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SUMMARY

Uncertainty about the future of special education in recent years has given rise to
discussion amongst its leading thinkers about whether the field should have a coherent
theoretical analysis of its own. In particular, the concept of special educational needs
has become problematic. Although special education appears to define a special group
of pupils and a set of alternative practices, it is increasingly difficult to draw a line
between what is ‘normal’ and what is ‘special’. Such tensions are common to all
schools, however, they are of particular concern in Scotland’s mainstream secondary
schools as a result of confusion relating to the roles of learning support staff and their
separate status, a perceived lack of resources, pessimism regarding the prospects of

pupils with learning difficulties and inadequate training for subject teachers.

Through a descriptive survey, this research investigated the extent to which
stakeholders in special education such as policy makers, secondary school teachers,
learning support teachers, parents and pupils shared the same perceptions of
educational difficulty, whether stakeholders believed that special education would
benefit from a theoretical analysis of its own, the extent to which current principles or
values such as inclusion and entitlement remained valid and, finally, how stakeholders

envisaged future trends in special education.

In general, the study found consistency amongst stakeholders in some respects but
significant variations in the emphasis placed on major ‘goals’ and ‘values’ by different
groups. Stakeholders could not agree on the roles and functions of learning support
teachers and there was little understanding of fundamental principles associated with
the field such as inclusion. In relation to the validity of specific issues in special

education, stakeholders also disagreed on basic assumptions. Overall, ‘inclusion’
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remained a popular goal amongst parents, although empowerment was regarded by
many teachers and policy makers as equally if not more important. There was a clear
perception that special education is under-resourced and that initial teacher training for
subject teachers is inadequate as a means of preparing them to address the needs and
aspirations of a wide range of learners. Stakeholders also shared the perception that
pupils were not valued equally by secondary schools, regardless of ability and, notably,
a very substantial number of stakeholders in special education regarded the field as

problematic.

Although many respondents felt ill-informed, in general, about special educational
needs policy and practice, there was support for a theoretical analysis which might
help to clarify the relationship between policy and practice, providing that it did not
further alienate special education from the education system as a whole. It was felt that
goals in special education needed to be more objective and less idealistic if they were to
be realised in practice. Finally, with regard to future trends in special education, all
groups clearly acknowledged the need for a major review of initial teacher education and
staff development to take account of the needs of a broad range of learners. Many felt
strongly about the need for a review of the legislation relating to special educational
needs and the increased involvement in policy making of pupils, parents and subject
teachers. All groups were unanimous in their support for a new principle to underpin
practice which promoted tolerance and value of differences amongst young people in

mainstream secondary schools.

The importance of conducting the process of theoretical analysis with all of those most
concerned with special education has been stressed throughout this study. Based on the
responses and shared perceptions of stakeholders in special education, this research has
attempted to reconceptualise special education in a way which places special education
within the education system as a whole. It combines three new theories in education.
‘Difference’ theory, emphasises difference over sameness and promotes critical
reflection and exploration of assumptions and norms which are often taken for granted
and mistaken for absolute truths in education systems, ‘Communicative Virtues’ which,

linked to difference theory, offers the opportunity to adopt a more imaginative and
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creative stance towards educational difficulties by assuming that these can arise in a
variety of contexts and that, in certain conditions, we can all experience difficulties and
thirdly, the theory of ‘Multiple Intelligences’ which is compatible with ‘difference’
theory in that it promotes differences in terms of ‘abilities’rather than ‘deficit’ models
of children in education. A management model based on a combination of these three
theories, together with an outline of their practical implications for secondary

mainstream schools is discussed in the concluding chapter.
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INTRODUCTION
Making the leap

Although this thesis analyses and reflects on thinking and practice in the field of special
education, it is, in a sense, as much about shifts in my own thinking about the concept
of special education. Projects such as this generally arise from a sense of dissatisfaction
with current trends and a desire to know if these perceptions are shared with other
stake holders in the field. In this case it began with a personal sense of unease with a
field which has arguably been plagued by an identity paradox for the last twenty years
or more, (1) or from the moment Warnock (2) attempted to move special education
away from deficit models of children towards a continuum of educational need. This
conceptual shift meant that special education was no longer qualitatively different from
education as a whole. It differed only in the kind of assistance and support needed,
because the acceptance of a continuum of educational need implied that there was a
degree of educational help that children required, rather than a discrete category of
education (3). Although special expertise was still needed, all teachers required to
improve their responsiveness to individual differences and their ability to help children
overcome educational difficulties. Whilst the attempt to move away from simple
psychological-medical conceptualisations of special educational needs was undoubtedly
a welcome development for secondary school learning support practitioners such as my
myself, the later emphasis on the relative and interactive nature of special educational
needs appeared to be complex, multi-faceted and at odds with the law on special
education and the organisational arrangements in secondary schools, both of which

continue (to this day) to emphasise the discrete nature of special educational needs.

This chapter attempts to trace and reflect on the development of my own thinking in
terms of the initial theoretical approach to this research and the conceptualisation of
key terms in the field such as categorisation, inclusion and entitlement. I also attempt to
sketch a management model based on a combination of thrée new theories which could
provide a way forward. I refer to this new form of theorising as eclectic constructivism.

Finally, some consideration is also given to the impact of policy on practice in special
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education and the role of teacher education.

Alternative voices? Moving away from deficit models of children

All educators need to become cultural workers transgressing the knowledge and

consequent bureaucratic extrapolations that produce the ‘twenty percenters’.(4)

The first key influence which altered my own thinking about the concept of special
education is, perhaps, best summed up by Hooks (4) who rightly questioned the
demarcation of special and regular education on the basis of implausible statistical
‘stabs’ which suggested that 20 per cent of students in schools (in England and Wales)
have special educational needs. Widespread acceptance of the Wamock concept has, in
my opinion, led to expensive deployment of considerable resources and energy to the
measurement and often questionable and one sided classification of children. There was
little or no evidence of what Ainscow described as ‘talking directly and personally to
children’ (5) rather than treating them as deficit models and it became clear that school
structures, educational services and practices needed to change in order to involve
children and their parents in provision. Poplin and Weeres (6) had also expressed
concern about a lack of ‘alternative voices’ in education, particularly those of pupils
and parents and they began to develop alternative strategies that allowed everyone
concerned with schools to speak in a way that insured that everyone would be heard.
This approach was perceived as a potential means of moving away from deficit
thinking and consequently, the importance of alternative voices became a key element

of the empirical part of this research.

However, an alteration in thinking does not solely occur through a sense of
dissatisfaction with a particular context and a change of theoretical approach. It also
requires an analysis of the current state of provision for special needs, an exploration of
tensions in the field, the problems faced by practitioners and consideration of whether

its assumed principles and objectives remain valid.

Assertions about a lack of an agreed definition of special educational needs from
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authors such as Booth, Frederickson, Scott, Simpson, O’Hanlon, Clark and Eeson and
Dyson and Gains (7) has been a constant theme of the literature and research in special
education during the 1990s. Could a large part of special education’s problems stem

from the different agendas of those involved?

Four key questions, discussed in more detail in the next chapter, were developed to

take account of this concern;

« To what extent do stake holders in special educational needs share the same

perceptions, principles and objectives?

+ Would special educational needs benefit from having a theoretical framework or
analysis of its own and if so, which principles, beliefs and values might that

theory incorporate?

» To what extent are principles such as inclusive schooling, categorisation and

empowerment still perceived as valid?

» How will special educational needs develop beyond 2000 and what will be the

key issues?

The possibility of introducing a new theory, discussed in chapter two, formed the next
stage in my own thinking. If, as Booth (8) suggests, ‘special education has no theory
which adequately guides practice and no clear definition,” perhaps a theory would
remedy its ills. This research uses Williams’ definition (9) of both concept and theory.
He describes a concept as a ‘shared belief or assumption’ as opposed to a theory which
goes further in that it is both a ‘shared belief or assumption and a scheme of ideas to
explain practice’. Based on Williams’ definition, it makes sense that some account is
taken of stake holders shared beliefs and principles before proceeding to the application
of theory. G.K Chesterton once said that

You can never have a revolution in order to establish a democracy.
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You must have a democracy in order to have a revolution. (10)

In other words, we needed to have some concencus on a shared concept before
attempting to reconceptualise special education. (In this case, I refer to special
education as a recognised field in education and ‘special educational needs’ as the
concept developed by Warnock). Based on Williams’ definition, concepts could be

regarded as the tools of theory.

