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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) |

page 39



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.

page 41



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

page 46



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
of establishing research-based predictions across people, time and contexts as there is

much evidence to suggest that these are, to say the least, inappropriate.

The reality of the classroom cannot be easily defined and measured systematically and

therefore teacher educators might well tumn to approaches which encourage teachers to
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take responsibility for their own professional learning and to question taken-for-
granted knowledge that is implicit in their actions, using ‘reflective inquiry’ methods
such as those informed by Schon (123).

The fourth and final conventional assumption identified by Skrtic, that progress in
special education is a rational-technical process of incremental improvements in
conventional, diagnostic and instructional practice can be challenged in that progress is
not entirely incremental (other than medical progress with regard to those low incidence
disabilities or syndromes which are biological and therefore demand a pathological
response) and tends, in fact, to take the form of replacing the current system, or
‘moving the goal posts’ so that there is no genuine improvement. An example of this,
cited by Tomlinson, (124) concerns black parents who successfully campaigned to
prevent their children from being categorised as ‘educationally sub-normal’ before 1981,
only to find that ‘after 1981 they were now being reclassified as having MLD or as

EBD.’ The reclassification of such pupils was regarded as progress.

A further aspect of this tendency towards replication relates to the existence of
professionals. Because there are large numbers of professionals within the field of
Special Education with apparent ‘lifetime membership’ of their own self-regulating
community, new insights are frequently added, in many cases by the providers of staff
development and training, to the existing stock of knowledge and this is considered

progressive.

However an anomaly arises in that professionals need to justify their own existence by
seeking out young people with special educational needs. This may in part explain the
ten fold increase in both numbers of experts and professionals in the field since the
1980s and the consequent rise in numbers of young people designated as having special
educational needs. (125) In this way, the protessionals devise solutions to the problems
which they themselves have created in the first place so that the system merely
replicates itself. The more experts there are, it seems, the more categories of special

need will exist.
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With regard to improvements in instructional practice, since certain pupils are
perceived as being ‘special’ it is believed that they must require special forms of
teaching. Ainscow and Tweddle argue that no such approaches are worthy of

consideration:

Whilst certain techniques can help particular children gain access to the
process of schooling, these are not in themselves the means by

which they will experience educational success. Furthermore,

framing our responses in this way, tends to distract attention away from
much more important questions related to how schooling can be

improved in order to help children to learn successfully. (126)

Skrtic’s attempt to reconstruct special education for the post modern era is analysed in

some detail in chapter 3.
The theory of normalisation.

One of the most influential critics of special education is Wolfensberger who regarded
services concerned with the care and treatment of people with special needs as
dehumanising. His contention is that in order to promote their integration within and
acceptance by the wider community, people with learning difficulties should attempt to
‘blend in’, appearing as conventional and as unobtrusive as possible and leaving little

room for individual variation and diversity. Wolfensberger defines normalisation as:

the utilisation of means which are as culturally normative as possible, in
order to establish and/or maintain personal behaviour and characteristics

which are as culturally normative as possible. (127)

In other words, normalisation can be seen as itself devaluing disabled people and young
people with special needs. Stalker, Baron, Riddell and Wilkinson (128) also argue that
the emphasis on associating with non-disabled people seems to imply that people with

leaming difficulties should not mix with each other. Paradoxically, therefore, people
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with learning difficulties are encouraged to take on the values of those who devalue

them.

Despite its flaws, Wolfensberger’s theory has particular implications for a central
objective associated with special educational needs, that of inclusion. It could be argued
that Integration and inclusive approaches to schooling are no different from practices
associated with care in the community in that young people with special needs are
mainstreamed or integrated with others who are apparently normal. Such an approach
would be regarded unfavourably by Wolfensberger given that those who are integrated
or ‘included’ feel pressure to minimise those attributes or behaviours which are seen as
deviant and develop instead others regarded as desirable in order to be accepted.
Although it cannot be denied that the intention behind inclusion is positive and that its
purpose is to avoid segregation of young people with special educational needs and
enable them to ‘participate’ in ordinary school life within their own community, in
practice, inclusion is more usually a matter of resources and financial support available
to support individuals whose successful inclusion is often measured by how closely
ke or she can approximate the lives of ‘normal’ pupils and to what extent he/she can

achieve the skills of ‘normal’ or able-bodied people. (129)

Although it appears that Wolfensberger’s theory of Normalisation raises serious
questions about the validity of inclusion as a central objective in the field in fact, it
could be argued that inclusion raises much deeper questions about normalisation theory
because it makes no distinction between the concepts of integration and inclusion.
Whereas integration could be regarded as potentially normalising and therefore
oppressive to young people with special educational needs the purpose of inclusion,
according to Ainscow (130) is to enhance participation in cultures, curricula and
communities within and outwith the school. Any new theory of special education
would require to take account of differences amongst young people and celebrate

diversity rather than minimise it.
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Why theory is problematic but necessary.

Any purposeful action directed towards the achievement of a particular goal is surely
based on an assumption or assumptions of some description, in order for it to be
considered purposeful. As Schon (131) states ‘Any action at the very least least
implies a theory’. In the same way, teaching approaches, whether in special needs or
education as a whole, are neither planned or enacted in a vacuum and yet, as Clark,
Dyson and Millward (132) suggest, the need for ‘fundamental values and assumptions
seems to arise at every turn in current debates about special education. This may be
because of a shift in thinking in recent years, sometimes called post modernism in
which institutional practices in special education, particularly those borrowed from
medical and psychological models are questioned. (133). Newer positions see special

needs as being the product of essentially social processes according to Beverage. (134)

The consequences of this shift in thinking from a psychomedical model to a social
paradigm for practitioners, is that they face a series of dilemmas which often force
them to adopt a political or ethical stance on the key issues which are the focus of
critical analysis. However competent and proven the range of skills and methods
employed by teachers are, without a fundamental system of values and beliefs they are
still subject to individual perceptions about learners which may perpetuate much

criticised deficit views of difference amongst young people.

Practitioners in special education have to make important decisions which affect the
lives of many young people in a context of uncertainty, muddling through a series of
confusing dilemmas and ambiguous belief systems which theory may help to resolve.
Table 2.1 below outlines some of the key issues in special education and their

associated dilemmas:
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ISSUES IN SPECIAL ASSOCIATED DILEMMAS

EDUCATION

Educational failure The child or the curriculum?

Disability Social construct or medical
phenomenon?

Inclusive schooling Ethically necessary or educationally
damaging?

Categorisation Formal acknowledgement of needs or
stigmatising label?

Deviance Democratic right or disruptive
element?

Equity Positive or negative discrimination?

(Table 2.1)

In addition to the above, special needs teachers may find themselves forced to adopt
conflicting perspectives on more specific issues of categorisation such as the relatively
unheard of until recently, Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder (pupil
disruption or pupil dysfunction), Dyslexia (Pupils with learning difficulties or a
discrete group requiring specialist teaching) and Dyspraxia (Clumsiness or
Neuromuscular medical disorder). Whether or not these categories are accepted amongst
professionals and practitioners, recognition from the parental point of view brings with
it the potential for additional resources and specialist teaching for a child, possibly at

the expense of others.
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Adding, to the turmoil resulting from the complex issues identified above and the
apparent need for fundamental values in special education, is the social and political
climate in which they arise. In recent years the education system has changed
considerably and competitive models such as the publication of league tables of exam
results have threatened inclusion projects and marginalised those with special needs
Dyson and Gains. (135)

Failure to apply theoretical analysis to major issues such as inclusive schooling, may
also have been detrimental to its cause. As Ball (136) states, what has happened could
be described as the ‘submersion’ of special educational interest, within the distractive,
discursive noises of integration and latterly, of inclusion’. Inclusion is widely regarded
as central to the special educational needs debate, not least because it is the only
genuine objective which the field has. Integration as a linguistic term means little more
than assimilation. Inclusion, however, goes further in that it carries with it the hope
that differences amongst pupils will be both tolerated and even welcomed in the regular
classroom through differentiated learning and teaching programmes.As an objective it
presents a politically correct facade of sympathy for students with special educational
needs to the world. The problem with inclusion, however, is that it is not simply a
matter of providing the requisite resources and support and locating them alongside
pupils in the mainstream environment, there are political implications in assuming that
stake holders in education will welcome its underlying philosophy. It has been argued
that inclusion, far from serving the interests of, for example, disabled young people, is
about normalisation. Wolfensberger argues that in order to promote integration and
acceptance by the community, people with special needs should attempt to ‘blend in’.
(137)

With regard to disability, several writers including Oliver (138), and Barton (139)
uphold the view that theorising at least in terms of disability is both necessary and
beneficial and consider that special educational theorising has become more advanced in
recent years. They argue that deficit views of disability (expressed in language of
categories and needs) have been criticised and analysed in terms of power, control and

vested interests (140) and that consequently, these views have given way to ‘social
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theoretical models, characterised by self reliance and independence: rights rather than
needs. (141)

Whether general perceptions of disability have altered in this way is questionable.
However, at the very least, critical analysis of disability has resulted in a better
knowledge and understanding of key issues in relation to disability. Such understanding
has also challenged formerly held assumptions about categorisation and the
institutional practices which construct pejorative labels which imply that there is a
connection between disability and impairment. According to Marles (142) impairment
is a ‘medical term for anatomical loss or loss of bodily function’ and disability, the

‘social consequence’ of this impairment.

Theoretical criticism of special needs, particularly from outside the field, has been
around since the 1960s according to Bogdan and Kugelmass (143) and although
theorists such as Wolfensberger have made a significant impact on practice in the field,
progress towards a single theory of its own has been slow, perhaps because the field
has always relied heavily on medical or pathological models. Special education is not so
much atheoretical as too narrowly based on theoretical models which are no longer
appropriate. Also, teachers in special education may have difficulty in accepting or
applying new theoretical discourses which fall too radically outside established
assumptions about their practices,and clients. Challenging and critiquing of special
education’s ‘flawed’ assumptions and guiding principles is necessary to future progress
in the field. It would, however, be well worth exploring the reasons why professionals
(particularly teachers in the field) confronted with theoretical criticism, show such
resistance towards accepting or using it as Tomlinson argued, (144) since without their
endorsement, educational change is virtually meaningless and more likely to result in
feelings of oppression. Unwillingness by commentators to involve the participants or
those most concerned with change may be one source of frustration for practitioners.
Oliver, who sees the problem as essentially political in nature, has made this point with

regard to disability:

The major 1ssue on the research agenda for the 1990s should be: do
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researchers wish to join with disabled people and use their expertise and
skills in their struggle against oppression or do they wish to continue to use
these skills and expertise in ways which disabled people find

oppressive? (145)

Although professionals in special education should take responsibility for identifying
and challenging their own discriminatory practices, excluded from setting or

contributing to the research agenda, they might also regard themselves as oppressed.

Another reason why a single theory of special education is regarded as unlikely, derives
from the seemingly endless nature of debate on the subject. If, as Galletly (146) states,
‘the function of enquiry is to do away with yourself’ endless critiquing can become

somewhat self defeating if the only action to result from it is yet another position for

change.

Part of the problem about theorising special needs arises because of the difficulty in
disconnecting it from the wider issues of education to which special education is
inextricably linked. According to Clark (147) there is at the heart of theorising about
special education, a paradox because it concludes that ‘special education is non-
necessary and non-rationale and the more it attempts to deconstruct special needs, the
more it has ‘confined special needs to an intellectual ghetto’ where other wider concerns
in education, such as what children should be taught, the goals of education systems
and how education ‘interacts with other aspects of social and economic policy’, are
viewed solely from the special needs perspective. In support of Clark et al and Dyson,
it therefore seems more logical to ‘reconnect special needs with wider issues in

education as a whole’.

Complexity may not necessarily be undermining in itself and may in fact even be
productive, as Skrtic (148) optimistically points out by stating that ‘A crisis in
knowledge is a prelude to growth in knowledge’. Nor do complex values or contexts
remove the need for principled decisions. The only danger is that ever more refined

critique could become an end in itself.
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What is important is that the debate itself should not take precedence over the very real
issues of disability, educational failure and underachievement. Whether teachers and
other teacher educators choose to support or reject the notion of categories, the
differences themselves remain along with the need for a differential response which is

not removed when the category or label is removed.

