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Chapter 1

Introduction to Policy Paper

Background to the policy paper

This paper is a record of the invited Policy Seminar held at the Institute of Education, London University (2nd April, 2003), the first of the fifth series of policy seminars, which examined in-depth several underlying issues raised by the recent Audit Commission Reports on special educational needs.  This seminar provided a distinctive perspective and analysis of the Audit Commission Reports. The focus was on

Assurance for parents: alternatives to Statements?

Justifying common national definitions of difficulties and SEN

Managing inclusion

Papers were presented by: Peter Gray, SEN Policy Consultant on common national definitions of difficulties and SEN; Penny Richardson from Nottinghamshire LEA on assurance for parents: alternatives to Statements? and Chris Beek, Capita Strategic Education Services on managing inclusion. About 40 people participated in the half-day seminar, coming from schools, LEA support services, LEA officers, DfES, Government Agencies, parent groups, the voluntary sector, health service professionals, educational psychologists and universities.

SEN Policy Options Steering Group

This policy paper is the first in the 5th 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 1990s. The success of the first series led to the second one which was supported financially by NASEN.  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 this fourth 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 and objectives of the Policy Options Steering Group for the 5th series

The main orientation of the SEN Policy Options Group is to consider likely future policy issues in order to examine relevant practical policy options. This emphasis is on being pro-active on one hand and examining and evaluating various options on the other. The purpose is to inform and suggest policy ideas and formulation in this field. More specifically the aims of the fifth series will be:

· to provide a forum where education policy that is relevant to the interests of children and young people with SEN/disabilities can be appraised critically and pro-actively.

· 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.

· to organise events where policy-makers, professionals, parents, voluntary associations and academics/researchers to analyse and  debate significant issues in the field.

Chapter 2

Inclusive Education: The Management Challenge

Chris Beek

Capita Strategic Education Services

Introduction

This paper explores issues associated with the development of inclusive education from an LEA management perspective.  It focuses on 'inclusive education' rather than inclusion, as the goal of total inclusion, however this is defined, is likely to be very difficult to achieve.  

Inclusion is a process rather than a state and by its very nature will be developmental with arrangements that change over time.  It may well be possible to develop strategy and practice to promote inclusive learning, usually within mainstream contexts, where the roles and responsibilities of more specialist schools and support services are clearly defined, linked and backed by policy and resources.  It is argued that the management and development of such a framework requires a conceptual and organizational approach that focuses on the barriers to learning faced by groups of learners.  The aim of an inclusive education system must be to promote achievement and personal well being for all.  Undue focus on individual learners, their deficits and commensurate resource allocations is avoided. 

The terms 'inclusion' and 'social inclusion' are often used somewhat interchangeably.  Inclusion strategy can be interpreted by LEAs to be the approach to providing mainstream education for pupils with special educational needs (SEN).  Social inclusion then refers to the inclusion of other groups of children who face particular barriers to learning, or risks of exclusion from the wider activities of society.  These are usually taken to include children in public care, those who are excluded as well as others who face additional barriers to learning linked to social circumstances, heritage or language.  These children are often said to have additional educational needs (AEN). It is argued that inclusion strategy should embrace all groups of learners who face barriers to learning and potential exclusion from society.  Those with more complex SEN may be conceptualised as a subset of this wider group.  

Schools are faced with the challenge of teaching populations of pupils that are, in relative terms, more or less diverse.  An inclusive school will recognise this diversity and adapt the curriculum, teaching styles and approaches to support learning and achievement for all.  External resource and support strategies need to reflect these contexts.

The LEA role

Local Education Authorities, adopt very different approaches to managing strategy and provision towards SEN and Inclusion.  LEAs are expected to have in place an agreed inclusion policy together with a strategy and development plan for SEN.  Furthermore, they are expected to be explicit about the services that they will provide as well as the responsibilities of and expectation on schools (DfES, 2001).  This presents a number of challenges, given the range of stakeholders involved, and the organisational patterns common within LEAs.

In many LEAs, SEN services exist as discrete units that focus on assessment and resource allocations for pupils with Statements of SEN.  Services to support children with additional educational needs are often located elsewhere within the organisational structure.  Sometimes there are management links with a single senior responsible officer but this is not always the case.  Some of the services, particularly those concerned with ethnic minority achievement, may be located within School Standards or School Improvement Services.  Services to promote school standards may have relatively tenuous links with those that lead on inclusion issues.  Indeed, a recent project to develop an accountability framework within six London LEAs highlighted the fact that none had comprehensively embraced inclusion issues within their arrangements for supporting school effectiveness and standards.  

The report by OfSTED on LEA Strategy for the Inclusion of Pupils With Special Educational Needs (2002) noted that strategy and approaches were deemed to be unsatisfactory in approximately a third of LEAs inspected.  Relatively frequent consultation resulted in little action with confusion over resource strategies common.  'Inclusion' and 'SEN' are emotive labels. There are many stakeholders with vested interests and it can be difficult to reach agreement and take action.

Similarly the Audit Commission (2002) highlighted some of the tensions within the current framework that makes provision for pupils with SEN in particular relatively difficult to manage.  Responsibility for Statutory Assessments rests with LEAs, as does provision for pupils with Statements.  However, they must provide within a framework where:

most resources are held and managed by schools

statements can make potentially unlimited demands on resources but must be met within the overall budget available to schools. Furthermore, from 2003, the level and method of allocation will be subject to debate and scrutiny from the School's Forum

parental expectations regarding their rights and entitlements are raised within a process that can be stressful, bureaucratic, legalistic and often does not support inclusion or early intervention

These are extremely challenging agendas but some recent experiences of reviewing and developing policy and strategy in the London Borough of Haringey are drawn on to illustrate how LEAs may approach the strategic task of developing and implementing a framework for inclusive education.  In particular, it is argued that there are a number of key areas that have to be addressed to drive forward strategy towards inclusive education including:

vision and strategy

ownership by key stakeholders (and communication with them);

the distribution of resources

accountability

school organisation and admissions policies

provision of specialist support and advice

structure of LEA services

It is not possible to discuss each of these topics in depth within this short paper but the examples given point to an approach that focuses on some potential key drivers of change and development as well as the critical question of ownership.

