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Chapter 1:           
Introduction to Policy Paper
Background to the policy paper

This paper is based on the seminar, held at the LGA House, London in December 2006, which focussed on the current issue about special schools in the context of the recent House of Commons SEN report and the DfES response to the Committee. The seminar addressed questions about: what it means to be a special school in an ‘inclusive system, what needs to be done in terms of strategic planning, how do we go beyond the traditional special v mainstream school issues, how in practice can we combine good parts of the special and ordinary systems and see how different settings can learn from each other, how we manage ambivalences and tensions in roles at LEA, and ordinary school level and what are the specific implications for a commitment to and concepts of inclusive schooling? The seminar involved brief presentations based on 3 papers that are included in this policy paper, from Chris Wells (SEN and Disability Div. DfES), Phillippa Russell (Disability Rights Commission) and Peter Gray (SEN Policy Consultant, author of Low Incidence DfES report) and Brahm Norwich (School of Education and Lifelong Learning, University of Exeter). Most of the afternoon involved small group and large group discussions, from which some of the conclusions are recorded in the last chapter of this paper. 
 SEN Policy Options Steering Group
This policy paper was the second in the 6th series of seminars and conferences to be organised by the SEN Policy Options Steering Group.  This group organised the initial ESRC - Cadbury Trust series on policy options for special educational needs in the early 1990s. The success of the first series led to the second series which was supported financially by NASEN. (See the list of these 21 policy papers at the end of this section). The Steering Group has representatives from LEA administrators, head teachers, voluntary organisations, professional associations, universities and research. The further success of the second and third series of policy seminars and papers led to a fourth and fifth round of seminars which has also been organised with further funding from NASEN. These events are intended to consider current and future policy issues in the field in a pro-active way. They are planned to interest all those concerned with policy matters in special educational needs.

 Aims for the next 6th series over a 2 year period from 2006-2008:
1. To continue to provide a forum where education policy relevant to the interests of children and young people with SEN/disabilities can be appraised critically and pro-actively in the context of the development of children’s services.

2. To inform and influence policy formulation and implementation, to encourage and support an active and ongoing dialogue on SEN policy and practice between key stakeholders such as NASEN and other professional associations; schools, local authorities, parents and other agencies

3. To examine and evaluate policy options in terms of current and possible developments and research in order to inform and influence policy formulation and implementation in the field.

4. To organise events where policy-makers, professionals, parents, voluntary associations and academics/researchers analyse and debate significant issues in the field drawing on policy and practice in the countries of the UK, and:

5. To arrange the dissemination of the proceedings and outcomes through publication and summary briefing papers.

Steering group membership
The current membership of the SEN Policy Options Steering Group are:

Keith Bovair, Head teacher; Professor Julie Dockrell, Institute of Education; Professor Alan Dyson, School of Education, University of Manchester; Peter Gray, SEN Policy Consultant; Dr Seamus Hegarty, Claire Lazarus, DfES; Professor Geoff Lindsay, Warwick University; Professor Ingrid Lunt, University of Oxford; John Moore, Senior Inspector, Kent LEA; Professor Brahm Norwich, School of Education, Exeter University; Linda Redford, Policy consultant; Penny Richardson, Educational Consultant; Philippa Russell, Disability Rights Commission and Adviser DfES ; Tom Kelly, Rotherham LA; Philippa Stobbs Council for Disabled Children; Susan Twemlow, Notts. CC; Janet Thompson, Ofsted; Professor Klaus Wedell, Institute of Education, London University; Tom Williams EPS, East Ayrshire. 


Current series
The current series aims to organise four full or half-day events on special education policy and provision over the two years 2006-2008 which are relevant to the context of considerable changes in the education system. 

If you have any ideas about possible topics or would like to know more about the events, please do contact a member of the Group or Brahm Norwich, Co-ordinator of Steering Group, at the School of Education, University of Exeter, Heavitree Road, Exeter EX1 2LU (01392 264805; email: b.norwich@exeter.ac.uk)
 i. Policy Options Papers from first seminar series published and available from NASEN.
 1.       Bucking the market
Peter Housden, Chief Education Officer, Nottinghamshire LEA

 2.       Towards effective schools for all
Mel Ainscow, Cambridge University Institute of Education

 3.       Teacher education for special educational needs
Professor Peter Mittler, Manchester University

 4.       Resourcing for SEN
Jennifer Evans and Ingrid Lunt, Institute of Education, London University

5.       Special schools and their alternatives
Max Hunt, Director of Education, Stockport LEA

6.          Meeting SEN: options for partnership between health, education and social services
Tony Dessent, Senior Assistant Director, Nottinghamshire LEA

7.       SEN in the 1990s: users' perspectives
Micheline Mason, Robina Mallet, Colin Low and Philippa Russell

ii. Policy Options Papers from second seminar series published and available from NASEN.
8. Independence and dependence?  Responsibilities for SEN in the Unitary and County Authorities
Roy Atkinson, Michael Peters, Derek Jones, Simon Gardner and Phillipa Russell

9. Inclusion or exclusion: Educational Policy and Practice for Children and Young People with Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties
John Bangs, Peter Gray and Greg Richardson

9. Baseline Assessment and SEN
Geoff Lindsay, Max Hunt, Sheila Wolfendale, Peter Tymms

10. Future policy for SEN : Response to the Green Paper
Brahm Norwich, Ann Lewis, John Moore, Harry Daniels

iii. Policy Options Papers from third seminar series published and available from NASEN.

11. Rethinking support for more inclusive education
Peter Gray, Clive Danks, Rik Boxer, Barbara Burke, Geoff Frank, Ruth Newbury and Joan Baxter

12. Developments in additional resource allocation to promote greater inclusion
John Moore, Cor Meijer, Klaus Wedell, Paul Croll and Diane Moses.

13. Early years and SEN 

Professor Sheila Wolfendale and Philippa Russell

14. Specialist Teaching for SEN and inclusion 
Annie Grant, Ann Lewis and Brahm Norwich

iv. Policy Options Papers from fourth seminar series published and available from NASEN.
 15. The equity dilemma: allocating resources for special educational needs
Richard Humphries, Sonia Sharpe, David Ruebain, Philippa Russell and Mike Ellis

16. Standards and effectiveness in special educational needs: questioning conceptual orthodoxy
Richard Byers, Seamus Hegarty and Carol Fitz Gibbon

17. Disability, disadvantage, inclusion and social inclusion
Professor Alan Dyson and Sandra Morrison

18.  Rethinking the 14-19 curriculum: SEN perspectives and implications
Dr Lesley Dee, Christopher Robertson, Professor Geoff Lindsay, Ann Gross, and 

Keith Bovair.

v. Policy Options Papers from fifth seminar series 

 19. Examining key issues underlying the Audit Commission Reports on SEN

Chris Beek, Penny Richardson and Peter Gray 

(published and available in electronic version through Journal of research in Special Educational Needs NASEN)

20. Future schooling that includes children with SEN / disability

Klaus Wedell, Ingrid Lunt and Brahm Norwich

vi. Policy Options Papers from sixth seminar series

21. Taking Stock: integrated Children’s Services, Improvement and Inclusion 


Margaret Doran, Tony Dessent and Professor Chris Husbands

Copies of most of these papers can now be downloaded from the NASEN website.

Chapter 2:

Special schools and inclusive education
Chris Wells DfES

Introduction 

1.
There has been considerable debate in recent years about Government policy in respect of children with special educational needs and disabilities.  Debate intensified with the publication in 2005 of Baroness Warnock’s paper Special Educational Needs: a new look, and this in turn prompted the Education and Skills Select Committee to conduct its own inquiry into special educational needs.  This paper sets out the Government position and poses some questions about special schools and inclusive education.

The statutory framework  

2.
The Government made clear in its response to the Select Committee that it has no plans to change the present statutory framework which, for individual children, provides for:

· children without statements to be taught in mainstream schools other than in exceptional circumstances; 

· children with statements of SEN to be taught in mainstream schools where this is what their parents want and it is compatible with the efficient education of other children;

· local authorities and schools to consider carefully and thoroughly what reasonable steps they can take to prevent that incompatibility; and,

· parents to seek a special school and have their preference considered according to the same criteria as a preference for a mainstream school. 

3.
At a strategic level local authorities have a duty to “secure sufficient schools for providing primary and secondary education in their area” and to have particular regard to securing special educational provision for pupils who have special educational needs. They must also keep their arrangements under review. 

4.
Changes brought about by the Education and Inspections Act 2006 place a new duty on authorities to consider and respond to parental representations when carrying out their planning duties and strengthen the role of the local authority as a commissioner of services, enabling them to:

· specify the schools needed in their area and where new schools are required (including special schools), hold a competition (they can bring forward their own proposals in specified circumstances); and,

· propose changes to existing schools, including the establishment or discontinuance of provision for pupils with SEN in all categories of maintained school.
Under the new arrangements Trust School status is an option for primary, secondary and special schools and a number of special schools are involved in the Department’s Trust Schools Pathfinder Programme. 