An context of uncertainty

I concluded this section of the research by suggesting that special education requires to
take on a more definitive form. However competent and proven the range of skills and
methods employed by teachers are, without a fundamental and empirically based
system of values and beliefs, they operate within a context of uncertainty in which
they have to make important decisions about the lives of young people, decisions

which a shared theoretical analysis may help to address.

Chapter three investigates the origins of special education and highlights another
development in my own thinking with regard to a problematic theme throughout its’
history. Schools rarely respond positively to pupil difference and diversity; nurturing
and celebrating academic success in preference to being perceived as a caring school.
Such an approach, further confused by inconsistent educational and political policy,
appears to have perpetuated inequality amongst pupils and tensions and uncertainty in

the field of special education.

One of the features of this collection of papers has been the documentation of the
disjunctions between, on the one hand, the ways in which the influential reports of
fifteen years ago (SED, 1978, Warnock, 1978) construed effective provision for
children with special educational needs and, on the other hand, the ideas reflected in
policy innovations of the last five or six years. The rise in importance of market forces
and the insistent encouragement of competition amongst schools has had a profound

effect on the way the education of pupils with special needs is perceived. (11) There is
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much misunderstanding of the term itself and inclusion was perceived by many of the
respondents to this project as a modern term for integration. Indeed there was also
confusion and disagreement about the definition of inclusion amongst writers and

theorists in the field. Norwich states that

It is clear that we have quite divergent and incompatible concepts of inclusion -
(Jeff) Bailey’s is that it is learning in the same place on the same curriculum as
others, Tomlinson’s is that it relates to the system and not necessarily to the
same place and curriculum, and Booth and Ainscow’s is that it is not a state at

all, but an unending process of increasing participation. (14)

Apart from confusion about what inclusion is, absent from these conceptual positions

is an in depth, theoretical foundation for the special needs community.

Chapter four, which analyses attempts by theorists in the field and policy makers to
reconceptualise special education, moves closer again to the idea of theornising special
education. It considers for the first time, the possibility of eclectic theorising given that
there is no logical reason why one dimensional solutions need to be applied to the field
and given its complex nature. A similar approach can be observed in the political, social
and economic theories of Habermas, (12) who felt that it was preferable to keep any
response to social problems broad as opposed to exclusive. He argued that such an
approach was more reflective of democracy and prevented any potential monopoly of
interests. He stated that it was better to select the best or borrow from a variety of
theories, thus avoiding absolutist positions which could not be defended. As an
advocate of dialogue and networking, Habermas supported the idea of rational decision
making based on a concencus of those most affected by decision making at government

level.

An eclectic approach to theorising seemed particularly logical, given the disparate
nature of special education. Competing interest groups, already a feature of special
education, lead to winners and losers depending on the power and ‘influence of parent

organisations to press for preferential resources for their children - inevitably at the
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expense of others with different kinds of need.” (13) This type of approach, at least,
reflected the diversity of interests within special education based on dialogue with its
stake holders.

Values and Principles in Special Education

Chapters five, six and seven focused on the fundamental values which a theoretical
analyses might incorporate. Firstly, the limitations and advantages of an inclusive
approach to schooling are considered in an in depth study of the validity of inclusion.
Further reinforced by the research data related to respondents perceptions, this section
concludes that inclusion should remain a central goal of special education. However, it
is also a complex concept. It became apparent that we need to be much clearer about
the specific steps towards an identified goal. Having accepted the validity of inclusion
along with the majority of stake holders, the next step was to find a clear theoretical
basis for inclusion which could be translated into practice and become part of a global

understanding.

One theoretical approach which has, in my opinion, the potential to provide a clear
theoretical basis for inclusion which could be applied in practice is the Communicative
Virtues as developed from Aristotle’s Theory of Virtue by education philosophers
Burbules and Rice. (15) Despite the title of this theory, it is not about pious or polite
values. It provides a clear definition, together with the practical skills for inclusive
attitudes in a way which locates them at the core of the curriculum. Its purpose is to
teach young people community spirited attitudes, broad-mindedness and inclusive
perspectives through communicative activities which are clearly specified as patience,
tolerance of alternative points of view, respect for differences, willingness to listen
thoughtfully and attentively, openness to giving and receiving criticism and honest and

sincere self-expression.

Naturally there are political issues associated with such an approach. It is true that a
theoretical basis of this nature both imposes and deliberately fosters inclusive attitudes

in children. However, if society is serious about making schools truly inclusive, this
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theory would provide a major step forward by promoting and encouraging appropriate

perspectives in young people, without which genuine inclusion is not possible.

Debates about the validity of another issue in special education, that of categorisation,
led to consideration of a theory which is compatible with the Communicative Virtues:
that of Difference Theory. The dilemma of how to ensure that schools provide
effectively for young people with special educational needs without emphasising their

separateness has continued to dog policy makers and professionals for several years.

(16)

According to Heshusius (17) schools have tended to respond to differences amongst
pupils by resorting to reductionism which means ‘segmenting learning into parts.

Poplin also criticises this approach to addressing educational difficulty:

We have held the assumption that learning disabled youngsters are best taught

when we break the process of learning into smaller and smaller pieces. (18)

Whilst Poplin accepts that teaching techniques are frequently based on a reductionist
approach, she considers it to be a failure, preferring instead an approach based on
holistic constructivism which is more life related and bases the goals of instruction on
children’s own experiences. In my opinion it would be unwise to rule out any approach
which helps children to overcome learning difficulties. However, reductionist
approaches suggest that the ‘blame’ for the student’s learning difficulty lies within the
student, emphasising his/her separateness. The key issue in terms of thinking was how
to acknowledge the social reality of difference without labelling or categorising students
in a negative way? Simply focusing on what students can do was considered to be
inadequate since it does not address the very real difficulties faced by some students
and denies the reality of their experience. In my opinion, the answer lay in Burbules
(19) Difference Theory which promotes sensitivity to and critical reexamination of
difference. It is, perhaps, better to conceive of educational difficulty in terms of
difference and diversity rather than categorisation and labelling, given that difference is

an inevitable feature of human existence.
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This approach, popular with all stake holders, is about unmasking the naturalness and
reality of the differences which we assign to particular groups of students and it forces
us to look at why we assign these differences and whether or not they are accurate. We
overlook some differences amongst students, for example, the moderate learning
difficulties group, which matter and construct others which do not matter (special and
normal students). Too often, differences can turn into permanent labels. Burbules
suggests five difference criteria to avoid labelling but accurately acknowledge difference.
These are version, degree, variation, analogy and variety which could be used in
consultation with parents and students to critically reexamine the accuracy of difference

on an ongoing basis.

Difference Theory also addresses issues about entitlement and equity, given that these
are based on a general lack of acceptance of differences amongst students and
respondents were concerned about the arbitrary nature of resources and competition
amongst some groups seeking additional resources. Chapter seven considers the
arguments for and against entitlement and equity and concludes that the solution lies in
a reconceptualisation of education as a whole. An education system should, in my
opinion, recognise and value diversity rather than perpetuate the notion that there is a
‘normal’ group and there are small groups of students who need more resources and
specialist teaching to bring them up to the same standard as the so called ‘normal’
group. It was felt that reconnecting special education with mainstream education rather
than conceptualising special education as a separate category within education seemed
the most logical approach. Once again it is better, perhaps, to think in terms of
acceptance of difference and diversity rather than a separate group of students with an
entitlement to more resources which will put them on a level playing field with the

other group of ‘normal’ pupils.

The application of Difference Theory would require a curriculum structure which
would facilitate and further reflect and promote awareness and sensitivity to difference.
For this reason a curriculum model based on a third theory, Gardner’s Theory of

Multiple Intelligence (20) was considered.
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The role of teacher education

Multiple Intelligence Theory seemed appropriate because it supports the teaching of a
diverse range of skills rather than just literacy and mathematical/logical skills. The main
difference is that other learning styles such as kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal and
intrapersonal and are given a higher profile than was the case previously. The current
focus on literacy and mathematical skills is, in my opinion, a form of exclusion and I
have attempted to sketch a more inclusive curriculum model in chapter ten, which is
also compatible with Difference Theory and Communicative Virtues, and which could

be implemented in practice.
Thinking in relation to the policy-practice interface

I began this research project with an assumption that policy in special educational
needs does not translate easily into practice. There were many reasons for this: the
continual broadening of the concept of special education over the past twenty years
and the relatively high cost of provision, encouragement of competition for results
amongst schools and the fact that stake holders views were edited out of the equation.
(21) Although I still believe that policy in special education does not translate easily
into practice, there is evidence from the data that whilst there is much to criticise,
policy has translated into practice to some extent, however imperfect that translation
may be. Teachers are not perfect and neither is the field. Policy today is still built on
deficit models and that may be the issue rather than the extent to which policy
translates into practice. However, the data also suggested that a clear theoretical basis
may address this issue. Policy must be able to impact in a positive way on practice,
filtering down to the level of practice to become part of a global understanding. We need

to be much clearer about what we are doing and why we are doing it.

