Journal Critique of “Partnerships between special and mainstream schools” by Gilada Avissar Ph.D
The title of the journal article is “Partnerships between special and mainstream schools” (2018) written by Gilada Avissar Ph.D., who is a lecturer at Beit Berl College in Israel. This is a teacher training institution. Gilada has studied, researched and published a number of articles on the subject of Special Education, Inclusion and the partnerships between mainstream and special schools, for example “Inclusive education in Israel from a curriculum perspective: an exploratory study” 2011 and “Teaching an Inclusive Classroom can be rather Tedious”: An International Perspective, Israel 1998-2000. 

The title of the article is succinct and simple, clearly states the topic of the research without any embellishments, however it also does not give much indication as to the type of partnerships being researched. There is also no indication in the title that this is a study that took place in Israel, this is only made apparent at the end of the abstract. 

The keywords for this article are: Special Education, special schools, special and mainstream school partnerships, inclusion. These are relevant to this article and appear regularly within the body of the writing, with continuous reference to them throughout.

The purpose of the research is explained in the Abstract, in that, it talks of the issues that challenge special education either in special schools or as an inclusive element within mainstream schools. Through promoting and establishing “collaborative partnerships” it seems it is hoped the goal of inclusion will be achieved. Why the research was carried out, seems more implied rather than explicit. The statement “One approach to promoting the goal of inclusion is the establishment of collaborative partnerships between special and mainstream schools” (Avissar, 2018, p.149) seems to imply that the research was carried out to establish whether collaborative partnerships between mainstream and special schools would make the drive for inclusion a more achievable and successful goal. In fact, the last paragraph of the introduction explicitly states that the “aim” of the research was to look in detail at special and mainstream school partnerships which were formed for the purpose of “promoting inclusion”, finding out the challenges faced and the positive aspects that come from such partnerships. It goes on to explain that by understanding these partnerships this will in turn help to use the essence of a special school’s inclusive education to make a mainstream setting more accessible to a student with severe SEN and it seems it is this that is the real “aim” of this research. There seems to be a strong emphasis on inclusion in the Abstract and I feel that maybe the title should reflect this. It states that the paper will look at models of partnerships and through this will find both the positive and challenging elements of such partnerships. This seems to be the goal of the research but no main findings or conclusions are made clear in the Abstract.

The Introduction begins by discussing why both special schools and mainstream schools are equally validated and have their purpose in educational provision for students with SEN. It presents the problem of when the transformation occurs from needing one over and above the other. It describes the provision for students with SEN as a “continuum”. There is also reference further on in the Introduction to this idea of a “continuum” when the author discusses the policies and practices in Israeli education, where the study took place, however there is no literature review to support the use of this term in the context of Israeli Education systems. There is reference to literature that also uses this analogy of a “continuum”, however, not in the same context. For example, Avissar(2018) mentions literature by Michael Farrell that uses this idea of a continuum but he uses it in the context of teaching strategies “teaching that appears qualitatively different for special students is sometimes considered a variation on a continuum of teaching strategies characterised by ‘more intensive and explicit teaching’.” (Farrell, 2012, p.9). 

Avissar(2018) also raises the issue that despite the need for good partnerships between mainstream and special schools, as well as successful inclusion programmes, that there will always be those students whose learning needs can only be met in specialised provisions. She provides a number of literary references that support this view, one in particular, Norwich, whose article not only discusses this issue but also uses the term “a continuum of provision” and provides a table explaining this concept. (Norwich, 2008, p.136) Both Avissar (2018) and Norwich(2008) make their views clear in that special schools are here to stay.

Avissar (2018) further develops the backdrop to this study whereby a wide range of literature is referenced with the most recent being 2012 and the earliest being 1984. She uses the literature review to set the scene for the study with a relatively unbiased cross reference of evidence citing the reasons for and against different types of educational provisions, inclusive practices, collaborative partnerships and the challenges faced. There is a range of literature from over four decades including books, journals, other surveys and government papers, as well as worldwide sources. 

Within the Introduction and the review of literature, there seems to be an emphasis, maybe too much, on special schools and validating their existence which may indicate a bias on the author’s part? For example, within the first paragraph of the Introduction, Avissar(2018) makes reference to 5 examples of literature that supports and validates the need for special schools. There does not appear to be much representation of views opposing collaboration between mainstream and special schools, but rather an emphasis on the need for both and how they both provide educational provision for SEN students, but in specifically different ways. There is a wealth of references and citations made that support this theory and provide relevance to the research question. There appears to be only one literary reference that somewhat opposes the view that partnerships between mainstream schools and special schools are not desirable and that is Forbes (2007) which states that mainstream schools may not be the “desired” place for students with SEN and their needs are not best served there, rather they are better served in special schools.  Avissar (2018) also goes on to state that debates, which have taken place regarding inclusive education, usually focus on mainstream schools, and special schools have often been ignored. 

The purpose of the research is to highlight the “positive elements of these partnerships as well as challenges involved” (Avissar, 2018, p.149), however the literature review does not make reference to these elements, instead it highlights the importance of partnerships, collaboration and an inclusive approach when dealing with students with SEN but not the issues or successes surrounding these.

The author begins the Method section by making clear the study was a commissioned piece of work by the Ministry of Education, thus validating its importance. She briefly states the research approach in the first paragraph followed by a more detailed explanation of each method used to collect data. The first method being a review of literature, regarding models of collaboration and existing partnerships. This included searching a number of databases using the key words from this article, as well as from worldwide sources. There seems to be an equal weighting of the focus groups, in that, half of the research was from teachers and students (presumably from mainstream schools) and half from management and staff from special schools. The second method was to use colleagues of the author, some personal acquaintances and the rest were participants in national conferences during the year Avissar (2018) carried out her study. She also contacted authors of the articles she had cited in her literature review. This shows a wide range of sources from a varied background within education, and within different educational systems from around the world. The third method used was to visit partnership schools within Israel. These were selected using an informal survey given out during a national conference to ‘school supervisors’ also known as school principals, who were asked to recommend special schools that partner with mainstream schools. There is obviously the issue of some of these ‘supervisors’ being in charge of a partnership school and either recommending themselves or not wanting to be involved which would influence the schools chosen. Nineteen schools were put forward, of which six were selected as the author compiled a set of criteria that the partnerships had to meet. This criterion was based on her research of literature, of which she provides examples. The first literature reference is from a study of one special school and its reintegration of pupils to mainstream schools in the same area, it is a detailed study but limited in its range of participants for data collection purposes. The second and third literature reference focuses mainly on a shared responsibility within staff which will in turn benefit collaboration.  The criteria set, I feel, focuses on the most important aspects for success in partnership schools, rather than looking at the challenges also. 