As discussed earlier, dilemmas in special education are rarely unequivocal and each
issue tends to have its own advantages and disadvantages. What is important is the
need to select and prioritise values and specify aims which are appropriate to the needs
of a particular time and context. I would contend that concepts are only problematic
when they are not made explicit. Therefore the greatest care must be taken in evaluating
needs, prioritising them and in being very clear in whose interests they are being stated
whether these are about equity, empowerment or inclusion. In addition there will be
other difficulties to consider carefully in terms of appropriate terminology, policy and
practice. A good theory should comprise of a set of hypotheses which make it possible
to explain practice. As far as special needs is concerned, it would be very convenient
and helpful to practitioners having to make decisions about whether to place a childina
special school; how to cope with behaviour problems in the classroom; which
educational goals to set; which services to enlist and which strategies, teaching methods
and resources to employ, if a good theory was available on which to base these

decisions. As Lewin (149) suggests, ‘There is nothing so practical as a good theory’

Inevitably, teacher educators, schools and special needs curricula will have to take on a
more definitive form at some point based on empirically grounded theory if they are
not to become casualties in a debate which is becoming increasingly sterile. Perhaps the
best approach to theorising special education is has been described by Clark, Dyson
and Millward:

Theorising for us is not a linear progression towards some unequivocal truth
so much as a continuing process of realignment between values, beliefs
and assumptions. What makes that process more than a pointless carousel

of ever changing positions is that it - is or can become a rational process
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seeking both to explicate and justify each new alignment that is proposed.
If that process does not lead to some absolute and final truth, it may
nonetheless open up new ways of understanding , and hence of acting for

particular times and places. (150)

It is also important that the process of theoretical analysis is conducted in partnership
with all of those most concerned with special education as far as possible eg. disabled
persons, professionals, commentators and policy makers, since the overall purpose of
ény theory must involve greater understanding of what is actually happening in schools
and classrooms and what can be done to alleviate educational failure and support the
growth of all of those involved. Above all else, it must be practical and applicable in
real situations. Before that process can begin, it is important to examine the origins of

conceptual issues associated with special education in general.
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CHAPTER 3

The origins of conceptual issues in special education and their

implications for modern policy and practice.

Students with special needs are artifacts of the traditional curriculum. (151)

Special educational needs relies for its effectiveness on the successful integration of
theoretical knowledge (based on a concept which is held to be valid and important at
the time) and practical skills, (informed by theoretical knowledge). If the conceptual
basis of that knowledge is problematic, it is therefore logical to assume that the
confidence and competence of the field’s practitioners will be adversely affected. This
chapter will therefore examine the origins of these conceptual difficulties and focus on
analysing how the lack of an agreed or precise conceptual model has impacted on policy

and practice in special educational needs.

Traditionally, schools do not respond positively to pupil diversity, nurturing and
celebrating academic success in preference to being seen as a ‘caring” school. It has been
argued that the social origins of pupils with learning and behavioural difficulties could
be linked to the needs of ‘schools to separate their problem pupils in order to promote
the interests of other pupils within a competitive education system.” (152) In other

words, the field of special education exists primarily to preserve social inequality.

In fact the reasons for the field’s existence are probably less sinister. A study of the
history of special education shows that its less than satisfactory development is more
likely the result of ill-informed policy, based on an unclear concept. What is
particularly significant about the origins of the field is that its conception was due to
morally questionable circumstances arising from the social context of the late 19th
century. In addition, perceptions of its purpose varied significantly in Britain, even in

the early twentieth century.
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The historical background to the development of special educational needs in

Scotland.

If one believes, like historian James Scotland (153) that ‘education mirrors general
trends in Scotland’s history,” then historical influences on the evolving concept of
special education must be regarded as a significant aspect of any attempt to analyse the
present concept of special educational needs. In fact it is possible to link the
development of thinking in the field with the history of Scotland and the development
of Scottish education as a whole. It is possible to track the the various stages in the
development of the concept of special education from the 18th century to the present
time in order to explore how current assumptions and values associated with the field
have evolved. What makes analysis of the historical background to the conceptual
development of special education of particular interest is that all of the issues which
prevail in special educational needs today such as categorisation, rights, entitlement and

inclusion appear also to have been matters of concern during the latter half of the 19th

century.

Special education in Great Britain is, according to Warnock (154), of relatively recent
origin. However, the last century has has seen a gradual broadening of the concept of
education which led to the development of special education, complete with its own
language, as a field in its own right. Special education has moved on from its origins as a
charitable enterprise for the ‘handicapped’ to its more traditional role as a specialised
wing of the Scottish education system with responsibility for a designated group of
children. More recently writers such as Clark, Dyson and Millward (155), Skrtic (156)
Ainscow and Tweddle (157) have expressed some concern about the validity of special

education as a distinct and separate field.

In Scotland as with other countries in Europe around the late 18th century, it was the
obviously handicapped child, e.g. those who were blind and deaf, who received help
only. The emphasis was on disability. At this time, the belief existed that
‘handicapped’ children were abnormal or subnormal beings who could be grouped into

clearly defined categories and need not be included in the ordinary education system.
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Rigid categorisation was the norm and even those who were partially sighted or deaf
could not be included in the special education category. (158) Pioneer ventures did exist
as early as 1760 however at this time with Braidwood’s Donaldson College in
Edinburgh teaching deaf and dumb children to speak read and write, at a time when,
according to Warnock (159) other similar institutions in Britain were solely concerned
to provide vocational training for future employment. Naturally, since education was
not compulsory until the Education (Scotland) Act of 1872 and categorisation for
special schooling much more rigid at this time, pupils attending ordinary schools, who

might later have been regarded as having special needs, were not yet recognised as such.

Prior to this, limited categories and language for categorising youngsters with ‘special
needs’ such as the word ‘handicapped’ meant that only a very small proportion of the
population at this time, were given any special provision. Indeed, a feature of the
evolving concept of special education appears to have been the language associated with
it (160). Not surprisingly, the numbers of pupils with special needs seems to have been
inextricably linked to the number of categories available. The more categories and
terminology available to describe special needs extended, the greater the numbers of
pupils with special needs. This has been a typical pattern throughout its history,

making special education seem very arbitrary at times.

In addition, the demeaning nature of the terminology associated with charitable
institutions concemed with the ‘handicapped’ and even Education Acts defined a
concept of special needs which consisted of a small group of ‘alien’ individuals who
had no place in mainstream education in Scotland or even in the education system as a
whole. Warnock (161) refers to the founding of an ‘Establishment for the Education of
‘Imbeciles’ at Baldovan in Dundee, in 1852 and another for ‘defectives’ in Edinburgh,
whilst the ‘Lunacy (Scotland) Act of 1862 recognised the needs of the mentally
handicapped , granting licences to charitable institutions to train ‘imbecile’ children.
Only Donaldson College in Edinburgh, which depended on its clients ability to pay,

provided an education.
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Special education from 1872 - 1945

There is much evidence to suggest that the far reaching Education (Scotland) Act of
1872 saw the beginning of a dilemma in educational thinking which brought into
existence, special education simply by ‘extending’ the meaning of the term education
itself. (162) Prior to 1872, education was regarded as the prerogative of a few who
could afford it. (163). However, as soon as the state acknowledged for the first time,
not only its responsibility to provide free education for at least ten years for every
Scottish child but his entitlement to free milk, cheap meals, free medical inspection and
treatment, bursaries, travel grants and lodging, cheap clothing if required, it broadened
the definition of education to include special provision for those who required it and
most significantly, the right of a child to be educated according to his age, ability and
aptitude. Politically and socially, this broader view of education reflected increasing
interest in the general welfare of children and education was seen, as the ‘best place to
attack the poverty and disease which seemed endemic in British towns.’(164). In terms
of historical events of that time, Scotland also hints at another, more pressing and
arguably, self-serving reason for improving the social conditions welfare of the poor:
the need to provide healthy young volunteers to fight in the Boer War following mass
rejection of volunteers from British towns on the grounds of their poor physical
condition. In the years that followed, there evolved a social welfare dimension to
education which would inevitably require to address the needs of all learners. Therefore,

in a sense, the advent of special education was imminent. As Warnock stated:

As the principle of universal elementary education took root, it could only
be a matter of time before the educational needs of handicapped children

began to be recognised. (165)

This is a classic example of how a major political initiative in education as a whole,
affected the developing concept of special education at this time. Warnock (166) also
refers to charity organisations for the blind and deaf pressing the government for
recognition and achieving it in 1890 with The Education of Blind and Deaf Mute
Children (Scotland) Act of 1890 making grants to institutions for training blind children
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and deaf mutes.

Interestingly, such developments are typical of the developing ‘rights’ culture of the
late 20th century where °‘the readiness of one group of parents to demand more
resources for their children may redistribute provision to their advantage.” (167). Skrtic
(168) referring to Marxist theory, explains this in terms of power struggles where
‘dominant social groups will shape social structures to their own advantage persuading
others to accept inequality in the process’. The reason why these two groupé were able

to pressurise the government into change is described by Warnock.

Other bodies added their voices and through meetings, publications and

propaganda created the climate of reform. (169)

The origins of the campaign may also have arisen from what Petrie (170) termed ‘an
almost casual recognition in the 1872 Act, of the state’s duty to meet the needs of the
handicapped.’ In Section 69, provision as regards attendance is declared to include blind
children. The rewards of a successful campaign came not only in the form of financial
gain but in addition, there was a very significant increase in the number of state funded
schools providing specialist support for deaf and blind pupils to four for the blind and
four for the deaf and dumb and all blind and deaf pupils by 1897. (171)

Another development of the late 19th century also bears striking similarity to
developments in education and special educational needs today. Early attempts to
implement the 1872 (Scotland) Act by standardising education and eliminating
inefficient schools might be regarded as the beginning of a crisis, as yet unresolved, for
which ‘special education’ was intended to be the solution: the reconciliation of a
common approach to school standards and entitlement with an acceptance and
tolerance of differences in need and different aspirations towards learning. What to do
with those pupils whose limited ability adversely affected school performance became
a major concern of the late 19th century. Tomlinson (172) suggests a negative construct
for the existence of special education by arguing that it came into existence because

there was a ‘need to provide education for so called ‘normal’ students unimpeded by
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those who cause difficulties.’

The 1872 Act created several problems for secondary education because it did not
provide financially for secondary schools, since education was only compulsory
between five and thirteen years. As a consequence, even fewer pupils than before
progressed to secondary school. Scotland (173) refers to a number of statutes in the
last decade of the nineteenth century, hastily passed in an ad hoc fashion in order to
address the problem of fewer pupils progressing to secondary school at a time when
‘the increasing technical needs of industry made higher education essential.” In fact
James Scotland claimed that it was not until 1945 that there was any systematic

organisation of secondary schools.

As the definition of ‘handicapped’ was very narrow at this time and secondary
education was not free until the 1945 Act, it was likely to have been beyond the
aspirations of many pupils who would be regarded as having special educational need’

today such as those with poor social circumstances and those with leaming difficulties.

Categorisation, which remains an unresolved issue for special educators in present
times features largely throughout the history of special education. In Scotland, as in
other countries during the late nineteenth century, (174) ‘the obviously handicapped
child was the first to attract attention and receive help.” The Secretary of State also
suggests that there was a belief at this time, that ‘handicapped’ children could be
grouped into clearly defined categories, ‘abnormal’ or ‘subnormal’ according to the
degree of ‘handicap’’ and not included in the ordinary education system. The accuracy
of these categories proved to be a major difficulty for schools and authorities in the
years which followed. Warnock (175) refers to the difficulties encountered by both the
Royal Commission on the Blind, constituted in 1886 to report on provision of
education for the blind but later extended to include the deaf (176) and The Committee
on Defective and Epileptic Children (177) set up in 1896 to report on educable and
non-educable children. Both were forced to ‘grapple with definitions’ within narrow

categories of ‘handicap.’
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Realising the need to broaden categories of ‘handicap’ in law, The Education (Scotland)
Acts of 1890 and 1906 were specifically devoted to other categories of handicapped so
that by the beginning of the twentieth century, school boards were compelled to
provide special education for four additional categories of pupils as well as that of the
blind and deaf. The term ‘handicapped’ had now broadened to include ‘epileptics’, the
‘crippled’ and ‘mentally’ or ‘physically handicapped’ (178). Although local authorities
had been empowered to address the needs of these groups, it was not their duty to do
so and the smaller parishes still assumed the bulk of responsibility for special provision
although, as Petrie states, the catchment area was ‘often not large enough to enable
viable centres to be established.” An important factor in promoting the growth of
special education was, he argues, the 1918 Education (Scotland) Act where ‘the county
or large city replaced the parish as a unit’. By 1936, this resulted in 47 classes and 62

schools in Scotland although they were legislated for separately.

1945 onwards and special educational treatment.

From the secondary schooling point of view, the development of special education in
the broadest sense appears to have had a shorter history, beginning with the Education
(Scotland) Act of 1945 which made secondary education free and extended compulsory
education to fifteen years. The effect of this measure, implemented on March 1st,
1947, had the immediate effect of increasing the numbers of pupils in Scotland,
attending state secondary schools by 40,000. Further increases in the 1970s hugely
increased the secondary school population together with the range of ability for which
secondary schools had to cater. With higher levels of failure likely, the need for a
broader concept of special educational treatment was logical. This perhaps explains in

part the tendency towards a broader concept of special educational needs

There can be no question that the First and Second World Wars of the twentieth
century directed the focus away from educational advancement and social concerns and

consequently, there were fewer developments as radical as the 1872 Act.

