

20

Standards and effectiveness for special educational needs:

interrogating conceptual orthodoxy

Policy Paper 2

(4th series)

Contents:

Chapter 1: Introduction to Policy Paper

Chapter 2: Main paper:

Learning to Learn – Learning for Life: an exploration of some of the implications of recent developments in planning, teaching and assessing the curriculum for pupils with learning difficulties.

Richard Byers, School of Education, University of Cambridge.

Chapter 3: Discussants' responses

i. Professor Carol Fitz-Gibbon, Curriculum, Evaluation and Management Centre, University of Durham.

ii. Dr Seamus Hegarty, Director of National Foundation of Educational Research 

Chapter 4: Summary of discussion and conclusions : Brahm Norwich 

Edited by Brahm Norwich

Chapter 1:

Introduction to Policy Paper

1. Background to the policy paper

This paper is a record of the recent invited Policy Seminar held at the Institute of Education, London University (18th October 2001), the second of the fourth series of policy seminars, which examined the question of standards and effectiveness in special education. The aim of the seminar was to examine questions concerned with:

i. how to broaden concepts of effectiveness to be more inclusive,

ii. what are appropriate assessment and / or measures for this, such as the new P scales, and

iii. what are the different perspectives on these issues.

The theme for the seminar was to interrogate conceptual orthodoxy in this area.

We invited Richard Byers, from the School of Education, Cambridge University, to present the main paper as he had been involved in the recently developed curriculum for pupils with learning difficulties. As discussants we invited Professor Carol Fitz-Gibbon, from Durham University as her centre had been involved in evaluation of the P scales and Dr Seamus Hegarty, Director of the NFER, who has had extensive experience of research in the wider SEN field. About 40 people participated in the day seminar, coming from schools, LEA support services, LEA officers, DfEE, Government Agencies, parent groups, the voluntary sector, health service professionals, educational psychologists and universities.

2. SEN policy options steering group

This policy paper is the second in the 4th 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. (See the list of these policy papers published by NASEN 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 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 4th 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 this series will be:

1.
to identify current and likely future policy problems and the options for solutions in providing for children and young people with learning difficulties and disabilities following the SEN Action Plan, the revised SEN Code of Practice and the implementation of the SEN and Disability Rights in Education Bill .

2.
to organise seminars and events for policy-makers, professionals, parents, Government officers, voluntary associations and researchers to analyse and  debate significant issues in the field and publish the proceedings for wider dissemination:

3.
to enhance the inter-relationship between policy and service issues and research agendas.

Chapter 2:

Main paper

Learning to Learn – Learning for Life: an exploration of some of the implications of recent developments in planning, teaching and assessing the curriculum for pupils with learning difficulties.

Richard Byers

Introduction

The notion that we are all working towards an increasingly inclusive framework for teaching and learning is gaining acceptance, although there is continuing, and sometimes energetic, debate about the practical application of inclusive principles. For staff working in specialist contexts, the process of working towards a more inclusive future raises questions. It can be assumed that making progress towards inclusivity entails the rejection of the idea of an alternative curriculum delivered through specialist approaches in separate and highly individualised activities. However, staff who work with pupils with learning difficulties may justifiably have their doubts about simply accepting mainstream frameworks for planning, teaching, learning, assessment, reporting, review and evaluation as a ‘one size fits all’ solution to the debate about the relative merits of specialist and generalist approaches. It may be more appropriate, in working towards a more inclusive future, to consider how developments in the specialist sector can inform policy making for inclusion and the development of more inclusive practice.

This paper will explore the possibility that looking at recent developments in relation to curriculum design; the recognition of achievement and approaches to assessment; and frameworks for promoting progress and progression for learners with severe and profound and multiple learning difficulties can influence the wider debate. Reference will be made to the recent project to develop curriculum guidelines for pupils with learning difficulties (QCA/DfEE, 2001). A theme running through the paper will be the development of learner self-awareness, autonomy and control.

The intention of this paper is to raise discussion points in relation to an evolving area of policy making and practice. Beyond the positive experiences reported by individual schools or clusters of schools, there are, as yet, no firm research-based conclusions to be drawn in relation to the issues raised in this paper. The final section provides some questions which are intended as prompts for further debate. While the examples explored in this paper are specific to the education of young people with learning difficulties, it is intended that the issues will have resonances for staff working with other learners in a range of contexts.

What should be taught?

According to the rhetoric of the time, the curriculum provided for pupils with learning difficulties in special schools in the 1970s and 1980s was designed to focus on teaching in response to the ‘needs’ of pupils. These needs tended to be defined in terms of practical skills for living, often called self-help skills, life skills or independence skills (see for example, Staff of Rectory Paddock School, 1981). The curriculum based on these priorities came to be seen as narrow and utilitarian (see for example, Sebba, Byers and Rose, 1993). In effect, the effort to equip pupils with learning difficulties with the skills needed for everyday life by offering a separate or alternative curriculum was regarded as disenfranchising these pupils from the community of learners in mainstream schools who, in contrast, were seen as enjoying access to a broad curriculum. The debate around these ideas was partly focused upon curricular content (broadly, subject matter or what is taught) and partly concerned with pedagogy. Some commentators criticised the specialist sector for over-emphasising the acquisition of practical skills (see, for example, Byers, 1994). By simply teaching pupils how to do things, some staff began to regard themselves as denying their learners knowledge and understanding about the world. Adherence to behaviourist teaching regimes came to be seen as a way of promoting an over-reliance on teacher-directed learning. Some colleagues wanted to make pupils more self-aware as learners by teaching them how to learn and empowering them to create their own learning opportunities through interaction and discovery (Nind and Hewett, 1994; Collis and Lacey, 1996).