Haringey

The London Borough of Haringey faces many challenges.  It is located in the centre of North London and contains areas where the population experiences significant relative deprivation and social exclusion.  It is also a borough with remarkable cultural diversity.  A report by OfSTED (2002) noted that children attending its schools spoke over 160 different languages.  Haringey experiences unusually high levels of mobility within its population and this challenges the provision of basic services.  There are significant numbers of refugees, the area having become something of a 'gateway' for new arrivals.  Twelve per cent of pupils are refugees and approximately 29 per cent of primary pupils change schools at times other than the usual points of transfer.

Haringey LEA has been managed through a partnership between Capita Strategic Education Services and the Council since April 2001.  The focus of the partnership has been on school improvement, achievement and inclusion.

Ownership

LEA strategy towards inclusive education is developed within a context of fragmented consultation, management and planning arrangements.  There are many stakeholders with vested interests including:

Schools (head teachers/governors/teachers/parents/pupils)

Other agencies (health/social services/voluntary organisations/police etc.)

The Children and Young Persons Strategic Partnership

Organisations representing parents

Parent Partnership

Individual parents/carers and their children

Elected Members

Community Groups and organisations

The local Race Equality Council

The Schools Forum

Admissions Forum

School Organisation Committee

Excellence in Cities Partnerships

The Connexions Partnership

The Early Years and Childcare Development Partnership

Sure Start

The Learning and Skills Council

Local FE and HE providers

Pilot Trusts for Children's Services

And others

The development and implementation of strategy towards inclusive education can only be developed with the broad consent of these stakeholders but this can be incredibly difficult to achieve.  Simply working in partnership with the above bodies may be inadequate.  To achieve strategic direction and change it may be necessary to address the question of ownership, particularly by schools, but also by the other groups of stakeholders listed above.  To develop a local framework that has broad support is likely to require a strategic lead from the LEA working with a project group that brings together or reports to many of the above parties.  The key stakeholders need to embrace and own change if it is to be successful.  It is also necessary to recognise that developing and implementing strategy towards inclusive education can involve a number of complex initiatives requiring effective project management skills and capacity.
The Haringey Partnership established a Project Board to steer a process of review, change and development in respect of aspects of inclusion.  This group has included representatives drawn from:

Head teachers

LEA staff (finance, inclusion services, school improvement services)

Governors

Organisations representing parents

SENCOs / Inclusion Managers

Elected Members

Working to a Project Plan the group has, to date, addressed within a Best Value Framework:

The distribution of resources to mainstream schools

Inclusion policy and strategy

Needs analysis

Specialist support services

A review of ethnic minority achievement

Parent Partnership

An accountability framework based upon school and LEA self-review

Developing models for provision and resource use

Resources

Both the Audit Commission and OfSTED in their recent reports have highlighted the problems associated with resource distribution, especially for children with Statements in mainstream schools.  Although this is a field with relatively little research, there are some indications that resource strategy can be an important determinant of inclusive practice.  Meijer (1999), for example, concluded that the relationship between policy and resource strategy is a critical determinant of inclusive provision.  His seventeen-nation study indicated that countries with decentralised systems for funding generally reported positive effects on inclusion, whilst heavy reliance on individual budgets was associated with less inclusive practice.

In the context of Haringey the focus on resources in particular, has exemplified the need to engage stakeholders in debate to ensure ownership of change and development.  Hitherto, resources for children with AEN had been distributed through a combination of Free School Meals (FSM), mobility and stages of acquisition of English language (EAL).  Non-statutory resources for SEN had been distributed using FSM only.  On top of this, significant resources had been delegated for Statements attached to individual children on the basis of hours (teaching and teaching assistant time).  Schools were unclear about their budget allocations, what they were expected to do with them and the LEA continued to experience significant pressure on the Statement budget.

The Project Group benchmarked expenditure and then established a set of principles to guide the future distribution of resources.  They then agreed to unify the hitherto separate AEN and SEN budgets (non statutory) and, more radically, to the progressive transfer of Statement resources into the formula budget.  The new formula relies heavily on prior attainment measures although other need-indicators for social deprivation, mobility and EAL stages of assessment are retained, albeit with a low weighting.  Eventually, only resources for children with the most complex needs will be retained centrally under the control of a panel that will include head teachers working to clear criteria.  The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD 2000) has replaced FSM as the key social deprivation indicator.  An element for an Inclusion Manager is identified within the Age Weighted Pupil Unit allocated for each child in the borough.

Two conferences were held with head teachers to discuss the principles and proposals and a series of other meetings have been held with stakeholder groups to gain views and disseminate ideas.  The detailed proposals were also subject to formal consultation during the Autumn Term 2002.  This resulted in significant support for the proposals that are now being phased in.  In particular these changes are intended to:

bring greater clarity and transparency to resource allocations

support inclusive learning by encouraging schools to identify groups of children who face barriers to their education and to identify strategies and resource models to address these (resources are made available on a whole school basis)

bring greater staffing stability 

encourage early identification and support by ensuring that resources are readily and ordinarily available at school level.  Even panel resources for children with complex needs can be allocated relatively quickly and usually without the need for a Statement

Critically, the resource framework aims to ensure that schools take responsibility for all groups of children that they teach and to focus on outcomes in terms of both inclusion and achievement.  