From this selection process, nineteen ‘partnerships’ were recommended, with six meeting the criteria set by Avissar (2018). The exact number of participants is unclear, as the author states, they did not include pupils and their parents for ethical reasons. Instead the author describes the study to include a tour of each school with group discussions being carried out with a focus group from each one (the criteria for which is not made clear); individual, in-depth interviews with school staff which included teachers; the principal of the school and other staff with leadership roles but no exact numbers are given. Whilst this is a good representation of the schools involved, there are two issues that arise from this, I feel. Firstly, it is unclear as to whether there were an equal proportion of individuals taking part from all the schools in the study and within each school in terms of equal proportion of management and teaching staff. Secondly, it does not give credence to the most important representative of the success/failure of such schools and that is, the pupils, something which the author makes reference to in her closing statement “It is important that future research also consider the viewpoints of the pupils and their families” (Avissar, 2018, p.154-155).

The data used for analysis was taken from all 3 methods – the literature review; email correspondence; visits to different partnership school sites. The percentage of weighting given to each one in the actual findings is not explicit in the article and it does leave open the question of bias, especially with the first two methods. Authors of the literature reviewed or colleagues who provided email correspondence may have had an invested interest or participation in partnership schools and were seeking to promote them and their status through this. Or they may have had a negative view or opinion of them and be using this platform in order to vocalise those beliefs. The third method of data gathering, that is, texts of interviews held at partner schools, I feel is the most valid and relevant as they come from the partnership schools involved in the study and we, as the reader are aware of their position in terms of their involvement as employees of the schools and are able to give first-hand knowledge of the day to day experiences of such schools. However, the author does not provide examples of the questions asked during the interview or of the responses, again raising questions as to whether the same questions were asked within all schools studied; were all responses used and were the numbers involved in the interviews a fair representation?

Avissar (2018) states that the data was analysed using John W. Creswell’s six steps for qualitative data analysis, someone who has been described as an “apostle” (Todd, Socialsciencespace – a space to explore, share and shape the issues facing social scientists, 2018) on the mixed methods approach of qualitative methodology – he has written 28 books on this type of method. She then shared the findings with the participants for checking. 

Avissar (2018) begins her presentation of findings by reminding us of the aim of the research and describing four different models of partnership schools that have been revealed from her research. She then goes on to explain, in detail, what these four partnerships are. These are then referred to in the data analysis from the six partnership schools involved, as she identifies which of the four types each one is i.e. ‘one campus’; ‘neighbours’; ‘cluster of schools’; ‘school within a school’. Throughout her explanation of the four types, she makes reference to literature that provides further detail and examples of how these types of schools are run and the reasons behind their creation. This, then, leads smoothly into the presentation of findings, with the author presenting the six Israeli partnership schools used in the research, as recommended by school supervisors and which met the criteria set by Avissar (2018). She found that there were two prevalent models/types within the six schools. They were ‘one campus’ and ‘neighbours’, neither ‘cluster schools’ or ‘school within a school’ were found in Israel and the author provides a detailed explanation as to why.

In presenting the findings, the author chooses to describe only three of the six involved, stating the reason as being “to gain a better understanding of how they were established and how they function”. Whether this decision was governed by other influences such as word count limitations of the article or time constraints during the study is not made clear, but it does make the reader wonder as to why all the data was not presented but also, was it still a factor in answering the research question? Does it give a broad enough view to fully satisfy the research question? Without seeing the data it is impossible to know the answers to these questions.

Avissar (2018) then goes on to present each of the three partnerships in similar ways. She presents the context of the partnership and the schools involved followed by the positive elements and then, what she refers to as, ‘barriers’. Avissar (2018) previously stated that Creswell’s model for analysing qualitative data was used when presenting her findings and this seems to be mainly true. In each description of the three ‘cases’ the information is presented using the same topics. For example, each one is discussed in terms of – location; population; the SEN needs of the special school (except for ‘case 2’); historical background including dates of establishment and how the partnership came about; underlying theories, vision and beliefs which brought these partnership schools to fruition. Avissar (2018) then presents how each partnership runs on a daily basis; although it seems her presentation of ‘case 2’ is much shorter and less detailed than the other two. 

The positive elements and challenges are identified as “Facilitating aspects” and “Barriers” and are quite brief in length. I feel the main points are made in the descriptions of each partnership as mentioned above. 

In her summary, Avissar (2018) again, refers back to the importance of inclusion, something which was discussed in the Introduction and which she has written extensively about in other articles, books, etc. She uses her findings to conclude that partnerships between mainstream schools and special schools have a part to play in promoting inclusion. 

Within the summary, Avissar (2018) again, uses different terminology to present her findings of the ‘positive elements’ and ‘challenges’ as she has referred to them in the Abstract and Introduction, she instead refers to them as ‘common features’ and ‘factors affecting partnerships’. It is left to the reader to conclude from the description in both, which one is which. There is an error in the list of ‘common features’ as the list jumps from point (d) to point (f), was a point left out or is it a typing error? 

From the outset, the author was not trying to prove whether partnership schools were successful or not, her aim was to merely present the aspects she found to be successful in the partnerships studied and what challenges, if any, they faced. I feel that Avissar (2018) was successful in achieving this as she presents a paragraph of ‘crucial elements’ for effective partnerships which obviously were common amongst the partnerships studied and she also presents a paragraph of recommendations. I feel that the findings and recommendations would provide a solid focus for further research into this area, especially for those looking to develop a partnership school. However, I also feel that the research would have benefitted from using all the data gathered as only three out of the six partnerships studied were represented in the article. Also studying all four types of partnership schools rather than just two would have given access to a far wider range of data, as all four types had different locations, historical backgrounds, use of resources including staff, and this would have given a more exhaustive analysis for the researcher to base her conclusions on. The involvement of the students and parents from the partnerships studied, would have played a vital role, I feel, in quantifying the successes and challenges faced as the students are at the very core of the effectiveness of this type of education.