The guidance associated with the introduction of the National Curriculum (NCC, 1989; NCC, 1990; NCC, 1992) was therefore greeted enthusiastically by some. Here was a ‘curriculum for all’ with common content. Some subjects were quickly seen as familiar, or relevant, or reasonably accessible by staff working with pupils with learning difficulties. According to this new agenda, everybody – whether in a mainstream or special school; with or without learning difficulties – could and should learn mathematics and science; English and art. Difficulties were encountered, however, when staff tried to develop inclusive responses to other subject areas. How were staff to teach history or modern foreign languages, for example, to pupils with profound learning difficulties? Questions were raised about the practicability of this task – and about the value of the outcomes. Some commentators questioned whether time spent creating ‘access’ to certain areas of the curriculum effectively disenfranchised pupils with learning difficulties from learning a range of essential skills for living; gaining understandings which may be important pre-requisites for learning; or benefiting from specialist approaches (see, for example, Pease and Chapman, 1992).

The revised National Curriculum (DfEE/QCA, 1999) goes some way towards resolving some of these issues. It incorporates a framework for teaching personal, social and health education and citizenship for all pupils. This framework, and QCA’s associated guidance for staff working with pupils with learning difficulties (QCA/DfEE, 2001), focus on preparing young people for adult lives in a more inclusive society. Staff are encouraged to prepare young people to ‘play an active role as citizens’ and to help each pupil to develop ‘a healthy, safer lifestyle’ and ‘good relationships’. Set alongside the programmes of study for the full range of subjects, and opportunities for promoting spiritual, moral, social and cultural development across the curriculum, this suggests that all pupils will share in learning about all aspects of life; that they will be given access to the world of learning across all the disciplines.

In addition, it is proposed that all pupils learn a full range of essential skills. These key skills are defined as including, predictably and appropriately enough, basic communication skills; literacy and numeracy skills; and skills in the use of information technology. The broader key skills agenda encompasses learning about working with others; encouraging pupils to improve their own learning and performance; and problem solving. The revised National Curriculum also invites staff to take account of thinking skills, or ‘learning how to learn’. Further, staff working with pupils and students with learning difficulties are encouraged to address other priorities for learning, including:

physical, orientation and mobility skills, for example, learning to hold, grasp and manipulate objects and developing independent movement between rooms;

organisation and study skills, for example, learning to pay attention, to sustain interest and motivation and to complete a task independently;

personal and social skills, for example, learning how to manage their own behaviour and emotions as well as how to eat, drink, dress and undress and use the toilet;

daily living skills, for example, learning to use money and public transport and learning to cook and use kitchen appliances safely;

leisure and recreation skills, for example, learning to make their own decisions about the use of time at home and to become involved in social organisations and the use of amenities in their local areas.

These skills are not designed to be taught separately but in the context of lessons or activities focused on other aspects of the curriculum. It is suggested, for example, (QCA/DfEE, 2001; DfEE, 2001; DfEE, 1998) that targets focusing upon skills such as these can be included in the individual education plans of pupils and students experiencing difficulties in learning. These targets may then be incorporated into plans for subject-focused group activities rather than being addressed in separately timetabled teaching opportunities. Where teaching and learning become integrated in this way, it is appropriate to acknowledge the importance of experiences in relation to the curriculum as well as focusing on measurable learning outcomes. This key idea is not, of course, unique to pupils with learning difficulties. The development of skills in key areas is now an entitlement for all learners (DfEE/QCA, 1999). All learners develop their key skills and thinking skills in the context of experiences that relate to various subjects in the curriculum. The idea of subjects providing experiential contexts for achievement in other areas of learning is well-established in the literature and in practice (see, for example, Byers and Rose, 1996; Grove and Peacey, 1999; Byers, 1999) and, far from being a specialist distortion of curricular entitlement, draws upon inclusive models for learning.

In many senses, then, we may truly be said to have a curriculum for all at last. The relevance of this curriculum is clear. It will help all pupils to prepare for their adult lives because it will involve all pupils in learning about pregnancy, birth and parenting; about jobs and the world of work; and about the electoral process and the role of local government. Where necessary, it will also focus on teaching learners to get dressed and undressed without help. Pupils and students will be offered opportunities to explore public services and leisure facilities in their locality; to become involved in community-based fund-raising projects or environmental improvement schemes; and to manage budgets, as well as learning how to maintain good standards of personal and dental hygiene.