Accountability

OfSTED (2002) have commented on the relative lack of arrangements within LEAs to monitor the use of resources, progress of pupils with SEN and value added outcomes.  It is suggested that if LEAs are to embrace this challenge they need to establish a direct link between their normal arrangements for their support and monitoring of schools and systems for monitoring inclusion.  This should be a School Improvement function that draws on information held by other services and from schools themselves.  

The London SEN Partnership (North Central Group) has developed a framework for support monitoring and accountability and the development of inclusive education (Audit Commission 2002).  The framework is based upon school self-evaluation with support and challenge built in.  Critically, it is intended to promote the development and review of models for the use of resources within schools with a focus on pupil progress and outcomes. Draft guidance and materials include:

descriptors of performance across a range of dimensions that are associated with inclusive education.  These are graded (2, 4 and 6) and teams of staff within schools are encouraged to use the descriptors to assess their own performance and to identify areas for improvement to inform the School Development Plan

a range of data indicators that could be included within the annual data and performance profiles that LEAs commonly make available to schools

a form that can be used to map provision for groups of learners and inform the allocation of resources to support their teaching and learning programmes

The Draft Guidance, currently being piloted in Haringey and a number of other North London LEAs, sets out some key principles. Namely, that a comprehensive framework for monitoring and accountability to support inclusive learning will:

be based upon partnership between LEAs, schools and their governing bodies as part of a wider framework for self-evaluation and a general commitment to raise standards.  It will be multi-layered with LEA services subject to open appraisal and evaluation in partnership with schools and other stakeholders, and will provide a context in which models of good practice can be identified and shared

support self-evaluation with schools responsible for the assessment of their own performance against OfSTED standards and other relevant good practice guidance documents, including the Index for Inclusion.  It will be both developmental and evidence based, enabling schools to reflect upon, and improve, practice.  It will focus on the progress of groups of pupils as well as that of individuals, and will take full account of those who do not achieve National Curriculum Key Stage assessment criteria.  It will also ensure that the views of children and their parents are systematically gathered and considered

ensure that statutory procedures and guidance are adhered to, that pupil entitlements are met and will include clear criteria for focused intervention and support by LEA services where the need for this is indicated 

The following illustration, taken from the draft guidance referred to above, shows how the respective roles and responsibilities of schools and LEAs may be conceptualised.

This chart shows how the respective responsibilities of schools and LEAs can be drawn together within a comprehensive framework for monitoring and accountability.






School Improvement and Inclusion Services

It is debatable as to whether effective strategies towards inclusive learning can be developed without explicit and formalised links between the parts of the LEA responsible for school effectiveness, standards or improvement with those responsible for inclusion.  If they are not linked, then LEA strategies are unlikely to be owned across services or implemented consistently.

Within Haringey, this dilemma has been addressed by reorganising services into three broad management areas under a deputy or assistant director.  Critically, there is now a Deputy Director responsible for combined School Improvement and Inclusion Services and a number of changes have been made internally to ensure that the organisation functions as one service.  Within the service there is an Inclusion Strategy Manager.  This post-holder works closely with other School Improvement Officers as well as the Strategy Managers responsible for SEN and Social Inclusion.  Team members are expected to provide support and challenge within the self-evaluation 'Quality Standards' Framework that is employed for schools in the borough.

This approach does expose another problem in that there also needs to be a seamless and coherent relationship between Education and other aspects of Children's Services.  It would be relatively easy to establish combined services to focus on, in particular, services for children:

with disabilities 

in public care

children at risk of harm

However, to combine services that do not have an education focus could run the risk of directing resources and support through a deficit model that might not address the key challenges posed by inclusive learning and attainment within the context of schools.  The way forward may be to develop service models that embrace 'extended schools' and seek to join other arrangements for service provision at community level.  It is also possible to create ‘virtual’ teams that combine particular skills across agencies to deliver assessments and services coherently.

The Management Challenge

It is important for LEAs to provide leadership and to establish a vision in the form of a policy statement for an inclusive education service at the outset. This needs to be owned by key stakeholders.  This can be a relatively quick exercise but must be supported by some critical changes in practice that also require the broad support of participants.  It is suggested that key drivers towards a more inclusive approach to education include the ways in which resources are allocated linked to the approach towards promoting high standards of achievement for all.  Organisational arrangements within LEAs could benefit from review to ensure that those responsible for school improvement recognise and are able to discharge their duties and responsibilities towards inclusive learning.  Perhaps, there needs to be greater emphasis on the achievement and well being of groups of learners and less focus on the deficits of a few. 

An inclusive education system will embrace all groups of learners and not just those with more complex special educational needs.  It will also establish the relationship between mainstream schools and more specialised provision for children with complex learning needs.  These do not have to be discrete or separate.  Special schools can support inclusive learning if they are enabled to focus on a wider and more flexible role that embraces outreach, curriculum development and is part of the overall drive to promote standards.  It is argued that this is a challenge that can be managed successfully because it is conceptualised as being about process, outcomes and review.

This paper has drawn upon recent experience to highlight some ways in which it is possible to address the issue of managing inclusion.  It has argued that it is more realistic to focus on a process of continuous improvement leading to an ever more inclusive framework for learning.  There are many conflicts and tensions inherent in the current legislative and organisational framework for SEN and inclusion.  These will not disappear in the short term but some of the difficulties can be minimised if there is clear policy and vision, owned by schools and other stakeholders, supported by a resource and accountability strategy that embraces inclusive learning.
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Chapter 3

Assurance for parents: alternatives to Statements?