Going beyond the traditional special v mainstream debate

5.
Much of the debate on SEN has focused on the single issue of where children are taught. The Government has tried to shift the focus towards the quality of children’s experiences - how they are helped to make progress with their learning and participate fully in the activities of their school and community. Ofsted’s report Inclusion: does it matter where pupils are taught?, published in July 2006, has helped as it shows that good provision can be found in a range of settings and highlights the benefits of resourced SEN provision in mainstream schools in producing consistently good or better outcomes for children with SEN and disabilities without any adverse impact on other pupils.
6.
The key to moving beyond the traditional special v mainstream debate is building capacity across the system to meet a diverse range of needs. This involves several key, inter-related elements:

· better strategic planning

· better access to specialist teaching and support

· better training for staff – workforce development

· stronger collaboration between schools and services

If we are to be successful we need to consider how these may best be taken forward and some of the barriers that may need to be overcome.

Strategic planning

7.
The Government has made clear that it expects local authorities, in fulfilling their duty to secure sufficient schools, to develop a flexible continuum of provision to meet children’s SEN. This includes mainstream schools, special schools and specially resourced or unit provision in or attached to mainstream schools with access to a range of specialist provision and services. Local authorities are being encouraged to promote collaboration between mainstream and special schools by co-location through the Building Schools for the Future Programme. 

8.
Public and, most importantly, parental perceptions may be important.  This is illustrated by the recent Ofsted report which highlights “…a mistaken view that local authority reorganisations involving special school closures mean an inevitable loss of specialist support and fewer good quality choices when in fact they try to develop a range of provision to meet changing needs”.  
9.
The Department will produce guidelines for local authorities on the organisation of provision for children with special educational needs. These will include advice on the factors to be taken into account in reorganising or reconfiguring provision and emphasise the importance of ensuring that appropriate provision is in place before any closures take place. This may help to reassure parents but Ministers have made clear that decisions on the pattern of provision are for local authorities.  Is there more that could be done? 

10.
It is not always possible, for reasons of demand, geography or costs, for local authorities to establish their own schools for children with low incidence very severe and complex special educational needs such as multi-sensory impairments; severe visual impairment; severe/profound hearing impairment; profound and multiple learning difficulties; severe autistic spectrum disorders and/or severe behavioural, emotional and social difficulties. Cooperation is needed across local boundaries to meet the needs of these children. 

11.
The Department carried out a national audit of provision for low incidence needs and sought views on the case for Regional Centres of Expertise as proposed in Removing Barriers to Achievement.  There was a wide range of views but the following broad messages emerged:     

· RCEs should strengthen and reinforce, but importantly not replace, existing expertise at the local level 

· There was general support for “virtual” support arrangements, as distinct from, say, a specific physical centre, designed to promote local knowledge and expertise. But also some support for more direct provision in areas of particular difficulty, notably behavioural, emotional and social difficulties   

· provision should be flexible enough to reflect local priorities and needs and should strengthen links between regional and sub-regional planning.

We are supporting the establishment of innovative regional projects designed to help improve provision for children with low incidence needs.  Pump-priming funding for the establishment of “Regional Centres of Expertise” has been offered to regions in 2006-2007, with the prospect of further developmental funding. We envisage that these centres will have an important role in advancing specialist knowledge. Are there particular factors that need to be in place to ensure their success? 

Access to specialist advice, support and outreach

12.
Ofsted highlights the need for improvements in access to specialist support.  This could take the form of more specialist teachers in schools and/or ready access to specialist advice and support from defined services, which are provided in a range of models - centrally run, provided by special schools on outreach or through mainstream schools working in partnership with Pupil Referral Units and special schools. The Government’s view is that decisions about particular models are for local determination. But it does want to promote greater consistency.
14.
The Department will therefore set national standards for SEN support and outreach services. The standards will inform local performance assessments and inspections and apply across all SEN advisory and support services however they are provided, including outreach provided by special and mainstream schools. They will take into account the following objectives:

· extending SEN advice and support to early years settings

· offering advice and support on a preventative basis to boost earlier intervention

· supporting the development of inclusive practice in all schools and early years settings

· making the best use of existing specialist provision. 

How best can the standards be used to promote consistency and develop better access to specialist support?

Workforce development

15.
A skilled workforce is key to ensuring that children with SEN and disabilities fulfil their potential and draw maximum benefit from educational facilities on offer.  The Children’s Workforce Development Council is looking specifically at SEN and disability workforce issues as part of their emerging work programme and Removing Barriers to Achievement sets out a model for building SEN skills and knowledge in the teacher workforce.  

16.
The standards for Qualified Teacher Status are currently under review by the TDA, who will provide advice to the Secretary of State later this year. We expect the new standards to recognise the importance of trainee teachers being able to demonstrate a clear understanding of the statutory requirements in relation to SEN and disability and the knowledge and skills required to vary their approach to meet the needs of children with SEN and/or disabilities. 

17.
Standards are important but much depends on how they are achieved in practice. Ofsted will carry out in 2007/08 a thematic review of the journey the intending teacher takes through initial teacher training and induction where the acquisition of skills, knowledge and understanding relating to SEN and disability are concerned, including awareness of disability discrimination legislation and the new duty to promote equality of opportunity for disabled people.

18.
TDA has formed a national reference group for training and development which is working on national priorities for teachers’ training and development. We expect SEN and disability to be identified as a national priority.

19.
The Government is working with the Training Development Agency for Schools and other interested parties to ensure that initial teacher training, induction and programmes of continuing professional development provide a good grounding in the skills and knowledge required to help children with a range of needs. 
20.
Over the period 2006-2008, the TDA is carrying forward a £1.1m programme of DfES-funded activity to enhance coverage of SEN and disability issues in initial teacher training and induction, and provide greater opportunities for relevant CPD for staff in post. The programme includes increasing opportunities for trainee placements in special schools and settings. This will help give trainee teachers greater exposure to the range of SEN and disabilities present in special schools and units, and to help increase the number of teachers interested in taking up positions in such schools/units when qualified. 

21.
As part of the Government’s response to the report of the Education and Skills Select Committee, we have announced the introduction of an Inclusion Development Programme to support CPD for staff in a number of key areas of SEN 

· Speech, language and communication needs (SLCN) and dyslexia 

· Autistic spectrum disorders (ASD) 

· Behavioural, emotional and social difficulties (BESD) 

· Moderate learning difficulties 

The IDP will tie in closely with the National Strategies and thus help to mainstream SEN in wider initiatives. Training will be delivered through termly network meetings to local authority SEN advisers. The advisers will then cascade the training to others. 

22.
The National Strategies already provide training, guidance and support from consultants to improve the quality of teaching and assessment.  The 3 wave model of intervention is designed to help teachers identify and meet the needs of pupils who require extra support to progress in their learning. Targeted materials and guidance have been made available in relation to teaching children with different types of SEN. 

23.
Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) play a key role in building schools’ capacity and skills because of their crucial role in advising other members of staff and linking with parents. The Government will require, through the Education and Inspections Act, governing bodies to appoint a person for the purpose of coordinating the provision of education for children with SEN. The Act gives the Secretary of State a power to make regulations relating to the role, responsibilities, experience and training required.  We will consider the way SENCO functions are currently carried out in schools, including those schools that allocate the duties to a number of individuals and consult social partners in framing the new Regulations.  

24.
We have commissioned TDA to develop, in conjunction with interested parties, an accreditation system for SENCOs which will have at its heart an agreed training curriculum for co-ordinating staff covering both generic aspects such as implementing an SEN policy and securing help for pupils from external agencies, and knowledge of key areas of SEN such as autistic spectrum disorders.  We will require all new SENCOs to undertake nationally accredited training. 

25.
As a first stage of this commission and to inform the Regulations, TDA will be establishing a clear statement of the key components of the role, knowledge, skills and experience required of those leading and developing SEN and disability provision in schools. We will be involving a wide range of interested parties, including SENCOs currently in post in developing the system and will take account of a study currently being undertaken into school leadership. 
26.
The Department is also looking at ways of promoting more specialised, higher level training. We are, for example, working with various interests to establish a Dyslexia Trust. The intention is that local authorities and others will be invited or targeted to bid for funding to support higher level specialist training for lead teachers in dyslexia.  Teachers undertaking the higher level training will provide specialist support not only to pupils in their own schools but to other schools in the community.   