Just as the curriculum will promote the development of skills which are relevant to life beyond school, it will also support pupils in gaining skills for lifelong learning. These skills will not be taught to pupils, as some skills might have been in special schools in the past, out of context and in strict accordance with questionable orthodoxies concerning the hierarchical nature of learning and patterns of ‘normal’ development. These skills will interact with other aspects of the curriculum in a dynamic relationship. Teaching and learning will become, in Grove and Peacey’s (1999) phrase, multi-dimensional. The range of experiences that are made available to pupils as contexts for their learning will be regarded as important aspects of the curriculum offer along with the skills, knowledge and understanding that pupils might gain. These propositions should certainly inform staff who wish to respond in appropriate ways to the revised National Curriculum (DfEE/QCA, 1999) and the Code of Practice (DfEE, 2001). The notion that pupils and students should be enabled to use their developing skills as learners in order to take more control over their own learning during the school years and beyond, and that staff should be prepared to support pupils in assessing their own capabilities and preferences as learners, will be further explored in the next section.

What should be assessed?

This paper will raise questions about what it means to make judgements about pupils’ ‘performance’; about the nature of attainment; and about the focus on outcomes as a means of evaluating school and staff effectiveness. Many aspects of our educational system are currently focused on outcomes. Schools are expected to demonstrate their effectiveness by generating impressive results in the statutory assessment procedures and in examinations. Educationalists are expected to concern themselves with the numbers of learners who go on to engage in economically productive activity in life beyond school or college. Those who fund, manage and evaluate educational provision seem to base many of their judgements upon measurable ‘standards’ of achievement. This section will ask if this is appropriate, from the perspective of pupils and students with learning difficulties and, in an inclusive system, for other learners.

Formal schooling tends to begin at present with the gathering of data that will lead to the development of an assessment baseline for each individual pupil. This process allows school staff to begin their work in the light of knowledge about a learner’s prior and current achievements. For those pupils who will then begin to make rapid, or systematic, or even slow and troubled progress in terms of standard outcomes (such as literacy or numeracy skills or the capacity to operate a computer), the development of a baseline profile at least ensures that planning, teaching and assessment proceed from the learners’ own level. For those learners whose prior accomplishments do not seem to register as educationally relevant achievements at all, this process may be more problematic. Guidance from QCA (QCA/DfEE, 2001) suggests that it is important to assess pupils’ readiness for learning and their attitudes towards a range of learning processes as well as measuring even the earliest outcomes. The QCA guidance proposes that assessment might, in these instances, focus on significant issues like:

levels of awareness;

attention, including fleetingly or briefly ‘noticing’ things;

focused attention that is differentiated by the learner in response to a variety of stimuli;

responses and the subtle qualities of different responses;

joining in in some way with events and activities – even if this participation is supported;

seeking out or initiating engagement with activities, the environment or other people.

The full QCA ‘framework for recognising achievement’ (QCA/DfEE, 2001) is given below:

Encounter:

Pupils are present during an experience or activity without any obvious learning outcome although for some pupils, for example, those who withhold their attention or their presence from many situations, their willingness to tolerate a shared activity may, in itself, be significant.

Awareness:

Pupils appear to show awareness that something has happened and notice, fleetingly focus on or attend to an object, event or person, for example, by briefly interrupting a pattern of self-absorbed movement or vocalisation.
Attention and response:

Pupils attend and begin to respond, often not consistently, to what is happening, for example, showing signs of surprise, enjoyment, frustration or dissatisfaction, demonstrating the beginning of an ability to distinguish between different people, objects, events and places.
Engagement:

Pupils show more consistent attention to, and can tell the difference between, specific events in their surroundings, for example, by focused looking or listening; turning to locate objects, events or people; following moving objects and events through movements of their eyes, head or other body parts.
Participation:
Pupils engage in sharing, taking turns and the anticipation of familiar sequences of events, for example, by smiling, vocalising or showing other signs of excitement, although these responses may be supported by staff or other pupils.

Involvement:

Pupils actively strive to reach out, join in or comment in some way on the activity itself or on the actions or responses of the other pupils, for example, by making exploratory hand and arm movements, seeking eye contact with staff or other pupils, or by speaking, signing or gesturing.

Gaining skills and understandings:
Pupils gain, strengthen or make general use of their skills, knowledge, concepts or understandings that relate to their experience of the curriculum, for example, they can recognise the features of an object and understand its relevance, significance and use.
This continuum of possibilities builds on work by Brown (1996), with acknowledgements to McInness and Treffry (1982) and Aitken and Buultjens (1992) (and see also Eyre, 2000). Where staff do focus upon developing readiness for learning; engagement in learning processes; and the early responses of learners to a variety of stimuli, there may not be any clear learning outcome, in terms of skills or subjects, to assess. Indeed, the scales of performance descriptions proposed in guidance for the purposes of target setting (DfEE/QCA, 2001) or assessment (QCA/DfEE, 2001) do not describe outcomes in terms of measurable new or improved subject-related skills, understanding or knowledge until the level referred to as P4. However, it is possible to develop measures of achievement using this framework. In the following examples, the numbering refers to the ‘P scales’ given by DfEE/QCA (2001) and QCA/DfEE (2001).

P1(i) Pupils encounter activities and experiences. They may be passive or resistant. They may show simple reflex responses, for example, startling at sudden noises or movements. Any participation is fully prompted.

This is a generic descriptor. Responses at the earliest levels are not specific to a subject. However, even though this measure does not focus on traditionally quantifiable outcomes (learning to count or learning to read), having a potentially educational encounter may represent a significant achievement for some learners. For example, the learner who characteristically absents himself from learning opportunities (by leaving the room; by pacing around the margins of an activity; by huddling in the corner humming with his eyes closed and his fingers in his ears) may learn gradually to tolerate some activities and to be present within them.