Penny Richardson

Head of Children and Family Services, Education Department, Nottinghamshire County Council

Introduction

The Audit Commission refers to assessments and statements as being key aspects of the statutory framework for identifying and meeting children’s needs.  Managing this process for an LEA is part of a wider structure of integrated responsibilities, with some obvious, and some not so obvious, built in tensions. These ‘tensions’ are also reflected in Ofsted and Audit Commissions joint report on LEA inspections (1996 -2001). Managing a system driven by statutory assessment and statementing is described, by Ofsted, as an integral part of the ‘structural impediment’ created by current LEA and school funding systems. The report makes the judgement that ‘there is a lack of reasonableness in the system within which LEAs have to work that impedes their efficiency’. 

The same report refers to the greatest improvements in SEN management by LEAs over 1996-2001 having been made in meeting statutory duties. However, insightful inspection concludes that the national focus on meeting statutory timelines for assessments and statements ‘may well have …. deflected attention from the more important underlying issues’. 

This paper refers throughout to these ‘underlying issues’ assuming them to relate to the integration of inclusion and school improvement. It explores the features of a system whereby LEAs and schools can develop assurances for parents which give them increased confidence in educational arrangements for their children. In turn the hope would be to develop a decreased dependency on statements as the main avenue for achieving that confidence.

The conclusions reached by the Audit Commission, which show an objective and forward looking approach to improvement, are summarised overleaf. However the paper expresses frustration at the uncourageous response from the DfES to the recommendation from the Audit Commission that was aimed towards achieving  longer term reform.

Most importantly it aims throughout to remind the reader that parents are reasonable people, and are undervalued in terms of their potential to make objective and insightful contributions to review designed to achieve improvements for all. 
The Audit Commission Report 

The report ‘Statutory assessment and statements of SEN: in need of review?’ reminds the reader of the statutory framework, describes both strengths and short-comings of the system, and makes a series of recommendations within a three fold framework of Assurance, Assessment and Resource allocation, supplemented by a recommendation about longer term reform. The recommendations make sensible and coherent links between the various partners in the process of managing the assessment and statementing process. The table below aims to summarise the main focus of each recommendation.

	
	Governors & Schools
	LEAs
	Government

	Assurance
	A more active role in monitoring SEN provision and use of resources.

Where delegation reduces statements, use IEPs, review and careful planning at transition.
	Develop supported self review with schools.

Where necessary, challenge schools’ work.

Make information and training available to Governors, on monitoring SEN provision/ resources. 

Where delegation reduces statements, monitor those who previously would have had a statement.

Put monitoring systems in place.

Consider expanding Parent Partnership Services
	Introduce common definitions of need to support comparative analysis on pupil outcomes.

Consider how can all agencies be held to account for their role in meeting children’s SENs.

	Assessment
	
	Consider how to help schools access advice from other agencies.

Develop joined up assessment frameworks for children with complex needs.
	Consider what national initiatives would support joined up assessment.

	
	Advice should be available at an early stage, without the need for a statutory assessment

	Resource Allocation
	
	Consider how to provide funding for children with very high level needs.

Develop phased approaches to increased delegation, supported by robust monitoring
	

	Longer Term
	
	
	Establish a high level review to engage all key stakeholders, in considering options for future reform.


A linked set of recommendations needs everyone to play their part

The Commission acknowledges the significant changes to the education system as a whole, and describes the current tensions in making assessment and statementing fit with the modernised education service, as lying at ‘…. the root of parents’ perceived need to fight for a statement’. The recommendations are reflective of the challenges faced by LEAs and schools in providing education for children with SENs as an integral part of a self-governing and inclusive education service. 

The report’s analysis develops into a problem-solving framework. By this I mean the report describes an analysis of the shortcomings of different parts of the overall system, and where those individual shortcomings have the potential to significantly undermine the overall aim of achieving an effective and inclusive education system, it suggests recommendations for action.

This is generally how reviews work: identify the difficulties, suggest ways to tackle them and remove or reduce the impact of those difficulties on the overall delivery of service. What typically results is a set of inter-linked recommendations, which link to key people or organisations. 

What happens if one of those partners in the integrated system does not accept a recommendation which relies on their co-operation? (The Government)

How sustainable will be the impact of implementing those recommendations, if a key group of people who play an active part in the system, do not have a role to play in securing improvements? (Parents and parent organisations)

What if the recommendations have a shorter term, and longer term focus, and only part of the plan is put into action? 

To secure coherent, consistent and sustainable improvements, surely the next step must be that parents and parent organisations are actively involved in an appreciative enquiry of what steps can be taken to ensure all children’s needs are understood and met. The ‘high level’ review suggested in the Commission’s report could achieve this. It could be a platform on which to build practical processes to give parents confidence. It could also encourage a stronger collegiate partnership between the Government, LEA, schools and parent and voluntary organisations.  

Only through such an enquiry, where all acknowledge their respective and collegiate responsibilities, will objective debate about the place of statements in an inclusive, self-governing education system, be possible.

The ‘High Level and Independent Review’
The hope was that the Government would lead such a review or enquiry. It is the inter-relationship of the statutory process with a modernised education service that drives the Audit Commission to conclude that a high level review is necessary. The same inter-relationship elicits a judgement from Ofsted that ‘there is a lack of reasonableness in the system within which LEAs have to work that impedes their efficiency’.