David Petrie (179) once said that ‘the relationship between education and social change

page 72



is a complex one’. The same could also be said of special education. New developments
and concepts not only reflect social change but once they have bedded in, so to speak,
and received statutory implementation, they begin to change the social situation which
produced them. If education both reflects and modifies society, then so too does special
education. Special education is even more complex because its developing concept
mirrors both the social values and ideals of its time as well as values in education. The
rise of Liberalism, the Labour movement and the development of a compulsory mass
elementary education system from 1870 onwards, (The Education Act of 1870 and
Education (Scotland) Act of 1872) undoubtedly necessitated recognition of children
who were not able or willing to perform satisfactorily within the system. The need to
provide education for so called ‘normal’ students, unimpeded by those who cause
difficulties may well be the negative social construct from which special education

originated in Britain.

The child deficit model of special education.

Few issues in the field of special educational needs have provoked as much tension and
widespread dissatisfaction as the continued emphasis on explaining educational
difficulties in terms of child-centred characteristics. This entrenched view of educational
difficulty has proved exceptionally difficult to shift throughout the twentieth century,
despite the attempts of early twentieth century visionaries such as Boyd, Drever and
McKechnie (referred to above) ,Wamock and policy makers such as HMI (180). Why
has this view of special educational needs proved to be so resistant to change?
Wamock, blamed this on a series of negative definitions in law in relation to categories

of pupils requiring special educational treatment in both England and Scotland :

Definitions ......given as they are in terms of disability that makes the
pupil unsuited to the normal regime of ordinary schools. The definition of
special education in the Education (Scotland) Act 1969............ 1S

similarly negative in tone (to the Education (England and Wales) Act of
1944) : “‘education by special methods appropriate to the

requirements of pupils whose physical, intellectual, emotional or social

page 73



development cannot be adequately promoted by ordinary methods of
education.” Such a definition conveys nothing of the qualities or

features which make special education special. (181)

But the negative terminology enshrined in a series of laws affecting educational policy
was far from the only reason why child-deficit models have been perpetuated.
Following the second world war, there was a considerable softening of attitude by
professionals to the plight of children who were excluded from state schools following
parental anguish and protests (Warnock) (182). Post-war special education provision
then became dominated not by notions of exclusion and segregation for the good of
‘normal’ children, but instead by what Tomlinson (183) has termed ‘the ideology of
benevolent humanitarianism,” Yet it could be argued that this notion of special
education was, if anything, even more damaging than the blatant segregation and overtly
demeaning categories of deficient children advocated by earlier legislation, because it

was more palatable in terms of public opinion and therefore less likely to be challenged.

Child deficit models in general, were unlikely to be challenged quite simply because the
source of difficulty was not believed to be a problem arising from the education system
itself. Presented in more charitable ideological terms, special education and segregation
appeared more acceptable and the recipients were assumed to be both passive and
grateful for endeavours made on their behalf by the education system. This could have
been the reason why developments in ‘remedial’ education went unchallenged for so
long. They were assumed to be for the ‘good’ of the students concerned and the source
of difﬁcillty lay more firmly than ever with the child. It could also, perhaps, explain to
some extent ambiguity within the concept of special education. On the one hand there
was concern that education should be ‘universal’ and yet, on the other, ‘exclusion’

could be perceived as ‘benevolent’.

As far as the translation of policy into practice was concerned, there were few
problems. The structure and decision making for special educational provision in
schools was a reasonably straight forward case of labelling according to an appropriate

category of child deficiency. Prior to the Warnock Report , Scottish children regarded as
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being in need of special education were assessed and placed in one of nine categories of
handicap, (Special Educational Treatment (Scotland) Regulations, SED, 1954) then sent
to a special school depending on which category of handicap they were deemed to have.
The appropriate form of education was prescribed by the Schools Code of 1956 (184).
Even language such as ‘diagnosis’ and ‘remedial’, used in the 1970s and 1980s reports
suggested a pathological condition which could somehow be cured with the corrective

treatment, although the general trend at least in terminology used, was less demeaning.

What of the implications of such entrenched, potentially negative attitudes for teacher
education? Special educational needs course providers readily accepted the ideology of
Warnock and advocated the curriculum deficit model approach suggested by the HMI.
Progress Report of 1978. However, despite valiant attempts by college departments
providing training in special educational needs to avoid the negative ‘child-deficit’
influenced connotations associated with terms such as ‘remedial or ‘special’ and
reinvent themselves by using curriculum related titles such as ‘Department of Support
for Learning’ or ‘Department for Excellence in Leamning and Teaching’, at secondary
mainstream level in particular, the former connotations have doggedly persisted. This
may be due to a lack of acceptance among mainstream teachers who were
unsympathetic towards the new philosophy, according to Riddell and Brown (185) or
more likely that such an approach was unworkable in practice, since ensuring that no
child experiences a sense of failure despite learning difficulties or physical disabilities,

1s a seemingly impossible goal to achieve.

Subject to market force demands from teachers anxious for strategies to address the
specific needs of individual groups such as ‘able’ or ‘dyslexic’ pupils, teacher educators
in SEN are as locked into deficit models of children as schools are. In addition, this
situation is further reinforced by parent demands for categorisation in order to achieve
additional resources for their child. It therefore appears that the well intentioned
ideology which proposed curriculum deficit models in the first place, was either ill-
informed or more likely naive in its assumptions and intentions, influenced as it was by
Warnock. In Scotland, the HMI Progress Report , 1978, tried to implement a policy

informed by the same noble but questionable theory. It has been seriously undermined
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ever since by market forces which by their very nature, marginalize those with special
needs, coupled with a seismic shift in policy away from those with learning difficulties
towards standards in education and the needs of more able pupils. (186). Indeed,
courses for abler pupils are now a regular feature of post graduate teacher training

courses under the auspices of special educational needs.

Those of us who are genuinely committed to addressing the needs of young people
with learning difficulties and the limited availability of resources and trained staff to
support them, may well have deep concerns about the inclusion of more able pupil
modules in Support for Learning training courses. The addition of this new role for
learning support teachers in secondary mainstream schools of attempting to support
such groups in practice, whilst massive problems of underachievement persist, creates

further dilemmas for an already hard-pressed work force.

Although The Wamnock Report has been criticised in chapter two of this research for its
circular definition of special educational needs, in fairness, it did not anticipate the
effects of market forces on special educational needs. In addition, the history of special
education has always been characterised by negative public perceptions of pupils with
special educational needs as reflected in both the practice of segregation and offensive
language (by modemn standards) associated with it. Proposing that such children should
now attend the same same schools as their peers (integration) and reconceptualising
learning difficulties in terms of both the curriculum and the child’s environment were
undoubtedly radical propositions. Perhaps we should not be surprised that, twenty
years after its publication, the significant shift in thinking about special educational
needs envisaged by Wamock has not materialised and the prospect of inclusion for
many young people with special needs remains bleak according to Thomson, Dyer and
Riddell. (187).

The absence of literature on special education policy

The inconsistency in translating policy into practice which has continued to dog special

educational needs throughout its history, may be due in part to a lack of in-depth
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literature and research on educational policy. Riddell and Brown (188) state that until
the start of the 1980s there was comparatively little literature on educational policy,
despite the fact that health and social services had been analysed extensively. Ball
(189) also argues that even those who had written about educational policy had often

‘failed to make their theoretical perspective explicit’.

Tomlinson too, argues that in almost all countries which have developed special
education sub-systems, there has been a paucity of research and literature on

conceptual issues and policy-making:

A burgeoning literature on practice, provision, management and training,
has not been matched by research on, or evaluation and analysis of the

policy development implementation and change which underpins it. (190)

In Scotland, during the twentieth century, the negative impact of such inexplicit and
inconsistent policy and practice towards mentally handicapped children in the 1940s
and 50s, led to a public outcry following the 1947 Education (Scotland) Act. The
problem was that education authorities were made responsible for ‘ineducable but
trainable’ children. Deciding on the difference between who was ‘educable and who was
trainable’ with no specific criteria resulted in a situation where some children received
education who would not have been regarded as educable in other parts of the country
(Warnock) (191). Consequently, many children had literally been excluded from the
education system and placed in occupational centres to be supervised by instructors
depending on where they lived. This inconsistency was recognised by the Melville
Committee (192) and through subsequent provision in the Education (Mentally
Handicapped Children) (Scotland) Act 1974, teachers were appointed to these centres

which were subsequently renamed schools.

It seems especially ironic now that, despite its awareness of the difficulties caused to
education authorities faced with inexplicit criteria for identifying special educational
needs in the 1940s and 50s, both the Warnock Committee and the Education (Scotland)

Act, 1981, made almost identical errors. Local authorities were left to determine who or
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what was ‘special’ and which needs warranted ‘recording’ on the basis of equally vague
criteria in the 1980s and 1990s, when the recording system in Scotland (discussed later
in this chapter) was introduced in 1981. Had the theoretical perspective and criteria for
identification been made more explicit and more research into earlier policy and practice
been conducted, the present inconsistency of approach to recording across local
authorities in Scotland, might have been avoided as Riddell and Brown (193) have
argued.

What were the implications of inexplicit policy and its consequences for teacher
education in special educational needs? The continued expansion of special education to
include more groups of young people meant that training in special education, formerly
limited to Jordanhill college since 1922, also began to expand in order to address the
particular needs of more diverse groups of young people. Consequently, by 1974, five
colleges in Scotland offered one year courses for qualified teachers and as recommended
by Wamock (194)

What is particularly perplexing with regard to professional development and training in
the field, is that those who deliver staff development may be in danger of focussing
teachers on the practical aspects of provision for young people with special educational
needs, without providing a sound theoretical basis. Faced with such a diversity of
approaches and provision underpinned by conflicting beliefs about fundamental or
theoretical issues, it is easier for teacher educators to concentrate on practical skills in

addressing educational difficulty. As Thomas states:

Higher education and local authority providers will continue to wrestle with
interaction of general and abstract ideas with gritty, sensible, utilitarian

classroom imperatives. (195)

Even though allowances for an ever shifting conceptual basis have even been
incorporated into many Post Graduate Diploma courses in Support for Learning with
the inclusion of a core module titled ‘“The Evolving Concept of Special Educational
Needs.” 1is it helpful to the credibility of the field that the providers of training at this
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level already assume that what is today, will be no more tomorrow? Extensive research
and enquiry is urgently needed to study the effects of applying a vague concept of
special educational needs, to policy and practice in the training of teachers. However,
without a clearly defined philosophical and conceptual framework, it may be difficult

to conduct such an analysis effectively.

The political implications of Warnock’s broader concept of special

educational needs.

Because Warnock attempted to reconceptualise learning difficulties, not as intrinsic to
the child but as arising in the context of interaction between the young person and his
environment, it appeared to uphold the rights of the majority of working class children

in state education. As Tomlinson argues :

The term special educational needs remains confused on both

philosophical and political grounds. From the time the Warnock Committee
extended the concept to include all low-achieving and largely working-class
pupils who had never been seriously offered an education, and whose
needs, far from being special, were absolutely normal, the challenge to the
school system was to offer an education. However, this would have
entailed inclusive and expensive educational policies and a rethinking of

the whole relationship between normal and special education, which no
government, interest group nor educationalists seem inclined to do at the

present time. (196)

Class bias in schooling is also reflected in the work of Bourdieu and Passeron (197) and
Bemnstein (198). At any rate, serious questions about the whole issue of schooling and
its appropriateness for some pupils which Wamock raised, were given little
consideration in the climate of market forces and devolved management of resources
which characterised the political climate following its publication. As Dyson and Gains
stated:
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Devolved budgets and rampant market forces will marginalise those with
special needs. They are virtually, by definition, ‘losers’ before the first ball is
kicked. (199)

Although Tomlinson and Dyson and Gains were perhaps correct in their assertion that
inclusive policy may be perceived as expensive in the eyes of some ‘cash-strapped’
local authorities, it seems likely that, as a result of Wamock, there is a greater
understanding of the complex and interacting factors which affect children’s

attainment.

Ineffectiveness of policy and legislation arising from ambiguity in Warnock’s

definition of ‘special educational needs’.

Another possible explanation as to why there is no agreed conceptual model is that the
Warnock Committee was over zealous in its desire not to categorise, stigmatise or
create barriers to equality for children regarded as having special educational needs
because this was very much a feature of other legislation of the 1970s and early 1980s
such as the Equal Pay Act 1974, The Disabled Persons Act 1981, The Sex
Discrimination Act 1975 and the Race Relations Act of 1981.

