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Choose a group/individual within Society and Education being at risk of exclusion. Use the literature and theory to critically analyse whether policy translates into good/best practise in education.

The field of Special Educational Needs is one that is often discussed, in particular with reference to how well the education system provides for inclusivity of those with Special Educational Needs (SEN) or, more recently and in the future, Additional Learning Needs (ALN).  Bartram (2017) states that “Successful schools ensure that all their pupils, whatever their additional needs, achieve their very best’.  This essay aims to look at the changes in special education over the years and whether society has indeed moved towards a more socially inclusive model of education where all children are encouraged across the board to achieve to their fullest potential or if there is still a real danger of children with additional learning needs being excluded from a good standard of education.  The writer will also look at current Welsh Assembly guidance in relation to both existing and emerging methods of practise in a school setting to determine how inclusive welsh education actually is.

Historically, learners with physical or intellectual differences have usually been educated separately from their main stream peers. Following the 1918 Education Act, children with disabilities were required under law to be educated by local authorities and the majority of this education took place in special residential schools (Historic England, no date).   Borsay (2012) suggests that special schools actually began life in the 1760’s as charitable institutions for children who were deaf, blind or had learning difficulties,  this extended over the years to include a range of conditions and disabilities, including epilepsy and by 1921 there were 300 schools in the UK for children who were blind, deaf or “crippled’ (Historic England, no date). Furthermore, Borsay states that many children who attended these schools did so against their parents’ wishes, and ended up being even more disadvantaged for having attended these schools and receiving what appears to be little or no education with an emphasis on craft based and low skill, low demand activities which in no way prepared the students for life or work in the outside world. Throughout the early twentieth century, attitudes toward children with learning or physical difficulties were varying in their compassion and sensitivity, with some people stating a case for euthanasia of those children with “the grosser forms of mental deficiency” (Hansard 2018).  There were voices for change however, for example in his address to the House of Commons in 1955, Mr Sidney Irving, MP for Dartford, argued against euthanasia and condemnation of people with severe learning difficulties and stated that “the quality of our society would be better judged by the care we take of such” people. Irving also argues for more money for special schooling, education and assessment for children who were in danger of missing out on a suitable education (Hansard 2018).

The 1978 Warnock report  and the subsequent 1981 Education Act introduced the terms Special Education Need (SEN) and “integrative” which would later be replaced by ‘inclusive” and the idea of Statements of Special Educational Needs for children with SEN (Parliament UK 2006).  The report aimed to create a more inclusive system where children with SEN were no longer considered a separate entity, but where SEN children would be educated within a common framework alongside their mainstream peers. However there was, at the time, little or no funding given for teacher training or statementing children even though special schools were closing and more children with SEN were being placed in mainstream schools.  More recently, the Special Education Needs and Disability Act (SENDA) (2001) “Made it illegal for providers of education and educational services to discriminate against disabled people” (Ellis et al. 2008) however research suggests that children with disabilities are still being failed within the education system around the world. Roy (2016) suggests that this failure is caused by “cultural attitudes towards children with a disability that lead to exclusion” and furthermore that a public education is a “recognised human right” that in some countries, including the UK, is being denied.  In poorer countries exclusion of those with disabilities is, perhaps understandably, more prevalent than in developed countries with the charity ADD International suggesting that disability inequality is often caused by stigma, poverty and a lack of understanding (ADD 2018). In the UK one definition of a socially inclusive education is provided by the National College for Teaching and Leadership as 

An approach going beyond the idea that all children should be educated in the same place, stressing equity and including everyone, if possible, in the curriculum.  Major ideas are participation, development of full potential and involvement in the wider community. (Sage 2004)
However, in practice this idea of encouraging participation and involvement does not appear to always be the reality, with the Welsh Conservatives currently calling for a massive overhaul of the way behaviour is dealt with in Wales, particularly for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) (The Wave 2018).  Their figures suggest that 88 percent of primary children who are  suspended from welsh schools have learning difficulties and figures from the UK government state that in 2014-2015 pupils identified with SEN made up just over half of exclusions in secondary schools in England (Department For Education 2016) whilst The National Autistic Society suggest that children with Autistic Spectrum Condition in England are three times more likely to be excluded from school than their non affected peers (NAS 2018).  In a society that believes itself to be more inclusive and tolerant than both its ancestors and other less developed cultures these figures could be seen as quite alarming and so educators and policymakers around the country are looking at ways to make education for those with special educational needs more inclusive and less segregated. (Department for Education 2018).  

Whilst there can be no doubt that society has moved on from these segregated and archaic conditions for children with Additional Learning Needs, inequality does appear to still exist, even if it arises through well-meaning intentions. Writing in the Guardian , Jonathan Bartley claims that, while children are no longer routinely sent to “exile schools” if they have a disability, there is still a stigmatisation and lack of inclusion in our schools for those with disabilities or additional learning needs, that merely placing them alongside their peers and treating them in the same way will not address (Bartley 2017).  The British Council echoes this sentiment stating that “inclusion is not about treating everyone the same” but that educators need to treat each student as an individual, with individual and varied needs and requirements. (British Council 2017).  