In their July 2002 report,  ‘LEA Strategy for the Inclusion of Pupils with Special Educational Needs’, Ofsted and the Audit Commission conclude, ‘The principal continuing reason for insistence on a statement is lack of confidence, particularly on the part of parents, that, without the protection it provides, the provision that is needed will be made’. It then comments, ‘Indeed, whether there is a continuing need for statements where pupils are educated in mainstream schools is an issue for national policy-makers to consider”.
In this context, the DfES has decided to respond to the Audit Commission’s recommendation for a ‘high-level and independent review’ by stating in its draft SEN Action Programme (2003) that ‘The SEN Action Programme will not involve further changes to the statutory framework for SEN but will concentrate on providing practical support for teachers and schools, local education authorities and their partners’. 

It is understandable that the delays and passage of the SEN and Disability Bill through Parliament would discourage the DfES from opening up debate on this again. But does not the ‘embedding of SEN in mainstream policy and practice’ (one of the outcomes expected from the Action Programme), also suggest a need to undertake a critical review of the extent to which the statutory framework will help and/or hinder this process? It is disappointing to see that, across the six ‘broad areas’ of the draft SEN Action Programme, there appears to be no recognition of the significant difficulties experienced by LEAs in delivering improved services within an anachronistic statutory framework.

New Assurances for Parents

Improving parental confidence in arrangements for their children is surely the single most important factor in developing alternatives to statements. If ‘alternative to statement = increased confidence’, it follows that finding effective ways to increase and sustain confidence are the key. 

For the purposes of this paper, a number of assumptions are made:

The strength of partnership and trust between LEAs and schools will have a direct impact on parental confidence 

Expanding and strengthening parent partnership and mediation schemes will generally be seen as a positive move by parent groups. However, in itself this will not necessarily increase confidence and reduce demand for statements

It is unhelpful for LEAs to manage SEN funding systems which include perverse incentives for statements, often in the form of separate budgets or financial enhancements for statements in mainstream

Monitoring and Accountability

I spent a morning with Nottinghamshire Parent Partnership Service Independent Parental Supporters: a group of busy people, most of whom are parents of children with SENs. My job was to explain our new arrangements for distributing SEN cash support for children to mainstream schools. The new arrangements involve a direct delegation and devolution of 82 per cent of funds to schools and clusters of schools. During the consultation process that led to these changes, it was clear that whilst schools supported the proposed changes, parents had concerns. Their concerns generally related to worries that schools would not allocate targeted funding to their child, and that they did not understand what role they might have in decision making about funding. 

Will my child’s school give priority to my child’s support needs?

How can I influence decision making?

How can I be sure that my child’s school has spent its SEN funding on SEN provision?

What will LEA support services do to keep an eye on arrangements for my child?

The ‘Hourly Worth’ dilemma

We then explored how difficult it can be for schools to organise their resources, where individual children are seen as having an ‘hourly worth’. My IPS colleagues fully understood this. They said they would like to see an education system where the infrastructure enabled children with SENs to fit naturally into an organisational structure that was set up to respond to a range of needs. The main concern here was that parents were unclear about how school structures could be set up from the start to provide for all needs. Annual decision making to distribute hourly allocations to large numbers of children, has acted against longer term planning. How can schools plan if they don’t know what resources will be available, and which children with SENs will be on roll?

Does my child’s school plan its staffing and groups in order to meet the needs of all children? How does my child fit into this?

Does my child’s school get information about what SEN funds it will get in the future, or will we have to go through a long discussion every year?

Does it make any difference to the school’s budget if my child has a statement or not?

What does the school timetable, and my child’s class timetable look like, and how will my child’s learning be supported by this?

‘First Touch’ contacts

The discussion then took us to those ‘first touch’ contacts between a parent and a school, or a parent and an LEA officer, where confidence and trust is often established, or given a shaky start: 

I seemed to be being encouraged to look at other schools, in a way I wasn’t when my other children went to this school. Why?

The class teacher seemed very anxious about teaching my child. No-one had told her my child might be starting at the school. She said she hadn’t worked with a child with such difficulties before. Does all this mean my child’s needs can’t be met at this school?

No-one seemed to know how much help would be available for my child. Why?

Using Parental Experiences to Improve Parental Confidence

The series of questions above is by no means an exhaustive list of the sort of questions that are indicative of low levels of confidence. It is easy to see why a parent might see a statement as a solution. But it is the factors that make it necessary to ask these questions, and of course the answers to the questions, which can make or break confidence levels.

Why not translate these very practical questions into an ‘approved’ checklist that parents can refer to when they visit a prospective school, or discuss their child’s education with an LEA officer or a specialist worker?  The same framework could contribute to school self-review.  Such a shared set of indicators, that might also translate into ‘confidence criteria’, would be a way in which schools, parents and the LEA can work together to achieve shared outcomes. One of these shared outcomes could be a reduction in the number of statements. 

The shared set of indicators could inform school and LEA self-review processes, and if acknowledged by all to be appropriate, could influence support or intervention criteria developed by LEAs, to inform their targeting of school improvement support.

Enhancing Self-review Frameworks

LEAs will work in different ways, and develop different solutions. This is bound to add to the differences in approaches to resourcing SENs that the DfES is keen to minimise. Regional Partnerships will not be able to achieve this. The new SEN Code of Practice is not such a framework. It is a new text built on an old system.

In the absence of a move towards longer term reform, it may be that the use of questions/indicators which aim to increase parental confidence, could be used to enhance the LEA self-review framework provided by the Audit Commission in its SEN management handbook ‘Managing special educational needs: A self-review handbook for LEAs’. Such an enhancement would need to reflect practical issues, which parents and practitioners will recognise and understand.

The active engagement of parents and parent organisations in a way which develops stronger appreciation of the dilemmas and difficulties for all, is possible. There is universal acknowledgement that parents are partners, but too often the interpretation of ‘partner’ relates only to the role that parents play as contributors to and recipients of services provided by LEAs and schools.  To see frequently articulated parental concerns within a framework of self-review and improvement would increase general trust levels and confidence. This would be even more likely if LEAs and schools could both show attention to certain questions in their respective, but inter-linked review processes. 