Given the lack of philosophical rigour applied to special education (22) I believe that
part of the solution must involve subjecting the field to a much greater degree of
philosophical scrutiny, for there is little in the literature of special education that is

rigorously philosophical and therefore, much of the conceptual framework of the field
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has gone unexplored. Without much more in depth philosophical analysis there is a lack
of robustness about conceptual values in the field and consequently, a high degree of it
was clear from the outset that teacher education had a key role to play in addressing
learner needs, stake holders were consistently critical of teacher education and teachers’
inability to respond effectively to young people with special educational needs.
However, it is difficult to see how teacher educators could be more effective whilst
there is no clear, shared conception of what special education is. There is no question
that teacher educators have a role to play in training teachers to meet the different needs
of learners In relation to difference theory, the key notion that education is about
responding to diversity and that the recognition and value of diversity becomes part of
the process of overcoming barriers to leamning. Teacher educators should counter the
dominance of views which divide pupils into normal and abnormal learners. Preparation
of new teachers for meeting the range of diversity would require a radical reexamination
of the Higher Education Initial Teacher Education syllabus to ensure that at its very
core it promoted communicative virtues. Additionally, an awareness of different
learning styles with illustrations in terms of appropriate teaching strategies within and
across each curriculum area as well as an awareness of a range of tasks to ensure that

learning styles are developed would be essential.

Conclusion

Through an analysis of the literature and research data, I began with a number of
separate values and assumptions believed to underpin special education and moved
towards a theoretical position which incorporates aspects of those values which stake
holders still regard as valid. Although inclusion was believed to be the central issue in
special education at the outset of this research, , the data showed that there was some
disillusionment with this ideal. The data also showed, however, that inclusion is not
sufficiently understood and that it means different things to different stake holder
groups. Many felt that it was a positive value worth aspiring to but it needed a clearer

definition and, preferably, one which is shared by the vast majority of stake holders.

I have come to believe, through the research process, that a single theory would not
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reflect the diversity of interests known as special education. An eclectic form of
constructivism combining Difference Theory, Communicative Virtues and The Theory
of Multiple Intelligences could promote democratic and inclusive approaches to
meeting leamers’ needs whilst ensuring that there is no monopoly of interest for any
particular pressure group. At the same time, however, the social reality of students’
learning experiences is acknowledged as sensitively and accurately as possible in an
environment which encourages sensitivity to diversity and inclusive attitudes. The
research data suggests that the majority of stake holders in the special education field at
present would support this approach. Consequently, from a small group of disjointed
values I have attempted to reconceptualise special education in a cohesive form which
takes account of stake holders’ view and reconnects ‘special’ education within

‘mainstream’ education.

Respondents in this research have indicated a preference for a model which recognises
that every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs.
Education systems should be designed to take account of the diversity of needs and
characteristics in a way which actively promotes respect and sensitivity to difference
and tolerance of alternative points of view. Progress towards this goal will require a
leap in thinking from the present one-sided classification of difference where children
are perceived as either ‘special’ or ‘normal,” to an acceptance that difference is an

inevitable feature of human existence and all children are different.
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CHAPTER ONE

Background

As uncertainty about the parameters of special educational needs and questions about

its future direction continue to gather momentum beyond the millennium, it is hard to

know whether the issues surrounding the field have recently ‘grown in intensity or

whether the publicity, especially from Parliament, is bringing to wider attention, areas

which have long been of concem to parents and professionals.” (23). Either way, these

growing concerns stem from increasing determination to do something in order to reduce

educational disadvantage for a significant number of young people in Scottish schools.

Although many of the issues and tensions are common to all schools, the situation in

Scotland’s mainstream secondaries is of particular concern for a variety of reasons:

* There is some evidence to suggest that confusion exists amongst teachers about

what the learning support teacher’s role should be in secondary schools. Pamela
Munn (24) argues that there appears to be ‘considerable diversity in the role of
the learning support teacher’ and even within the same school, ‘different

departments display a range of understandings of the goals of learning support’.

There is a marked tendency towards pessimism among secondary school
teachers that learning difficulties which continue into secondary school can be
overcome. This suggests a degree of disillusionment with support for leaming
which is not shared by primary colleagues. Harlen (25) argues that moves by
some local authorities to place some pupils in special schools at the transition
stage from primary to secondary also appear to confirm this pessimism about

the ability of secondary schools to address the needs of these pupils.

Recent government policy stating that pupils with Records of Needs should

have targets set within IEPs (individualised education programmes) (26) has

meant a potentially unwelcome retum to individualised approaches to

supporting pupils with special educaﬂonal needs where achievements must be

quantifiable, following years of developing collaborative approaches to
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addressing needs. In this approach, the role and responsibilities of subject
teachers, other than perhaps English and Maths, is less clear. Prior to this, HMI
(27) had underlined the value of a curriculum-deficit model in which the
emphasis was on all pupils following the same curriculum appropriately

differentiated.

Accepting the consultancy role of a learning support teacher who is rarely
qualified in the subjects concerned whilst taking the major responsibility for
providing for pupils with special educational needs has always been difficult for
subject teachers in mainstream secondary schools according to Brown and
Riddell. (28)

The continued existence in secondary schools of an independent learning
support department seemed questionable, given that the mainstream subject
teacher was to have the ultimate responsibility for children with special
educational needs as suggested by the highly influential HMI Progress
Report. (29)

The size of the learning support department often appears to be dictated by
where the school is located in the country and the extent to which the Head
teacher regarded it as a priority, given that learning support remains part of the
whole school staffing complement in Scottish schools. Cost effectiveness has
tended to remain the central element in the provision of trained learning

support staff and resources within local authorities. (30)

Many secondary age pupils with special educational needs continue to need a
great deal of support in order to consolidate learning, but they tend to be
resistant to approaches to learning which emphasise repetition as well as

approaches which make them feel different from their peers. (31)

More worrying is the situation facing secondary schools with dwindling rolls

which tend to be situated in areas of social disadvantage in a climate less well
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disposed to positive discrimination. Such schools often have a high proportion
of pupils with learning difficulties but no Records of Needs. No additional
funding is available as this is allocated on the basis of pupil numbers. (32) Faced
with league tables of performance and the relatively high cost of provision for
pupils with special educational needs, the outlook for all concerned is all too
often bleak.

Because of the organisational and time constraints on provision for pupils at the
secondary stage, it is, according to HMI, (33) essential that ‘secondary staff involved in
supporting the needs of pupils with special educational needs work together more
effectively and harmoniously.’ It therefore follows that if educational difficulty is to be
reduced, increased clarification and understanding of special educational needs is vital.
To avoid confusion there is a need for common goals and to this end, the role of
research is of critical importance. In addition to clarity of understanding, there is also a
need for clearer communication amongst all of those concerned with special educational
needs in order to avoid unhelpful confusion, tensions and uncertainty which may arise

from the different agendas of those involved.

Research aim 1

A central aim of the proposed research will be to investigate the extent to which all of
those groups involved in special educational needs, including policy makers,
mainstream secondary school teachers learning support teachers, parents and pupils,
share the same perceptions of educational difficulty and how it is addressed in

secondary schools. Key questions are:

» How is learning support defined in the secondary school?

» What are the causes of educational failure?

» What is the relative impact of each of the five roles of learning support
teachers?

» How effective are each of the main support systems attached to secondary

schools in terms of their impact on pupil performance?
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e Which organisations and groups most influence practice in learning support?
» Which models and educational discourses most influence practice in learning

support?
Research aim 2

The second aim is to establish whether there is a consensus that practice in special
educational needs would benefit from having a theoretical framework or analysis of its
own and if so, which principles, beliefs and values might that theory incorporate?

Specific questions are as follows:

* To what extent are tensions in special educational needs the result of having no
theoretical analysis of its own?

» Is it possible or even desirable for special educational needs to have a coherent
theoretical basis of its own?

» Which new or existing principles or values might a new theory incorporate eg.
social justice, value of difference/diversity amongst all pupils, rights,
empowerment, curriculum-deficit approach, continuum-based approach etc?