27.
Decisions about the priorities for individual teachers’ CPD must be made by teachers themselves and their line managers in the light of an assessment of each teacher’s own personal development needs and the development and improvement priorities for the school. But the Government has made clear that Head Teachers should maintain appropriate expertise within their school at all times, taking into account staff changes and changes in the population of children that attend the school and drawing on the substantial funds given to schools in the School Development Grant.  Guidance offered to School Improvement Partners will encourage them to discuss with schools whether SEN and disability are given the appropriate priority in relation to CPD.  And we will explore with Ofsted how the School Evaluation Framework might be used to ensure that teachers and other staff get the CPD they need.  How can we further encourage schools to develop their expertise? 
Collaboration

28.
Local authorities have the power to commission provision which serves children from their own area and from other local authorities and to fund capital works jointly.  They can also work together with other local authorities to cover the recurrent costs of joint provision, on the basis of an agreement to fund a certain number of places each.  How can we best share successful experience across the system? 

29.
Sharing knowledge and expertise is key to improving outcomes. The Government expects schools to work collaboratively, where appropriate in federations or partnerships to meet the needs of children with SEN and disabilities.  Strong networks of schools sharing responsibility for the progress of all children in their area have enormous potential to improve the quality of teaching and learning for children with SEN and/or disabilities. 

30.
The Department has provided guidance to promote collaboration and there are successful examples, including collaboration between mainstream and special schools. The Specialist Schools Programme (SSP) has been extended to allow special schools to specialise in one of the four areas of the SEN Code of practice i.e. communication and interaction; cognition and learning; behavioural, emotional and social difficulties; and sensory and/or physical needs. In addition SEN Specialist Schools SEN schools will be expected to undertake outreach activity and share their expertise, particularly with their mainstream counterparts, to support inclusion among special and mainstream schools across the country. The special schools will use their specialist status to extend the range of opportunities available to students which best meet their needs and interest. An initial 12 "Trailblazer" SEN schools were established in 2005 and a further 14 schools were designated in July 2006.  We plan to have 100 special schools - both curriculum and SEN specialism - in the SSP by 2008. Yet Ofsted report that special/mainstream collaboration is not widespread. What are the barriers and how might these be best overcome? 

31.
For individual pupils the school funding regulations provide the flexibility for dual placements in mainstream and special provision where appropriate to meet the needs of individual children with statements of SEN. Are these flexibilities are being used widely enough?. If not, what are the barriers and how might they be overcome?
Chapter 3

Looking to the future: The role of special schools and services In a new 

era: taking the inclusion debate forward
Philippa Russell 

‘Our dream is for an education for all our children which is ambitious, accessible and values them as future citizens. Schools are at the heart of all our communities – but not all truly value diversity. Our main concern is for our children to have high quality well-resourced education, which will lead to a valued adult life – not problem orientated but supportive and confident. Some of us have found such educational opportunities – in both mainstream and special schools. Some children are less fortunate. We need to look at equal opportunities for all our children. That means escaping from the debate about ‘places’ and look more at the process, the leadership, the engagement with the full range of services which are vital for the education of children with disabilities or SEN’.
 [Parent focus group, discussing the ‘special versus mainstream’ debate’]

‘Inclusion of all pupils was a key priority for most local authorities, but – despite the focus given to it – the management of inclusion varied significantly across schools.’

‘It is well established that the future of a nation depends upon the skills of its citizens. We cannot rely only on the lessons of history when we consider the education of our children. A great nation must change to survive. Therefore, let us ask whether we are truly educating all of our young people for the future? But let us also beware of reorganisation for the sake of change, for history tells us that weak men love reorganisation when they do not know how best to improve and thereby they can waste and dissipate the strengths of their society without benefit to its citizens. But history also reminds us that we cannot neglect the education of those citizens for they are our future!’

[‘Plus ca change!’  (Gaius Petronius, in a debate in the Roman Senate on the education of Roman citizens], 

Introduction

The past decade has seen an unprecedented debate about the education of all children and young people. It has also seen unprecedented change in the education system and a parallel (and often heated) debate about the role of special schools and specialist support in the context of a general commitment to greater inclusion across all children’s services. 

The debate about inclusion has to be put in the wider context of a refocusing of public policy on longer-term outcomes and ‘life chances’ rather than short-term interventions across the children’s sector. ‘Every Child Matters’ now provides the key agenda for monitoring progress in education as well as in health and social care. The five outcomes, namely

· Being healthy

· Staying safe

· Enjoying and achieving

· Making a positive contribution

· Economic well-being.

have implicitly, if not explicitly, been at the heart of public policy for over a decade. Now they provide the framework for service development and inspection. They are particularly relevant to the wider inclusion debate because of the ongoing debate about ‘what education is for’. As the DfES Youth Cohort (2004)
 notes, 60% of young people with SEN/disabilities aged 14-19 are ‘NEETs’, that is to say not currently in education, training or employment. The Disability Rights Commission, in ‘The Disability Debate’ [in press] commented, 

‘ We need further information as to which young people, with what educational experiences, are currently ‘falling through the system’.  We know that disabled young people in particular have never had higher ambitions about valued adult lives. But we also know that they are frequently excluded from membership of the opportunity society’ to which the Prime Minister referred in terms of both improving the life chances of disabled people and addressing the long-term social exclusion and low expectations which have prevented them being fully included as equal citizens.’ 


The debate about how and where we educate our future citizens (including those with SEN) was strengthened by the publication of the Leitch Report
 (December 5, 2006). The Leitch Committee underlined the importance of recognising the changing skill base required by employers (with accompanying loss of many unskilled jobs) and the wider implications for the education system. But we also know that changes in the 14-19 curriculum and some creative employment initiatives are successfully engaging young people with a range of disabilities and SEN. The Government’s proposals to raise the school leaving age to 18 has major opportunities for students with disabilities or SEN and their current poor performance in terms of access to education, training or employment post-16. In effect, the inclusion agenda in future must address the long-term employability (and life skills) of all pupils – wherever they are educated.

Meeting the needs of pupils with SEN or disabilities – a changing population 

The changing nature of childhood disability (and SEN) creates a major challenge for both mainstream and special schools.  The Prime Minister’s Strategy
 notes that disabled children form the fastest growing group of disabled people (a 62% increase from 1975). The number of children with complex health conditions has similarly increased, largely due to improvements in health care (in particular in the neonatal period).
  There has been a marked increase in the diagnosis of autistic spectrum and related behavioural disorders.
  The recorded increase in a wider range of behavioural and mental, health disabilities has been linked to social exclusion and the need for better early intervention and support for families. Professor Steven Scott (2006) reviewing the cases of a cohort of children who had shown severely disruptive behaviour over time
 concluded that the estimated costs of severely disruptive behaviour for parents and schools was in the region of £4,000-6,000 per annum. Two fifths of this group of children also spent an average stay of 8 days in hospital in the previous year – but only £10.00 on average per head was spent on the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services, which could have helped them. Exclusion rates were high and Scott noted the double jeopardy of disadvantaged parents often lacking key parenting skills and the absence of early intervention programmes.  In effect, there are not only more children with very complex needs within ‘the system’, there are also clear messages about the importance of:

· Better identification and early intervention

· Access to appropriate specialist advice and support across all children’s services

· Recognition that the number of children with low incidence disabilities or SEN is increasing, with corresponding pressure on expensive out of area services unless mainstream and local capacity is enhanced.

The ‘parenting agenda’ – parent participation and the ‘politics of parenting’

 As the Guardian commented
in an article on ‘the politics of parenting’, 

This year’s must-have political fashion accessory is a family policy…but the family is a treacherous area for politicians….too often it is the punitive which dominates the tabloids, yet if the well-being of every family and a valued role for parents were truly at the heart of government policy, things might look very different.’
All parents are ambitious for their children. They wish their children to be fully included in education, in the community and to have a valued adult life. Parents are increasingly both well-informed and anxious to play a positive role in their child’s education. The past decade has seen continuous development of the role of parents in their children’s education and as partners in addressing any special educational needs. But the ‘parenting agenda’ must also be placed in the context of public policy which advocates greater freedom of choice for parents in access to education, health and other public services. Parent Partnership Services are expanding (albeit not necessarily resourced as they would like) and the introduction of ‘Choice Advisers’ is proposed. 

But how much choice exists in an education economy, where there are seldom surplus places and market forces often apply through competition?  The UK has a particularly diverse range of educational provision (special, mainstream and independent) and, as one parent support group commented, 

‘The mainstream sector is becoming more varied by the day. We can no longer talk about ‘mainstream’ as if it is a single sector. It is not – the ‘choice agenda’ becomes daily more complicated, with a ‘postcode lottery’ of provision. Sometimes special schools just seem safer and more understandable.’

 Most parents of children with SEN have strong and passionate views about how their child should be educated. Outcomes are crucial. As one mother said in a recent survey:

‘What is education for?  It is should be about getting a life, being included in the full life of the school, it should have a long-term view. Too often, with a child with SEN, you feel services are tinkering at the edges, too many short-term solutions, placement with a sigh of relief rather than progression.’