References

Avissar, G. (2018) ‘Partnerships between special and mainstream schools’, Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 18(3), pp. 149, 154 – 155

Farrell, M. (2012) Educating Special Children: An introduction to provision for pupils with disabilities and disorders, 1st Ed. Oxon: Routledge

Todd, M. (2018) ‘John Creswell on the Value of the Qualitative Approach’, socialsciencespace (blog). 15 June. Available at: https://www.socialsciencespace.com/2018/06/john-creswell-on-the-value-of-the-qualitative-approach/# (Accessed 15 March 2019)
Bibliography

Avissar, G. (2018) ‘Partnerships between special and mainstream schools’, Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 18(3), pp. 149, 154 – 155

Creswell, J.W. (2011) Educational research Planning: Planning, Conducting and Evaluating Quantitative and Qualitative Research, Pearson Education

Farrell, M. (2012) Educating Special Children: An introduction to provision for pupils with disabilities and disorders, 1st Ed. Oxon: Routledge

Forbes, F. (2007) ‘Towards Inclusion: an Australian perspective’, Support for Learning, 22(2), pp. 66-71

Todd, M. (2018) ‘John Creswell on the Value of the Qualitative Approach’, socialsciencespace (blog). 15 June. Available at: https://www.socialsciencespace.com/2018/06/john-creswell-on-the-value-of-the-qualitative-approach/# (Accessed 15 March 2019)

Norwich, B. (2008) ‘What future for special schools and inclusion? Conceptual and professional perspectives.’ British Journal of Special Education, 35(3), pp.136-143
The learning environment and it’s effect on pupils with Additional Learning Needs

Introduction
This is an evaluative study which took place at two locations, both primary schools. One school is situated in a village on the outskirts of a town. The village is an economically advantaged area. The school has over 250 pupils aged between 3 and 11 years old. The classes are organised in single year groups from Reception to Year six, with a morning and afternoon Nursery class. It also has a provision for nine children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) within Key Stage 2. It has been categorised as a ‘Green’ school and received four ‘Good’ grades in a recent ESTYN inspection. The number of pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) is well below the National Average at 5%.

The second school is also set in a village but is within a wider rural area which is economically challenged. It has over 170 pupils aged 3 to 11 years old with single year classes and a morning Nursery class. There is no special provision for pupils with ALN as there is in the first school. It has been categorised as a ‘Yellow’ school with the number of pupils eligible for FSM just below the National Average. 

My role within this study is as an ALN teacher within the special provision, also called the Learning Support Class (LSC), which I have held since 2009. I have also held the roles of Additional Learning Needs Co-ordinator (ALNCo), Child Protection and Safeguarding officer and Senior Management team member. Within my role as the LSC teacher, I have experienced a wide range of learning difficulties and disabilities, with children accessing the LSC from mainstream education, other LSC’s and/or special provision. This evaluative study looks at those pupils who have had placements within my LSC from mainstream schools and classes and how both environments have impacted on the pupils from all aspects of their learning and development. I have chosen this topic as I have witnessed the most significant changes in a child’s emotional, behavioural and educational development from those who have previously been educated in mainstream settings. The number of pupils being transferred to the LSC from mainstream, I feel, has seen a significant rise in recent years. In my experience this has been mostly to do with the decline of special provisions such as Learning Support Classes, Speech and Language units, Moderate Learning Difficulty classes, etc. and the increase in the number of children being diagnosed with a learning difficulty or disability in recent years. In England the number of pupils with Special Educational Needs (SEN) had increased for a second consecutive year from 1,244,255 in January 2017 to 1,276, 215 in January 2018, an increase from 14.4% to 14.6%. (Department for Education, July 2018). In Wales there has been a steady increase since 2010 when there were 50,437 pupils with SEN in the primary school, years one to six but by the academic year of 2017/18, there were 53,141 pupils with SEN in years one to six. (Welsh Government, 2019)
When I first began my post in the LSC, all nine pupils transitioned from another LSC in a nearby school which had both Infant and Junior special provision. Today my class consists of one pupil from a state special school; six pupils from mainstream schools/classes; one pupil from a mainstream school but has spent two terms in a Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) and one child who has transitioned from a Welsh medium mainstream school. This is a significant change from ten years ago and has a huge impact on the successful transition of each pupil and how they adapt to a completely different learning environment. 
Reflection and Critical Review
The inclusion of all pupils within mainstream education has long been a pursuit within Government and schools across the globe, however in the headlong pursuit of this ideal, have the children at the core of all of this been harmed in their educational experiences? In 2004, after the Government’s policy of closing special schools and sending pupils with learning difficulties and unruly behaviour into mainstream settings began to become a reality, the National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers (NASUWT) Annual Conference called for an end to the closure of special schools saying the ‘one size fits all’ model of inclusion does not serve the needs of some of the most vulnerable children and disrupted the education of others. This was highlighted by one delegate, Mavis Garnett, who stated that however admirable, in principle, the reality of inclusion was unworkable. She states:

The special needs assistant who signs for the hearing impaired pupil,

gets in the way of the large screen computer provided for the visually
impaired while trying to avoid the open route required by the

physically disabled while not obstructing the language specialist. How

can we think of placing a physically vulnerable child in the same room

as physically aggressive and emotionally predictable peers? How dare we be surprised when fear or even physical injury results? (Daily Telegraph, April 17th, 2004)

This is obviously an extreme case where children with the most difficult and challenging of learning difficulties, have been placed in an environment that, as yet, does not meet the needs of all. This highlights not just the expectations on the abilities of the teacher but also the implications of an environment that does not meet the needs, on many levels, of pupils with learning difficulties and disabilities. 