The idea of treating each learner as an individual is featuring heavily in policy making in Wales. By 2023 the Welsh Government aims to have implemented a dramatic overhaul of the education system in Wales.  This is, they say, to create a system which is “flexible and responsive” to learners’ needs and where “the learner will be at the centre of everything” (WAG 2017).    To this end, the Welsh Assembly have created the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) transformation programme and subsequently The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Bill (ALNET Bill) which will have 10 aims in relation to those with Additional Learning Needs from the ages of 0-25. It aims to be a more inclusive process which will see the end of the traditional Statement of Educational Needs and instead will introduce the Individual Development Plan.  This plan will incorporate all relevant agencies and will be a working document that can be adapted at a local level to ensure it provides constantly evolving support as needed. (Dauncey 2017). Changes in ALN provision is also linked with the changes in education in Wales. By 2019 a new curriculum which claims to encourage individuality and move away from the idea that learners have to progress in a linear fashion, allowing teachers to adapt the curriculum to suit their purpose and teach as their students need to be taught. (DCELLS 2018)  Whilst generally the proposed reforms appear to have been well received (OECD 2017), concerns have been raised regarding the lack of a national template for Individual Development Plans and the amount of money implementing the changes is going to require (Collins 2017).  There are also fears that, by creating a system where the onus is on the school to assess Additional Learning Needs, rather than the Local Authority,  there will be yet more pressure on an already struggling school system (Duff 2018).  Parents fear that there is not enough explicit provision regarding children with severe and complex needs or those with less “valuable” less complex needs and the Bill is too vague to reform any of the conflicts that currently exists (Snap Cymru 2017).  However, all agree that a more person centered, inclusive approach is needed (OECD 2017).  

Current practice for teaching learners with special educational needs is governed by the SEN Code of Practice for Wales 2004.  This code states that children have special educational needs if “they have a learning difficulty which calls for special educational provision for them”  (WAG 2004). The code also states that each learner should have an Individual Education Plan (IEP) which is developed with the child where appropriate and that children should be involved with decision making and target setting where possible.  This IEP should be developed at the beginning of the child’s education and, where a special educational need has been identified, the school should ensure that provision is made to account for differing needs and learning styles as well as focussing on the child’s skills and abilities to show what they know and what they can do using continuous assessment to highlight areas which need support (WAG 2004). IEP’s are reviewed and assessed termly and progress is evidenced and discussed at parents evenings and annual reviews.  These IEP’s will also be replaced by the IDPs which will make, it is hoped, the system more holistic and therefore, more inclusive in terms of agencies working together with the student. (WAG 2018) However, for the purpose of this research and the observations made, it is important to note that new legislation is not in effect and that the setting still operates under the current legislation, however, it is introducing aspects of the new guidance.

Setting A is a special needs school, it teaches children from 3-19 with a wide range of severe and moderate learning difficulties.  The school currently has over 160 students on role and boasts three satellite inclusion classes in local mainstream secondary schools and was rated as “excellent” by Estyn in 2013. In terms of inclusion Estyn states that the setting has excellent links with local secondary schools and college and that its inclusion practice is “sector leading” (Estyn  2013).  Setting A uses IEP’s in line with the SEN Code of Practice and also One Page Profiles which are  being introduced under new guidance (WAG 2018).  The setting has a specific inclusion policy which explains the rationale and aims for inclusion which include improving self-esteem and autonomy . In practical terms the school has two inclusion classrooms situated on the adjoining mainstream secondary school.  They cater for Key Stage 3 and Key Stage 4 with students attending lessons in PE and DT with some students accessing art and science.  These students are supported by familiar Learning Support Assistants on a one-to-one or one-to-two basis and are placed in smaller classes or those which consist of similar level mainstream peers. This idea of setting actually goes against research which shows that ability sets or streams are actually detrimental to learners’ achievement and that low achievers or those with learning difficulties may actually benefit from working with their higher achieving peers.  (UCL 2017) This often means that there are a lot of behaviour issues within these classes and that the supported students do not get either the social interaction they would desire from their peers, or the benefit of mainstream teaching as the class teacher is often distracted by classroom management issues and the actual learning is delivered by the Learning Support Assistant in a quiet corner of the classroom or, in some cases, the students are removed and complete the lesson in their own classroom.  This has led to a situation where the students are, in some subjects, merely participating in the same room rather than actually being included,  they tend to be overlooked by the class teacher due to the level of support provided by the LSA combined with a lack of knowledge of the various conditions the students may have and consequently barely interact with mainstream staff or students.,  An alternative, more positive view of the way inclusion lessons work can be seen in a PE session observed by the writer , where the class teacher is mindful to group the SEN students with more able peers.  Working in small groups together the students create a dance routine, with the mainstream students encouraging their SEN counterparts to contribute and participate.  Each student’s participation is decided individually, in line with SEN guidance on participation (WAG 2004) and the school’s own inclusion policy and decisions are made in conjunction with the class teacher, Senior Leadership Team of both schools and parents as well as the student themselves.   The students in these classes access collective worship and whole school activities with their peers at the main SEN setting and do not access registration or assemblies with the mainstream school.  This is in contrast to the welsh language inclusion class where the writer has observed students attending mainstream registration, collective worship and also breaktime activities with their mainstream peers.  Both settings strive to create positive links with the mainstream schools in varying amounts and class teachers in all three classes endeavour to encourage the students to join in as much or as little as appropriate. However it is the writer’s observation that regardless of this effort, a segregation remains due primarily to the complex social skills developed at a secondary level, that Setting A’s students have not developed due to their conditions and developmental delays and the amount of adult intervention the settings students need to access lessons. 

In conclusion, the writer believes that education in Wales is taking great steps to become more inclusive and overcome the barriers to inclusion that those with Special or Additional needs face. The legislation in both additional needs and the curriculum as a whole strives to create a more inclusive, supportive education for all learners (nasen 2017) but, without whole school and staff involvement and training in children with disabilities or leaning needs, there will remain a separation or segregation of children with ALN (Collins 2017). Improved systems for assessment, planning, target setting and review combined with legislation which keeps the learner at the heart of its practice and includes learner, school and parents in its development and implementation should result in an education experience which is more inclusive, that involves the whole of society regardless of medical conditions or ability. 
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