In a number of recent surveys of parental views of education (and other) services for their children, a number of common themes have emerged:

· A strong commitment to inclusion and equality of opportunity (but varying interpretations of what inclusion means in practice);

· A similarly strong sense that ‘we need to celebrate what works – inclusion is too often presented as a challenge rather than the hallmark of a successful school.’
· Positive attitudes and expectations of all pupils (including those with disabilities or SEN). Many parents express concern at what they regard as ‘an education culture dominated by competition and league tables rather than individual progression.’
· Concerns at the increasing diversity of school provision – with parents emphasising the importance of developing the role of all schools (including special schools) as agents of social inclusion.

· ‘Real choice’  - the majority of parents did not feel that the intention of the SEN and Disability Act 2001 had been met. There were strong feelings (and emotions) about ‘constant battles’, ‘arguments over resources’, feeling under-valued’ and ‘lack of respect’. In this context information and the potential for an enhanced role for parent partnership services’ was generally endorsed.

· The development of confidence and competence in the mainstream sector (in particular improving the skills of the education workforce and ensuring ‘fast track’ access to specialist advice and support where necessary.

· Access to specialist agencies and specialist teachers.’

· Improving the delivery of health or social care and therapies in mainstream settings (including the further development of ‘full-service’ schools and the increasing co-location of services, with schools as the basis for co-location of a wider range of services). Many parents are angry that ‘we have to choose a special school to have our children’s health needs met.’

· Assessment – recognising that the current assessment system can be protracted, bureaucratic, painful and disruptive to parents, pupils (and sometimes schools). Several parents commented that although they welcomed the general intention of Government to reduce statements and provide earlier support, in practice the statement was ‘now even more of a dowry, something to offer the school you want to show that your child comes with some support.’ There was general agreement that assessments were ‘over-focussed on deficits in order to demonstrate eligibility for support’ rather than on progression and learning’.

· Information - frequently raised as a key concern. One parent talked about the ‘internet culture’ where information is always available, but it can be difficult to assess the quality of the evidence. Another parent referred to her decision to go to SENDIST in order to get funding for a special school place for her son. She said that 
‘Our LEA really did not know what to offer. We knew there were different programmes [for ASD] but there did not appear to be any evidence base for assessing their suitability for our son. We knew that he needed specialist help now and when we saw one programme in action – actually saw the children making progress, even spending part of their time at a local mainstream school, we thought we must have this. The programme could have been delivered in a mainstream school. We asked for it originally. But nobody seemed to know how it could be made to work. So – we have a very expensive out of area special school placement. But I’d like to do a cost benefit analysis ten years on because I think the investment will have paid off. We don’t do enough long-term evaluation about what works. We need a special institute for autism education!’ 

· Bullying and negative attitudes of other pupils are frequently raised as fears about mainstream. In practice (notwithstanding comments made in the ‘Warnock’ debate), the ethos of the school and the effectiveness of its anti-bullying policies are more important than the type of school. Parents also told us
 of special schools where peer relationships were poor – and of mainstream schools where pupils with disabilities and SEN were part of proactive policies to address bullying and encourage peer mentoring. However, as one mother commented, ‘’the shadow of bullying is there, parents really worry. You are at school to learn, but you have to be happy.
· Implementing the DDA – many families felt that mainstream schools still failed to respond to their accessibility planning duties and that ‘exaggerated and inaccurate attitudes to risk management’ damaged pupils’ opportunities. A common complaint was that accessibility planning was over-focused on the physical environment and less about crucial curriculum access.
Making decisions
‘We wanted mainstream but we had to go special – he’s only got one life and we reckoned that without the therapy and all that, he didn’t have a chance of a real future.’ 

Evidence to Every Disabled Child Matters
 and to the Parliamentary Hearings (in addition to personal communications) confirms that many parents opt for special schools in order to get non-educational provision for their children. As the DRC has noted (op cit) the provision of ‘auxiliary aids and equipment’ (DDA Part 4) remains a constant challenge for many disabled pupils and students. In theory provided through the SEN Framework, there are widespread differences in the availability of therapy, provision of equipment or personal assistance within different LEAs. The Audit Commission (2004) similarly noted that over 50% of LEAs reported difficulty in accessing advice or non-educational support from health or social services. 
In summary, parents across a range of studies and consultation exercises identify a number of common themes and challenges within the ‘inclusion debate’. Inclusion is widely seen as a human right – there is general endorsement of inclusion as the essential direction of travel (but concern about managed development without ‘ dismantling special provision without proper development in mainstream. A house without foundations looks good to begin with but then falls down. Good transitions matter’.  

 Key messages about progressing the ‘inclusion agenda’ from a wide range of parent support groups and consultations include:

· An ‘inclusion pathway’, with pro-active delivery of the Government’s existing Inclusion Development Programme;

· Recognition that school and high quality education (and associated services) are essential in ‘getting a life’. Hence access to mobility and independence skills, friendships, cultural, social and sporting opportunities are integral to parent (and pupil) satisfaction and progression. There are almost universal concerns about a narrow ‘League Table culture’, which fails to value individual progression. 

· Positive parent/school relationships – with parents respected, listened to and given a valued role in their child’s education.

· The appropriate management of any personal care/health or other individual needs in an educational setting.

· Trained staff (with access to appropriate professional development and support) – some families had mixed feelings about the role of learning support or personal assistants ‘’taking over’ the teacher’s role.

· Clarity about resources – hence transparency in assessment and clarity in particular about the use of delegated resources.

· School leadership – seen as crucial, whatever the type of school attended.

· No unnecessary exclusions!  

There is widespread anxiety about the ‘postcode lottery’ and wide variations in levels of inclusion and quality of support in mainstream services. Many parent and disability groups similarly note the importance of sufficient transitional funding in progressing a more inclusive education system.   

What are the specific implications for a commitment to, and the concept of an inclusive education system?

Ofsted (2006)
 , examining the factors that promote good outcomes across a range of different provision for pupils with SEN and disabilities, found effective provision ‘distributed equally between mainstream and special schools when certain factors were securely in place’. These key factors included:

· Ethos;

· Leadership;

· Access to specialist staff (and focused professional development for all staff);

· Flexibility and responsiveness to individual needs, ie personalised learning;

· Good data collection and analysis to inform pupils’ learning and progression.

These characteristics could apply to both special and mainstream schools but Ofsted found that ‘these features were present and more easily put in place in resourced mainstream schools than any other.’ 
Ofsted’s message (albeit drawing on a small sample of schools) is important. The effective schools were committed to supporting and valuing all pupils. Relationships between staff, parents and pupils were of the highest order, with high expectations and (in the best provision) resourced mainstream provision was used as a vehicle for improvement throughout the school. The role of specialist teachers and colleagues was crucial to the success of pupils with more complex needs.

With regard to special schools, Ofsted concluded that whilst they had real strengths in matching staff skills and interests to the needs of particular groups of pupils, teachers in mainstream schools had better knowledge of individual subjects in the National Curriculum.  With reference to social inclusion, Ofsted noted that whereas special schools near or co-located on local mainstream school sites offered the social advantages of resourced mainstream schools, they ‘rarely provided academic or vocational advantages’ and it was not always easy for the special school to develop an equal partnership.

With regard to ‘equal partnerships’ between mainstream and special schools, ‘Removing Barriers to Achievement’ and the Select Committee both support the concept of ‘communities of schools’ and co-location (a concept first envisaged in the 1985 Fish Committee on the future of SEN provision in London).  The attraction is obvious, not least because of new money available through ‘Building Schools for the Future’.  A number of successful co-locations (for example the Education Village in Darlington) are already in existence or at the planning stage. 

A key issue for future development clearly lies in improved data collection and analysis. Currently systematic recording of pupils’ development is generally regarded as better in special schools or schools with larger numbers of pupils with learning difficulties.
 

Statutory assessment and statements are in principle tools for identifying special educational needs and specifying (and tracking) the effectiveness of any provision. However, as the Select Committee
 and Ofsted have noted, statements more often dictate the type of provision made for a pupil, but do not necessarily ensure the quality of that provision. Similar concerns about the assessment process (in particular the bureaucracy, timescale and ‘battle for resources’) have been frequently identified by parents, including a substantial number responding to requests for evidence to the Parliamentary Hearings on services for disabled children.
  Many parents felt that assessment was more concerned with rationing resources’ than with ‘meeting the individual needs of the child.’ 

A particular cause of resentment in some authorities was around entitlement to appropriate services. One parent wrote that:

 ‘Far too many LEAs are blatantly failing children and forcing many to go back to SENDIST time and time again for every little thing. Assessment should be proactive, specify the provision to be made and lead to action – we are tired of being ‘warrior parents and, worst of all, seeing such inequality between authorities.
’ 

Another parent support group argued that professional development was essential if assessment was to:

‘be more than a paper chase. Schools as well as parents need clarity about children’s individual needs – one major problem is that statutory assessment often comes too late, when the child’s difficulties have escalated and when he (or she) may have started on the slippery slope of exclusion.’