In our current day climate, The Telegraph (April 2019) recently reported on a survey carried out by the Teachers Support Network and the British Council for School Environments (BCSE), with the Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL), within which it was shown that a quarter of teachers surveyed (503 in total), felt that their classrooms “did not provide an environment suitable for lessons, with bad ventilation, lighting and layout” (The Telegraph, April 2019). The survey also revealed that more than nine out of ten teachers felt that the classroom environment has a negative affect on the behaviour of their pupils and that behaviour was very much influenced by their surroundings. This poll was carried out in the days after the Government decided to axe the proposed £55 million pound investment into a school rebuilding programme.

The organisation and layout of the learning environment will either facilitate learning or cause unnecessary distractions which are often mistaken for bad behaviour or lack of understanding. This has most certainly been the case for the pupils I have studied. 
The influences of the physical space on human behaviour have been researched from a psychological perspective as well as a physical perspective for many years. A classroom’s physical layout can have a stronger message than a verbal one as it can be welcoming and inviting as much as it can be discouraging and oppressive. There has been much research on the powerful psychological affects the physical space can have on the learner (Strange and Banning 2002; Graetz and Goliber 2002; Scott-Webber 2004). 

Gardner (2005) highlights that classroom space has become more important as the need for accessibility to learning areas have developed. The introduction and expansion of the amount of technological equipment required in the classroom has had a huge impact as has the growing size and number of occupants in one room. Ideally there should be spaces to work alone as well as areas for co-operative tasks and learning which, of course, will have implications on the type of furniture used and the need for it to be adaptable in order for the occupants to move safely and without causing conflicts between pupils. This is supported by the Teacher Support Network and British Council for School Environment Report (2001), which stated that the effectiveness of children’s learning, is determined by their need to feel safe, secure and comfortable within their learning environment. In addition to allowing flexibility in teaching and learning, the ability to move around furniture in order to facilitate different teaching and learning styles is equally as important. 
Oblinger (2017) notes that there have been three important changes that affect the way learning spaces are designed, that is, students have changed; the availability of new technologies and what we have come to know about how we learn best. We know, as educators, that the most effective teaching styles incorporate a multi -sensory approach so that all types of learners can access the information being presented and process it effectively. However, there are many features of the classroom environment that can make a multi-sensory approach almost impossible.
So what are these features that create the learning environment? Most research and literature use the following elements when discussing/studying the classroom environment; Temporal environment (timing, length and sequence of activities); Acoustics (room’s shape or size impacting on being able to hear sounds clearly); Lighting (artificial and natural); Physical environment (both indoors and outdoors); Emotional environment (teacher organisation, control, attire, energy). Within my evaluation I have looked at all of these elements, however there is little research that is specifically based on their impact upon the student. Lesperance (2018) wrote an article based on her own experience in special education regarding the Temporal environment, she said “The timing, length and sequence of activities – sometimes referred to as temporal environment – also influence children’s behaviour and learning” (Lesperance 2018 p.28). She also explains that changing the temporal environment is difficult as there are elements you cannot control, such as, start and finish times, break and lunch times and the curriculum demands. The timing and length of tasks is dependent on developmental ability which is different in all children, too short and they become bored and fidgety, too long and this can lead to frustration and tiredness, with both causing changes in behaviour. Knowing when changes need to take place can sometimes be obvious, as she says, if you know that certain pupils become easily frustrated or their behaviour changes just before lunch time, then adding in a mid morning snack can help to alleviate this. She also suggests adding ‘sensory breaks’ for those pupils who become fidgety or disruptive during longer activities, maybe a movement break, stretching or concentrated breathing can help to calm a disruptive child. Lesperance (2018) goes on to say that making small changes to the sequence of events can have an impact on behaviour. Alternating guided or led activities with ‘free’ or pupil led activities can help to improve concentration and for those who find it difficult to settle after an energetic session, she suggests building in quiet time to allow them to calm down before expecting children to move to a different task or activity. 
Lighting can have an impact on learning, although there is, again, not a great deal of research. One study looked at the impact of fluorescent lighting as compared to LED lighting (Pulay, Williamson 2018), and found that on average, students showed more engagement in the room lit with LED lighting as opposed to the room lit with fluorescent, with males showing the greatest engagement. In addition to this, they found that those with developmental disabilities had the greatest increase in engagement. 
There has been much debate over classroom displays and their accessibility and the impression they have upon the learner. Are they easy to see and reach? Is the language child friendly? Are the colours used not too glaring or distracting? Is there work from all the learners in the class not just the ‘best’ or ‘most able’? There have been studies to find out whether highly decorated classroom walls can cause more distractions and off task behaviours than a sparser environment. As reported in The Telegraph (May 2014), there has been research in the United States where a group of children were placed in laboratory classrooms for six Science lessons on topics that were unfamiliar to them. Three lessons took place in a heavily decorated classroom whilst the other three were in sparse surroundings. Although all the children learnt in both environments, 55% of test questions were answered correctly in the sparse classroom as compared to 42% in the highly decorated room. Also, ‘off task’ behaviour was recorded at 38.6% in the decorated room and 28.4% in the sparse room. Whilst this study was not suggesting that all decoration be removed or that this addressed all educational problems, rather it was a means to encourage educators to consider the amount and validity of what is put up on their classroom walls. In my own experience, I had a year where there were a large percentage of the class who had emotional and behavioural difficulties, including Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). This created daily (often several times a day), physical and verbal outbursts where pupils and staff were at risk of harm. A Local Authority advisory teacher visited my classroom and suggested that I should take down all the displays apart from the visual timetables and daily reminders/rules. This I did and over a number of weeks of teaching in a sparsely decorated classroom there was barely any reduction in the frequency of disruptions. 
Procedures and Method

Throughout my years in this role, I had already realised that environment played a significant part in how children learned, their emotional wellbeing and ability to regulate their behaviour. Even before I had read literature and research regarding the learning environment, I had witnessed myself the change in pupils when they had spent some time in the LSC after being in mainstream provision. 