Explain why?
Research aim 3

A third aim concemns the extent to which fundamental values, often controversial issues
and goals in special educational needs remain valid in Scottish secondary schools. This
is a key section which looks in detail at three issues in particular: inclusive schooling,
categorisation and empowerment in special educational needs. Specific areas of

questioning are as follows:

Inclusion

« Are all pupils valued and accepted regardless of ability?

» Is full inclusion a realistic prospect in Scottish secondary schools?
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* What are the barriers to inclusive schooling?

» How important is inclusion as an objective in special educational needs?

Categorisation

* Does categorisation encourage a child deficit view of pupils with special
educational needs?

* Are categories within special educational needs too general? (For example, not
all physically disabled pupils have the same educational needs. Therefore, it
may not be valid to apply this label in the case of some pupils).

* How valid is the ‘continuum of need’? Are there pupils who cannot be
categorised within a continuum of need? (For example, dyslexic pupils)

* Does avoidance of categorisation lead to inaction and neglect? Will differences
amongst pupils remain regardless of whether teachers categorise them or not?

» How valid is the recording of pupils with special educational needs?

lsmpowerment

* How valid is positive discrimination of resources/support for pupils with SEN/

* Are all pupils entitled to be regarded as special, including able pupils?

* Should Learning support teachers challenge discriminatory attitudes towards
young people with special educational needs?

» Should parents have a right to expect additional resources and, or special
teaching if their child has special educational needs?

* Do all pupils have the right to attend the same school as their peers?

» To what extent do young people with special educational needs have the right
to express their own opinion on provision?

» Who should have the right to make decisions regarding provision for disabled

pupils?
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Research aim 4

The fourth and final aim of this research is to explore how those most closely
connected with the field envisage the future, particularly in relation to secondary
mainstream schools. How will special educational needs develop beyond 2000 and

what will be the key issues? More specifically:

« Will learning support continue to exist in its present form in secondary schools
ie. as a separate department in most cases with its own distinct set of practices?

 Will the key issues remain the same?

* How might the language of special educational needs reflect changes in the field?

» What role might staff development play in its future?

* How important is it that the views of all those concerned with special

educational needs feature in any attempt to change?

There is no assumption in this research that continued debate is unhealthy and that we
now need to impose a single theoretical analysis, framework or interpretation on special
educational needs. It is accepted here that confusion and complexity may reflect the
actual level of diversity which exists in special educational needs in Scotland at present
and bringing all issues and debates concerned into the open is more likely to lead to
progress which benefits young people with special educational needs. However, there
are many arguments for seeking common ground amongst the various stake holders
which is likely to benefit young people. Clark, Dyson and Millward (34) suggest that
practitioners in special educational needs have to make decisions daily in a context of
uncertainty, which affect the lives of many young people and having at least some
shared, fundamental values and and assumptions about learners and learning amongst all

of those involved might help to resolve some of the ambiguity.
Why involve participants?

This research regards the views of participants involved in special educational needs,

including those more generally involved in mainstream education, as vital for a number
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of reasons. Firstly, it is not possible to solve a problem if there is no agreement or

consensus on what the definition of that problem is. As Oliver suggests:

Without the endorsement of those most affected, educational change is

meaningless and likely to result in feelings of oppression. (35)

Allan, Brown and Munn produced clear evidence that policies such as the Progress
Report of 1978 which suggested radical changes to the role of the ‘remedial teacher’ in
Scottish schools were not unanimously supported by teachers in general, particularly in

secondary schools where:

Learning support teachers struggled to negotiate their new consultancy
role with mainstream teachers many of whom neither understood or

sympathised with the new philosophy. (36)

The views of professionals could not simply be edited out of the equation as Riddell
and Brown (37) have suggested, noting that in Scotland - as with England and Wales -
during the 1980s, educational policy making was characterised by a lack of sympathy
for the views of professionals whose role it was to implement rather than shape

reforms. Professionals were more often regarded as an impediment to progress.

This view changed again in the 1990s when it was felt by the Secretary of State for
Education, Lord James Douglas Hamilton, (38) that winning the consent of the
professionals rather than forcing their acquiescence was a preferable tactic
Educationists in Scotland were consequently less hostile to reforms in terms of the 5-14
curriculum and national testing than in England and Wales, perhaps because of a less
hard line approach which did not deny them a voice and a longer implementation time

scale in addition to consultation for 5-14 curriculum guidelines. As Heron states:

persons as autonomous beings have a moral right to participate in
decisions that claim to generate knowledge about them. Such a right

....................... protects them from being managed and manipulated. (39)
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Arguments for seeking common ground amongst stake holders have a certain validity
given the events of recent years where Wolfendale (40) notes that in general, ‘the
balance of power has shifted towards parents’. Although ultimate control still lies with
central government in particular and local authorities, recent special educational needs
policy in Scotland has increasingly given more voice to parents. An SCCC publication

greatly enhanced the role of parents by suggesting that:

Parents of pupils with special needs should be fully involved in the
planning process. Their views will be of particular importance in specifying
programme aims and in analysing decisions about the selection of

curriculum content. (41)

The Raising Standards-Setting Targets-Support Pack (42) for pupils with special
educational needs advocates the automatic inclusion of parents in setting targets for
their children and the forthcoming Special Educational Needs Forum 2000, underlines
and proposes changes to legislation which will enforce the rights of parents and young
people with special educational needs to have their views taken into account. This is a
trend which is likely to gather momentum beyond the year 2000 given that the policy
document, ‘Improving Our Schools, Special Educational Needs’ (43) has made it an
explicit aim to enhance the rights of parents. Whilst the balance between what Hegarty
(44) calls “collective responsibility and individual rights’ is far from straight forward, it
is clear that policies are not just made by government but by parents, teachers and

pupils of whose views they must inevitably take account.

It is also important that those who deliver policy in special education take account not
only of the views of participants but of those involved with mainstream education as a
whole. No matter how often special educators have reconstructed their role in the past
as individualised, whole school or inclusive in approach, there seems little point in this
ongoing process of reinvention if mainstream education remains generally indifferent. It
is even possible acording to Clark et al, that a lack of sympathy with the past and
present roles of special educators from mainstream education, has in itself spawned

further role redefinition:
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Throughout the period we have been studying, special education has
reconstructed itself as a ‘whole school approach’, or as an ‘approach to
individual differences’, or as ‘integration’, or as ‘inclusion’. On each occasion,
special educators have defined new roles for themselves, or ‘done away

with themselves; they have sought to acquire new forms of expertise available in
different places and modes, they have developed new sets of relations with their
mainstream colleagues; they have devised new structures and systems; they
have agonised endlessly about what to call themselves and how to characterise
their work.... Mainstream education , however, has in many cases, remained

stonily indifferent to these contortions. (45)

Repeatedly, it appears that special educational needs practices have tried to align
themselves with practices in mainstream education without making much of a
detectable impact on how mainstream education conducts its own practices.
Diﬁ’efentiation, for example, a key inclusion strategy used by secondary mainstream
learning support teachers to support pupils with special needs in mainstream
secondaries appears to have made little impact. In Scotland, Mary Simpson’s research
(46) has found that even teachers in secondary mainstream schools believed to be ‘good
differentiators’ still have difficulties in allocating tasks to pupils which are appropriate
to their learning needs and differentiation, in itself, is still perceived by most Scottish
secondary mainstream teachers to be a problem for learning support teachers to

address.

Perhaps this is because special educators have been too insular in their approach to
change, overlooking repeatedly, the need to view special educational needs from the
perspective of broader concerns within education as a whole. The tactic of repeatedly
changing its form to bring itself closer to mainstream education has failed to reconnect
special education to education as a whole and its central purpose remains that of
providing a support system to those for whom the mainstream system cannot or does
not cater because there is no corresponding reconstruction within mainstream
education. (47) Another essential feature of this research will therefore involve

consultation with those, within education, who are not directly responsible on a day to
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day basis for pupils with special educational needs but have responsibilities within

education which incorporate special educational needs.