 However, conversely, other parents giving evidence to the Parliamentary Hearings described high quality assessment, one mother stating that:

 ‘A good assessment made my child understandable to everyone, instead of the usual assessment which dissects your children like a jigsaw - 18 different pieces and lots of professionals but nothing you can really work on with the school – and in your own home. Too often assessment is problem solving, not proactive about maximising abilities.’

A particular concern for many parents was the apparent lack of equity between outcomes of assessment between different local authorities and in access to specialist support. As the Select Committee noted, 

‘This inquiry received large numbers of memoranda from parents whose lives had been taken over by the statementing process and who had had to ‘fight’ to achieve a better outcome for their child – and were still fighting.’ 

 Both the DfES and the Audit Commission, in giving evidence to the Select Committee similarly referred to the ‘postcode lottery’ available not only in education but also in access to health and social care. Many parents have identified the ‘postcode lottery’ as a key factor in opting for a special school (sometimes an independent special school outside the relevant authority) in order to get specialist support for their child. 

The United Kingdom is unusual amongst its European counterparts in having such wide local variations in both provision and the level of resourcing attached to particular provision. A question on the future of inclusion must include a serious debate on how SEN provision (in particular for children with low incidence disabilities or complex SEN) should be funded. The UK has a long tradition of autonomy in local government. There are historical fears about the implications of ring-fenced funding or any other challenges to this protected and highly valued ‘democratic’ independence at local level.  But the nature of childhood disability is changing, as noted above. A serious policy issue for the future must be how to balance local authority autonomy and maximum delegation of funds with ‘premium funding’ for children with exceptional needs. Without such dedicated funding, the use of specialist out of area provision is likely to increase over time. 

Building capacity - Workforce development

In an increasingly diverse education system (with a similarly increasing complex range of disabilities and SEN), professional and workforce development are key to any inclusion development programme. The Ministerial Working Group on the Future of Special Schools (2002) noted ‘a strong theme of inclusion running through all sections of the standards governing initial teacher training (ITT)’ but commented that much more needed to be done to embed SEN-related elements within all ITT courses. The current developments in TDA and the Children’s Workforce Development Council (with special reference to the IQF (Integrated Qualifications Framework) offer real opportunities for new ‘joined up’ thinking around SEN across the children’s (and school) workforce. The recent Ministerial announcement that all SENCOs will have qualified teacher status has been widely welcomed – as have been recent developments in training and support for the role of learning support assistants and other non-teaching staff. But in a fully inclusive education system, the concept of workforce development needs to extend beyond initial training and include a range of opportunities (some ‘fast track’) for ongoing professional development.  

The inclusive school which embraces all pupils from its local community must have easy access to ongoing professional advice and support – a particular challenge in an increasingly delegated funding system when individual schools may have a range of different priorities. 
There is strong consensus, as noted by the House of Commons Select Committee (op cit) that  ‘training and equipping teachers to recognise, assess and teach children with SEN is the single most important factor in radically improving SEN provision’. A report from the University of Cambridge, commissioned on behalf of the NUT
 similarly concluded that ‘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.’  The Select Committee described the Government’s own strategy, set out in Removing Barriers to Achievement, as ‘bold’ in acknowledging that ‘every teacher should expect to teach children with SEN – and we must ensure that they are equipped with the skills to do so effectively’. 
But there is an ongoing challenge for inclusion in determining how best to deliver the envisaged ‘’triangle of training needs’, and the related differentiation between core, advanced and specialist skills. 

Ofsted (2006)
 endorses the importance of specialist teachers. With higher expectations and a wider range of support strategies to meet pupils’ changing needs.  It also endorses the ability of mainstream settings to provide ‘the best teaching…..effective provision was distributed equally in mainstream and special schools visited, but there was more good and outstanding provision in mainstream schools with additional resourced units than elsewhere.’  However a longer-term challenge remains for the mainstream sector, namely ensuring greater equity in quality and opportunity – and the related need for a sharp increase in the numbers of teachers with specialist status across all settings.  

In effect, the test for more effective inclusion is to deliver a more strategic approach to training and ongoing workforce development (as already set out in Removing Barriers to Achievement). However, as the Select Committee has noted with both surprise and regret, ‘there has been very little action in moving this agenda forward over the past two years.’

‘Local democracy or dismantling the system?’ – Strategic management special educational needs and delegated funding

A range of evidence to the Education Select Committee made reference to the implications of an increasingly delegated funding system and the implications for the previously centrally managed support systems. Ofsted (2O05)
 saw support and outreach services as ‘promoting inclusion and improving the life chances of many vulnerable children.’  However, both Ofsted and the Select Committee expressed concern at the impact of delegation on some support services. Ofsted in particular commented that:

‘Where funds are delegated, schools have the option to buy services or to use the money in other ways. Positively, this increases the flexibility for schools. Negatively it can disadvantage groups of pupils with complex SEN who do not have access to specialist support because funds have been used for other purposes’ 

Ofsted proposed that the generic standards for support and outreach services proposed by DfES could provide the best basis for further improving the quality of external services. And, as one LEA manager commented, 

‘Inclusion cannot work unless there is agreement on the additional support for teachers who may have little experience of a particular disability or SEN – outreach and support services must be seen as integral to school improvement and not as a ‘bolt-on’ extra. In essence inclusive services need access to a flexible range of additional support – and that support should be part of wider strategic development. In some circumstances it will be the availability (or otherwise) of advice and support from CAMHS or social services, which enables a school to include a particular child. Perhaps JARs should prioritise support services as key targets and agents of inclusion.’ 

The debate about non-educational provision is replicated in wider debates about the DDA provision of ‘auxiliary aids and services’ for disabled pupils (particularly for those in mainstream schools).  Currently auxiliary aids and services (which can include a wide range of provision, from personal assistance to communication aids or special furniture) are provided through the SEN Framework. But as a larger proportion of SEN budgets are devolved to individual schools (and as the number of statements is slowly reducing in favour of earlier intervention), the question of who pays (or provides) becomes very real. An analysis of education cases referred to the Disability Rights Commission
 found a range of difficulties around non-educational provision in mainstream schools, including reluctance to use delegated budgets to cover additional assistance for a child with ASD over lunch; to purchase relevant pieces of equipment and other costs. Similarly, a significant number of parents (and schools) raised issues about ensuring appropriate access to health, therapy and other services.  The DRC notes that LEAs and schools should ensure that the relevant Disability Equality Schemes in their area (ie for health, social care and other public services) should both gather information and demonstrate equality in delivering services to education.

Looking to the future – do special schools have a role?

As the Government noted in its response to the House of Commons Select Committee, 

‘The provision of services for children with special educational needs is one of the most important challenges for local authorities, schools and their partners.’ 

 The Government envisages:

 ‘….encouraging local authorities to continue to develop a flexible range of local provision to meet children’s needs, including specially resourced provision in or attached to mainstream schools and special schools…we will continue to support the development of the outreach role of special schools to promote better collaboration between special and mainstream schools.’ 

 The ‘direction of travel’, ie increased inclusion alongside increased capacity across the mainstream sector is clear. But there are challenges (and opportunities) for the future:

· Workforce and ongoing professional development – crucial to improving the quality of mainstream provision and allaying the concerns of some parents about quality and expertise.

· Local authority (and multi-agency) strategic planning – some children will have low incidence but high individual support needs. Some of those needs will require multi-agency input from health, social care and other services.  The development of Children’s Trusts should improve the quality and coherence of multi-agency services at local level but pressures on NHS budgets have had negative effects upon many local services and Statements do not lay statutory duties on non-educational colleagues.

· The education system has become increasingly diverse in recent years. Inclusion (and the potential for partnerships and co-location) must be debated in the wider context of Academies, Foundation schools, residual selection in some authorities; varying local histor4ies with regard to mainstream or special schools and, of course, varied parental expectations and aspirations. 

· There is an insufficient evidence basis for optimum interventions and education programmes for some children. The Government’s feasibility study for the creation of a national centre on early childhood intervention found widespread support for better advice to parents and commissioners (eg LEAs, PCTs etc) with regard to ‘best buys’ from an increasingly varied range of specialist programmes for particular SEN. The rapid increase in diagnosis of autistic spectrum disorders
 (Baird et al) has been associated with a growing debate about the optimum educational environment for children with severe autism and the need to ensure access to specialist support and provision where appropriate. 

Parents of children with behavioural disabilities or SEN were the most likely to argue for continued, or even enhanced, special school provision in their evidence to the Parliamentary Hearings and Select Committee
 Independent special schools for pupils with autistic spectrum disorders (eg Sunfield and Treehouse) point out that they can often ‘broker’ transition into mainstream for children with very challenging behaviour and without the specialist provision, children would continue to risk multiple exclusions because of their behaviour difficulties.

Managing transitions between sectors and from special to mainstream provision continues to create challenges. Many supporters of a more inclusive education system argue for more rapid (and preferably timetabled) change. In reality, living with a ‘mixed economy’ of both mainstream and special provision, we are probably facing evolution rather than revolution. Within this ‘mixed economy’ of provision, (and in the light of Ofsted’s conclusions), we should expect to see continuous improvements in workforce development and increased resourcing of mainstream provision. But challenges will still remain, including:

· Strategic planning and commissioning by the LEA – with special reference to increasing delegation of budgets.