For this evaluative study I have used two pupils from my class both of whom have only recently joined the LSC, both from mainstream settings, one from a different school and one from within my own school. As part of the process of transition, I like to observe the children in their current environments before starting in the LSC as this, not only gives me a guide as to the needs of the child, but it also allows me to be able to evaluate the impact it can have of being in a special provision on the pupils themselves. For the purpose of this study I will refer to the child from another school as Pupil A and the child from within my own school as Pupil B. I observed both pupils in their previous environment and then after 2 weeks of being part of the LSC, I carried out another observation using the same criteria for each one. 
Pupil A has been in mainstream education all his school life, he is currently in year 4. He has been diagnosed with Moderate Learning Difficulties (MLD), but as well as this he has to deal with a physical disability, that being Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy (DMD) and he has a Statement of Special Educational Needs. From discussions with the head teacher, deputy head teacher, class teacher, teaching assistant and physiotherapist that were working with him, I learnt that his was an unusual case as the average child with DMD does not normally have learning difficulties. I also learnt that the average DMD sufferer will reach normal milestones that most children achieve, before his condition would start to deteriorate. This hasn’t happened with Pupil A as he did not reach all his expected milestones and his deterioration was early and rapid. On a daily basis he was having 30 minutes of sitting in splints and gaiters, 30 minutes of physiotherapy and an hour of being strapped into a supportive stand. This was obviously having an impact on his accessibility to learning as he would be removed from the class in order for him to have this therapy carried out in another room. He also sat in a specially adapted chair which he was strapped into and was quite cumbersome in size and shape. His school reported that his behaviour was a daily battle, that he presented as being stubborn, defiant and spent a great deal of his time in class disrupting the lessons and his peers. 
Pupil B, I have known since Nursery and I have been involved in his progress and development for some years. He is also currently year 4 and is currently under investigation as to what his particular areas of strengths and difficulties are, although there is a strong feeling from the assessments carried out so far by the Psychology service, that he is showing signs of MLD and ASD. After discussions with his current class teacher, head teacher and ALNCo, it was decided that he required reverse integration into the LSC as he was showing behaviours that were causing huge disruptions to his learning and to the class as a whole. He had a very negative attitude about himself and his work, he would become very frustrated and angry and throw objects and sometimes hurt others. Assessments showed that he had made virtually no progress in recent years and as his peers were developing, he was not. 
As both of these children, Pupil A and Pupil B were displaying significantly disruptive behaviours and making very little progress, I decided to use these as the subjects for my observations.

Presentation and Analysis of Findings

It is easy as teachers to overlook the difficulties some children have with their environment. Through my observations, I began to see how a poorly thought out design or a classroom full of clutter, could impact on the pupil’s ability to learn and thrive. 
Firstly, I will discuss Pupil A, who was a pupil at a mainstream, village school in the Year 4 class. The class had 17 children, a class teacher and a teaching assistant who mainly supported Pupil A. The school building is described in the prospectus as being a ‘typical Welsh school building’. It is an old building and Pupil A’s class had not had much refurbishment or updating in its layout or design. Below is a simple plan/layout of the class:

Figure 1





I carried out my observations using the following criteria:

Physical elements – wall art/pupils work, arrangement of desks, resources, class organisation, tidiness, too much/not enough structure, sufficiently sized learning space, ability to rearrange furniture, safety.

Intangible elements – energy of the class, rules, sounds, temperature, lighting.

Emotional environment – teacher organisation, teacher control, teacher attire.

Physical elements
The pupils’ desks were set out in rows apart from one horseshoe table at the front of the class nearest the door where Pupil A sat with 4 other children. Pupil A’s chair was facing the door, looking onto the corridor. The desks were spaced out so that there was enough room for chairs and some extra space. The teacher’s desk was in the far corner opposite the door and was very much cluttered as were the window sills above. There was a large whiteboard on the wall nearest the door. There were storage units along one length of the classroom ending with a built in book shelf which had a curtain across it instead of doors. Along the top of the storage units was very cluttered but there were some resources for pupils’ use, such as pens, pencils, scissors, etc. There was one storage unit which had drawers for pupils to use as they had the children’s names on them. There was a small carpeted area with a desk which, from the displays above, appeared to be for Oracy. All the furniture was portable, apart from the built-in bookshelf, and could be moved easily. The classroom size was small and had high ceilings. There were a few wall displays, e.g. Numeracy, Welsh, Class Charter, these were informative and provided learning prompts but there was no sign of pupils work on display. The rules of the class were displayed in children’s handwriting under the heading Class Charter, but there was no class timetable visible.
Intangible elements

Within the class of 17, I identified at least four pupils who displayed challenging behaviour. This created a very loud, boisterous and somewhat chaotic feel to the class until the class were separated into groups and sent to different classes in the school. The atmosphere then changed to being very quiet and calm, although I was led to believe that this is not a daily occurrence. Immediately as the children came into class, two of the four pupils displaying challenging behaviour, began to antagonise Pupil A. The classroom had large windows on one length of the room which were exterior windows. On the opposite wall were much smaller windows which were high up close to the ceiling which were interior windows onto the school corridor. The classroom had large fluorescent strip lights attached to the ceiling providing ample enough light for the class. The room felt cold upon entry and I kept my coat on throughout the time I was there, however, I still felt a chill even with my coat on. There were no windows open.  Once the children had settled, there did not seem to be much noise from outside the room, movement in the corridor was minimal. 
Emotional elements
Unfortunately, despite prior arrangement, the class teacher was not present during my observation and the teacher assistant (T.A.) was left in charge. She had been tasked with grouping the children and then sending all but one group to other classes in the school. On entry to the class, she immediately told Pupil A and another child that their behaviour in assembly was not good enough and they would remain on a behaviour ‘chart’. This was done in front of all the class. The teacher assistant was consistent in her manner and made constant reminders regarding behaviour and rules. The children appeared at ease with her and she had a calm demeanour with good communication skills. She gave clear instructions which were well understood by the pupils she spoke to. She was organised in giving out work. When she addressed the whole class, she stood behind Pupil A’s chair which meant that he could not see her throughout her explanation of what was going to happen in that lesson. Throughout the task she mostly sat down next to Pupil A at the horseshoe table. 
Observed behaviours of Pupil A

Throughout the 40 minute lesson and the break time that followed (this was inside due to the rain) I observed the following behaviours by Pupil A:
· Attention seeking – from T.A. and from his peers.