Trends in special educational needs have been implemented to varying degrees by
schools, and despite overwhelming support for inclusion amongst all sectors of the
special educational needs community and SEED for inclusion, it has been suggested by
Miller (48) that classrooms, particularly in mainstream secondary schools, remain
stubbornly hostile places for those young people with the greatest learning difficulties.
Consequently, the massive problems of underachievement and leaming difficulties
referred to by Dyson and Gains (49) have now persisted beyond the year 2000.
Initiatives from the special educational needs sector have never been effectively
incorporated into mainstream practices and therefore, any future reconstruction should

arise as a result of consultation with both sectors.
Methodology

Another important aspect of this research will involve analysis and critique of the work
of key theorists from philosophical, sociological, theoretical and practical perspectives
(See chapters one and two). Notably, all of them have either expressed concern with, or
attempted to reconceptualise special educational needs in recent years. Discussion and
analysis of their work will not reveal the ultimate truth about special educational
needs, but hopefully help us to demystify, clarify and make sense of the tensions and
assumptions associated with the field. It is hoped, that such an exercise, together with
an analy>sis of the data on stake holders perceptions of special educational needs, may
lead to a conceptualisation of special special educational needs which addresses, at least

to some extent, the concerns of those most closely involved.

Since Wamock (50) appears to have influenced the present concept of special
educational needs’, reinforced by HMI (51) in Scotland, an analysis of her perception
of the field and its development is essential to any conceptual analysis of special

educational needs.
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Additionally, Wolfensberger’s work (52) on the principle of nommalisation in
community care merits consideration because of its implications for thinking in special
educational needs, particularly with regard to the purpose of integration and inclusion
of young people with special educational needs in mainstream schools. Where
‘normalisation’ is the dominant ethos, it reinforces an ‘individual pathology’ approach
as opposed to a ‘social pathology’ approach which looks at social barriers to
integration and inclusion. (53). In contrast, Abberley (54) and Oliver (55) analyse the
cultural and material barriers facing disabled people in society. The ‘rights’ culture
embodied within this framework is significant in much of the very recent policy
documents related to special educational needs in Scotland and is arguably increasing its
influence on modem thinking in special educational needs to a greater degree than
before. (56). Analysis of the work of these theorists may help to shed some light on the
development of thinking in the field together with some discussion of the relative merits

of each perception.

Also worthy of analysis is Thomas Skrtic’s (57) work on critical pragmatism which
offers a post modern solution to the atheoretical and acritical aspects of special
education from a philosophical perspective. Equally critical of special education but
from a sociological perspective is Sally Tomlinson (58) whose radical structuralist
approach to analysing special education offers one of the strongest critiques of the

origins and development of special education.

From a Scottish point of view, Sheila Riddell’s and Sally Brown’s work (59) on the
impact of thinking and policy on the educational experiences of young people with
special educational needs at national and local level has much to contribute to debates
about how changes in thinking affect practice in Scottish schools. Also in terms of
practice in schools, Mel Ainscow (60) is a key theorist in the UK and beyond, due to
his research and consultancy work as consultant to UNESCO and UNICEF. His
research is highly critical of the currently favoured individualised approaches to
responding to pupils experiencing learning difficulties in Britain and he suggests more
holistic approaches which involve making schools more effective in addressing the

needs of all learners.
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It is hoped that an analysis of other more recent work will provide more pragmatic
solutions to the tensions within special educational needs in mainstream secondary
schools in Scotland. Theorists such as Clark, Dyson, Millward (61) have attempted to
reconnect special education with education as a whole whilst Alan Dyson and Charles
Gains (62) have attempted to conceptualise special educational needs differently by
using a language which is non-stigmatising and allows a problem solving, process-

focussed stance.

From a theoretical point of view, an analysis of the work of Nicholas Burbules (63) on
‘difference theory’ has much to offer education and may help to resolve the central
dilemma for education and special educational needs which is the tension between
sameness and diversity and the prevailing tendency to regard the abnormal in terms of
deficit. (64)

Why have an empirical study?

Kerlinger (65) argues that ‘subjective belief must be checked by objective reality’ and
scientists must always subject their notions to the court ‘of empirical enquiry and test.’
In the case of special educational needs this is particularly applicable because there is
evidence to suggest that even with regard to ‘inclusion’, long assumed to be the field’s
most popular objective by policy makers such as the National Special Educational
Needs Advisory Forum (66), there are substantive differences in perception amongst
those involved. (67) As stated earlier, it is difficult to solve a problem and make
progress if there is no agreement or consensus on what the definition of that problem is.
Therefore, we need to raise our own consciousness of both the nature of, and reasons
for these differences. It is, after all, a basic function of social science to understand
social reality as different people see it and to demonstrate how their views shape their

perceptions and consequently, the actions which they take within that reality.

The questions which this research will try to answer concern the ways in which special
educational needs in mainstream secondary schools and the effectiveness of those

whose role it is to address these needs is perceived. In general, it examines whether
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there is a consensus that practice in special educational needs would benefit from
having a theoretical framework or analysis of its own and if so, which principles, beliefs
and values might that theory incorporate; the extent to which different groups involved
in special educational needs, including policy makers, mainstream secondary school
teachers learning support teachers, parents and pupils, share the same perceptions,
fundamental assumptions, values, principles and goals; the degree to which specific
issues in special educational needs such as categorisation, the continuum of special
educational needs, inclusion, rights and equity remain valid and finally, how those most
closely connected with the field envisage future trends, particularly in relation to

secondary mainstream schools.

As the purpose of research is to try to explain these problems through a survey of
prevailing beliefs and perceptions, the descriptive method of research was considered
to be the most appropriate since descriptive research, according to Best is concerned
with:

conditions or relationships that exist; practices that prevail; beliefs,
points of view, or attitudes that are held; processes that are going
on, effects that are being felt; or trends that are developing. At times
descriptive research is concerned with what is or what exists is
related to some preceding event that has influenced or affected a

present condition or event. (68)

The investigation of educational problems such as those of special educational needs
requires an understanding of the current condition of things before proceeding further.
By identifying the nature of factors and interpreting the meaning and significance of
data gathered from a relatively large number of cases at a given time by means of a
survey and interviews, it may not be possible to produce results of immediate practical
value, however it should be possible to formulate some hypothesis or provide

information for further research, possibly of an experimental nature.
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Potential problems associated with descriptive research.

One potential problem associated with descriptive research involves potential bias
towards the researcher’s subjective judgments and impressions of the phenomena. In
order to circumvent problems of this nature the following, carefully structured plan of

action, suggested by Verma and Mallick, (69) has been adopted in this investigation:

1. Recognition and definition of the social or educational problem/issue which
is to be studied.
2, A decision must be made about the kind of data required, and a clear

statement on this made. It helps the perameters of the study.

3. The framing of research questions to be addressed must be stated
clearly, pointing out the assumptions underlying them. If the study is an
exploratory one, hypotheses may be more tentative or questions broader
in character, but still need to be carefully stated.

4. Selection and description of appropriate subjects/samples and a detailed

description of the methodology to be employed.

5. Selection of research tools, techniques or instruments which are to be
used in the collection of data. If new/modified tools or techniques are to be
utilised, a more detailed description, including their psychometric or

sociometric characteristics should be given.

6. The hypothesis should be tested and/or the questions addressed on the
basis of the data collected. Sometimes, however, it may be necessary to
collect further data to do this, or even to amend the original hypothesis or
questions. (Such actions should, however, be recorded and justified in the

research report).
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7. Finally, the results must be described, analysed and interpreted. It is
important to remember that the results must be reported in clear, precise

terms.

Although postal survey is an effective method of collecting data from a large number of
sources in a short time, there are limitations to this type of descriptive research:
response rates are lower since the researcher does not have direct contact with the
respondents. In order to mitigate this well documented difficulty, advance notice was
issued to schools to be surveyed and although limited by time and resources, direct
telephone contact to solicit support from key leamning support staff. The latter,
although not possible in all local authorities contacted, is an extremely effective but
‘risky’ method of obtaining a higher response since the researcher then establishes

personal contact with the respondents.

In order to avoid politically or socially sensitive questions being issued directly to
respondents, education authorities and head teachers were invited to approve the

content of questionnaires before they were issued to staff, parents and pupils.

An ananlytical framework for reflecting perceptions of special educational

needs.