Legislation during the late1970s and 1980s was informed by the Warnock Report and
the Report on Leamning Difficulties by HMI (200) both of which have profoundly
affected policy in special education. Driven by a well intentioned desire to remove
categoriéation, yet at the same time provide necessary and additional support and
resources for young people who would not otherwise have access to educational
provision, Warnock created ambiguity in its proposals. Despite encouraging the
removal of categories (201) from pupils with special educational needs and shifting the
source of learning difficulties away from the child towards the curriculum, it appears
that the Warnock Report was not prescriptive enough in its definition of what

constitutes special educational needs. It was envisaged that:

special schools would remain in existence and distinctive arrangements be
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made for children whose disabilities are marked but whose general ability is

at least average. (202)

Segregation was to remain for some pupils, although, without categories, it was not
particularly clear as to where the line should be drawn. Learning Support (formerly
remedial) departments in mainstream schools were to continue to exist as a separate
department, although the real responsibility for children with special needs was to be
that of the class teacher with the ‘remedial’ specialist acting as a consultant (203). It is
little wonder that in the face of such confusion, there was not wholehearted acceptance
of these proposals amongst teachers at grass roots level. Allan, Brown and Munn

revealed considerable tension among teachers:

..... Learning Support teachers struggled to negotiate their new consultancy role
with mainstream teachers many of whom neither understood or sympathised
with the new philosophy. In addition, abandoning the notion of deficit within
the child as the source of learning difficulties and ensuring that however great
the difficulty, no child experienced a sense of failure, were difficult goals to
achieve. (204)

Riddell and Brown also claimed that the Progress Report of HMI received surprisingly
little critical appraisal at the time despite the fact that ordinary classroom teachers were
not entirely well disposed to it. Riddell and Brown (205). It also appears that both
special needs advisors in Scotland and Higher Education staff, who at that time
delivered certificate courses in Remedial Education, were largely welcoming and
uncritical of the Report. They were, however, left with the responsibility of recruiting
and training learning support specialists to meet the requirements suggested by the
Progress Report that there should be ‘Principal Teachers of Remedial Education’ (206)
trained to a high level, with Colleges of Education ‘designing the training courses
themselves’ (207)

That they did so in many cases by seconding secondary mainstream teachers may not

have enhanced the credibility and status of the new breed of learning support
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‘consultants’ in the eyes of ordinary classroom teachers. Neither Warnock nor HMI
gave specific guidance about the sources from which these additional specialists were to
be procured. Some of the new consultants had little or no experience of children with
special needs. The same could probably be said of college lecturers many of whom had
commendable academic credentials but no real knowledge or experience of teaching
children with learning difficulties. Yet it still remains the case that training
opportunities for newly qualified, interested teachers have been, and still are,

notoriously difficult to acquire (208).

None of Warnock’s proposals, however, appears to have blurred the conceptual model
on which special educational needs is based as much as the practice of recording or
statementing, endorsed by Circular 1083 of the Education (Scotland) Act 1981,
(Records of Needs Regulations).

Local authorities and providers of professional training, left to make sense of the new
broader definition of special educational needs faced the dilemma of trying to work out
exactly what types of special need fall into Warnock’s categories of ‘pronounced,
complex or severe’ identified in the Act. (Para 8, Circular 1083: Education (Scotland)
Act 1981). Naturally, there are considerable differences in the way that local authorities
in Scotland implement this legislation (209) with some attaching resources to recorded
pupils as a priority. This practice in particular, has evoked strong reactions from
teachers and unions concerned that parents and schools would push up the numbers of

recorded pupils in order to claim limited, additional resources. (210)

The continued existence of recording has also meant that Colleges of Education, in
competition for clients with other colleges, have been forced to reflect this ambiguity in
their Certificate and Post Graduate Diploma courses by providing a mixture of generic
and specialist modules in order to ‘respond to the demands of the market and to (the
former) Strathclyde Region as a major purchaser of training’ (211) This is arguably the

result of an imprecise definition of special education.

In comparison, Elliott (212), maintains that US legislation, which retained categories of
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learning difficulties and criteria for additional resourcing was both fairer and easier to
operate unlike the open-ended definition proposed by Wammock. However, in fairness

to Warnock, Beveridge states that there was in the committee’s approach:

an acknowledgement of the interactive and relative nature of those pupils’
needs which made it clear that both teachers individually and schools
collectively have a significant role to play in alleviating or adding to their
difficulties. (213)

In this sense, at least, Warnock had perhaps moved education closer to more inclusive

attitudes and values.

There was a clear difference in the way that subsequent legislation interpreted the
central issue of integration of pupils with special educational needs to mainstream
schools. Whereas the Education Act 1981 (England and Wales) made a commitment to
the integration of children with special educational needs to mainstream schools where

possible, the equivalent Education (Scotland) Act 1981, makes no such provision.

A progressive but vague concept model has led to other dilemmas with regard to the
way in which special education is conceptualised. For example , instead of abolishing
categories, subsequent policies simply extended them to include even more young

people.
Dilemmas arising from a broader concept of special education.

In Scotland, special educational needs has developed by expanding the proportion of
the general population whose difficulties are believed to require additional or separate
support. In 1950, the percentage of pupils in Scottish education classified as needing
‘special educational treatment” was 1.31. percent. (214) The Warnock Report (1978)
increased that to 20 per cent of pupils and HM inspectorate (Scotland) about 50 per
cent. (215) In a further attempt to endorse the principle of anti-categorisation

underpinning Wamnock, Strathclyde Region’s 1992 policy document Every Child is
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Special (216) has extended concern for the individual needs and rights to all pupils.

The impact of this policy has been to dilute both the definition of special educational
needs and resources available for positive discrimination in favour of those who are
most disadvantaged. Additionally, there is little reference to those with social,
emotional and behavioural difficulties. To further confuse the issue for both colleges of
education and learning support teachers attempting to translate this policy into
practice, ‘positive discrimination’ is the first major principle identified in the
Strathclyde policy which has been universally adopted by the smaller local authorities
in its wake. (217)

A further problem of inconsistency arose for teachers and trainers of teachers from
Warnock’s proposals. The continuum of need, or learning difficulties by degrees,
suggested as a useful conceptual model in place of categorisation was also difficult to
apply in practice because as Warmock admits ‘it is a crude notion which conceals the
complexities of individual needs.” (218) Children who had specific learning difficulties
(dyslexia) experienced problems, it was claimed, which could not be merged with the
general continuum of special educational needs. Riddell, Brown and Duffield (219)
argue that the principle of parental choice, introduced by the Conservative government
of the 1980s, is ‘inconsistent with the principle that no distinctions should be made
between children with special educational needs and others.” However, the British
Dyslexia Association will maintain that such children are a distinct group and should be
categorised as such. The Education (Scotland) Act 1981 does in fact recognise children
with Specific Learning difficulties according to the British Dyslexia Association. (220)

Where this becomes a particular problem is when parents claim additional resources or
individual teaching for their children at the expense of other children, whose parents are
less articulate in asserting their rights. This has also caused difficulties with regard to
modular provision in the training of teachers in special educational needs. A ‘Stirling
University Report (221) states that ‘to consider teachers of children with specific
learning difficulties as a group of potential specialists is to invoke controversy.’

Strathclyde Regional Council had indicated that it was ‘unwilling to support the notion
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of a teacher of children with specific leaming difficulties’, (222) although ‘two
specialist modules could be taken due to great interest from teachers’. This compromise
in response to demands from teachers and parents is another example of conflicting

perceptions of special educational needs caused by vague policy.

Access to training in special educational needs.

A broader concept of special educational needs and a policy which asserts the rights of
all young people also has implications, for teacher training and professional
development at all levels. However, once again, it appears that policy makers could
have gone further in implementing Warmock’s proposals for a ‘special education

element’ to be included in all courses of initial teacher training’. (223)

There has been criticism of teacher education courses for including special education
only as a matter of simple ‘awareness raising’ (224) and concerns have also been
expressed about access to post graduate training in special education for teachers, an

area which is increasingly reliant on self-funding according to Thomas. (225)

Teacher professionalism has been defined by Warmock (226) in terms of ‘skills in the
management of learning for all children,” and it is therefore vital that these skills are
reflected in the content of PGCE or B.Ed courses in Scotland. Research from Stirling
University regarded training in meeting the needs of all leamers as the ‘single thing
which will make or break integration in years to come’. (227) Without these skills, the
individual teacher runs the risk of being locked into what Hegarty (228) has called “self-

regarding idiosyncrasy’.

Training in special educational needs, it seems, is even less likely than ever to feature
highly on the agendas of poorer local authorities in Scotland. This may be partly due to
cash flow problems or possibly because although the Warnock Report (229)
acknowledged the difficulty in accommodating a special education element in an already
busy initial training agenda for teachers, it stopped short of specifying the number of

hours and levels of staff required, factors which may have made a significant difference.
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As far as the implementation of professional development in special educational needs
is concerned, it appears that policy in Scotland has never really reflected Warnock’s
proposals.

Conclusion.

Despite the well intentioned sentiments expressed in reports and policies since the
1970s, the concept of special educational needs remains philosophically and practically
confused, with a variety of criteria for its application. Its morally questionable origins
and history of child deficit models justified by charitable ideology, have created a
negative image of young people with special educational needs which has been difficult
for both Colleges of Education and learning support teachers to shake off, despite their
best efforts. Can teacher educators in special educational needs really claim to have
equipped mainstream teachers of learning support for their present roles when there is
no agreed consencus on the problem that they are being trained to address? Also, are
there, as the evidence suggests, aspects of the learning support teacher’s role which are
less likely to be accepted by ordinary teachers?A number of other concept related
difficulties have adversely affected policy and practice in teacher education in special
needs: the issue of child versus curriculum-defict models of educational difficulty
remains unresolved with many parents and some teachers advocating child deficit
models to obtain additional resources, whilst policy makers such as HMI (230) insist
that difficulties are attributed to the curriculum. Market forces have forced teacher
educators to cater for both models and produce leaming support teachers whose
seemingly impossible task is to assist all pupils to pursue the same curriculum goals
regardless of ability, whilst protecting them from a sense of failure. All of this begs the
question of whether Learning Support or indeed, special education should continue to

exist as a distinct area since, by its very existence, it creates separate or special groups.

In addition, Warnock’s broader definition of special needs may have resulted in
equally open-ended policy models such as ‘Every Child is Special’. Local
authorities and teachers are left to distribute limited resources more thinly amongst
increasing numbers of young people designated as having special needs. The inexplicit

nature of this policy has left special education open to pressure groups or parents
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claiming additional resources for their children. The wider conception of special
education, envisaged by both Warnock (231) and HMI has simply translated in practice
into more categories of special need than before. Teacher educators also face increasing
pressures from parents, local authorities and schools to offer specialist qualifications
for teachers in particular areas of demand, such specific learning difficulties (dyslexia).
The claims of such groups cast doubts on Warnock’s notion of a continuum of learning
difficulty on which training is based. =~ Who or what influences current practice in
mainstream Learning Support most? (eg. parents, HMI, local authority policy, Colleges

of Education etc.)

Inconsistent educational policy and research on policy in the field based on an uncertain
definition, may have resulted in vague advice to local authorities in Scotland, left to
decide what is ‘special’ and which pupils warrant recording. Warnock’s inclusion of
children from socially deprived backgrounds has been overlooked by successive
governments, partly due to more fashionable concerns about standards and support for
the more able pupil and also because of the expense involved. Professional development
in special educational needs in Higher Education has responded by including provision
for both pupils with emotional and behavioural difficulties and the more able pupil in
its award-bearing courses. Any potential gaps in the current market, for example
AD/HD, which cannot be addressed by colleges of education or local authorities may be

bought from independent sources.

Warnock’s notion of special educational needs as the responsibility of all teachers and
proposals for a special educational needs element to be included in all initial teacher
training courses has not translated into practice to any satisfactory degree because the
time required was left to the discretion of the providers. In the same way, lack of
funding or access to DPSEN courses for subject teachers wishing to specialise in
Learning Support in mainstream secondary schools is also a matter of concern. As a
result of an increased number of children attending mainstream schools with more
complex difficulties, demand for professional development has far outstripped supply

and there is a limited availability of appropriate award bearing courses. (232)
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Left to muddle their way through conflicting fundamental beliefs and operating from
such an insecure philosophical basis, it seems unlikely that providers of training in
special educational needs can claim to offer effective problem solving approaches to
educational difficulty. It is not even clear whether higher education departments and
learning support teachers share the same concept of special educational needs. What
does seem clear is that conflicting beliefs about fundamental issues are not conducive to

effective professional development. As Frederickson states:

It is not possible to embark on a classical problem solving approach
because it is not possible to agree on the definition of z4e problem or

achieve consensus on the objectives of any change. (233)

Any reconceptualisation of special educational needs presents a distinct challenge to
teacher education and schooling in general. Existing assumptions about the origins of
educational difficulty and specialist techniques for the alleviation of difficulties will also
need to be called into question if alternative perspectives on its nature, origins and
objectives are to be considered. The following chapter will review a range of criticisms
of special education’s basic assumptions with a view to providing a more useful

definition on which to base professional training and practice.
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CHAPTER 4

An analysis of alternative models of special education: modern and

postmodern attempts to reconceptualise special education.