Summary and Conclusions

The fundamental message of the Commission’s report encourages a move towards funding SENs at a school level, whilst developing carefully constructed approaches to monitoring and accountability. These moves support the development of inclusive education as part of an improving self-governing education service. However, the statutory framework is widely acknowledged as incompatible with such actions, therefore, review and reform must be inevitable. It will happen locally, but LEAs will continue to be restricted and challenged by the existence of statements. In the absence of a new universal framework, local variations may become more noticeable.

The assurance that every parent wants is usually good quality education, where their child makes progress, and is prepared as effectively as possible for transitions in his or her life. Where parents think this is at risk, usually because of funding issues, they will explore avenues, often the statutory process, to get what they know is right for their child.

This paper has not followed the predictable line that extending the use of ‘notes in lieu’ or other LEA generated documentation is part of a solution framework to increase parental confidence. To increase the LEA’s role in this way would act against the progressive devolution of funding and decision making to schools. The world of SEN is overloaded with reports and procedures. The last thing we need is more of the same.

Is there a sense that parents and parent organisations cannot play an objective role in fundamental reform? It seems so. At a local level I know that parents and responsible parent organisations make valid, innovative, challenging and insightful contributions to real and appreciative partnerships designed to secure improvements and equity for all. They too can balance the needs of individuals with the needs of all. 

Enhanced self-review processes, and overt use of indicators drawn from real parental concerns, will help at a local level. At a national level, a more courageous and informed long term view is needed. The evidence is clear. Statements will undermine the effective provision of education for all, because of their focus on individual resourcing packages, and the inevitable inequity in resource allocation.

I am left with one main conclusion. Improvements will take place at a local level, but increasing variation across areas will emerge. A new universal framework is needed. It will be underpinned by an understanding of planning inclusive education as an integral part of education for all. It will provide a platform from which real and sustainable alternatives to statements can be developed.

References

Audit Commission (2002) Statutory assessment and statements of SEN: in need of review? Audit Commission Publications

Audit Commission, Estyn, Ofsted (2002) Managing special educational needs: A self-review handbook for local education authorities. Audit Commission Publications

Audit Commission, Ofsted (2002) LEA Strategy for the Inclusion of Pupils with Special Educational Needs HMI 737. Ofsted

Audit Commission, Ofsted (2002) Local education authorities and school improvement 1996–2001: A report on the first cycle of inspections of local education authorities conducted between 1996 and 2001 HMI 529 . Ofsted

Department for Education and Skills (2003) Draft SEN Action Programme. DfES

Chapter 4 

Categories revisited: the emergence of a new epidemiology of SEN

Peter Gray

The Special Needs Consultancy

Introduction

This paper considers the re-emergence of official categories of special educational needs and looks at the rationale for their development. It argues that the new categorisation is unnecessary and unhelpful and suggests alternative and more meaningful options that could be adopted in its place.

The demise of the old categories

In introducing the concept of ‘special educational needs’, the Warnock Report (1978) explicitly rejected the categories of handicap that had been outlined in the 1944 Act and used to identify pupils needing ‘special educational treatment’. It argued that these were inappropriate for a number of reasons:

they concentrated on the child’s impairment and did not address its functional significance (or the degree to which it was ‘handicapping’)

they focused attention on ascertainment and diagnosis rather than on the nature of individual pupils’ educational difficulties and the strategies needed to address these

they did not include the much broader range of children with learning and social difficulties, which could be just as significant educationally

they assumed discrete category membership rather than children potentially having a range of difficulties

they ignored individual variation and the uniqueness of individual needs

they assumed that the commonality within categories was more significant than any differences at the individual pupil level

Warnock argued that it was better to consider children’s difficulties as lying along a continuum of special educational needs, with a continuum of levels of intervention and provision being required to address these. The response to any child’s needs would be dependent on that individual’s particular circumstances.

A key element of the new philosophy, embedded in the 1981 Education Act and highlighted by contemporary commentators (eg Wedell, 1981), was that needs were relative: a product of the interaction between a child’s particular impairment and the learning/social environment he/she encountered. Needs could be increased or reduced according to the quality of this environment.

Evidence of challenges to the perceived orthodoxy

Since Warnock, the concept of special educational needs has been discussed widely. Some commentators (eg Norwich,  1990 ) have argued that it implies an over-relativistic portrayal of pupils’ difficulties and suggested that some form of within-child analysis is needed to establish those most at risk.  Others (eg the ‘disability movement’) have argued that the concept is paternalistic and works against the rights of disabled people as equal citizens. Others (such as Dessent, 1987; Dyson, 2002) have highlighted the negative effects of the notion of a ‘broader continuum’ of needs on mainstream responsibility for pupils with the general range of learning and behavioural difficulties.

More recently, there have been signs of a change of heart in documents by influential Government agencies (eg the Audit Commission; Ofsted) and by Government itself.  In its report ‘Special Educational Needs – A Mainstream Issue’, the Audit Commission (2002) criticises the fact that, in England they found ‘no common definitions of need, so while LEAs may hold detailed information on the needs of pupils in their area, this cannot be aggregated’. The report recommends the introduction of more consistent definitions, at both LEA and national level.

A key argument used by the Audit Commission for such a development is that it will enable LEAs and central government to plan more strategically, taking any changes in the pattern and profile of children’s needs into account. This is a theme picked up by Ofsted in their revised LEA inspection framework. A good strategy, in their view, should be built on a proper audit of local needs, based substantially on the range and extent of pupil difficulties encountered in the area.

