relevant box) 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
3.4 How many hours in a week were you responsible for teaching this student?  
       
 
 
 
3.5 What forms of support IN THE CLASSROOM did you receive when teaching       
      this student? (please tick relevant boxes) 
       

Specialist SEN teacher or teacher support specifically for this 
student – one to one 
 

 

Full time LSA support specifically for this student – one to one 
 

 

Part time LSA support specifically for this student – one to one 
  

 

Full time LSA support but not just for this student  
 

 
 
 

Part time LSA support but not just for this student 
 

 
 
 

Other professional support in class (please give details) 
 
 
 

 

 
3.6 Did the student receive support outside the class during your lessons i.e. was the student 

withdrawn? If so, please state the type of support received by the student and the 
number of hours in a week they were withdrawn for. 

 
Description of support received outside classroom No. of hours in week 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Very poor Poor Adequate Good Very good 
     

Section 3b – Support when teaching student 

 
                                                hours per week 



  

3.7 What was your opinion of the level of support you were given during teaching   
      time? (Please tick the relevant box) 
     
 
 
 
 
 
3.8 What further support during teaching time, if any, do you think could have      
        been useful? 
 
      
  
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
3.9 During non-teaching time, which of the following activities did carry out in relation to    
      this student? 
      In column A please tick whether you engaged in the activity 
      In column B please comment on the average amount of time you spent     
      on each activity in relation to the student 
  
       A 

Activity 
carried out? 

B 
Time 

(hours) 
Consultation with the SENCO      

                     hours/week                       
Consultation with SEN teacher support   

                     hours/week                       
Consultation with LSA support    

                       hours/week                       
Time for consultation with the student’s parents, in 
addition to set parents’ evenings 

  
                        hours/term                      

Time for preparing materials for the student                           
                        hours/term                      

Time for consultation with professionals from 
outside school 

  
                        hours/term                      

Other activities concerned with the student during 
non-teaching time (Please detail) 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

Very poor Poor Adequate Good Very good 

     

Section 3c – Support during non-teaching time 

 



  

 
 
3.10  Highlight in the table below, how much of the time, outlined in question 3.9, 
         was allocated to you.  If time was allocated it means that it did not use up your non 
         contact time during the day that is used for general preparation and marking, or that   
         if it did, you were compensated for it. (Tick the appropriate box)  
 

 All time 
allocated 

Some time 
allocated 

No time 
allocated 

Time for consultation with the SENCO    

Time for consultation with SEN teacher 
support 

   

Time for consultation with LSA support    

Time for consultation with the student’s 
parents, in addition to set parents’ evenings 

   

Time for preparing materials for the student    

Time for consultation with professionals 
from outside school 

   

Other activities concerned with the student 
during non-teaching time 

   

 
3.11 What was your opinion of the level of support you were given during non-    
        teaching time?  (Please tick the relevant box) 

 
3.12 What further support during non-teaching time, if any, do you think could     
        have been useful? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Very poor Poor Adequate Good Very good 

     

 



  

 
4.0 To what extent do students with SEN/ASN create an extra workload for you?  
       (Please tick relevant box) 
 
 
 
 
 
4.1 If you think there is an extra workload, please highlight the main nature of this  
        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.2 Which of the following do you think would significantly help you with the extra     
      workload associated with SEN/ASN?  
      (Please tick the two most effective strategies for helping you with your workload associated with SEN/ASN)  

   
4.3 To what extent does dealing with SEN/ASN create an extra stress for you? 
 
 
 
 
 
4.4 If you have answered that there is an extra stress associated with dealing with   
      SEN/ASN, how could this be reduced? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Section 4 – Your workload 

significantly To a minor extent not at all 

   

Extra classroom support 
 

 More dialogue with parents  

Increased allocated time to 
prepare materials 

 More opportunities to liaise with 
outside specialists 

 

Increased allocated time to 
plan with LSA/SEN teacher 
support 

 More Inset/Training in SEN/ASN  

Other (please detail) 
 
 

 

significantly To a minor extent not at all 

   

 

 



  

 
 
5.0 What would you perceive to be advantages of inclusion?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
5.1 What would you consider to be disadvantages of inclusion? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.2 Who, if anyone, do you think benefits from inclusive policy and why?  
      (E.g. students, teachers, parents, other children, or everyone involved.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
   
  
 
    5.3 Who, if anyone, do you think suffers from inclusive policy and why?  

       (E.g. students, teachers, parents, other children, or everyone involved.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Section 5 – What do you think? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



  

 
5.4 Please make any additional comments you may have below 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
That completes the questionnaire. Thank you very much for your time and support. Please 
check you have completed all the questions and return it in the freepost envelope provided.  
 
Thank you 
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