It is not enough to collect facts and perceptions from those most closely involved with
special educational needs and describe what they are. Researchers collect numerous
facts and views. However, it is important that they are organised and classified into a
coherent pattern which will help to explain relevant relationships amongst them. As

Verma and Beard suggest, researchers need to:

identify and explain relevant relationships between the facts. In other
words, the researcher must produce a concept or build, a theoretical
structure that can explain facts and the relationships between
them......... (70) |
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Cohen and Manion (71) also indicate that ‘model’ is used interchangeably with
‘theory’ although ‘models are often characterised by the use of analogies to give a more
graphic or visual representation of a particular phenomenon.” However, they also
caution the researcher to the fact that such models must be accurate and providing that
they do not ‘misrepresent the facts, they can be ‘of great help in achieving clarity and
focusing on the key issues in the nature of phenomena. The important issue with regard
to this research is that it is possible to order and classify data and explore the
relationships among responses in order to support or refute conclusions and
hypotheses. To this end, it was felt that Barr Greenfield’s ‘phenomenological’ model
would be the most helpful approach to analysis, given that it provides a means of
characterising the perceptions of stake holders, since it is founded on the belief that
social reality is the creation of the participants and social categories and knowledge are
constructed by those participants. From the secondary school perspective, people
assign meanings to situations and react in terms of the interpretation suggested by these
meanings. The different meanings placed on situations and experiences by the various
participants are products of their background, values and experience according to Bush.
(72) Therefore, the development of any framework or model of educational
administration seems pointless without the inclusion of individual values. The
advantage of this approach is that there is no dominant group such as politicians,

administrators or interest groups.

In addition, subjective models incorporate an approach which focuses on individuals
within organisations rather than the total institution. Because special educational needs,
as a field, is conducted through organisations such as schools, there are likely to be
differences in the way that stake holders perceive learning support, even though they
are all part of the same organisation. Likewise, parents and local authority personnel
with responsibility for that organisation may view it differently. Yet each perspective
is legitimate. As Bush goes on to suggest, these stake holders ‘construct a reality out of
their own interests and experiences and any commonality of perspective arises from the
fortuitous fact that their interests are in common.” To deny them is surely to deny the

reality of the situation.
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With regard to secondary schools, Holmes argues that any lack of consensus about their

purpose:

makes it more important rather than less to have a clear framework of goals
and values. The modern idea that schools can function in a value-free
atmosphere brings the whole educational profession, and particularly

administrators into disrepute............. (73)

Another reason why the application of Greenfield’s subjective model is an appropriate
framework for analysing conceptions of special educational needs in Scottish secondary
schools relates to its presupposition that conflict, or differences in values, is not only
inevitable but endemic in schools. Where perspectives coincide, Greenfield argues that
individuals may come together in groups and engage in political behaviour in pursuit of

objectives. Conflict is the result of competing values:

Conflict is endemic in organisations. It arises when different individuals or
groups hold opposing values or when they must choose between
accepted but incompatible values. Administrators represent values but

they also impose them. (74)

Notably, there is a growing a tendency for some groups associated with special
educational needs to engage in political pursuit of objectives e.g. disability rights groups

and the ‘rights’ approach in general. (75)

Whilst Greenfield’s model reflects the reality of individual perceptions without
precluding generalisations, its emphasis on individual perceptions and even recognition
of different values and motivations is important to this research, it is, however,
accepted that an approach of this nature cannot fully explain the nature of the system.
To rely solely on a phenomenological approach to analysing the concept of special
educational needs would mean excluding the historical, cultural, socioeconomic and
political influences on its evolution, all of which will require to be taken into account

when discussing the issues related to special educational needs.
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In recent years, economic expansion has become less predictable and this is likely, as
Vislie (76) argues, to impact on education as a whole, reversing ‘the liberal values and
attitudes which were in turn reflected in a whole range of social policies, including the
comprehensivisation of mainstream schools and the development of integration
programmes’. These have now been replaced by accountability and target-setting, both
of which have impacted to a profound degree on special educational needs in Scotland.
Already the inclusion agenda of the late 1990s seems to be transforming into a ‘rights
and entitlements’ agenda of the year 2000 and beyond, in Scotland, with at least one
Scottish Executive Education Department policy document actively promoting this
approach. (77) Changing cultural and political values and objectives, both local and
national, together with technological and medical advancements will all have an effect on
its future progress and new objectives will come to replace the old. This implies an
acceptance that fundamental values emerging from the present research will inevitably

be transient because value systems are necessarily a response to time and place.

There is one dilemma which above all others, concerns both special educational needs
and mainstream education and that is the tension between sameness and diversity and
the need to reconcile a commonality of approach to schooling, the curriculum, and the
entitlement which all young people have with an acceptance and tolerance of
differences in need, leamning styles, cultural and ethnic orientations and different
aspirations towards learning. Perhaps the solution which may point the way forward to
the next phase in what has been a turbulent, complex and rapidly changing pattern of
development in special educational needs, lies in consideration of this issue in particular
and in the ability of special and mainstream educators to resolve this fundamental

dilemma.
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CHAPTER TWO

Do we really need a theoretical model of special educational needs?

Theory as a basis for practice in special education.

A major factor contributing to the messiness of many problematic situations

and issues is substantive differences in the perceptions and intentions of
those involved. (78)

It is impossible to consider the field of special education without reference to
theoretical issues and concerns. The field has borrowed from other disciplines such as
science, sociology and psychology, in order to establish a theoretical analysis of its
own. Messiness has also been a feature of the field and one for which it has received
increasingly well deserved criticism in recent times for its lack of an agreed definition,
coherent strategies and clarification of roles for those involved according to Riddell and
Brown. (79) In particular, the concept of special educational needs has come to seem
especially problematic, raising doubts as to the existence of special education as a
separate field. In simple terms, although the field appears to define a group of students
and set of teaching approaches which are different from others, it is becoming

increasingly difficult to draw the line between what is ‘normal’ and what is ‘special’.

In addition, Clark, Dyson and Millward (80) suggest that the multiplicity of positions
which has developed in recent years has once again given rise to the question of
whether we really need to consider moving towards a theoretical foundation which
belongs specifically to the field of special education. This chapter will also consider
some of the arguments in favour of a having a single, coherent theoretical analysis for
special education, whilst addressing the more problematic aspects of such a

consideration for research and for the field itself,

Opinions on just how the field should be reconceptualised are readily forthcoming,

drawing on a range of theories outside special education such as sociology, politics and
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philosophy. Whilst inevitably, these theories are not in full agreement with respect to
their analysis and recommendations, they adopt a similarly critical approach which
seeks to question the field’s guiding principles and underlying assumptions from a
variety of perspectives. As the issue of the conceptual model on which special
education is based is widely regarded as a key dilemma in the field, an essential part of
this research will involve a review of these basic assumptions and their application in
the light of policy innovations since the the Warnock and HMI reports of 1978.
Notably, there appears to be a growing consensus amongst the field’s critics that
special education’s conventional assumptions are no longer useful and that the field
should review their validity as a guide to practice in the twenty first century. The
dominant perspective on which provision for children experiencing learning difficulties
based, is still that of the deficit model in which the source of the problem is located
within the child (81).

Amongst the more vehement critics of the field, whose work merits further discussion
at a later stage in this research, are: Wolfensberger (82) whose perspective on the
‘normalisation’ of young people with special educational needs within the community
has implications for inclusion; Thomas Skrtic whose work on critical pragmatism offers
a post modern solution to the atheoretical aspects of special education from a
philosophical perspective and Sally Tomlinson whose radical structuralist approach to
analysing special education offers one of the most critical explanations of the origins
and development of special education. Others such as Dyson and Gains (83) and
Brown and Riddell (84) have been critical of the Warnock Report (1978) which is
widely 'regarded as one of the most profound influences on the modern concept of

special education. Their criticisms merit more detailed consideration below.
The Trouble with Warnock.

Before addressing wider criticism of the concept of special education, I will firstly
examine the highly influential Warnock Report and its implications for the concept of
special education in Scotland. The report was considered ground breaking in its support

for ‘integration’, its new concept of ‘special educational needs’ which increased the
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number of children who had special needs to ‘one in five’ and its abandonment of
categories. However, The Warnock Report also received legitimate criticism for its
open-ended definition of special educational needs, its abandonment of categories, its
insistence on a continuum of need matched to a continuum of provision for young
people with special educational needs and its introduction of the statement, regarded by

some critics as perpetuating the child deficit model of education.