A learner who often drifts in states of consciousness that are hard to assess may, in the course of a particular encounter, respond in a way that indicates that she is aware of what is going on around her. Another learner may show more consistency in focusing on specific events or begin to show more sustained attention to particular kinds of activity. Yet another learner may begin to react in certain ways in response to certain stimuli. These forms of response would all represent significant achievements for these pupils. Staff might acknowledge them in terms of key skills (for example, learning to learn) if not in terms of subject related knowledge or understanding. But it is important that these pupils are exposed to the possibility of gaining subject-related knowledge skills and understanding. It may not be clear to staff whether pupils are responding to situations, circumstances, environments, people or to the subject. Arguably, some pupils will show preferences, aptitudes or talents within subject areas at these early levels. In the following extract, a number of examples have been included to show how pupil responses might vary from subject area to subject area.

P1(ii) Pupils show emerging awareness of activities and experiences. They may have periods when they appear alert and ready to focus their attention on certain people, events, objects or parts of objects, for example, looking towards flashes of light or turning towards loud sounds (science); attending briefly to interactions with a familiar person (English); becoming still in response to silence (religious education). They may give intermittent reactions, for example, sometimes becoming still or tense when going into an ancient building (history); sometimes becoming excited at repeated patterns of sounds (music); sometimes showing surprise at the sudden presence or absence of an event or object (mathematics).
Although these are to some extent differentiated examples, there are similarities between them. It may be significant that one pupil stills during a religious education session rather than during a historical site visit and that another is excited by music rather than by the sounds encountered in a science lesson. Staff will wish to analyse what it is about these experiences that encourages the particular response. Early signs of a preference for working in one subject area rather than another must remain open as a possibility.

At higher levels in the continuum, the relationship of the response to the subject context becomes clearer, although arguably the willingness to ‘participate’, to ‘sustain concentration’, to ‘observe’ or to ‘remember’ relate more clearly to key skills than to any individual subject:

P3(i) Pupils begin to communicate intentionally. They seek attention through eye contact, gesture or action. They request events or activities, for example, pushing another person’s hand towards a switch (information and communication technology); prompting a peer or adult to continue an interaction (PHSE). They participate in shared activities with less support. They sustain concentration for short periods. They explore materials in increasingly complex ways, for example, pressing hard objects into soft textures (science); banging or rubbing objects together (mathematics). They observe the results of their own actions with interest, for example, dabbling their hands in the swimming pool and attending to the effects (physical education); listening to their own vocalisations (English). They remember learned responses over more extended periods, for example, recalling movements associated with a particular song from week to week (music); co-operating with support for frequently-repeated personal care procedures from day to day (PHSE).

In some ways, therefore, it is possible to see a relationship between these approaches to assessment at the earliest levels of response and the key skills discussed above, perhaps particularly the notion of learning to learn and the process of enabling pupils and students to become more aware of their strengths and preferences as learners. It is certainly important to note that staff should be prepared to assess both that learning which relates to cross-curricular elements and those outcomes which are subject specific. It may also be useful to note, with regard to the debate above, that Ware (1996) asserts that promoting responsiveness depends significantly upon the quality of the experiences on offer and the care staff take in creating ‘contingency sensitive’ interpersonal interactions and environments. The relationships between responses and achievements; the range and quality of the experiences pupils encounter; and the extent to which the curriculum can promote independence and self-determination in learners are further explored in the next section.

What is progress? What is progression?

The debate thus far leads inevitably to questions about the nature of progress; the measurement of progress; and, if progress takes many forms, the kinds of progress that should be reported. It is now possible to argue that the recognition and reporting of progress, at least as far as pupils and students with learning difficulties are concerned, should not focus only on measurable, subject-specific learning outcomes. Developing new understandings about the different forms of progress that pupils can make will help staff to plan a curriculum in which progression is an important dimension. If it is appropriate to report on learners’ responses to encounters and experiences, then it will be appropriate to regard planning to expose pupils and students to an expanding range of experiences as one way of addressing the issue of progression. According to the QCA/DfEE (2001) guidance, planning for progression in the curriculum for pupils and students with learning difficulties may entail a range of possibilities. The following examples, drawn from the QCA/DfEE (2001) guidelines, suggest that progression does not have to be linear, based on notional progress up a ladder of accomplishments. For many pupils and students with learning difficulties, lateral progress (such as that shown when skills are applied in new contexts) may be just as important. This may be demonstrated when progression focuses on, for example:

Skill development

This is an immediately recognisable form of progression where there can be clear, measurable outcomes. For example, in traditional curriculum planning, learners are encouraged to gain new skills. We may also argue that the curriculum should provide learners with opportunities to develop, refine, transfer or generalise their existing skills and that these may all represent useful aspects of progression. The QCA/DfEE (2001) guidelines suggest that curriculum plans should also enable pupils to practise and maintain their existing skills or ‘to reactivate skills gained previously’. These opportunities may be highly significant for those learners who would otherwise be liable to lose skills. Indeed, for learners experiencing regression or the potential degeneration of capacity, it could be argued that teaching that aims to slow the rate at which skills are eroded focuses on a form of progression.