Opinions on just how special educational needs should be reconceptualised are readily
forthcoming internationally, drawing on a range of theories outside special education,
such as sociology, politics and philosophy. Whilst inevitably, they differ in respect to
their analyses and recommendations, they adopt a similarly critical approach which
seeks to question the field’s guiding principles and underlying assumptions. Examples
of writers who share this perspective include Skrtic (234) in the USA, Dyson and
Gains (235), Tomlinson (236), and Schon (237) in Britain. Others such as Burbules
(238) are critical of the underlying assumptions related to the education system as a
whole. Attempts to reconceptualise special education have not been limited to
theorists. Policy makers such as HMI in Scotland have consistently attempted to move
the field away from its focus on the child as the source of learning difficulty since its
Progress Report of 1978. Although many writers and theorists in special education
offer interesting critiques of the field, what is particularly interesting about the writers’
discussed in this chapter is that they have attempted either to redefine the concept of
special education or suggest a way forward for the field. Although none of these
theorists and policy makers purports to offer the ‘ultimate’ theory of education or
special education, it is hoped that an analysis of their work in this chapter will prove
both useful and necessary to the identification of the broader trends which characterise

current thinking.

The dominant perspective on which provision for children experiencing learning
difficulties is based is still believed, despite some advances, to be that of a deficit
model in which the source of the problem or difficulty is still firmly located within the
child. (239). Policy makers, particularly HMI in Scotland, have sought to shift the
focus of educational difficulty away from the child firstly through the Progress Report

(1978) which focused on the curriculum as the source of educational difficulty and more
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recently in ‘Effective Provision for Special educational Needs’ (240) on the language of
special educational needs. The extent to which they have been successful is discussed in

the next section.

The HMI Perspective.

Recently, HMI (241) in Scotland have criticised the simplistic and impractical nature of
the definition of special educational needs in The Education (Scotland) Act, 1980, that
‘special educational needs arise from difficulties in learning or barriers to learning’.
Instead, they emphasise the need for a shared understanding of the concept if provision

in the field is to be effective:

HM inspectors have found that a shared understanding of the concept of special
educational needs is fundamental to planning and making effective provision at
all levels of the education system.Contrary to initial impressions, the concept is
subtle and requires discussion and reflection. Stated simply and in accordance
with the legislation, special educational needs arise from difficulties in

learning or barriers to learning. However this does not provide a working
definition..............ccccoovnnee. (242)

Recognising that neither child nor curriculum deficit models alone provide an adequate
definition of special educational needs, the working definition which HMI propose is a
compromised notion of educational difficulty in terms of both the child and the
curriculum. Like Warnock, ‘Effective Provision for Special Educational Needs’, tries to
avoid emphasising the child deficit perspective or specifically categorising children by
continuously repeating that ‘gpecial educational needs may arise from,” and then listing
disabilities as origing, many of which are unavoidably child related, for example,
‘physical, intellectual, neurological and emotional’. The notion of social factors,
notoriously seen as a ‘grey’ area in special educational needs is vaguely defined as

‘factors within the home or school which affect the individual’s capacity to learn.”

The problem with imprecise definitions of special educational needs, however well
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intentioned, is that they are open to interpretation by policy makers leading inevitably
to unevenness in practice. Worse still, they may even have the effect of minimising or
moderating the reality of the difficulties concerned. Failing to specify different kinds of
disability can, according to Abberley, lead to ‘inaction, neglect and oppression’ (243).
Others such as Oliver (244) are more fiercely critical of this approach, describing it as a
‘linguistic attempt to deny the reality of disability’ by referring to disabled people as

‘people with disabilities’

Another weakness in HMI’s attempt to redefine special educational needs is that it
fails to shift the focus sufficiently away from the child deficit view of difficulty. It is
limited because it uses a language which locks it into this perspective. Words which are
negative in tone such as ‘difficulties’, ‘barriers’, ‘delays’ and ‘disability’ are both
highlighted and repeated throughout this fairly detailed definition. Diversity, despite its
inevitability, is a fact of life which HMI have not addressed as yet, possibly because of
more. pressing concerns with competition and standards. In fairness, however, it has at
least recognised the need for a shared understanding of the concept and tried to define it
in practical terms. Perhaps it would be more useful if future attempts to redefine the
field adopted a radically different perspective of special educational needs based on

what children can rather than can’t do. If they do not, as Sigmon writes:

The regular education community runs the risk of becoming increasingly
unwilling or unable to cope with those who are divergent from some

average expectation for social and academic performance in schools. (245)

As a means of implementing its shared understanding of effective provision for special
educational needs, HMI (246) envisaged a key role for specialist teachers (learning
support teachers) in schools where they would have responsibility for ‘enhancing the
professional development of their colleagues through seminars and in-service courses’.
Given the level of constraint on present school budgets and the limited funds available
to buy in external expertise, eg. Higher Education, it is possible that in-house staff
development will become the main source of professional development in special

educational needs for some schools. If this is the case then it is important that the
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confined to one group of children and ‘learning breakdown’ to another. Dyson and
Gains argue that because learning is by definition, about working at the limits, it is also
about ‘finding those limits, testing them and sometimes going too far beyond them’.
Since it has been strongly argued that children in mainstream schools are more often
underestimated in their ability than overestimated (248) learning breakdown is ‘endemic
in the learning process for all students’ and teaching becomes a problem solving
process to do with maximising the effectiveness of learning, rather than simply
responding to difficulties which arise. It involves on the one hand being proactive in
creating situations in which leaming is likely, and on the other, being responsive
towards the breakdown of those situations’.Shifting the focus to one of problem
solving would allow teacher educators to consider the reasons why students fail to
learn, the processes and situations necessary for effective learning and why learning
breakdown occurs, all without categorising children. In this way Dyson and Gains
(249) argue, special schools and programmes are not required as teaching and learning

have become a ‘complex process of learning and teaching for all’ pupils.

Since the purpose and content of the specialist modules offered by Higher Education
institutions courses are concerned with improving diagnostic and instructional practice
for certain groups of pupils eg. specific learning difficulties or sensory impairment
modules, it is possible that by focusing attention on particular ‘types’ of children to be
taught in different ways or by different types of teacher, providers of training in special
needs are diverting attention away from the more important issue of schooling and the
school system itself. In any case, the limited demand from teachers for such courses as
well as the cost of delivering specialist modules has been identified as a particular
concern by Allan and Stronach. (250) Additionally, the controversy surrounding
‘Specific Learning Difficulties’ or ‘Dyslexia’ as a specialism is an emotive aspect of
special educational needs, characterised by conflicting perceptions of the nature of
difficulty, recognition, policy and provision (251). In Britain, it is notable that Dyslexia
and autism were never recognised as categories of disability, although they were
recognised under a Health Act in 1970. Other categories have been suggested by various
interest groups but never given legal status. Examples of these are the attention

deficithyperactivity disorder child, the neuropathic child and the child with severe
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lethargy. Course providers in special educational needs are faced with the impossible
task of where to draw the line with regard to specialist modules or courses. Such
specialist training is therefore questionable in its aims and content and not generally
available to teachers anyway, due to limited demand and cost. Progress based on this
assumption can only take the form of increasing the numbers of categories of special

need already in existence.

Although much of the discussion here has centred on criticism of the conventional
assumptions of special education and the need for reconceptualisation of the field in a
way which moves beyond provision which is based on the child ‘deficit’ model, the
problem of how to address the rights of those young people with genuine needs

without categorisation is still an issue which special education must acknowledge.
The reflective practitioner.

Much has been written about Schon’s reflective practitioner approach (252) and its
potential application to special education as a means of resolving problems. His
contention is that there is a role in every school for the reflective practitioner, an
approach which accepts conflict and tension as an inevitable part of the education
process and allows practitioners to address existing tension and reform the process
through a system of open communication, debate and reflection on practice. O’Hanlon,
in support of Schon, claims that professional advancement is not possible without

some form of reflective practice:

If we focus on the kinds of reflection-in-action through which practitioners
sometimes make sense of uncertain, unique or conflicted situations of
practice, then we will assume neither that existing professional knowledge

fits every case nor that every problem has a right answer. (253)

The advantages of such a system are clear. In secondary mainstream schools in
Scotland, learning support staff constantly engage in discussion and reflection on the

nature of support with fellow professionals and the result, if debate is systematic,
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productive and meaningful, is two-way staff development and ongoing self-evaluation
leading hopefully to structured intervention on behalf of young people with special
educational needs and others. Such an approach depends, however, on both the ability

and willingness of other teachers to engage in the debate.

On the other hand it could be argued that reflective decision making is not pro-active
enough given its refelctive nature and the fact that the tensions it is attempting to
address are already present. Reflective decision making may also, unintentionally lead
to negotiated compromises and trade-offs which are not necessarily in the best interests
of the individuals concerned. For reflective enquiry in decision making and teaching to
be successful, professional training is required for all teachers. Nonetheless its potential
to resolve tensions is purposeful and easily applied in any educational context including

research.

The application of ‘difference’ theory to special education.

Another newer field of theory that might, if applied to education, resolve many of the
tensions within special education, is difference theory as outlined by Nicholas Burbules
(254). Difference theory is critical theory arising from the work of early structuralist
linguists, most notably, Saussure, who studied signs and symbols and concluded that to
serve as a sign, a marker must be distinguishable from other signs within the same sign
system. However, although we can distinguish between O and Q in our alphabet, their
similarity of shape and size means that someone raised with a different alphabet or sign

system might not notice the difference.

The basic theme of modern schooling has been the emphasis on ‘common educational
interests’ where there is an assumption about what every educated person should
learn, know and be able to do. We use education, on the one hand, to make people more
alike: for example we teach common values and beliefs (cultural literacy) and the
knowledge base and skills which can be measured by standardised tests in order to
establish national standards. On the other hand, there is a desire to serve different

learning styles and needs and different cultures. But common needs, knowledge and
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standard of citizenship, upon closer scrutiny, may not serve all groups equitably.

Difference theory states that differences are signified only in terms of the larger system
of relationships within a culture and questions the largely arbitrary nature of difference.
Skin colour, style of dress and categories of special needs pupils are all parts of
systems of signification which state that these particular differences make a difference
in certain contexts. The advantage of difference theory is that it unmasks the
naturalness of these categories and their effects upon us. It makes the previously
invisible, visible by questioning the presumption of sameness. Consequently, it also
challenges the pretence that certain significations don’t make a difference, when in fact,
they do. It asks why certain differences are emphasised and others are neglected and in
particular, it highlights the sheer relativity of the meaning of these differences to one

cultural system rather than another.

In relation to special education, difference theory is useful in that it alerts us to the
many unofficial assumptions which we make about sameness in schools, about subtle
forms of difference which are overlooked or mistreated. Burbules argues that it is
theoretically more valid and also pragmatically less likely to do harm if one presumes
difference from the outset and carries the caution that ‘one’s own perspectives on
difference and on which differences matter and on what those differences mean, are
frequently inadequate to capturing the range of differences that signify for others.’
(255)

There are also other beneficial influences related to difference theory and its application
to special education. We need to question what counts as a significant difference in
certain situations and it makes us aware of potentially hidden differences and the
potential harm which can be done when differences which are important to others are
ignored, trivialised or misunderstood by schools. Difference theory also makes us
critical of the larger structures which tell us that zhis difference matters and that one
does not matter. Finally, it has much to offer special education because it denies the
generalising of particular categories of special needs and the norms associated with

those. For example, pupils with Downs Syndrome are generally categorised and
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perceived as one group and yet educationally, there is an enormous range of ability and

aptitude amongst this ‘group’.

However, difference theory is not in itself without potential problems. Wholesale
emphasis on difference would be unhelpful and in some situations, it could be just as
counterproductive as the presumption of sameness. It is possible that groups or
categories within special needs who deliberately set out to emphasise the difference
between themselves and other groups with special needs in an effort to gain resources,
may force a redistribution of provision to their advantage. The consequences of this
group assuming a dominant status would mean that weaker groups may lose out
because they are unable to sufficiently emphasise their own difference in order to gain
significance. Secondly, Burbules himself admits that in questioning the naturalness of
difference, we can only talk about a difference against the background of something
that is shared in common. Saying that one thing is different from another is the same as
saying that it is the same as something else. How can we identify a difference without
recognising what is standard first? Thirdly, since recognition of difference depends on
human rationality to expose it, that recognition could be regarded as subjective in the

sense that it is dependent on the values of the practitioner concerned.