· The availability of some transitional funding for the ‘inclusion shift.’

· Assessment – as noted above, there are multiple issues around developing proactive assessment, monitoring and review, both for informing statutory assessment if required or permitting earlier identification and intervention.  

· Achieving the Every Child Matters outcomes – Ensuring secured investment from health and other agencies whose contribution may be essential to successful educational inclusion.

· Parent (and pupil) participation – the effective engagement of parents and pupils will be integral to the new Ofsted Framework. But do we know how to engage the whole community of parents (and pupils) in purposeful participation both in individual assessment and learning and in the role of the whole school community? 

Achieving the ECM outcomes in education – a corporate responsibility for children’s services (and step changes towards inclusion)?

The Disability Rights Commission’s Disability Debate
 has highlighted the importance of developing a constructive dialogue between all key players in moving to an effective and more inclusive education system. Such a dialogue must address not only the ever-present debate about levels of resources but about how resources are best used. There are clear messages from Ofsted and elsewhere that there are many effective inclusive schools. But similarly we know that a changing population of children with more complex disabilities and SEN will require appropriate specialist expertise. The Government’s endorsement of stronger partnerships between the different strands of local and regional education provision is likely to be the best direction of travel.

The refocusing on Every Child Matters as the framework for evaluation of any service for children has re-ignited the debate about ‘who is responsible’ for many of the services, which are crucial to children’s progress in education. Statutory assessment and statements were intended to identify, clarify and ultimately make provision for a range of individual needs (including provision made through child health and other services.)  However, there has never been any statutory requirement on health or other agencies to deliver provision specified in the statement. Parents regularly state that their preference for a special school is directly related to the availability of therapy, personal or nursing care in situ. Since the 1996 Education Act, reconfigurations of child health services have seen a marked reduction in school nurses in many schools. Similarly shortfalls in therapy or child psychology services have resulted in a more dispersed population of pupils in mainstream settings and a corresponding reduction in services to support them. 

In conclusion: Moving towards an inclusive education system

The Select Committee, Ofsted and the Disability Rights Commission have identified a number of challenges in improving the range and coherence of special educational provision. They have also highlighted the ongoing debate about ‘inclusion’ and the nature of specialist provision (including schools) both now and in the future. The direction of travel is clearly inclusive – but we have an ongoing debate about how best to provide the specialist support, which some pupils require. Over the past decade there have been encouraging improvements in the range of educational opportunities (and achievements) available to pupils with a wide range of disabilities and SEN. The linkages between SEN and disability (and consequent improvements in the accessibility of many educational facilities) have, as one parent commented, 

‘made a real difference – if we seem more dissatisfied at the present time, perhaps it is because the system is getting better and we are setting our sights higher? For better or worse, parents now expect a different relationship with public services and with schools in particular. We are no longer just grateful for what we receive – we expect the best possible outcomes for our child and that means starting with the choice of school.’ 

However, the debate about inclusion has become more complex with the increasing diversity of the mainstream sector and an ongoing debate about the extent to which parental preferences should determine where and how children are educated. Many parents see inclusion as a human rights issue – but at the present time, with an increase in numbers of pupils with low incidence and complex special educational needs, a significant number also seek special provision. The challenge for the future is how we can better deliver high quality specialist support within mainstream settings. For many children with complex needs, this must mean ensuring that the Every Child Matters agenda ‘works’ and that non-educational agencies (in particular child health services) have active partnerships with education services and schools in their areas. There is some limited evidence of this happening through Children’s Trusts. There is also encouraging evidence that some schools are themselves creating pathways to greater inclusion through a range of tools such as the Index for Inclusion
 and in effect regarding more inclusive policies and practices as part of wider school improvement for all pupils.  In Removing Barriers to Achievement, the Government made a commitment to:

‘provide practical tools and materials for schools and local authorities to improve a for disabled pupils’.

The Reasonable Adjustments and Accessibility Planning Projects  
, like the Index for Inclusion, not only offer practical guidance on the ‘hows’ of improving access and inclusion. They also offer a wealth of information on  schools and early years settings which have adopted a ‘can do’ attitude and have made the strategic and practical changes to policies and procedures so that they can confidently accommodate a greater diversity of pupils. Some have created good working relationships with staff in local specialist provision and there is optimism about the benefits of such shared learning in the growing numbers of ‘communities of schools’ with shared facilities and experiences. Perhaps one of our greatest challenges is to ensure that ‘positive practice’ is shared more effectively. As a recent OFSTED thematic report noted, ‘the most common characteristic of good inclusive practice is a ‘can do’ attitude.’ And ‘can do’ attitudes are most likely to flourish when education and other services not only have access to relevant expertise and advice but also share key messages about ‘what works’. As one parent commented at a recent parent workshop:

‘Most reports on parental satisfaction focus on what didn’t work – in effect what parents found unsatisfactory. We should be celebrating  what works and tell the good stories. Our local paper was always publishing stories about parents getting a raw deal in education – it was dispiriting for schools and for other families, who thought the way to inclusion was through being ‘warrior parents’. Now we have regular ‘good news’ stories and I think it really encourages schools to think positively about our children (and ourselves as parents!).’       

What is clear is that the pathway towards greater inclusion will require strong leadership, strategic partnerships, the confidence of parents (and pupils) and – in achieving transformation – transition planning and funding to make change happen. It will necessitate whole-school policies and approaches – we know from the Select Committee and OfSTED that there has been variable progress in schools in developing Accessibility Plans. The success of Disability Equality Schemes remains to be seen. And, most importantly of all (and speaking as the parent of an adult son with a learning disability), we have to take the longer Leitch Committee view and ask ourselves whether our current education system is indeed improving the life chances of vulnerable children who have the right to expect an adult life fit for the 2lst century! 

Some key questions in conclusion:  
1. Clarification of the meaning of ‘inclusion’ – is it a place, a process or a progression?  Or should it be construed as a longer term objective for future citizenship and ‘life chances’?

2. The Every Child Matters agenda: How can we achieve a better understanding of the roles and relationships of children’s services in supporting the education of children with disabilities or SEN?

3. Managing the ‘choice’ agenda – and understanding that treating pupils (and schools) equally does not mean treating everybody the same!  In an increasingly diverse mainstream sector, how do we manage to both accommodate parental preferences and enhance the capacity of all schools to manage a wider range of educational needs?

4. Managing the market – with greater budget and professional autonomy in schools (and a shift to greater use of direct payments and individual budgets in wider children’s services), how can we ensure a sufficiently robust and well resourced range of central support and resources at LEA level to meet the needs of an increasingly complex range of pupils with low incidence disabilities or SEN? 

5. Identifying the drivers for change, eg workforce development, relationships with specialist services – How can we best achieve a new and constructive debate about the relationship between special and mainstream schools in an increasingly mixed economy of provision.

6. Developing and delivering a national strategy – How can we best take forward the strategy outlines in Removing Barriers to Achievement?
Chapter 4

Special schools in the new era: conceptual and strategic perspectives

Brahm Norwich and Peter Gray

Introduction

In this paper we address the future of special schools by recognising that this is a question that has been asked for many years and to which there have been many answers. Government has looked at the issue recently in the report from the Special Schools Working Group, and has also addressed it more broadly in its response to the Select Committee Report on SEN. However, our contention is that the question still needs to be asked and that answers need to go beyond generalities to consider various conceptual and value issues that have implications for local and central Government agendas. 

The starting point of this paper is that, although inclusion is a process and not a simple or easily attainable state, more needs to be said about the stages of the process. What are the steps towards this future and how would we know if progress is being made? Going beyond generalities requires that we address broader and significant conceptual and value questions. There is a need for greater conceptual clarity, on one hand, and for clarification about values and the relationships between values, on the other. Greater coherence with regard to the future development of special schools also requires greater clarity about the extent to which such establishments are best seen as autonomous providers (within the education ‘market’) or as an integral part of the national and local inclusion agenda.

In the first section of the paper, we address some of the conceptual and value issues and question whether the term ‘inclusion’ has become too broad and all-encompassing to be useful and meaningful. We argue that progress may be better framed within a set of ‘flexible and interacting continua’, within which provision for children and young people with SEN can be more clearly located. In the second section, we look, from a historical perspective, at the relatively autonomous position in which special schools still find themselves, and the need for much stronger strategic connections in order to ensure that special provision is more flexible and responsive to local and national needs. In the final section we outline some general principles which we consider would help us go beyond generalities on this issue. 