The DfES has picked up this theme in its recent proposal to amend the new annual school census returns (PLASC), so that these include school level data on numbers of pupils with different kinds of needs (linked to revised Code of Practice levels). The proposed new categories are:

Specific Learning Difficulty (SpLD)

Moderate Learning Difficulty (MLD)

Severe Learning Difficulty (SLD)

Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulty (PMLD)

Emotional and Behavioural Difficulty (EBD)

Speech, Language and Communication Need (SLCN)

Hearing Impairment (HI)

Visual Impairment (VI)

Multi-Sensory Impairment (MSI)

Physical Difficulty (PD)

Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

Other (OTH)

The guidance accompanying the proposed categories provides some limited definitions/descriptions.

It is expected that schools will provide data on pupils on a ‘best fit’ basis (ie using the category that best matches/describes the particular pupil, or indicates the ‘primary need’.

Rationale for a change in direction

The rationale suggested by the Audit Commission, the DfES and others appears to be as follows:

Strategic planning is only possible if there are clear and consistent definitions of need (see above). Comparisons are made here between planning for SEN and planning for other areas of public service (such as Health), which tend to be done on an ‘epidemiological’ basis.

The DfES needs to keep statistics on the incidence of different types of needs, as this is information that is regularly asked for (eg by Ministers, MPs, the media, the general public). It is unacceptable to say ‘We don’t know’ or ‘this isn’t possible’.

Consistency in service delivery and equal opportunity for parents and children is only possible if common definitions are used
. 

The use of category and Code of Practice level information will help in assessing the progress of groups of vulnerable pupils and provide useful benchmarking data, particularly when P scale information is included and further refined. It may also provide evidence of ‘value for money’ arising from the considerable financial investment being made in the education of pupils with special educational needs.

Reinforcing factors for change

In addition to the above, there are a number of background factors that may make a return to official categories more acceptable. These include:

A change in the value of disability labels:

This has arisen partly because of the move towards a ‘disability rights’ model and partly from the perceived benefits that disability labels confer (eg in terms of priority access to available resources; cf Gross 1996). Labels are also increasingly sought and endorsed by the range of disability-specific voluntary organisations.

A new tendency towards within-child models:

The Warnock Report represented a shift from a medical model towards a more educational and functional emphasis. For a number of complex reasons, there is now a more significant interest from teachers and others in within-child ‘conditions’ (eg dyslexia, dyspraxia, ADHD, Aspergers etc). Some would argue this is not unrelated to an increasing culture of public accountability and a tendency towards blame.

The reinforcing effects of new ‘specialisms’:

A number of features (for example, the delegation and demise of more generic SEN support teams) have led to the development of specialist teams. Some would argue that these only serve to reinforce the creation and maintenance of new categories and the development of better definitions and incidence data.

Are the new categories valid, desirable or necessary?

Validity

There is anecdotal evidence that schools already involved in the revised PLASC pilot have found it difficult to assign pupils to categories with any degree of confidence. Their response is likely to be a pragmatic one. We know that any improvement to this requires considerable training and a significant level of external moderation. This is unlikely to be forthcoming and there is therefore bound to be considerable variation in interpretation. Even in the more specific field of disability, there is evidence of considerable disparity (see Fujiura & Rutkowski-Knitta 2001 for a detailed discussion of this area
). Even those in favour of some system of pupil classification (eg Norwich , 2003) argue for a much more complex and sophisticated approach.

Desirability

The lack of validity for the proposed categories would be less of a problem if their use were to be limited. However, both the Audit Commission and the DfES justify their introduction partly on the basis of equal opportunities. It is therefore likely that some reference will be made to category incidence data when funding decisions are made. This raises a number of issues. Since the introduction of the Pupil Audit system advocated by the Audit Commission in the 1990s, there has been considerable experience of the negative effects of ‘perverse incentives’. If funding becomes more clearly associated with labels, there will be even more pressure to diagnose and ‘name’.

The use of categories in the PLASC system also suggests that data will be used as a reference point in value-added assessments of school and LEA performance. This may also lead to a pressure to ‘register’ pupils on School Action and School Action Plus stages in order to produce a greater value-added effect. There is already anecdotal evidence to suggest that the use of statement numbers as a factor in establishing schools’ PANDA groupings has affected some schools’ willingness to explore alternative models of SEN resourcing.

Whatever the value of labelling at the individual pupil level, such perverse incentives are bound to lead to further issues of consistency in schools’ use of the categories proposed.

Necessity

The use of categories may not be valid or desirable. But one must also question whether it is necessary. This paper argues that there are other options for addressing the kinds of concerns outlined in the rationale described above.

Addressing the rationale for categories: alternative options

Developing a coherent SEN strategy

The Audit Commission/Ofsted’s model for LEA SEN strategy is essentially linear in character. The nature and extent of the SEN population needs to be established and services/provision reviewed and developed accordingly. An alternative model would argue that services can be developed more flexibly in response to individual variation and that the key elements of strategy are clarity of principles and desired outcomes. Monitoring of developments is based on progress towards the attainment of such goals (and degree of adherence to the principles) rather than a narrower definition of inputs/methods. Recent research, for example, by Croll and Moses (2000) has found that more inclusive LEAs are characterised by a spirit of determination among key individuals (usually officers or politicians) with a clear focus on what they want to achieve, rather than by any particular processes or provision approaches.

Providing prevalence information to interested parties

Both LEA officers and central government officials are often pressed for data. However, data does not need to be provided on a total population basis. It is reasonable to generalise from prevalence data (from research surveys or smaller samples). It is an important task for those familiar with the complexities of the SEN area to lace such information with a healthy dose of cautions (for example, the contentious status of some labels, the dangers of generalisation and the importance of looking at the educational consequences of any particular impairment).