What is particularly useful about difference theory in relation to special education is
that it encourages us to see more clearly, the way in which differences are constructed
and how alternative standpoints on difference are at least equally valid. As Burbules
(256) states: ‘It is not so much tolerance of difference that special education needs but
critical reexamination of difference through questioning of our systems of difference.’
Systems which denote difference must be open to reconsideration, there must be room
for questioning and modifying systems. Above all these systems must not be seen as
either essential or unchanging. Warnock’s assertion in 1978 that 18 per cent of pupils
have special needs appeared at one point to have been written in stone, although lately,
it has received much criticism not least from Wamock herself. As Lewis (257) points

out: ‘In certain conditions we all experience difficulties.’

A theory of difference, if fully developed and guided by human rationality may, if
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expressed in practical terms, offer a guide to help teachers and education systems to
recognise significant differences where they did not see differences before and to look at

them from more than one potential standpoint.
Critical pragmatism.

Skrtic’s (258) critical pragmatism is similar in some ways to difference theory in that it
treats assumptions behind professional models and practices in special education as
problematic. Assumptions and theories are themselves regarded as requiring evaluation
and reappraisal. But whereas difference theory depends on human rationality to
recognise differences amongst pupils, critical pragmatism avoids this by focusing on the
practical consequences of pursuing a particular response. The pragmatic method tries to
interpret each potential response to a complex question by tracing its respective
practical consequences weighing up which approach is likely to be the most useful for

the field concemed.

There are some advantages in this approach to resolving central dilemmas in special
educational needs such as: should inclusion remain the central objective of special
education? It is a democratic form of enquiry in which all knowledges are accepted or
rejected on the basis of whether or not they serve a useful purpose and it is both a way
of continually evaluating and appraising the practical consequences of what
professionals in education do as well as a means of justifying professional practice.
Critical pragmatism is intended to serve the best interests of education, its consumers
and democracy itself. Additionally, its goal is not certainty and it does not seek
objective knowledge or truth. Rather its goal is to reform itself by redescribing
practices, discourses and schools in alternative languages. It is also a continual search
for better ways of describing educational assumptions, principles and practices and
applied to special education, it is a mode of enquiry that constantly forces
professionals to face the fact that everything they do and say is shaped by convention.
As Skrtic points out:

The field of special educational needs must be concerned with the means

page 98



and ends of its practices, both of which are influenced by its values

because implicitly, or explicitly, values shape special educators’

perspective on society, social arrangements and desirable educational and
social outcomes, as well as their choice of theories to ground and justify their

practices and resources. (259)

Skrtic is critical of inclusion, which he regards as a form of naive pragmatism. He sees
inclusion is a method of approach which reproduces the problems of professional
practice in special education. According to Skrtic, inclusion cannot be regarded as the
ultimate solution to the problems of special education because it accepts, without
question, the grounding assumptions of special education as unproblematic. Therefore,
inclusion only provides a ‘solution’ to what is perceived as a flaw within the field but it
does not question or criticise the basic assumptions underpinning the field itself . This
seems surprising as it could be argued that inclusion questions these underlying

assumptions more than any other approach in the field at present.

Skrtic appears to have been more concerned with focusing on the practical
consequences of pursuing a particular response to the problems of special education.
Although, by implication, this means using special education to deconstruct and
subsequently reconstruct education as a whole, critical pragmatism does not go far
enough towards resolving the broader social and political problems associated with
special education and education. Post modemists such as Skrtic tend to assign
responsibility for social enquiry of this nature not to powerful people such as
politicians or ruthless capitalists but to professionals who are caught up in what he
refers to as the ‘webs of power of modern society’ (260). Any reform or progression in
knowledge must still take place within a particular political context. Therefore, just
because a teacher pursues a particular line of critical enquiry does not mean to say that
he or she will be in a position to implement the practical outcome of that enquiry. In
this sense, teachers and other professionals may frequently question assumptions and
find themselves at odds with the value systems of politicians or those in a position of
power. Skyrtic attempts to provide a theory of special education which satisfies the

desire for a set of values which will result inevitably in progress. His faith in the
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inevitability of progress through democratic enquiry is optimistic, if not ambitious.
Conclusion

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, none of the theorists or policy makers whose
work is discussed in this chapter purport to offer the ‘ultimate’ theory of education or
special education. However, they all provide useful analyses of the crisis within special
education and identify some of the broader trends which characterise current thinking.
Although practitioners may search for a solid theory of special education which will
point unequivocally to a clear course of action, an in depth study of issues in the field
suggests that the issues related to special education are highly complex and they are
connected to wider concerns surrounding the education system as a whole. Crucial
questions need to be asked about how children learn and how policy in special
education interacts with other aspects of social, educational and economic policy.
However, the fuller realisation of this complexity is to be welcomed and it seems likely

that reducing special education to a single dimension would be unhelpful.

Special education and education are not restricted to one dimensional solutions or even
single theories. Guided by human rationality, there seems no logical reason why more
than one theory could be not applied to the field, if appropriate. In social sciences it is
not uncommon for a number of theories (often conflicting) to be applied to one
particular subject, for example in psychology. What is important is that the aims and
fundamental values related to this theory are clearly stated. The fundamental values and

principles that theory might incorporate are considered in the following three chapters.
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CHAPTER S

Inclusion: Should it remain central to the concept of special

education?

Of the many dilemmas which have characterised special education in Britain throughout
the last twenty years, there is arguably none more controversial or profound in its
implications and influence on thinking in special education, than the issue of inclusion.
Scottish special education policies are said to encourage the ‘inclusion of as many
students as possible in mainstream schools,” (261) yet special schools are also seen as
having an important place in provision with professionals having an important role in
deciding who should be placed in each sector as Julie Allan (262) states. In practice,
inclusion in Scotland generally means transfer to a special unit attached to a mainstream
school with varying degrees of access to the mainstream curriculum, supported by
specialist teachers. This takes place in a wider context of budget fluctuations and is also
subject to the reactions and perceptions of mainsteam teachers, parents and other

professionals for its success.

Warnock (263) rightly described integration as a ‘highly political’ issue because of its
potential implications in relation to social control as a number of writers have claimed.
Fulcher (264), Tomlinson (265) and Carrier. (266) In a practical sense, therefore, the

inclusion issue raises questions about who, how, and what teachers will teach.

The inclusive ideology is further confused through a tendency by teacher educators
(despite their fervent crusade promoting inclusion) to separate special education
courses from other education courses, making relevant the question of whether teachers
without special qualifications are even capable of teaching certain pupils. This is further
compounded by the operation of separate departments in mainstream secondary
schools for teachers with ‘special’ qualifications which enable them to teach ‘special
needs’ pupils. It therefore follows that any theoretical discourse on special education

will urgently require to make sense of these apparent contradictions, if inclusion is to
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alternative to integration which was mostly concerned with the location of young
people with special needs. Among those who share this opinion are Ainscow, (270)
Mittler (271) and Weddell (272). The notion of inclusion is becoming increasingly
popular as a goal for special education in many countries such as Australia, Ghana,
Hungry and China, (273) having been given further impetus by a UNESCO World
Conference in Salamanca, Spain in 1994, which specifically examined how far special
needs is part of the ‘Education For All’ movement and proclaimed inclusive practices

as the way forward:

We believe and proclaim that :

Every child has a fundamental right to education, and must be given the
opportunity to achieve and maintain an acceptable level of

learning;

Every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning

needs;

Educational systems should be designed and educational
programmes implemented to take into account the wide diversity of

these characteristics and needs;

Regular schools, with this inclusive orientation are the most effective
means of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming
communities, building an inclusive society, and achieving education for all;
moreover, they provide an effective education to the majority of

children and improve the efficiency and ultimately the cost-

effectiveness of the entire educational system. (274)

None the less, progress towards either integration or inclusion in Scotland has been
slow, according to Julie Allan (275) with the proportion of children in special schools

remaining virtually unchanged, whilst school exclusions have risen dramatically and
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grouping by ability is increasing in popularity in mainstream schools (276). Whether or
not this could be attributed to government policy in education or competitive models
which marginalise those with special needs, the fact remains that inclusive practices do
not appear to have caught on in British mainstream schools on the whole. The question
which arises, therefore, is why has the widespread support for this movement
(particularly amongst teachers) that many of its advocates envisaged, never materialised
to any great extent? Perhaps the answer is that no educational argument for inclusion

has been developed sufficiently.
The limitations of the inclusive schools movement.

One of the most obvious reasons is that special schools or classes attempt to make
being at school a worthwhile experience for some pupils and as such, they provide an
invaluable service. Leamning experiences are not identical for every pupil, especially
where they have vastly different learning characteristics and many teachers wonder
realistically how much gain there is in terms of education when learning outcomes are
considerably reduced and expectations low despite additional and often expensive
resources and support teachers. It may even be the case that some of the so called
‘integratory’ practices that special educators have adopted, have unintentionally
undermined efforts to develop inclusive practices. For example, attempts to make the
ordinary school special, by adopting individualised assessments and systematic
intervention programmes which fulfil legal requirements in terms of recording but do
not fit easily with the ways in which mainstream teachers, particularly in secondary
schools where whole class approaches are common, go about their work. Individualised
approaches are, on the other hand, more commonplace in special schools where pupil

teacher ratios are traditionally lower.

A second factor which has militated against the inclusive schools movement is that not
all parents of children with special needs support the notion of inclusion. Clark et al,
(277) for example refer to the Dyslexia lobby, who, far from seeking inclusive
schooling, pursue a return to more traditional teaching practices. Similarly, Fuchs and

Fuchs (278) draw attention to a similarly powerful group of parents in the USA acting
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on behalf of young people with severe learning difficulties who do not advocate
inclusive schooling or equitable distribution of resources. If different groups of parents
want different goals, often at the expense of other groups who do not share their goals,
then some form of compromise is necessary, although this could undermine the
inclusive schooling movement. It would be a daunting matter to develop a coherent
policy which reconciles the demands of certain powerful groups who want separate
provision and additional resources (probably at the expense of other special needs
groups), with the inclusive schools goal of equitable distribution of power and
resources. What seems particularly ironic is that special classes and special schools
offer precisely those qualities which are most valued by parents who are either willing

or able to pay for private education eg. small classes and more individual attention.

A further instance of the differences which exist amongst those categorised as having
special needs concerns those who are physically disabled. The highly influential Oliver
has gone so far as to question whether able bodied commentators should be researching,
theorising about or attempting to set the educational agenda for the disabled at all, given
that the problem is (as he and other social constructionists perceive it) in the first
place, that of the able bodied:

The social constructionist sees the problem as being located within the
minds of able-bodied people, whether individually (prejudice) or
collectively, through the manifestation of hostile social attitudes and the
enactment of social policies based on a tragic view of disability. The
social creationist view , however , sees the problem as located within the

institutionalised practices of society. (279)

Such a view, which has gained more support in recent years is again at variance with
other ‘voices’ within the field of special needs in the sense that the goal of some groups
of disabled persons or commentators is not to be considered as having ‘needs’ at all and
to reconceptualise disability in terms of a ‘rights’ discourse the purpose of which is to

celebrate disability and challenge oppression in the widest social sense.
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Fourthly, as Barton (280) points out, the political reality of inclusion implies ‘a
different social order’, or at least social reforms which might well come into conflict
with other political values and goals. For example, how compatible is equitable
distribution of resources with cost effectiveness, improved efficiency and raising
attainment (potentially through setting)? To be inclusive, cost effective and
academically challenging, whilst working with and responding to parents all at the same
time, is challenging for schools. If they fail to live up to these ideals, then it is hardly
surprising. Reynolds (281) studies also support this argument. He states that the
emphasis on social values required to include students who experience leamning
difficulties might be at the expense of the academic output of the school in terms of
exam results. On the other hand there are many who would argue that this is precisely
what schools should be doing in order to achieve inclusive ideals. The setting and
streaming approaches so highly valued by HMI (282) which favour more able pupils,
could not be considered inclusive in any shape or form. Therefore, the issue of
accommodating political values which come into conflict with other political values
means that inclusive schooling faces immense practical difficulties unless it is redefined

within much wider social and political reforms.

The case of young people with emotional and behavioural difficulties illustrates this
clash of values particularly well and Sarah Sandow’s work, suggests that this group are
all too frequently:

banished, not for their own advantage but in order to prevent
interference with the ‘efficient education of others’. The rising exclusion rates

suggest that this practice is increasing. (283)

The conflict between notions of equality and excellence have proved particularly
difficult to resolve in the UK as a whole, but in Scotland, where there is, as Humes
and Patterson (284) state, an ‘undeniable social hierarchy - in the Kirk, in business, in
politics in sport and in the professions’ the implementation of inclusion in its fullest
sense in schools would surely imply a different social order or wider social and political

reforms since it does not reflect past and present culture.
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There is no doubt, however, that attempts to pursue inclusion in Scotland, and
integration before it, have engaged teachers in a process of continuous appraisal of their
curriculum, practice and organisation and produced a change in Scottish schools in
which deficit or individualistic views of young people have been challenged. Barton
notes a report by McPherson and Williams (Edinburgh University) presented to the

American research Association which states that:

Scottish comprehensive schools have become increasingly more
representative of the community as a whole and social segregation

has eroded fastest in the cities where it was previously most apparent.
Examination results have improved and the gap in performance and
achievement between working and middle class children has been

significantly reduced. (285)

Given that the trend towards improving the gap between inner city schools has
apparently reversed during the 1990s and become wider than ever, if the published
league tables of examination results in cities such as Glasgow are compared to schools
in other local authorities, the only (alarming) conclusion to be drawn is that the
introduction and application of market models in education has been highly detrimental
to inclusive schooling in Scotland and has reinforced social inequality. Perhaps, as Roy
Hattersley suggests the reality of inclusion in Scotland reflects a Victorian philanthropy
in the 19th century in that:

Further acts of compassion and social justice might begin to disturb the
accepted social order and the entrenched privileges of the establishment. (286)

If so, then schools may have contributed towards these inequalities and the need for
wider social and political reform if inclusive schooling is to be effective is doubly

underlined.