In Scotland, the effect of Warnock, according to Riddell and Brown, (85) was to trigger
an expansion of the proportion of the general population whose difficulties, it was
argued, needed to be addressed. Warnock began this process by indicating that 20
percent of pupils had needs which required to be addressed; shortly afterwards, HM
Inspectorate (Scotland) argued that the figure was nearer 50 percent (86) and
Strathclyde Region further increased this figure to include every child in its policy
document ‘Every Child is Special’. (87) The effect of this broadening of the concept of
special needs was two fold. Firstly, local authorities in the wake of Strathclyde Region
were left to work out what special educational needs really meant and who was entitled
to special teaching and resources. Secondly, focussing concern for the individual needs
and rights of all pupils has led to a dilution both of the definition of special educational
needs and resources available for positive discrimination in favour of those who are

most disadvantaged. Robin Jackson has argued that this kind of approach leads to:

widening (or dilution) of the definition of special educational needs to
the point where it becomes virtually meaningless......For if it is argued that
if every child is special then there must be a sense in which no child is

special. (88)

To further confuse the issue, ‘positive discrimination’ is stated as a major principle
identified in ‘Every Child is Special’ and yet widening the concept of special
educational needs leads naturally to a situation where there are fewer resources available
for those with most need. To avoid such confusion, a radical reconceptualisation of the
concept of special educational needs is a necessity rather than an option if the field is to

retain its credibility and extricate itself from contradictions of this nature.
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Wamock’s abandonment of categories of special need and vague definition of special
educational needs led in Scotland to the legal definition of special needs as set out in
section 1(5) (d) of the Education (Scotland) Act 1980 which equally vaguely defined
special need as ‘children who have a learning difficulty which calls for provision for
special educational needs to be made for them.” The task for local authorities left to
work out their own policies on how to implement new procedures in a climate of
unwillingness to categorise and label has proved particularly difficult in the years since
Wamock. In addition, Warnock herself has recently expressed concern about the
recording system which she introduced because the system only guaranteed additional
resourcing to those who had a Statement or a Record of Needs. She appears to accept

that her definition of special need was not prescriptive enough:

I was naive not to assume that the financial situation would be such that the
only way to get money for special needs was to get a statement - which
means spending less on those without a statement. I would like to go back
to a position in which only two per cent of children have statements, with
money allocated to the other 18 per cent. Unless we do that, a lot of
children will slip through the net. (89)

A further issue on which many critics agree and one which is relevant to the empirical
part of this research is that teacher development is central to the process of addressing
pupils” needs. Teachers should be helped to adopt alternative perspectives to

educational difficulty, not least because, as Pijl and Van den Bos suggest.

The shift towards a description of the object of special education as having
something to do with problems in education and with taking decisions about the
special assistance for pupils with special needs poses a new challenge (for
teachers). (90)

Classroom teachers are frequently left to make decisions about appropriate special
assistance in uncertainty, using their experience, available knowledge and common

sense. As such, they have a right to participate in decisions which affect thinking and
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policy in the field of special education.

The issue of children’s, parents’ and teachers’ rights is a contentious aspect of the field.
In general, classroom teachers have had less influence on policy and issues in special
needs in comparison to parents. Brown and Riddell (91) have criticised special needs
provision as being ‘at the benevolent discretion of teachers.” Despite Warnock’s
recommendation that teacher professionalism should mean ‘skills in the management of
learning for all children’, there is little evidence of a heightened profile for children with
special educational needs in staff development and training courses for the ordinary
classroom teacher. Despite the efforts of course organisers and a National Training
Coordination Project, and attempts to raise the profile of special educational needs in
teacher training and staff development courses in Scotland, most staff development and
teacher training courses consist of little more than awareness raising according to
Stronach and Allan (92)

However, there are much deeper issues in special education related to its conceptual
basis which require clarification. Critical perspectives have also arisen in relation to the
origins and development of special education from a variety of perspectives. Any
proposed reconceptualisation will necessarily involve some discussion of these critical
perspectives. The next section of this chapter discusses these together with their

implications for research in the field.
Soiological perspectives: radical structuralism and Functionalism .

Sally Tomlinson attempts to explain special educational needs in terms of its
sociological context and in doing so, provides a critical rationale rather than a definition.
Her rationale, however, provides an interesting but uneasy perspective for
professionals attempting to reconceptualise special educational needs because it offers,
arguably, a logical explanation for the origin of special education. Tomlinson (93)
questions the validity of the field of special educational needs itself, because she sees it
as legitimising inequality between socioeconomic groups. In particular, she strongly

questions the inclusion of social factors as part of the definition of special educational
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needs and the excessive placement of working class and black children in special
education in Britain and the USA and the large numbers of children of ethnic minority
and working class parentage placed in MLD (Moderate Learning Difficulties) or EBD

(Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties) categories.

Of the sociological theories offered, she claims that radical structuralism offers one of
the strongest explanations for the origins and development of special education.
Theorists of radical structuralism, the founding intellectuals of which were Marx and
Weber, share the belief that society, even in a democracy, is characterised by
fundamental social, political and economic conflicts and power struggles. Within
societies, more powerful social groups will attempt to dominate weaker groups and
treat them differentially and unequally. Marx was primarily interested in analysing
social conflict in terms of social class and the labour market and Weber in showing how
dominant social groups will shape social structures to their own advantage persuading

others to accept inequality in the process. (94)

Tomlinson links radical structuralist theory to special education by suggesting that its
development in Britain is in itself an illustration of the radical structuralist view. She
argues that the role of education can be related to social selection and used as a
mechanism for legitimising inequality between socioeconomic groups. If the weaker
groups accept the legitimate authority of more ‘powerful’ or ‘superior’ groups
(professionals in the case of education) and can be persuaded to agree to unequal
conditions, no coercion is therefore necessary. In this way, potentially troublesome
people and those deemed by professionals as having special educational needs, accept
decisions that they would prefer not to accept if things were equal. Furthermore,
without the mystique of professional judgments from experts such as educational
psychologists, it is doubtful, in the opinion of the radical structuralists, whether many
parents would accept that their child had special needs. Learning support teachers are,

of course, part of that mystique.

French conflict theorists, Bourdieu and Passeron further support Tomlinson’s analysis

by arguing that educational advancement or exclusion is :
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..... controlled by ostensibly fair meritocratic testing, but that the
education system demands a cultural competence during test

procedures which it (the education system) does not itself provide.
Advantage is thus given to families who possess cultural capital and can
pass it on to their children. Social class and cultural reproduction  thus
become linked as ‘test failures’ which are assigned to lower

social groups who are persuaded that the failure was their own fault

without any need for coercion. (95)

Whilst the education system appears to be a just system, many individuals are
undoubtedly disadvantaged through social class and cultural reproduction, a factor
borne out in Scotland and other countries where research repeatedly shows that those
from poor, black and other minority groups are over represented in the special needs
categories. (96) That such individuals continue to be categorised as having special needs
1s an vissue which has rightly been the subject of grave concern by many critics such
asTomlinson (97), since there are inherent implications that schools as institutions (and
more especially those who train teachers) both structure and perpetuate inequality.
This is an issue which is central to radical structuralist criticism of the field of special
education and education in general. Although Tomlinson’s radical structuralist
perspective is useful for analysing practices in special education and explaining its
origins, it challenges assumptions that society is working towards the ideals of social
justice and progress. As such, it is perhaps less acceptable or palatable than other

theories such as the functionalist perspective.

The functionalist approach may be more comfortable for teacher educators and teachers
of learning support to adhere to, because it is based on consensus to the status quo,
concern with the ‘right resources’ and how persons considered disabled or having
special educational needs can feel included. With the more popular functionalist view,
conflict, according to Parsons, (98) cannot be explained except in terms of deviance and
it is generally assumed without question, that professionals are working for the good of
their clients. Far from creating barriers to progress, institutions in society are regarded

as tools for progress. Not surprisingly, the functionalist view has been, and still is the
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dominant sociological perspective in special educational needs in Scotland, where
teachers of learning support will understandably adhere to the more comfortable view
that learning disabilities are a real phenomenon.This is unsurprising since the
functionalist approach is more acceptable in the sense that individuals will want to be
seen to be actively addressing the needs of those who are disadvantaged whatever the
reasons for their existence. It is only in recent times that the assumption of a normal
curve of the distribution of ability, arguably perpetuated by Warnock’s statement that
‘one child in five is likely to need special educational provision’ (99) has been
challenged by Boyd (100) who stated that ‘The idea of a normal curve of the
distribution of ability is pernicious and self-fulfilling’.

One positive aspect of Tomlinson’s radical structuralist rationale is that it encourages
people to understand the social structures and forces they live with. If this is possible,
they may be more able to avoid unfair discrimination and the influences of the
powerful. In this respect, the radical structuralist view has much to commend, given
that it views special education itself, rather than its clients, as a sociological problem. It
has long been argued that any shift away from deficit models with regard to children’s
difficulties is constructive, since the vast majority of those concerned with special
education regard this approach as unhelpful. Therefore, the implications of this
approach for redefining special educational needs are useful, in so far as explanations of
educational difficulty in deficit terms are, as Tomlinson (101) suggests, ‘saying more
about the groups who control the social, political and economic structures of society
than anything else.’