Ensuring equal opportunities

It is argued in this paper that categories won’t help! Funding SEN has to be regarded as an inexact science. However, the emerging wisdom is that it is better to fund the majority of children’s needs at the school level (using more global measures such as baseline educational assessment data or social disadvantage measures), concentrating pupil-led funding on a much smaller number of pupils with more complex needs, where some system of moderated judgements can be used. Such judgements need to take into account pupils’ individual circumstances; they are best not made on some blanket category basis.

Judging performance

In line with the above, it may be much better to concentrate most performance comparisons at the school level, using individual pupil baseline/progress data, and linking outcomes to schools with similar demographic profiles/levels of expenditure. Such use of baseline assessments would be a fairer (and inclusive) way of judging performance than linking this to pupil categories that may have dubious validity in practice. At a national level, we could assess how well schools are catering for their lower attainers, rather than creating spurious benchmarking data for children with specific (but varied) impairments.

For individual pupils with more complex needs, more sophisticated ways of judging performance would need to be developed. These would need to be sensitive to the high degree of individual variation among pupils with more complex needs and to the range of ways in which progress might best be assessed (Byers, 2002).
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Chapter 5

Summary of discussion and conclusions

Brahm Norwich 

The following points and questions arose from discussions in small groups:

One group started to discuss Peter Gray's paper. The question needs to be asked about what kinds of decisions are to be made and what kinds of information are needed for these decisions. Demands on Ministers for categoric data based on questions that MPs ask. These Ministers need help in clarifying the issues. Prevalence data is used for staff planning, for example, in visual impairment services, not for monitoring progress under a category heading. The diversity of progress within a category is as great as between categories.

Slightly mixed feelings were also expressed in another group about the categories question. One may not like categories nor the new DfES definitions, but categories have some role in evaluating the impact of evaluations. In this group it was felt that there are alternatives to Statements and there was strong support for the putting inclusion with school improvement in the LEA context. It was also noted that Regional Partnerships were active in this move.

Another topic which arose in small group discussion was that many schools did not want to be too good at SEN. It was felt that there was a role for research in exploring whether being good at SEN has wider benefits. Is there a flight from schools which are good at SEN? 

There was also discussion about the role of categories of SEN - how they help and the dilemma of needing them. Does their re-introduction by the DfES take us back to the 1944 era? Participants then moved the topic of discussion onto the question about protecting individual needs through Statements and how to provide for individual needs within curriculum, teaching and learning arrangements in schools - whether a child ever needed one-to-one teaching and support? How can we circumvent the statutory SEN framework focussed on individual assessment and decision making. Parental confidence was seen by some as the critical issue. Distrust was widespread in the system - LEAs distrust of schools for not suing SEN resources appropriately and schools of LEAs that they were cutting expenditure on SEN. 

Discussion also covered the national definition of SEN categories - what are the planning advantages of having categories?; do they create perverse incentives? Who owns the categories and are some more or less acceptable than others? Also, what do categories signify to the wider community? Categories, it was pointed out, can act as passports to provision outside the educational system, for example with social services. Categories have positive as well as negative aspects. The case for a complex set of categories was also made - not fitting children into broad single categories. Categories of SEN should also, it was argued, be about educational need and provision and not just reproduce medical diagnostic categories. The case for cross-service categories was also stated and it was reported that there is a Department of Health/Department for Education and Skills working group working on this topic. 

The meaning of inclusion was also the focus of discussion, in particular the distortion of language and the lack of agreement about meanings. The term inclusion it was asserted comes to be stretched to cover what we are doing. The point was also made that the opportunities for inclusive developments have to be seen in the context of some schools not wanting to be too good at SEN. 

The question was also asked about whether we can circumvent the SEN framework, if we moved down the approach adopted in Haringey, where LEAs would be finding their own solutions. Statements were portrayed as a major barrier to an inclusive system which was seen as a better and alternative way of instilling confidence about appropriate provision.  

The three presenters summarised their positions at the end of the seminar. Penny Richardson acknowledged that parental confidence was a key issues about the future of Statements - you cannot take them away overnight. She recommended that we think more broadly about the future of Statements in the context of integrated childrens' trusts. Chris Beek summarised his position by arguing that if we want a more inclusive system, then we need more work on dialogue between the parties involved. We need a framework which instils confidence and this would involve self-evaluation and reflection with challenge. It was not about resources per se, but the decisions that schools make - we need to talk about sharing good practice. The current framework gets in the way. LEAs are responsible for matters over which they have little control; they are more into Statements than Age Weighted Pupil Units. Peter Gray re-stated his position which was critical of labels for service access purposes. He reported an anecdote about a paediatrician who was not certain whether a child fitted the autistic category. But, he was willing to give the parents the label to support them to access provision for challenging behaviour only available if a diagnosis had been made. This reinforces a system where by some parents get access to better services, but it can disenfranchise other parents who are less resourceful. 
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� This is a theme that has persisted in a number of Audit Commission enquiries into provision for children with SEN. For example, in ‘Getting in on the Act’ (Audit Commission 1993), it was argued that clearer divisions between school and LEA responsibility for SEN were only possible if criteria for statutory assessment (defined in terms of levels of pupil difficulty) were better defined. The Audit Commission gave strong endorsement to the ‘Pupil Audit’ approach, which set out to provide such definitions (across a range of needs and levels of difficulty), as a basis for pupil/school funding.


� The UK heads the field in terms of reported incidence of disability with 142 per 1000 population. Egypt is lowest with a figure of 3 per 1000.