Towards a more inclusive approach in scottish education
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Inclusion is, as Warnock states, a highly political issue, however it is one which
commands widespread support both in Scotland and abroad, with many seeing it as the
way forward for special education according to Mitler (287), Wedell, (288) and Allan.
(289) Although the inclusive philosophy swims against the tide of current thinking in
Scottish education such as attainment targeting and raising achievement, is it possible
that Scottish schools can develop systems which respond effectively to the diversity of

their pupils?

The whole school approach is concerned with reducing or minimising segregation of
children into special schools according to Tony Dessent (290) and remains a most
effective ally for inclusive practices in mainstream schools in Scotland with secondary
schools expected to include clear, succinct written policies and guidelines coordinated at
senior management and local authority level (291) with pupils having increasing access
to a range of appropriate courses through more inclusive curriculum developments such
as the 5 - 14 programme and Higher Still courses which are increasingly in operation in
Scottish schools. Effective provision at the secondary mainstream stage is characterised
in a way which is clearly intended to encourage and promote inclusive practices yet it is
described in terms which place the main responsibility for its achievement with learning

support teachers or specialists rather than ordinary teachers :

Characteristics of effective provision at secondary level:

The members of learning support services in secondary schools

achieve their overall aim of assisting pupils and their teachers when: -
They operate within a sound school policy on supporting all

pupils;

- they are supported and consulted by the senior management

team who facilitate their work with departments;

- they have realistic remits;

- there are efficient systems for briefing all members of staff and
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responding to requests for assistance;

- there is a recognised base from which to work; and,

- the levels of staff development and training are sufficient to
consolidate and extend expertise. (292)

By describing the characteristics of effective provision in this way, HMI may have
undermined the true spirit of inclusion (and Wamock’s recommendation that the class
teacher should have the main responsibility for pupils with special needs), mistakenly
creating a barrier to its implementation by clearly implying that the responsibility for
young people with special needs lies mainly with the specialist teacher rather than all
teachers (including subject teachers). Absolved of the main responsibility for pupils
with special needs, there is evidence to suggest that many subject teachers in secondary
schools feel deskilled and will, more often than not, resort to the view that addressing
learning difficulty is a job that they cannot do state Brown and Riddell. (293) Leaming
support specialists may also fail to sufficiently involve their mainstream colleagues in
providing for a range of learning needs according to Scott. (294) One further factor
which may have contributed to teachers unwillingness to accept full responsibility for
young people with learning difficulties is the pressure in recent years for academic
achievement and a shift in priority towards attainment as the main focus of school

development.

Nevertheless, inclusion is still widely regarded internationally, as a highly desirable goal
which UNESCO’s Salamanca Agreement unequivocally couches in terms of human
rights. No less than 88 national governments and 25 international organisations
concerned with education, set out a rationale for inclusive education which also includes
a section on policy and its implementation. In Scotland, the rights discourse has never
really been a significant aspect of policy in special education. The most commonly
adopted policies have tended in recent years to take the form of statements of principle
or characteristics such as those in ‘Effective Provision for Special Educational Needs’

and ‘Every Child is Special’
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The Salamanca statement, however, gives more strength and coherence as well as a
clearer rationale than ever before to inclusive education to which it is fully committed.

It is also spells this out in terms which express this as its main goal:

Every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning

needs.

Educational systems should be designed and educational
programmes implemented to take into account the wide diversity of
these characteristics and needs;

those with special educational needs must have access to regular
schools who should accommodate them within a child-centred

pedagogy capable of meeting these needs;

Regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective
means of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming
communities, building an inclusive society, and achieving education for
all; .... (295)

There are two particularly notable fefltures of this inclusive philosophy. Firstly, young
people with special educational needs are not singled out as a distinct group or at least
any more distinctive than gifted children and secondly, that inclusive schooling is seen
as part of building an inclusive society, which has political implications. Inclusion does
not stop once the young person has left the education system. It is therefore much
more broadly social than integration and also more desirable in that respect. It also re-
emphasises the point that any reform of special education which aims at increasing
participation and access, has to begin with the reform of mainstream education and

society as a whole.

Adding further weight to the inclusive education movement is a growing body of
empirical evidence and theoretical literature to suggest that mainstream schools which

adapt an inclusive philosophy and try to respond to pupil diversity have learned about
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ways in which they can ‘become more flexibly organised, more collaborative and more
problem focussed’ as a means of avoiding segregation or exclusion of some pupils
(296).

Another problem for young people with special educational needs which inclusive
education and the rights discourse might address is the tendency of professionals to
speak on behalf of such children. (297) Inclusion, means that professionals must
increasingly allow their clients voices to be heard instead of their own where possible,
as Gamer and Sandow (298) also argue. Although professionals claim to speak on
behalf of their clients, Tomlinson suggests that representing the voices of others can
sometimes have the effect of diminishing rather than empowering them. (299) What is
important is that young people and their families are not alienated by powerful
professional groups and their discourses and that as far as possible, every effort is
made to encourage pupils to speak on their own behalf and participate in their own

provision.

Conclusion.

The concept of inclusion means accepting and valuing the heterogeneous nature of
learners. Thereafter, it requires a system of organisation, teaching strategies and
resources to support this diversity. Such an acceptance raises a number of important
questions which need careful consideration if inclusion is to remain central to the
concept of special education: Are our schools capable of responding to diversity so that
all children learn effectively? If so, what sorts of changes would be necessary if schools

were to become fully inclusive, and how possible or likely are these changes?

The answer to these questions, however, must surely depend on what our vision of
society should be and what kind of society we wish to create. Thus, it is difficult to
consider inclusive education and the philosophy of inclusion, without considering its

political implications.

Inclusion, it seems, is not just a question of resourcing, of effective management at all
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levels, social groupings and teaching strategies. It would be difficult to enable all
students within the present arrangement of schooling and therefore, reconstructing
education and its aims in a broader sense, is the only real avenue for effective
inclusion. Truly collaborative practices between learning support teachers and ordinary
teachers offer much promise as only one possible means of enhancing the inclusive
philosophy in Scottish schools, where as Brown and Riddell (300) state that, ‘the
practicalities of partnership between learning support and mainstream teachers have
been given more prominence by government policy makers’. But more impbrtantly, as
Pamela Munn (301) states, we need to be much clearer about what we want inclusion
to achieve, ‘particularly in terms of the conceptualisation of learning difficulties and

b

pupil attainments and how to translate this into practical classroom strategies........

There are clearly theoretical limits to inclusion, where it comes into apparent conflict
with other values and therefore it cannot be regarded as a sole solution to the problems
of special education. One key question which has not yet been addressed is the extent
to which concept and policy should be based on an acceptance of the differences
between so called ‘normal’ pupils and those with special needs or whether all pupils in
an inclusive school should all be regarded as equal? In other words, to what extent do
differences need to be recognised for the purposes of securing additional provision

without denying young people their basic human rights?

Accepting that there are moral, political and economic self interests, if all of those
concerned with special educational needs in Scotland can at least agree on basic values,
it should be possible to continue to regard inclusion as a central aim of the field as a
whole. As Ballard states:

We cannot put people away from ourselves any more than say,
environmentalists have shown, we cannot throw something away. There is
no away. We live in complex inter dependencies with the planet we
inhabit. Whatever we do, whatever is done, includes us all no matter what
strategies we may use in an attempt to distance and isolate ourselves.

Actions that exclude and diminish others, exclude and diminish ourselves. (302)
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CHAPTER 6

Categorisation: Formal acknowledgement of need or stigmatising
label?

The dilemma of how to ensure that local authorities and schools provide effectively for
young people with special educational needs without emphasising their separateness,
has continued to dog policy makers and professionals in the field since Wamock (303).
The terms ‘special education’ and ‘special educational needs’ are in themselves
commonly used to categorise young people with physical and sensory impairments,
learning difficulties, emotional and behavioural difficulties and specific learning
difficulties in Scotland. Yet, as Booth (304) points out, these terms in themselves
imply exclusion or at least, that there is a division to be drawn between ‘normal’ and
‘less than normal leamners’. The Recording system, regarded by Warnock (305) as a
system which would preserve the advantages of categorising whilst avoiding stigma has

failed to provide an adequate solution to this problem.

Throughout its history, categorisation has been central to the philosophy of special
education in Scotland (See statutory handicaps as outlined in section 62 of the
Education (Scotland ) Act of 1962 and yet it remains unpopular, arguably because
Warnock’s abhorrence of it (306) and expressed determination to ‘eliminate it’ has
influenced professional opinion to the point where, unwillingness to categorise children
has created dilemmas for local authorities deciding who to record. For example, section
62 of the Education (Scotland) Act, 1980 vaguely outlines who should have a record of
needs as ‘children whose needs are pronounced, specific or complex.” (307) But is it
possible or even desirable to conceptualise special education without categorising
pupils? An attempt to provide a response to this question will be the main focus of

this chapter which examines the arguments for and against its retention.

Categorisation: the only realistic approach to addressing ‘educational failure’?
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It has been argued that categorisation need not always be seen as negative labelling and
in some cases, a focus on categorised pupils can be part of an attempt to advocate the
rights of those concerned. It can also be necessary for the provision of appropriate
services. Jeff Bailey (308) has shown that the recognition of the particular support that
some students need is an essential part of a response to diversity that accepts and
celebrates difference. Bailey cites the case of AD/HD pupils who cannot get what they

most need in order to make educational progress, without medical diagnosis.

Whilst it is true that appropriate medical responses, teaching and resources often
depend on some form of diagnostic labelling, it has also been shown that over-
dependence on a system, such as in the USA, where the relationship between
categorisation and support is very marked, can actually as Booth and Ainscow (309)
suggest, encourage the ‘creation and extension of medical labels for educational
difficulty’ and consequently, result in competition for funding amongst the different

categories.

In Scotland, however, where the allocation of resources and support varies from one
local authority to another, there is an established tendency to allocate extra resources to
pupils whose special educational needs have been diagnosed and recorded as outlined in
the widely implemented ‘Every Child is Special’ policy (310) which advocates
‘positive discrimination’ (Para 2.1) as the first of its key principles and encourages the
effective targeting of staffing (para 4.2.5) and resources (paras 4.3.1) and (4.3.2)
towards individuals ‘for pupils with special educational needs’ (Para 4.3.1). As such,
there is little question that children who have been categorised have priority when the
limited resources available are allocated. In addition, the legal significance of the long
term educational strategies and subsequent monitoring and reviewing arrangements for
young people whose special needs have been recorded, (311) also places an obligation
on teachers and professionals to prioritise recorded pupils for specialist support and
resources. In the eyes of many parents and teachers, therefore, official categorisation
has its advantages. As Allan et al (312) state, success for some parents is quite simply
acknowledgement by professionals ‘that their child has a particular problem hitherto

unidentified’.
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Secondly, some categorisation is necessary, particularly in the case of physically
disabled pupils, so that teachers and can recognise and address the difficulties that such
pupils are likely to face. Failure to do so, according to Paul Abberley, may lead to

negligence:

There is a fashionable ............ literal reaction to the negative stereotyping of
people with disabilities which is to deny all differences - similar to the
assimilationist perspectives in race relations and thus similarly devaluing and

denying the authenticity of an impaired person’s experience. (313)

Abberley convincingly argues that this perspective leads to neglect and inaction by
professionals and, as such, it benefits impaired persons even less than negative
labelling. Special kinds of service for example, special needs auxiliary support and
special resources eg. the use of low vision aids, wheelchairs and radio aids can be
labeliing in themselves because the majority of pupils in a mainstream school do not
require them, yet without such arrangements and resources, it would not be possible for
some young people to remain in mainstream schools. Acknowledgement of the physical
aspects of impairment is necessary for inclusion at least in the locational and functional
sense and as such, they cannot be understated. Categorisation also assists learning
support teachers in prioritising support and helps other teachers to make sense of the
role of learning support teachers, according to Brown and Riddell (314) particularly in
mainstream schools. This of course begs the question, is it at all possible to have

inclusive schooling without categorisation?