As a means of rationally analysing the phenomenon of special educational needs and
providing a more positive perspective from which to redefine it, radical structuralism is
both commendable and useful. The inclusion of social factors in the special needs
category is clearly questionable. Diversity in terms of social class and ethnic minorities
should not be regarded as a liability or a problem which needs to be solved by teacher
educators and learning support staff and serious questions need to be asked as to
whether it should even feature within the definition of special education. However, the

weakness of the radical structuralist view of special education lies in the absence of
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practical advice on how to apply its ideals in education, or society. Those who
advocate this view are committed to the tall undertaking that progress in emancipating
the powerless from their social position is possible and that ‘the conditions for radical
change can be created by a conflict analysis that demonstrates to the ‘social

participants what is going on.” (102)

Whilst it is right for teachers to question the validity and fairness of the status quo in
education, in the more immediate sense of addressing the problems of failure and
underachievement in schools, functionalist approaches may be more easily applied in
practice.The problem is that it is almost impossible to separate developments in SEN
from developments in education as a whole and therefore, any radical progress in
special education would also require a rethink of education itself. In the case of
education, many writers will argue that the status quo is clearly preferable, and social
institutions such as the education community have a tendency towards nertia. Radical

change is rarely if ever, universally welcomed. (103)

However short on pragmatism, radical structuralist theories also have the merit of
challenging professionals and in particular, those who provide teacher education, to
question the aims, forms and ideologies in the field, in the hope that this will lead to

positive progress.

On the whole, the sociological perspective has made a reasonable contribution to
redefining special education, however there are other important issues which need to be
addressed: many sociological perspectives do not favour the retention of the special
educational needs classification, (104) yet, if this category is abandoned or severely
limited, whose interests will be served and what new practices will be developed to
replace the functions that the field serves? How is special educational needs to be
redefined in order to avoid categorisation in a real sense and how will this impact on

training in special educational needs?

Philosophical perspectives on special education, particularly those of Skrtic , offer

some possible solutions to these problems whilst raising other fundamental issues for
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those who provide training in special education.
A philosophical perspective.

In common with Tomlinson’s sociological perspective, Skrtic is highly critical of
functionalist approaches in special education, where certain conventional assumptions
are unproblematically accepted. Although primarily concerned with the development of
special education in the United States, he aims to promote the deconstruction of special
education and the twentieth century notion of student disability and justify
substantive resources for reconstructing special education in terms of the historical
contingencies of an emerging post industrial economy. Far from being a rational and just
response to the problem of school failure, Skrtic argues that special education is a social
artifact, an unintentional consequence of functionalism, the dominant world view that

guides educational institutions:

There is nothing true or inherently correct about the special education
knowledge tradition; it is an historically situated social construction. (105)

As a critical pragmatist Skrtic does not concern himself with whether the field’s
grounding assumptions are right or wrong but whether they are useful as a means of
best serving the interests of its clients and the democratic needs of society.
Pragmatism, most commonly associated with the philosopher John Dewey, (106) is a
method of theorising under conditions of uncertainty, focussing on analysing the
consequences of social theorising rather than those theories themselves. Skrtic’s (107)
perspective is particularly useful for analysing and redefining the concept of special
education because he provides a helpful summary of its conventional assumptions, for

ease of reference, as follows :

1. Student disability is a pathological condition.
2. Differential diagnosis is objective and useful.
Special education is a rationally conceived and coordinated

system of services that benefits diagnosed students.
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4. Progress in special education is a rational-technical process of
incremental improvements in conventional, diagnostic and

instructional practice

Having considered the usefulness of its conventions, Skrtic contends that in special
education, there is a gap between its claims and its practices and that it should not base
its models, practices and discourses on the above assumptions. Interestingly, he
acknowledges his support for the continued existence of the field, presumably because
he still considers it to be useful, and presents suggestions for its reconstruction on the

basis of pragmatism.

Providing that one accepts the accuracy of the assumptions identified by Skrtic,
synthesised from the work of a number of authors, such as Bogdan and Kugelmass
(108), McNeil (109) and Oakes (110), it is relatively easy to take issue with the field’s
so called guiding principles. In consideration of the first convention outlined, those
involved in professional development and training in special educational needs in
Scotland and elsewhere have for long argued that student disabilities are not individual
but organisational pathologies. (111) The notion of the curriculum itself and the
bureaucratic nature of schools as barriers to learning is not new. (112) Yet, despite the
commendable ideals and intentions of training institutions, policy makers and those
who work within the field, what Fulcher (113) has described as ‘individual gaze,’ is the
dominant perspective that guides the organisation of responses from teachers to

children who experience difficulties in school.

The persistence of this individualised perspective, which undermines that of the
providers of training in SEN and the ideals of policy makers situation in special
educational needs, may be, according to Brown and Riddell (114) because pressure of
accountability encourages teachers in Scotland to take refuge in the idea that the
problem lies in the child. To some extent, it may also be as a result of the way in which
schools are organised. Such organisations, use a process which Mintzberg calls
pigeonholing. In this process problems that occur are matched to one of a series of

existing standard responses. Mintzberg (115) suggests that ‘the professional confuses
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the needs of his clients with the skills he has to offer them.” Pigeonholing would
undoubtedly simplify matters greatly in bureaucratic institutions such as schools by
providing a set of ready made responses in the form of caregories into which students
would be placed. Both Skrtic and Mintzberg (116) suggest that schools as professional
bureaucracies ‘screen out’ uncertainty by forcing children’s needs into the standard

practices of one or another of their professional specialisations.

Those who deliver training in special educational in both higher education and in
schools in Scotland are encouraged to oppose deficit models and yet the educational
context in which they have to operate advocates standards and competition on a level
which makes it impossible for them not to categorise pupils. There is also the
additional problem of acknowledging genuine need, when, as Abberley (117) suggests,
ignoring disability leads to inaction neglect and oppression, whilst at the same time,
avoiding categorisation? The whole notion of who or what is special is one of a number
of key fundamental issues which special education needs to address. It is also an

illustration of the gap between special education’s claims and practices

The second conventional assumption identified by Skrtic, that ‘differential diagnosis is
objective and useful’, is equally fragile. Subjective diagnosis of this nature can be
harmful to students and education in general, because by removing pupils from the
general education system, teachers are prevented from recognising anomalies in their
own conventional paradigm of practice. Subjective diagnosis may also have the effect of
strengthening teachers’ belief in both the ‘validity of their conventional practices and
the idea that school failure is a human pathology.” Schon (118) and Kuhn (119) have
argued that the uncertainty caused by anomalies is in fact a precondition for progress
and the growth of knowledge in other paradigm bound endeavours such as natural
sciences and social science. Redefining school failure as student disability prevents the
teaching profession from entering into a potentially productive confrontation with
uncertainty, arguably, of precisely the kind it needs if it is to move beyond its
functionalist traditions. Professionals are generally resistant to such change and as
Tomlinson (120) argues, ‘have a tendency to inertia and to favour the status quo.” This

in some part explains the persistence of child deficit models in special education despite
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advice to the contrary. When challenged, according to Tomlinson, ‘the education

system will revert to innate individualistic explanations stressing pupil deficiency.’

Skrtic’s third conventional assumption, that special education is a rationally conceived
and coordinated system of services which benefits diagnosed students, is also
questionable. Far from benefiting ‘diagnosed’ students, this system merely serves the
political interests and needs of schools as organisations.The problem is that although
school services aim at efficiency of operation and equality of treatment through
standardisation of services and outcomes, it is too rigid a system to cope with diversity
which does not correspond to the standardised routines available. Such pupils are then
allocated separate systems, not for their own benefit but by virtue of the fact that their
so called ‘needs’ fall outwith the school’s conventional instructional models, practices
and tools. Such systems do, to a certain extent , serve the interests of those with special
educational needs, but largely, they are more likely to protect the legitimacy of the
system, often alienating pupils who are economically disadvantaged, gifted and

culturally or linguistically different, in the process.

The same functionalist approach is reflected in professional development in special
educational needs, where teacher education is seen as a search for solutions to solve a
technical task according to Iano. (121) Teachers attend workshops to learn about
theories and techniques based on research in order that they can use these to deal with
the perceived problems of individual pupils. Typically, this will involve making
generalisations that can be applied across a range of settings. The problem with this
approach, argues Bassey, (122) is that classrooms are complex environments and
interactions between teachers and pupils are unique and so the idea of such generalised
assumptions are always subject to doubt. Those who provide professional
development in special needs should therefore review approaches based on the practice
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