Skill development is clearly something that can be observed, noted and reported when it occurs, even in the expanded definition above. As has been suggested above, schools and staff teams may use data gathered in respect of skill development as one measure of their own effectiveness and be subjected to external forms of evaluation which also focus on such measures. However, the QCA/DfEE (2001) guidelines suggest that skill development, even in this extended interpretation, is not the only form of progression of which the curriculum planning process should take account.

Breadth of curricular content

The QCA/DfEE (2001) guidelines suggest that extending learners’ access to a broad range of subjects of study, involving new areas of knowledge and understanding, should also be seen as promoting a form of progression. It is much less easy to identify measurable outcomes here. It is relatively simple to assess the extent to which a pupil ‘can do’ something. It is notoriously difficult to make clear judgements about those issues that pupils ‘know about’ or ‘understand’. This may be particularly true where pupils have learning difficulties and staff may plan to provide new curricular experiences as a context for other forms of learning in the way discussed earlier in this paper. Arguably, staff who plan to teach an expanding range of material provide for progression, even if it is not possible to state clearly that, at the end of a term or key stage, pupils will have learned more.

However, it may be appropriate to gather information about the range of experiences which a pupil has encountered or to which a group of pupils have been exposed. In the case of the individual learner, as we have seen above, it may be useful to record the context in which certain generic achievements (new responses revealing progress in aspects of learning to learn, for example) take place. For groups of pupils, it may be useful for schools to reflect on the extent to which they meet the requirement to offer breadth and balance. In some specialist contexts, making a full curriculum offer, especially in the light of recent guidance on the expanded curriculum, is in itself a challenge. Similar points can be made about progression in terms of:

The range of contexts provided for learning

This is about more than breadth across subjects. It is concerned with the nature of the activities with which pupils actually engage and the opportunities they have to work in a range of spaces and with a variety of items of equipment, artefacts and other resources. Groups of pupils may be given access to the history curriculum, for example. As we have seen above, school staff may wish to note that access to the subject has been assured for a group of pupils and that, for one particular pupil, history lessons provide a context for the development or consolidation of new responses. It will also be important for school staff to monitor the relationships between in-class history lessons and visits to sites or museums. Pupils may react differently to ancient sites compared with simulated environments or video re-enactments, for example. They may also respond differently to genuine old artefacts as opposed to modern replicas. In planning for progression, it will be important to ensure that pupils encounter fresh contexts for learning year by year and that these contexts for learning build upon pupils’ responses to previous experiences; are appropriate to their chronological age; and reflect their changing interests as they grow older. 

The variety of support equipment used

In addition to monitoring their use of subject-related equipment, staff will wish to ensure that pupils’ use of equipment provided in support of mobility, communication or the control of the environment builds systematically and in age-appropriate ways upon prior strategies for support. A teenager, for example, may wish to move on to using a computerised icon-driven voice synthesiser as an alternative to communicating with symbol cards.

The range of teaching methods used

Progression can also be promoted through the use of a variety of teaching methods, encouraging a range of different styles of learning, which change and develop as pupils grow older. The QCA/DfEE (2001) guidelines, for example, suggest that pupils may move on from working individually with a member of staff; through opportunities in which they learn to work, with the support of a staff member, in a pair with a trusted or preferred peer; towards a scenario in which they are challenged to work in collaboration with a group of peers without adult intervention. It will also be important for progression in relation to teaching methods and learning styles to promote:

Negotiated learning
All learners can and should be involved in planning, undertaking, evaluating and reflecting upon their own learning. As they grow older, learners should become more closely involved in these processes so that they become more autonomous and self-directing as learners. This is important, in its own right, as an element in individual education planning in relation to the Code of Practice (DfEE, 2001). Increasing the extent to which learners negotiate their own routes through their education is also an aspect of progression which is highly relevant to life beyond school. Empowered learners will go on to make more of a success of their post-school education; continuing opportunities for adult learning; and their roles as active participants in a more inclusive society. Adults with learning difficulties are increasingly encouraged to act as self-advocates and to participate in planning and review processes which are centred on the individual person and their preferences, choices, dreams and aspirations (see, for example, Ward, 1998; McIntosh and Whittaker, 2000). Other aspects of progression that may be developed in the curriculum as pupils and students grow older and engage with the process of transition to adulthood include:

Application of skills, knowledge and understanding in new settings
Staff can ensure that pupils and students are given new opportunities to put their learning to practical use in adult-appropriate, real-life-relevant, community-based settings, for example, applying established numeracy skills to the management of money in a shop rather than practising in a classroom.

Strategies for independence

As this capacity to operate in new settings is developed and consolidated, the curriculum can also support learners in becoming increasingly independent. For example, a pupil who has been regularly escorted on journeys to and from a primary phase special school may later participate in work experience which includes the need for independent travel.

Progression, then, is a dimension in curriculum planning. Staff may plan for progression in terms of the skills pupils and students gain or refine or maintain over time. The QCA/DfEE (2001) guidelines also encourage staff to ensure that ideas about progression inform planning for the range of experiences, encounters and learning opportunities offered to pupils and students. Furthermore, the examples looked at above suggest that progression can be developed through the curriculum when pupils and students encounter teaching methods that require them to become more independent as learners; when control over learning is increasingly devolved to learners through processes of negotiation and self-determination; when learners apply their skills, knowledge and understanding in new settings and become increasingly independent as learners and as people. This section, like each of the sections above, therefore, ends with comments about learner self-awareness and autonomy. This is a strand of debate that has informed many of the comments in this paper about curriculum content, assessment and planning for progression. The relevance of these ideas to people with learning difficulties in their adult futures has been noted here. In the closing section of this paper, questions about the relevance of these notions to a wider group of learners will be raised.