· An almost constant chatter, to others as well as mumbling to himself

· Listening initially when told to stop talking but within less than a minute he would start again

· When Pupil A was discussing his work with the child next to him he was told to be quiet

· T.A. stood where Pupil A could not see her so he talked and played with his pencils and pens. The T.A. looked around his chair to tell him to be quiet but then stood back in her original position.

· Pupil A became immediately more demanding and disruptive whenever T.A. moved her attention to other children even if she didn’t move position from her chair.

· Another pupil approached his table and he began making noises causing the T.A. to stop to tell him to be quiet.

· Pupil A worked quickly but was told to slow his pace down and look again at some of his answers, this was not met favourably as he complained and needed to have instructions repeated in order that he comply.

· Every time Pupil A spoke he was told to be quiet.

· Pupil A received no praise throughout the lesson.

· His posture in his specialised chair was slumped and he was not corrected.

· During indoor play he initially stood watching as groups of children came together to play

· Pupil A repeatedly called the name of another pupil who was ignoring him whilst trying to tip another pupil off his chair. The pupil acknowledged him once and then continued in his ‘play’ whilst Pupil A once again repeatedly called his name.

· Pupil A  wandered from group to group but did not interact with any of them or ask to join in their play

· Played by himself with Lego whilst still seeking attention from his peers.

I felt that there were a number of issues with the classroom environment that would impact on the learners, especially those who had a learning difficulty or disability. The layout of the classroom did not feel welcoming, the desks in rows was not something I expected to see in a modern day primary classroom. As Kariippanon et al said, “…the industrial-age layout of classrooms, typified by rows of desks and chairs, no longer lends itself to the educational practices taking place” (Kariippanon et al, 2018, p302). Surfaces were cluttered and disorganised, with resources mixed in with the clutter making the independency of the learner quite difficult. Displays were poorly made and did not show any celebration of the pupils’ work. Even class rules were not displayed in a clear and direct way and there was no apparent method of reward for the children to see, so that they could celebrate their successes with their peers. The position of Pupil A did not send a message to him that he was a valued member of the class, in fact, the physiotherapist had already recommended that he should always be sat facing the teacher due to his inability to be as mobile as an average child. The room felt cold and as one set of windows faced onto the school corridor, there was limited natural light. There was a feeling of negativity about the class, as there were clearly several pupils who had challenging and disruptive behaviour, however there was no method of praise used at any point during the time I was there or any apparent reward system. 
Next Pupil B, who was a pupil from within my own school, in a mainstream, Year 4 class. The class had 27 children, a class teacher and a part-time teacher assistant who supported a few pupils within the class as well as withdrawing pupils for extra support. The school building was an old building (more than a hundred years old), however most classes have had some refurbishment and modernisation. Pupil B’s class has recently had new windows, carpet, sink area and full length Ikea wall storage installed. Below is a simple plan/layout of the class:
Figure 2






Physical elements
The pupils’ desks were set out in rows with the horseshoe table at the very front, underneath the C Touch (an interactive screen). They were quite close together with enough room for chairs and only a limited amount of room for mobility between the desks. Two children sat at each desk, with four children around the horseshoe. Pupil B sat at a desk with another pupil which was set at the furthest end of the classroom from the doorway. All desks were positioned so that the children had their backs to the windows which ran the full length of the classroom looking out onto the field. These were very large windows with several openings in each one. Along both lengths of the room were storage units, with a great amount of resources, books, paper, water bottles, etc., laid out on top. There was a long worktop which had 3 desk top computers set out on top and stools for seating. The teacher’s desk was at right angles with the pupils’ desks and had piles of papers and books on top as well as a desktop computer. In the far corner of the room, behind Pupil B‘s desk was a sink area with quite a large sink. There were a number of wall displays, the majority of them for information with some pupils’ work on display. There were some hanging displays and some that seemed incomplete. Some displays were quite overloaded, with display work/material being covered up by other display work. All the furniture and displays were brightly coloured.

Intangible elements

The energy of the class felt lively, when the lesson was being introduced the majority of the children were attentive and focused and they seemed familiar with the expectation of their behaviour. During the task, which was group research, the noise level naturally rose and was mainly productive. The room was quite warm but none of the windows were open so it was quite stuffy with little air circulating. The lighting was a mix of fluorescent strip lights and the large windows let in a considerable amount of natural light, however the lights were switched on during my observation. 
Emotional elements
The teacher stood for the entirety of the lesson and moved about considerably. The lesson and tasks were well organised and expectations and objectives were made clear. There was constant interaction throughout the task between peers, and the teacher and learners. Feed back was encouraging and supportive with praise given to individuals. There was no teacher assistant present in the lesson. 
Observed behaviours of Pupil B
Throughout the 50 minute lesson I observed the following behaviours by Pupil B:

· Fidgety, fiddling with pencil case and contents for the entire lesson.
· Sat with his legs tucked underneath him

· On several occasions his head was laid on the table, often on his outstretched arms, often for long periods of time without looking up. 

· No eye contact made with teacher during introduction of the lesson.

· No interaction with the child sat next to him throughout the introduction, Pupil B had his body turned away from him.

· Two more pupils joined Pupil B’s table to work as a group, Pupil B moved further away from the group and pulled his pencil case towards him in a protective gesture. Still no interaction or eye contact with the three other members of his group even though they had started interacting with each other. 
· Throughout introduction, Pupil B offered no response to the teacher’s questions and yet when the teacher approached Pupil B and directed his attention to the resource laid in front of him, he immediately gave a correct response to a question. 

· When group work began, Pupil B showed the contents of his pencil case to his group, when he had little response, he continued to play with the contents himself.

· Hit out at one child who attempted to pick up a pencil from his case.

· Pupil B made further attempts to distract the group with his pencil case, when interest was shown Pupil B became instantly animated and interacted more with the group. Further attempts to seek attention were made by messing about, pulling faces and dancing about.
· Pupil B did not participate in the task at all. However, when the teacher approached his desk, he immediately picked up a pencil as if to make it appear that he was working. 
· Pupil B got out of his seat on several occasions, twice to get equipment for his group and twice to sharpen pencils. He ran instead of walking and made noises to himself like a moving car.

· Pupil B spun around on the spot and around the class, he also jumped off his chair twice. 
· Pupil B stood still twice away from his desk behind the teacher’s desk, looking around the room but not moving or engaging with anyone. The teacher approached him asking him to go back to his seat, his response was to frown and not move.