Conceptual and value issues

 The first of these issues is one about the causation of difficulties in learning and special educational needs. It is often argued that inclusion depends on assuming the social model of disability. The position taken here questions this assumption.  We suggest that thee is a need for a broader and more encompassing model that takes more account of social and individual factors in causation. This is the sort of functional model which is associated with the International Classification of Functioning (WHO) and assumes that there is a range of social, psychological and biological factors involved in activity limitations and restrictions of participation. This approach goes beyond the over–socialised assumptions of the social model and the over-individualised assumptions of the individual or medical model. 

The second of these issues is about the key social and political values that inform concepts of education and therefore of inclusive and special education. It is often argued that inclusive education depends on wider ideas about social inclusion and this comes from a commitment to social justice. The position taken here is that appeals to social justice are not a ‘bottom line’ on which to build a firm basis for inclusive education, as they raise as many questions as answers. Appeals to justice do not help resolve how to balance the various values that are appealed to in justifying educational arrangements. Sometimes balancing is required between inclusive or participative values and values about promoting individual development. Accepting a value plurality means not always getting everything we want.
Problems with existing concepts of inclusion

The Select Committee recently exhorted the following:

‘The Government should work harder to define exactly what it means by inclusion’ (section 64)

To which the DfES in their response produced the following:

‘The Government shares the Committee’s view that inclusion is about the quality of a child’s experience and providing access to the high quality education which enables them to progress with their learning and participate fully in the activities of their school and community’ (section 28)

This is a complex definition, making reference to (a) quality of experience (b) access  to high quality education (c) progress in learning, and (d) participation in school activities and community. This definition is consistent with an emphasis on an inclusive system, rather than inclusive schools, but does not address other influential concepts of inclusion, for example:

‘Participation in the cultures, curricula and communities of local schools’ (Inclusion Index, Booth et al., 2000)

The latter definition (like others, for example Ainscow’s focus on ‘presence, participation and achievement’) implies a concept of inclusion emphasising placement (presence) and various aspects of participation (social and academic). However, it remains unclear whether ‘participation in local schools’ requires that children with difficulties in learning be in ordinary classrooms for most of the time. The CSIE Charter, for example, states:

‘Time spent out of the ordinary classroom for appropriate individual or group work on a part-time basis is not segregation. Neither is removal for therapy or because of disruption, provided it is time-limited, for a specified purpose …. Any time-out from the ordinary classroom should not affect a student’s right to full membership of the mainstream’ (Thomas and Vaughn, 2004, page 137) 

This kind of concession to withdrawal opens questions about whether separate settings managed by ordinary schools or federations of ordinary schools are acceptable and whether spending up to about 60% in a withdrawal setting in an off-site or on-site setting is also OK.

Other positions reject inclusion as necessarily being about location, placement or presence. Mary Warnock, for example, has recently rejected educational inclusion as “all children under the same roof”. She prefers a common curriculum concept of inclusion:

‘including all children in the common educational enterprise of learning, wherever they learn best’ (Warnock, p. 14)

‘Full membership of the mainstream’ might mean in this position, simply engaging in the ‘common educational enterprise of learning’.

Warnock is not alone in seeing inclusion as being about relevant access to a common curriculum. Here is a quote from teacher of the deaf, working in a hearing impairment unit:

‘Well I feel I am being more inclusive by withdrawing them, I do the same curriculum in here. Because that child at the beginning of the session doesn’t understand any of that and he cannot follow it, his language level is so delayed, then I think by withdrawing him and doing that at his own level in a small group it is more inclusive than him sitting there staring in to space.’ (teacher of the deaf , HI unit infants school)

This is where we find that those defending a particular view about inclusion like to distinguish between inclusion and integration, so that any provision issues come to be seen as ‘bad integration, not inclusion which means changing schools so all children can flourish’ (CSIE response to Warnock policy paper). In this defence we then find some going back on the link between location or placement and inclusion, so we hear arguments like this:

‘We are hearing quite a lot of co-location now, so you could say that that was locational integration; social integration, where they may be mixed for lunch, assemblies, maybe art; and then functional integration. With all of that and the whole method that was used, the child had to try to fit into what was going on in the mainstream class…..Inclusion is where the mainstream school transforms itself by removing barriers and providing support so that all children can be successful, both socially and academically.’ (Select Committee oral evidence)

This seems to shift the focus onto inclusion being about ‘transforming the mainstream school’, though exactly how this is to be done and how far it can be done without some ‘withdrawal’ or use of a range of settings, on and off site is unclear. 

Going beyond generalities

There are several aspects which underlie these differing conceptions of inclusion over which proponents adopt differing, sometimes conflicting positions. These aspects or dimensions involve:

i. location – where do children/young people learn?

ii. curriculum – what do children/ young people learn?

iii. level of governance about educational provision – which agency decides about provision?

Building on this analysis of concepts of inclusion and the starting assumptions about causation and value positions, we can begin to suggest a more specific conceptual framework. It can be argued that designing educational provision for all children, including those said to have difficulties and disabilities, involves balancing common and different aspects, and that these can sometimes lead to hard choices. It is suggested that this balancing requires further development of the notion of a continuum of provision. Rather than in the traditional uni-dimensional approach, continua might best be specified in terms of various dimensions with inter-connections between them; what could be called flexible interacting continua of provision, where the following dimensions need to be considered:

1. Positive identification of children with disabilities and difficulties

· As part of the general system of monitoring and assessing learning progress and establishing individual or ‘personalised’ needs,

· As part of a wider group of those at risk of social exclusion, with additional needs

· As part of generic groups of those with disabilities (functionally defined)

· As part of those identified with medical/disorder categories – perhaps self–defined with social identity related to medical category – e.g. Autistic Spectrum Disorder, Down Syndrome, Dyslexia etc..

2. Participation in

· Programmes and practices

· academic

· technical/vocational

· creative/social rituals

· Social and cultural aspects

· Organisational ethos

· Group/class ethos

· Inter-personal relations

3. Location 

· Separate school (special school) linked to ordinary school

· Same class (varying degrees of withdrawal)

· Same learning group

4. Curriculum/teaching

· Same general aims, different pathways/teaching approaches

· Same areas and pathways/programmes, different teaching approaches

· Same general teaching approaches with some differentiation

5. Governance and responsibility of separate settings (under national regulations)

· Regional system of governance

· Local authority governance

· Schools and clusters/federations of schools governance

These dimensions begin to take account of the many aspects of inclusion. As such they provide a clearer basis for defining what we mean by inclusion. The last dimension, for example, introduces the option that separate settings, both on and off-site, can be managed at school level. This seems to be part of one strand of the inclusive vision, that participation is in local schools (and requires mainstream ownership), and raises questions about whether progress might be seen to involve bringing any residual separate provision under mainstream school level control. 

This conception of flexible interacting continua of provision differs from the traditional continuum of special provision in its analysis of the key dimensions and in its assumption that different options in the continua are inter-connected. But, it also differs in setting limits to these options. Some options are not included, For example, in the location aspects, separate special schools that are not linked to ordinary schools are not included, as these do not represent a balance between common and separate provision. Nor are curriculum aims that are distinct from general common curriculum aims included in the curriculum aspect, as they also do not represent enough of a balance between common and differentiated curriculum content.   
We take the position that progress in developing educational provision in terms of the above 5 dimensions is towards greater commonality. This represents a political / ideological position, and we appreciate that others might take a different emphasis. However, we would argue for all 5 dimensions being considered, and not just one or two dimensions, e.g curriculum and the social aspect of belonging, as some do. We also realise that in some circumstances there may be limits towards commonality. For example, separate settings for teenagers involved in violent crime. But, even here such separate settings would be connected in various ways with general provision.  

Special schools: in or out of the ‘system’? - a historical view

Autonomy within the special school system has a long history. Prior to the Warnock Report in the late 1970s, special schools had considerable freedom in deciding the nature of their provision. Although Local Authorities still managed them directly, their involvement was mainly in the process of ascertainment: allocating children to categories and deciding placements accordingly. It was largely left to schools themselves (as professionals) to determine what happened next. Provision ranged accordingly, from curriculum innovations linked to developmental/behavioural approaches (eg Kiernan and others) and free school movement alternatives (for example, in the ‘maladjusted’ school sector), through to perpetuation of low expectations and an emphasis on ‘care’.

In moving away from categories towards an individual needs/provision model, the Warnock Report created an expectation that special schools might become more flexible and responsive. In practice, the preservation of category designations for particular types of special school (MLD, EBD etc) meant that admissions have continued to be ‘contested territory’.  Many special schools have seen provision for children identified as having ‘complex needs’ (which do not fit easily with traditionally categories) as additional to or different from their legitimate population and admitted on an ‘exceptional’ basis.

Moreover, while the new statutory assessment process introduced in England by the 1981 Education Act offered some scope for personalising children’s special educational provision, considerable professional discretion was maintained at the level of individual schools and teachers as to how needs might be addressed in practice.