What are the implications for policy and practice?
Guidance from the DfES (2001) suggests that many strategies developed in specialist contexts will be relevant to the development of more inclusive practice in the mainstream of education. To what extent, then, are the issues raised in this paper transferable out of the context of specialist teaching for pupils and students with learning difficulties and into a wider debate about effective, and inclusive, teaching and learning? One possibility, raised at the start of this paper, is that there really is a curriculum for all – a framework for teaching and learning through which the needs of all pupils and students can be met, although each learner may benefit from a different balance of experiences and approaches. This is an attractive idea. In practice, however, there are tensions between the rhetoric of inclusion and the hard realities involved in the use of outcomes-focused measures of effectiveness. A further possibility, raised by Lewis and Norwich (2000), is that staff working in specialist contexts do develop ‘distinctive pedagogies’ but that the relevance of these approaches to other groups of learners may not, as yet, have been identified. There is potential, in either case, for developments in specialist contexts to inform and drive forward progress towards more inclusive practices in the future.

In the light of this potential, policy makers and practitioners may need to consider a range of questions. These questions may include:

In relation to the redefinition of the curriculum framework:

Does the revised National Curriculum framework now support breadth, balance and relevance (for example, to whole person concerns and preparation for adult life) for all learners?

Should the framework for the whole curriculum offered to pupils and students with learning difficulties, incorporating shared experiences as well as a focus on individual priorities for learning, influence a revised approach to curriculum planning in the mainstream of education?

Does this framework provide for a balanced range of experiences and opportunities, with an appropriate focus on knowledge, understanding and study skills, for pupils and students with learning difficulties?

To what extent will staff in specialist contexts develop their capacity to enable pupils and students with learning difficulties to focus on knowledge, understanding and skills for learning?

In relation to assessment:

If outcomes for pupils and students with severe and profound and multiple learning difficulties can be appropriately reconfigured in terms of key skills, responses to experiences, or willingness to engage in learning processes as well as in terms of competencies, might these prove to be more effective outcome measures for other learners?

Does this suggest an opportunity to develop revised notions about achievement in the mainstream of education?

What is the relevance of the subject-related encounter for pupils and students with learning difficulties?

To what extent will staff in specialist contexts develop their capacity to support pupils and students in becoming self-aware as learners?

In relation to the redefinition of learning outcomes:

Should aspects of learning, such as breadth of experience or the functional application of skills, be recognised as forms of progress for all learners?

Should the broader key skills, taken together with other priorities for learning, inform revised ideas about progression routes, and learning focused on life beyond formal educational settings, for pupils and students in mainstream settings?

Will staff continue to develop new experiences, in new contexts and using new teaching methods, for pupils and students with learning difficulties?

Will the focus on the empowered learner, driven by the principles informing the Code of Practice (DfEE, 2001), help staff to encourage all learners, including those with learning difficulties working in specialist contexts, to become more involved, autonomous and self-directing?

In relation to inclusion:

How will specialist expertise contribute to the development of a more inclusive system?

Will inclusion eventually entail mainstream neighbourhood schooling for all?

To what extent will mainstream and specialist practitioners work together in future to:

develop a truly inclusive curriculum by exploring, exploiting and extending available flexibilities?

develop inclusive approaches to assessment that acknowledge the achievements of all learners?

promote progression routes that lead towards active participation in an inclusive society?

Questions like these may help to promote opportunities to review and revise the curriculum offered by schools in terms of both what is taught and the range of teaching methods used. This review may be particularly timely for those working with older pupils and students who are contemplating the relevance of their work to post-16 opportunities and learners’ adult lives. It may become appropriate to view progression in terms of a wider agenda of whole curriculum issues. The acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills; knowledge and understanding of subjects; and vocational skills are important but are not the only significant outcomes of schooling. Staff working with teenage students will be particularly interested in expanding the range of accreditation options that are available, but all staff may wish to explore the validation of learning through assessment processes that acknowledge a range of important forms of progress and achievement. For example, assessing the progress that learners make in becoming more aware of their own learning preferences; in planning their future learning; and in recognising and reflecting upon their own successes as learners may be one important way of recognising and acknowledging the quality of teaching. If this is true, then staff working in increasingly inclusive schools will require externally-validated measures of effectiveness that take account of these sorts of issues.

In summary, then, this paper has explored a number of aspects of recent guidance on planning, teaching and assessing the curriculum for pupils with learning difficulties. Curriculum planning for pupils with learning difficulties has been discussed as a process that focuses on a full range of cross-curricular elements, individual priorities for learning and subjects. In this way, the whole curriculum can support a dynamic relationship between relevance to individual need and breadth of shared experience. Further, assessment for pupils and students with learning difficulties may take account of experience, and the nature and quality of learners’ responses to a range of encounters, as well as the recognition of a variety of forms of achievement. Pupils and students may demonstrate progress, and progression may be developed as a dimension in curriculum planning, in a range of ways in addition to the sequential acquisition of new skills. The promotion of learner self-awareness and self-direction has been a strong theme running through each of the sections of this paper. As these notions become established in planning, teaching and assessing the curriculum for pupils and students with learning difficulties, it is appropriate to consider the extent to which they may influence policy making and practice in other contexts.
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Chapter 3:

Discussants' comments

Professor Carol Taylor Fitz-Gibbon, Director, Curriculum, Evaluation and Management Centre (CEM), University of Durham.