· Pupil B was accused of snapping an eraser by another group member, when spoken to by the teacher he immediately cried. He returned to his seat but completely disengaged himself from the rest of the group and lay across the table once more. 

I felt that there were several issues with the classroom environment that would impact on the learners, especially those who had a learning difficulty or disability. 

Again, like Pupil A’s class, the tables were placed in rows so that when the children needed to work in groups, they grouped around one desk. Even though the desks were movable they remained in rows for the group activity I observed. There was also very little space in between the tables so that when Pupil B was running and spinning around the class, he caused a considerable amount of disruption to others. He showed obvious signs that he needed to move and fidget, but the close proximity of his group members meant that he moved away from the desk in order to satisfy his sensory need. Pupil B was positioned at a desk that was not in the eye line of the teacher if she was sat at her desk, in fact she would have had her back to him. During the introduction, Pupil B was positioned far away from the teacher which allowed him to be completely disengaged. When the teacher moved around the class, she spent more time talking to the groups that were more engaged in their activity. Pupil B was aware of this as he kept watching where in the class the teacher was. Pupil B showed clear signs that he found social groups difficult, in his body language and in his behaviour. He was not offered the chance to work independently despite the fact he was mostly disengaged for the entire lesson. Not all the resources needed were on Pupil B’s desk which gave him an excuse to get up on two separate occasions to get equipment, spending time sharpening pencils. On only one occasion did the teacher address Pupil B’s lack of engagement and that was when he eventually broke an eraser, apart from that there was very little interaction. The children he had been grouped with also showed very little engagement in the activity which did not help to encourage Pupil B to show any interest. Possibly grouping him with a more able group would have given him the support he needed to be part of the task, as it was not beyond his ability. 
Both Pupil A and Pupil B joined the LSC at the same time. At that point there were already 7 pupils in the class with one teacher and 3 teacher assistants, one T.A. was a 1:1 for a pupil in the class. Pupil A became a full-time student in the class whilst Pupil B was part time. 

Physical Elements 
The LSC was quite large, larger than Pupil A’s class but slightly smaller than Pupil B’s. The room had one horseshoe table and a round table, both for pupils to sit at. There were also 3 individual workstations with drawers that had all equipment necessary for carrying out a variety of activities. There was a C Touch on a stand allowing it to be mobile. In front of the C Touch was an area that had coloured spots on the floor with the students’ names on, providing a ‘gathering area’. Around the classroom were designated ’areas’ - Creative area, Role Play, Chill out/Book Corner, Lego area, Construction, Physiotherapy area, Sand and Water play, Kitchen/sink. There were a number of wall displays including a large Visual Timetable and Weather/date chart. There was a Rewards display for ClassDojo and a One Page Profile display where all the children’s information could be seen. The rest of the displays contained supportive information and children’s work, all of which had minimal labelling or words and was colourful but not very bright. Worktops were mainly clear unless they were for a specific purpose, i.e. Creative area had baskets containing art and craft equipment. There were boxes containing pens and pencils clearly marked and other resources were also clearly displayed and labelled. Below is a simple plan:
Figure 3









Intangible elements

The energy of the class felt calm and quiet, when the lesson was being introduced most of the children were attentive and focused and they seemed familiar with the expectation of their behaviour and were sat on their spots together on the carpet. During the task, which was a phonic lesson, the noise remained low. The room was a comfortable temperature, some of the blinds were draw down as the sun was shining through making vision difficult and some of the windows were open so there was fresh air circulating. The lighting was a mix of fluorescent strip lights and the large windows let in a considerable amount of natural light; however, the lights were switched on during my observation as the sun was too bright to lift the blinds. 
Emotional elements
The teacher assistant initially sat in front of the children explaining and showing the timetable, the date and who had been chosen as ‘Helpu’r Heddiw’. The children were then directed individually into their phonic groups. Some sat at the horseshoe table whilst some sat at the round table, one child sat at the workstation with the 1:1 TA. Pupil A and Pupil B both sat at the horseshoe table. The lesson and tasks were well organised, and expectations and objectives were made clear. There were short tasks that changed regularly and then ended with ‘Golden Time’ when the children had free choice. There was constant interaction throughout the task between peers, and the teacher and learners. Feedback was encouraging and supportive with praise given to individuals and Dojo points regularly given out as well as stickers. Each group had a teacher assistant working with them.
Observed behaviours

	PUPIL A
	PUPIL B

	· Sat without fidgeting on spot listening to TA during introduction, some chatting but listened when asked to sit quietly until TA had finished speaking

· When instructed he got his own pen and pencil and sat in his chair, strapped himself in waiting to be placed by the table.
· During the group spelling test he talked a little, mainly stating that he felt he couldn’t spell a word

· When task changed to individual work he was wheeled to a workstation, he seemed quite happy with this

· Much quieter at workstation and waited for TA to check on him regularly and instruct him on his next task. He was not observed calling out at any point but did sound words out to himself as he was reading.

· Responded well to praise and even said he wanted to carry out one more task.

· When given ‘Golden Time’ he went directly to get an iPad but sat with the two children at the Lego table and interacted with them.

· Listened well when told to tidy away and sat on his spot when instructed.

· Responded well to having Dojo points added to his chart for his work that lesson and even stated that sitting at the work station meant he could do more work. 
	· Entered the classroom from his mainstream class quietly, smiled, responded to “Good Morning” from the staff and some pupils and sat on his spot when instructed.
· Fidgeted a little on his spot and made intermittent eye contact with TA as she went through the timetable, etc. 

· When instructed, he collected his own pen and pencil and sat by the table quietly.

· During the group spelling test, he interacted with the TA, mainly asking for words to be repeated.

· When task changed, he responded positively and once the task was explained, immediately began reading and writing.

· Showed good concentration, sounded out words and built up sentences in order for him to complete the task.

· Continued to work even when the TA was helping others on the table.

· At one point he got up, went to get an eraser and sat down continuing in his work. 

· Responded very well to praise and enjoyed a joke with the TA.

· When given ‘Golden Time’ he went immediately to the Lego table where he began to build and interact with the other children there.