The advent of the National Curriculum in the late 1980s led to greater communality across the special school sector in terms of central curricular prescription. However, the extension of school self-government to the special school sector (through Local Management of Schools) reinforced any existing notions of special school autonomy, at the local authority level. This was further strengthened by the subsequent right of individual schools to apply for grant-maintained status. Special schools were encouraged to see themselves as free-standing establishments, rather than part of a broader service designed to meet the range of local needs.

With the introduction of national Ofsted inspections, special school accountabilities again shifted away from the local authority, with quality being judged in relation to internal quality (school planning and organisation, and teaching and learning in the classroom), and little account was taken of the context or the contribution of special schools to the local authority’s broader strategy for SEN and inclusion.

The push towards mainstreaming during the 1990s left special schools generally feeling ‘done to’ rather than ‘done with’. To some extent, reductions in admissions to a smaller core of children with more complex needs, forced special schools to be more flexible and responsive, but typically in an unplanned and reactive way. It also led to some defensiveness and feelings among special school head teachers and staff nationally that they were being ‘excluded’ from developments and undervalued in a system that exhorted inclusion, value and participation. 

Looking at the position in the new millennium, the place of special schools remains confused. On the one hand, the ‘person-centred’ agenda demands greater flexibility across schools and services to ensure that the needs of individual children and their families are properly addressed. The Government emphasis on ‘consumer choice’ is tolerant of a range of options, dependent on parent/carer/child preference. On the other hand, the push towards building local capacity argues for better strategic planning at local authority level, with special schools being organised more coherently to meet the full range of child and family needs.

There is an ambivalence here between a ‘market-led’ philosophy and one that is characterised by more centralised local planning and control.

The Government’s major conclusion about the future role of special schools has been that they should be (a) part of an ‘inclusive school system’ (b) focused, in their direct provision, on those young people with the most complex needs and (c) actively involved in helping build mainstream school capacity, so that a broader range of needs can be met successfully within that environment.

While this may be a helpful broader direction for schools and local authorities to follow, there remain a significant number of unknowns: for example:

how are ‘complex needs’ defined ? 

what range and types of difficulty do they include ? 

what type of ‘mainstream support’ is acceptable ? 

does this include off-site withdrawal of a broad range of young people for substantial periods of time ? 

how is the effectiveness of special school involvement in the mainstream sector best judged ?

Moreover, as Children’s Services become more holistic and schools develop a more extended role, what is now acceptable in terms of residential placement, in the broader context of children’s ongoing entitlement to quality family care?

Moving towards greater inclusion: strengthening connections

For special schools to be part of an ‘inclusive system’, we would argue that a number of parallel developments need to occur. First, they need to see themselves, and be seen, as part of a local service that is there to meet a range of needs. It is still too common for providers to say ‘we can deal with this bit and not that bit’ (or ‘we can provide for this type of need but not that’), with young people and their families falling between the cracks created by narrower service roles/definitions. 

The DfES National Audit of Support, Services and Provision for Low Incidence Needs highlighted the vulnerability of young people with difficulties across a range of dimensions to service/provision boundary issues. The substantial majority of respondents within the Audit wanted to see these barriers addressed at local level, rather than having an additional layer of specialist provision regionally.

Similarly, special schools need to be part of (and included within) the local authority’s inclusion ‘process’, working along the range of ‘flexible continua’ outlined in this paper, to help create better local and mainstream opportunities and linked in more closely to the mainstream sector.

There is a need for both these roles (provision for more complex needs and mainstream development) to be properly recognised within national inspection arrangements, which currently have a much narrower view. Ofsted needs to examine more closely the ‘degree of fit’ between special school roles and local authority strategy and use this as one element of their judgements about school quality and capacity to develop. There also needs to be a more sophisticated approach to the evaluation of special school outreach/mainstream support activity, and greater clarity about the desired outcomes of other extended services.

At local authority level, it needs to be recognised that ‘commissioning’ is based on values as well as a more ‘objective’ analysis of needs. This involves a clear vision, as well as the capacity to move this forward, and work in collaboration with other partners to achieve it.

Conclusions

The strategic path towards greater inclusion is not easy. But, in our view, it would be assisted by clearer national principles, which can offer a framework for local interpretation. Six suggested national principles are outlined below.

1.There is needs for greater consistency between a ‘market’ view of autonomous schools and LA planning and control through more regulation of the ‘market’.

2. Special schools as part of a local authority service, should move towards greater inclusion AND the meeting of a range of needs, not as part of ‘regional’ provision.

3. Clarification is required about what is meant by ‘complex and significant’ SEN/disabilities in process and functional terms.

4. All special schools (including non-maintained schools) should be linked to ordinary / general provision in organisational and governance ways; greater specification is needed here.

5. The need for exemplification of the range of and limits to options available at LA and school levels in terms of ‘flexible and interacting continua’
6. Accountability of Local Authority and school provision (through Ofsted system) should be based on clear and specific indicators of desired outcomes, including outreach and support activities from separate settings

Chapter  5

Summary of discussion and conclusions

Brahm Norwich (ed.)

With 45 participants in the seminar, small group discussions were organised into 5 groups. What follows is a summary of what each group reported back to the plenary discussion at the end of the seminar.

Group 1:

This group focussed on several themes. One was ‘looked after’ children and how the statutory assessment procedures for SEN either helped or hindered provision for this group. There was consideration of the role that early intervention might lead to sustainable positive outcomes and that those with social, emotional and behaviour difficulties were sometimes hard to foster or adopt. There was also discussion about whether the SEN statutory process was a barrier to the Common Assessment framework, could the perverse incentives over Statements undermine the Common Assessment framework? Another topic discussed in this group was the need for outcome data for strategic planning. However, some contended that school level data was not so reliable. Perverse incentives in identification were seen as operating in some places. Linked to this was the continuing tensions between inclusion and standards. Some participants in this group wondered whether the term inclusion was helpful any longer, along the lines argued in the Norwich/Gray paper.  

Group 2:

A lively discussion was reported from this group about the future of special schools and the promotion of an inclusion agenda. The example of North Tyneside was discussed, where they have some special schools which act as bases for support services and where there are also 23 units in ordinary schools. The discussion focussed on the key role of parental concerns about special provision and its availability and quality. Linked to this was whether assurances for parents required Statements – do Statements guarantee therapies and other specialist services? Quality of specialist provision was also linked to this matter – urban v. rural authorities, for example.  Cultural change was presented as a key aspect to developing more inclusive provision. One person gave the example of the benefits of ordinary schools having units for children identified as having moderate learning difficulties. These units have helped to raise learning outcomes more generally, not just for those served by these units. This is where, it was argued, that leadership that released expertise and energy was critical. 

Group 3:

In this group there was discussion about not wanting to polarise the policy debate as a decision between having special versus ordinary schools. It would be helpful to have a national framework like the one presented by Peter Gray and Brahm Norwich to act as a centre of gravity for policy development and to test initiatives against. Three areas were also discussed in this group. First, was the issue of building schools for the future. Schools were being built that were better versions of the conventional kind of facilities. Schools were not being designed that took account of the ECM agenda and extended schools initiatives. Concern was raised about the designs not accommodating diversity. The second area that was discussed was the old chestnut about the tension between standards and inclusion. This focussed on the lack of incentives for schools to accept having a special unit. The final area was about curriculum development and the need to bring a range of children together to contribute to curriculum design. The aim in doing this is to create sustainable curriculum strategies in which SEN was not relegated to the 3rd wave. There was a need for a framework within which to design more innovative and accommodating curricula. Part of this was about including children with SEN into the standards agenda through the use of value added measures and expectations about progress in learning in separate settings.

Group 4:

This group reported a very diverse set of views arising from their discussion. This group focussed on the place and role of residential specialist provision, such as 52 week a year provision. The questions were; why is this offered?; is its continuation due to the lack of care in local areas? Will the continuation of such residential provision merely lead to even more segregation for this select group?

Group 5:

This group focussed on how the Every Child Matters (ECM) agenda related to all that had been raised in the seminar. One question that was asked was whether the vision was beginning to come apart because 1 or 2 of the 5 areas of outcomes or needs were being set as more important than the others.  Someone who remembered the Technical and Vocational Education Initiative (TVEI) in the 1980s believed that those were not halcyon days. However, TVEI did at least get people together with the attraction of funding and it did include special schools. Nowadays what is needed was a form of clustering to facilitate the design of provision for all in a locality. The position that ordinary schools support inclusion, but not in their school was still prevalent. 

Summary points from presenters:

In his concluding summary Chris Wells made a point about the governance of special schools. He acknowledged that he had not considered before the seminar that ordinary schools or groups of ordinary schools could govern special schools. This reminded him that the structures for governing special schools through LAs still had the residues of the old system of training institutions for those who were ‘ineducable’. Peter Gray and Brahm Norwich had no further comments to add, but Philippa Russell reminded us of how far we had gone over the last 2 to 3 decades. She concluded by asserting that we knew the direction in which we were travelling and that in going forward we needed to identify challenges and respond to these with commitment.
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