We have children in our care for 15,000 hours of ‘treatment’.  This places an enormous responsibility on education, unmatched by any other service.  To be responsible we need to check the impact of our policies; that is we need ‘evidence-based’ practice. Consider, for example, a small part of the feedback the CEM Centre provides to schools in the YELLIS (Year 11 Information System) project:  A list is sent of those students identified by questionnaires and baseline tests as ‘under-aspiring’.  Teachers have described their efforts to help such students:  mentoring in their lunch hours, checking homework, contacting parents etc.  This takes time and effort.  How much benefit accrues?  

To answer this question we needed to conduct a randomised field trial (RFT).  Fifteen schools agreed to participate and to receive from us only a random half of the list of under-aspiring students.  The results showed that the well-intentioned efforts of schools to mentor and help ‘under-aspiring’ students had somehow resulted in those students named actually making less progress than the randomly-equivalent group of students who were not named to the school. The Effect Size was quite substantial:  -0.38.

Why?  We may never know why,  but we do need to take on board the fact that there is an increasing number of studies showing that good intentions do not guarantee good outcomes.  We must not believe our own words.  To students, mentoring may seem like harassment… to be labelled may worsen their standing with their friends…parents may get upset when contacted and relationships at home may deteriorate …  

We may never know why but we must know WHAT the impact is.   The RFT described above will be repeated and results summarised in a meta analysis of 45 schools.  If the results replicate the practice of naming under-aspirers may stop (or at least be altered),  teachers may get their lunch hours back and student achievement will be higher.

And what is the effect of labelling a student as MLD, SLD etc.? Where are the randomised trials? This is the challenge for special education.  Is it doing good, or simply well intentioned?

Further reading:

Boruch, R. (1997). Randomised Experimentation for Planning and Evaluation: a practical guide. London, Sage.

Fitz-Gibbon, C. T. and L. L. Morris (1987). How to design a program evaluation, London  and Beverly Hills:Sage.

Discussants  comments by Dr Seamus Hegarty, Director of NFER
Seamus Hegarty made two main points, the first a methodological one and the second a substantive one.  The methodological point had to do with the nature of the knowledge that underpins our understanding of the area.  Evidence-based approaches have highlighted the fragility of the evidence base on which our educational practices are based.  Randomised control trials (RCTs) are seen as a crucial means of strengthening the evidence base.  He pointed out that RCTs are not only thin on the ground where the target group is concerned but are likely to remain so.  They require stringent technical criteria which are unlikely to be met where small, heterogeneous and vulnerable populations are concerned.  He also highlighted the challenge of linking pupil learning to teaching activity, arguing for the need to eschew simplistic notions of causality.  There are different kinds of knowledge which underpin professional practice.  Single-case and small-N methodologies must not be ignored.  It is important to be clear on how different knowledge claims are verified and how they relate to each other.  

The substantive point related to the argument put forward for an inclusive curriculum.  In professing an increasing difficulty in knowing what that meant, he owned up to feeling like ‘a thief fallen among good men - and women’ on the issue.  While the paper and the QCA guidelines behind it reflect solid progress in setting out numerous activities with a strong measurement orientation, that can be used to give a much stronger mapping of pupils’ learning, the effort to force everything into a National Curriculum straight jacket is unhelpful and can be counter-productive.  He illustrated this with an example of an activity focused on a child’s response to hiding a ball in sand.  This is interpreted in the QCA guidelines in terms of mathematics (awareness of number patterns) but could in fact be understood in many different ways.

He accepts that current pressures toward nominal curricular inclusion are inevitable as long as the National Curriculum maintains its present dominance.  He looks forward to a time when the curriculum army made up of 19th century subject divisions gives way to a social enterprise designed to assist learners understand themselves and the world around them and the range of ways in which they might belong to it.

Chapter 4:

Summary of discussions and conclusions

Brahm Norwich

Small group discussions were summarised within each group and fed back to the plenary group. Here follows a summary account of the main points raised in the small groups:

This group discussed the P scales, their advantages and disadvantages. These performance descriptors were seen to provide a common language between and within schools about learning and progress. However, they can be misinterpreted as providing a curriculum. It was also noted in this group that the performance descriptors were open to different interpretation. There was also some confusion about what they were for; what assessment purposes they serve.

The second group discussed the notion of progression in learning as it relates to learning difficulties. This has especial relevance to children with more severe learning difficulties. Progression did not only involve moving from less to more complex levels of skill and knowledge. It could also include lateral progression in the form of  using what has been learned to other examples and in other settings. Transferability was an important aspect of progression. But, the need to demonstrate a response to experience was seen as critical to any notion of progression.

The third group focussed on the basis for a curriculum. The National Curriculum was seen in this group as being too subject-oriented. Key skills and personal, social and health education were advocated as providing a more relevant basis for planning a broad, balanced and appropriate curriculum that was inclusive of pupils with severe learning difficulties.