· Listened when instructed to stop and sit on his spot.

· Showed positive reaction to having Dojo points to take back to his class.

· Said goodbye to the children and staff before returning independently to his own class.


Both Pupil A and Pupil B showed changes in their behaviour, emotions and ability to learn during the observation. Pupil A did not talk or distract other children during his time with them as a group and he responded positively to working individually at a workstation. He even declared himself that he could complete more work sat at the workstation and had a determination to prove it. He showed independency when at the workstation and he did not demand the attention of the TA, he simply began the next section of the task. He had no difficulty finding his way around the class when equipment was required and he did not show any need to fidget or become distracted. He interacted with his peers, even though he chose a free choice activity that was individual, he still involved his peers, choosing to sit next to them than alone. When instructions were given he carried them out without difficulty and only asked a few times for them to be repeated. 
Pupil B also showed a significant change in his behaviour. Even from the very beginning when he entered the classroom, he interacted with his peers and adults, responding to greetings of “Good Morning”. He reciprocated with smiles and I was later told by his class teacher, that he now asks when is it time to come to the LSC? He did show the need to fidget, although initially he would bring his pencil case with him to the class but he has not done this for a number of days now. Despite his fidgeting, there was enough space between the children so that he had room for movement without disturbing others. He also showed that it did not interfere with his listening skills as he knew what was expected of him during the task. The amount of time spent on task by Pupil B was much longer and he did not need continuous prompting and encouragement by the TA, he worked with perseverance, even knowing when to get extra equipment so that he could continue with his task. He did not cause any disruption to his group members and only got up once to get an eraser. During ‘Golden Time’ he interacted well with his peers, discussing what he was making and made up imaginary stories to accompany his constructions. He was very animated. During his time in the LSC, I observed a much happier child, he was constantly smiling and I did not see the disengagement that was present in my previous observation.
Critical Review
This brief study confirmed much of what I had already concluded for myself after many years of working in a specialised provision, and that was that environment does make a significant impact on the learner, particularly those who are experiencing learning difficulties and/or disabilities, a more flexible classroom environment helps to encourage self-regulation and more student-centred learning; preparing students for life in the work place. Circular or horse-shoe tables promote student collaboration as opposed to individual desks. (Kariippanon et al., 2017)

Both pupils in the study showed changes in their behaviour, their ability to learn and regulate their emotions and their social interaction with others. With more time, I would have carried out a more measured observation of the different environments. I would have tried to use the same focus of learning or task for each observation so that a more fair analysis could have been carried out as children respond differently according to their interests and abilities as well as self-confidence and belief in what they are doing. I could have used measured amounts of time on specific tasks with both pupils so that my analysis could have been more specific and the comparisons would have been more equally fair. Although all the observations involved table top work, one observation was a group activity which would not have suited Pupil B due to his difficulties in social interaction and sensory needs, so he may have responded differently had the activity been a more individualised one. Also, given time, I would have collected observations from a larger number of children with different learning needs to compare and accurately analyse the impact of the environment in the LSC as most pupils with learning difficulties and disabilities would show a change in their response to the two environments, the mainstream and the specialised provision, as physically they are very different. As stated in an article found within the adhdfoundation website, children with Additional Learning Needs, “…need predictability, structure, short work periods, more individual instruction, positive reinforcement and an interesting curriculum…” (www.adhdfoundation.org.uk, 2017)
I could have developed questionnaires for the adults supporting both pupils in both environments as this would have given a different perspective and possibly more detailed insight into their general behaviour and learning ability. 

Conclusion
Throughout this study, I have provided examples from research and literature which show that the physical environment has a significant part to play in the learning experiences of children, particularly those who have ALN. And although, for many years, inclusion has been the goal for many educators and educational settings, there is much research to prove that for some children inclusion does not provide them with the best opportunities to learn, develop and grow. Special provisions such as the Learning Support Class that I teach in, are often, a sanctuary for those struggling to cope in an environment that sends their senses into overload! Even from this small study, I had reflected on the physical layout of my classroom and how it has helped a small number of children to find their place in the educational environment they will spend their formative years, some of their most important years in respect of their development and ability to eventually find their place in modern day society. I feel that what the LSC provides, that learners cannot get in a mainstream setting, is very much what research has told us. The LSC provides space and different areas of learning with the ability to move around, have sensory breaks without causing conflict or disruption to others. (Gardner, 2005) The timing and length of tasks are short and measured, changing focus and style of learning to avoid negative changes in behaviour, such as frustration, boredom and disruption as pointed out earlier by Lesperance (2018).  At the same time, the pace is much slower, time is given for those learners who process at a slower rate, for those who need to have sensory or movement breaks before returning to complete a task. The emphasis being on achieving the best that they can achieve individually rather than one overall objective. There are breakfast and snack breaks built in to the timetable to alleviate tiredness and loss of concentration by hunger. The chewing and sucking actions promote soothing and calming effects on the mind and body. There are areas of the LSC which provide a darker, quieter, less visually stimulating environment for those children who need time away to reflect, take a break or simply calm down from an explosion of anger. Whilst other areas are stimulating and busy for those children who need the sensory stimulus if a task has required a great deal of concentration. 
Whilst many of these elements are possible in a class that has far fewer children than in a mainstream class, I feel that there are elements which could be taken onboard and adapted within the physical layout of a mainstream class. If we think about how we expect a type of behaviour when in a particular environment, for example when in a library we expect a studious, quiet and calm environment yet in a restaurant we expect a higher level of noise, voices to be raised and a great deal of movement, then how can we not expect our learners to display negative behaviours and poor engagement if their environment is chaotic and cluttered? We must ask ourselves if this is the best use of the space in our classrooms? Is it promoting and encouraging success in all our children? As we know from, our own experiences, a well-designed, uncluttered and organised space can have a calming effect on us as adults and this is also the same for our young learners. As Rohrer & Samson said:

Proper room arrangement provides predictability, which has a 


calming effect on many students. When students are better able

to understand their environment and anticipate what is coming next,

they tend to be less apprehensive. Their mental states are more 

conducive to learning new material. (Rohrer and Samson, 2014, pp 6-7)
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