The fourth group discussed the issue of what is success in an inclusive school. Some asserted that standards were raised if schools became more inclusive. But, this position raised the question of evidence in support of the assertion, which in turn led to questions about what counted as relevant evidence. One suggested interpretation of inclusion and success was the presence of a caring and accepting ethos. There was also the call for more evidence based research to illuminate this matter. 

The general discussion that followed covered some of the above points in more detail.

Inclusion and raising standards: Judy Sebba from the DfES said that there was little national evidence about standards and inclusion matter. There were 15-20 schools over 5-6 years which had raised standards and had strong inclusion policies. The causal question of what caused what and whether some third factor had influenced both inclusion and raising standards was still unanswered. There is also the problem of the diversity of provision that counts as 'inclusive' - how do we categorise provision as inclusive?

Curriculum: There was further discussion about whether the National Curriculum was a strait jacket or a vehicle for an inclusive curriculum. Are we brave enough to diversify and say it is OK to move from the National Curriculum? Diversifying could be for two main groups - high and low attainers. However, it is hard for schools to be brave in the face of OFSTED inspections. The contortions that some special schools have to go through to meet OFSTED requirements, while maintaining what they believe to be an appropriate curriculum, was commented on. This was countered by a reference to the flexibility of the OFSTED inspector training material. The reliability of OFSTED inspections was also raised as a relevant point, as was the need for a self-review model of accountability in place of the existing framework. Someone also mentioned whether schools could challenge the outcome of an inspection through a due process procedure.

Continuing on the topic of the curriculum, it was noted that the National Curriculum worked against the whole curriculum. Flexibility was welcomed as were different curriculum models for mainstream and special settings. But the question of what is an inclusive curriculum was still unanswered. One perspective was not to see the curriculum in isolation from other activities that go on in school settings. The school can act as a multi-disciplinary centre, addressing various needs including addressing behaviour management effectively. Balancing standards while increasing inclusion required a trick to deliver both. Perhaps involving the child more would help to do both.  

Discussion also included criticism of the excessive focus on showing knowledge and understanding rather than acquiring it. An overlapping curriculum was seen by some as better than an over-compartmentalised one. These problems were not due to a lack of relevant research, it was noted, but rather from a lack of new departures. There were plenty of indicators from research, but many obstacles to implementing the implications from research. The current situation could be seen as involving massive experimentation that was out of control and where there were no clear success criteria.

Inter-service and multi-disciplinary work: Multi-disciplinary work was a huge contemporary issue. In Education Action Zones, for example,  a speech therapist might be brought in at key stage 1. This would help teachers in identifying developmental needs. It might also help in making the speech therapy referral system more efficient. Education needs to capitalise more on inter-service work.  Multi-agency work needs to be extended to schools with more pilots on trial. Hertfordshire, for example, have a structure which puts education and social services together in tackling issues  arising from poverty. Having no inter-service model leads to muddle. The question of how to input social work and youth work input to schools has been studied by the Home Office. This has shown the positive impact of social work in schools. One of the problems is that there is little infra-structure to enable generalisation to other services. It was suggested that until there are better ways of working across Government departments, these problems will persist at local level. It was also noted that the Children and Young Person's Unit at Government level is based on additionality and not core departmental functions. The key question was how core services can act in multi-service ways.

In concluding the seminar, the two discussants and then the main presenter responded the proceedings of the afternoon. Carol Fitz-Gibbon believed that LEAs could find a reason to exist by running random trials. Before telling teachers what to do, a thousand experiments could bloom and at low cost. What was needed was a rich qualitative and quantitative data base of evidence. Seamus Hegarty reported that he believed that the National Curriculum was part of the problem. There was a practical challenge - either we are stuck with it or we work round and challenge it. Will we be stuck with it till the next generation? If there are dissatisfactions with it that involve the difficulties that it places on inclusiveness, then let us say so.

Richard Byers summed up by commenting initially on the discussants' points. He took 

Seamus's point about the balls in the sand. As for Carol's point about the need for more data 

about the move towards inclusion, he agreed that we need more evidence, but a range of 

evidence. This could include the use of theory and its application in theory. We could use 

experience to generate theory; this was the way forward.. More published case studies in 

this tradition were needed. On the question of the use of the P scales, he noted that there 

were not designed for curriculum planning. They are an assessment tool. P scales can be 

used as one of several ways of setting school targets. On the question of the curriculum, 

he felt that it would be brave to diversify. The flexibility in the curriculum guidance was 

driven by participants in the QCA project. The message was that the curriculum belongs 

to the schools. The HMI training package for inspectors was based on the QCA materials. 

On inclusion, he agreed with comments about the various meaning of the term. Inclusion 

did not mean for him the total closing down of special schools. The QCA project showed 

that there was an on-going role for a profession with specialist expertise. Inclusivity has 

to include the special, and this involves collaboration between general / generic and 

specialist teachers. Colleagues in special sector know a lot about how children learn. 

We have reached the stage where all learners are now involved in accredited systems and 

we have ways of measuring learning progress. He recognised that the P scales are only a 

hypothesis and that we need 2-3 years of evidence of its functioning. We must also not 

avoid the question of the inclusive society. Progress in school learning is ultimately about 

the quality of life post-school. He believes that the new QCA curriculum guidance has 

contributed to this broader agenda. 