According to Soder (315), supporters of non-labelling ideology are misguided
sentimentalists who fail to understand that ‘social reality is embedded in a structure’
and that ‘ascription of social meaning goes on in all social life.” Like Abberley, Soder

describes the non-labelling approach as denying the facts and experience of disability.

Oliver (316), on the other hand, sees categorisation as an inalienable right and criticises
linguistic attempts to ‘deny the reality of disability’ by referring to disabled people as
‘people with disabilities’. Similarly, ‘linguistic denial’ in the form of vague terminology
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used in the Education (Scotland) Act 1981, referred to earlier in this chapter and The
Wamock Report (317) and a more recent attempt to conceptualise special educational
needs in Scotland (318) have all been criticised for similar reasons. At any rate, there is
little or no research evidence to suggest that providing an innocuous rather than a frank
description of an impairment or learning difficulty leads to any improvement in the
situation of the individual concerned. The problem about labelling or categorisation
which Wamock acknowledged but never managed to resolve, however, remains
essentially the same: how do you safeguard the rights of children to an appropriate

education, suited to their abilities and aptitudes, without imposing a negative label?

Attempts to address this problem have frequently failed, because of a tendency to
fudge the issues which generally results in the creation of inconsistency and confusion.
In Scotland, the 5 -14 Curriculum Programme uses a description of pupils learning
needs as a move away from labelling or categorisation. The result, instead, is

inconsistency and confusion.

Sally Brown, (319) for example, is justifiably critical of the uneven and, at times, vague
way in which learning needs are defined in the 5-14 programme. English language and
Environmental Studies identify particular categories of need ie. ‘very able’,’physical
difficulties’, ‘sensory impairments’, ‘specific leamning difficulties’ and ‘moderate
learning difficulties’. Yet, in contrast, the guidelines for other areas concentrate on the
nature of difficulty that pupils may encounter. Maths (320) makes no reference to
categories of pupils and other guidelines such as Expressive Arts (321), Personal and
Social Development (322) and Religious and Moral Education (323) do so only in

passing. Also, some subjects placed emphasis on difficulties likely to be encountered:
‘written instructions too difficult to read’ (Maths)
‘The underlying concept may not be fully understood’ (Maths)

‘Difficulties in understanding and explaining abstract concepts.” (Religious and
Moral Education).
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whilst others such as Expressive Arts placed emphasis on the advantages for pupils
with special needs participating - and yet others give specific advice on how to address
the particular problems of special educational needs pointing to modification and sub-
division of materials and the use of technology to ease pupil access. Attempts to dilute

or minimise categorisation are rarely if ever successful.

Non labelling ideology.

Booth and Ainscow (324) argue that categorisation has in itself often contributed to the
process of exclusion and it is not difficult to see how labelling can become exclusionary

in nature.

One of the less fortunate aspects of labelling is that blanket categories tend to be
applied to groups of young people amongst whom there is much diversity of ability.
This can be dangerous because it may distort teachers perceptions of pupils’ ability.
For example, there is a very wide range of learning abilities amongst young people with
Downs Syndrome, although many teachers will mistakenly take it for granted that the
entire category will have learning difficulties. Psychologists frequently use the terms
‘moderate learning difficulties’ in their assessment of young people based on
psychometric testing, and yet the predominance of young people labelled in this way
coming from poor, disadvantaged or ethnic minority groups suggests that social factors

and not just learning difficulties are the cause of educational difficulty. (325)

In addition, the concept of a continuum of educational difficulty which implies that
learning difficulties can be arranged in degrees of difficulty is also misleading. In
Scotland, the idea of a continuum of special educational needs which require to be met
through a range of provision from severe to mild learning difficulties is underlined and
reinforced by SCCC (326). Yet the document takes little account of the real diversity
which exists within categories, nor does it consider the needs of pupils such as those
with specific learning difficulties. It has been argued, that such pupils are often more
intelligent than others with global leamning difficulties and do not fit easily into a

continuum model of educational difficulty. It seems clear therefore, that simple models
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of categorisation and continuum do not adequately reflect the range and complexity of

educational difficulty, particularly within categories. As Warnock acknowledged:

However carefully a scheme of categorisation is drawn up, there are
always likely to be some children in need of special educational
provision who will be excluded because they do not fit into any of the

categories. (327)

It could also be argued that categorisation encourages a return to a child deficit model of
educational difficulty.

In Scotland, the allocation of groups to diagnostic categories is often seen as a precursor
to appropriate resources or forms of support. This will be regarded favourably by
parents, but devolved management of resources and finite budgets has put pressure on
schools to focus on those officially allocated to categories such a pupils with a record
of needs. Teachers’ representatives have argued that this individualistic focus means
that other groups of young people are neglected and worse still, that categorisation
assumes that the problem is the child’s, a view of educational difficulty from which

special educational needs policy has continuously strived to move away:

........ the SOEID and education authorities are encouraged to
develop policies on learning difficulties which assume that the difficulty
inheres in the child so that resources can be directed to him/her. (328)

Once categorised, it is unlikely that an assessment will be contested and thus it
becomes disempowering and very often a self-fulfilling prophecy. Richard Reiser (329)
for example, a former polio sufferer, describes how he and his family disproved a
professional categorisation which stated that he would be unable to walk or use his
right arm and forcing him to adopt a ‘super cripple stance and attitude’ and yet his
parents succeeded in bringing him up ‘to use them very effectively.” Here is another
negative aspect of labelling young people with special educational needs. How does one

avoid defining the characteristics of a disability or special educational needs without
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ascribing them to the whole person so that all of his or her other characteristics become

synonymous with the disability?

As a result of categorisation, anti-labellers may argue that there is a danger that pupils
may be treated uniformly by teachers (who may also regard themselves as ill-equipped
to adress their problems), negatively stereotyped and a particular view of them may be
reinforced through exclusion from mainstream education, so that they inevitably and

eventually conform to others expectations of them.

Conclusion.

Any analysis of the issue of categorisation will show that we should not attempt to
dispense with all the characteristics of educational difficulty since, as Booth and
Ainscow state, it is more likely that the negative connotations of some of the labels
may have an ‘exclusionary’ effect where they put a child in a category which is loaded

with social meanings and negative preconceptions and:

..... particularly if they accentuate difference, distort perceptions of
identity and in amalgamating a variety of students , mislead teachers and
others about how students learn, what they should be taught and by
whom. (330)

This is particularly applicable in the case of the young person with mild spelling
difficulties who may be mistakenly labelled as dyslexic as a result of parental anxiety
over his or her progress, or the pupil who has some difficulty in concentrating and is
subsequently categorised as having Attention Deficit Disorder when, in fact, there may
be social reasons for manifesting certain behaviour patterns. In these cases, the effects
of labelling could be considered negative because they are misleading and draw attention
away from the real issue. This is why Brown and Riddell (331) are correct when they
argue that consumerist approaches are dangerous, since they may well promote a view
of the legitimacy of a particular category of pupil and the extent of their abnormality,
which is inaccurate.
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Not all forms of categorisation involve negative labelling and there are some cases,
particularly involving young people who have physical or sensory impairment where it
makes no sense at all to avoid recognition. A focus on recognised needs can be part of a
positive attempt to enhance the participation of certain young people as well as others’
understanding of their experiences. In addition, such an approach can give teachers and
other professionals a much clearer focus than they have under the present system. As
Elliott states:

If we do not quite know what we are looking for, or whyj, it is not
surprising that the methods we use to achieve this nebulous end-result
are both ill-defined and diverse. They are likely to be subject to
professional fashions , and, without a clear rationale underpinning

them, likely to be subject to mass fluctuations in usage and popularity. (332)

Elliott is clear that not only do we need categories but we also need a vocabulary or
‘taxonomy’ which allows us to describe and define groupings within these
categories.’(333). In particular he refers to the case of specific learning difficulties
where he advocates an agreed definition which carries weight in law. He argues that
unless a major attempt is made to resolve the situation in the UK, ‘the present debates
and even conflicts between professionals seem set to continue’ and more importantly,
the ‘lion’s share of resources will continue to go to young people whose parents are
articulate enough to fight their corner. Elliott has a point. Just because some local
authorities and policy makers refuse to acknowledge specific learning difficulties as a
discrete group with distinctive needs does not mean to say that the difficulties

experienced by these children are not genuine.

At any rate, It would be most interesting to investigate whether mainstream learning
support teachers and local authorities regard the abolition of categories as helpful to
young people with special educational needs, or whether they would favour more
specific categorisation, particularly since the blurring of distinctions between children
with special needs and others may be used as a justification for failure to provide

appropriate resources. Barton and Tomlinson (334) have also expressed scepticism

page 120



about the benefits of non-labelling because of the tendency of policy makers and local
authorities with wider considerations of a political social and economic nature to

control expenditure at the expense of young people with special educational needs.

Almost worse than any of the overtly negative aspects of categorisation, however, are
the attempts to blur special educational needs linguistically. As discussed earlier in this
chapter, attempts by policy makers in Scotland and elsewhere, to water down learmning
difficulties and disabilities linguistically, whilst retaining categorisation officially for the
purposes of recording, have merely resulted in inconsistency and confusion and
inadvertently encouraged a belief that there must be something shameful about these
conditions. Such practices are not inclusive by any means and take no account of the

views of those with disabilities, impairments or learning difficulties.

Perhaps part of the reason why this issue has been so difficult to resolve is that too
little attention has been paid to the opinions of those who experience labelling and too
much attention given to the more dominant professional discourse on this matter. As
far as possible, those who have been categorised should be given the opportunity to
articulate their wants in this respect. Although there is no guarantee that this will
accurately reflect the perspective of all of those categorised, it would at least be a step

on the road to empowerment. Categorisation in this sense could enhance inclusion.
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CHAPTER 7

Equity, entitlement and rights in special education: have egalitarian

policies outlived their usefulness?

Equity has almost become synonymous with rights and entitlement as a key principle
associated with special educational needs. (335) Organisations in Scotland such as the
Equity Group (336) also work towards empowerment and self-advocacy for children
with special educational needs, underpinned by a commitment to inclusive education.
Its main aim is to promote entitlement to inclusive education as a civil rights issue. The
politicisation of disability and the work of other campaigning groups who know how to
work a consumer-led system may, at least in developed countries, have advanced the

civil nights agenda of some groups within special educational needs. As Corbett states:

Entitlement to services is an equality rhetoric but, as part of a consumer-led
impetus, it is a market concept. Knowledge is power and without an astute

awareness of how to work the system, entitlement is an elusive value. (337)

Whilst it is undoubtedly possible with additional resources and structural adaptations
to buildings to include many young people with special needs in mainstream schools,
particularly those with disabilities, this may not mean that the young people concerned
will be recognised as having equal rights and be regarded as being of equal value; nor will
it necessarily change discriminatory attitudes towards young people with special
educational needs. There is also, as Allan, Brown and Riddell (338) state, ‘a plurality of
voices among the disabled and able-bodied’ and therefore, there is no advantage for the
field as a whole in focussing solely on the rights of disabled people to ‘articulate their

wants rather than their needs’.

What, also, of children (and parents) who cannot express rights, choices and opinions
such as those those who are socially disadvantaged and those with learning difficulties?

Should equal rights issues continue to be regarded as central to the development of
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special educational needs or have such values, more commonly associated with
seventies legislation, reduced the field to a campaign on behalf of the disabled to the

exclusion of other groups?

Equity and entitlement: outdated concepts?

Equity, according to Chambers dictionary, (339) is a ‘right as founded on the laws of
nature: moral justice of which laws are the imperfect expression.” When applied to
special educational needs this definition very clearly connects equity with moral rights
and therefore has clear implications for the way in which the field is conceptualised.
Equity in this case could be interpreted as freeing young people from prejudice, deficit-
based and discriminatory attitudes and approaches to special education. Although
apparently simplistic in concept, the highly complex nature of special educational

needs makes this objective difficult in practice.

Additional or alternative support in education and the mere recognition of diversity
may not be sufficient in themselves to redress the disadvantages faced by some young
people, particularly where life opportunities are limited through social disadvantage and
learning difficulties. To date, policies of compensatory opportunity and redress for low
achievers in terms of resources, has, in most cases, amounted to little more than © a
cosmetic and rather short term advantage’ according to Tyler, Dyson and Gains, (340).

Bownan also suggests that:

We simply do not know how to produce equality, short of some

horrendous policy of negative discrimination against the able. (341)

In fact, the impact of educational treatments as against individual differences in ability,
motivation and social background appears to be minimal as Bemnstein (342) argues,

when he suggested that schools cannot compensate for society.

Add to this the issue of cost-effectiveness for additional resourcing and ‘intensive

treatments’ and the question clearly arises as to whether the principles of equity and
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entitlement are values worth retaining where expensive allocation of resources to very
small groups of pupils yields poor results. Surely alternative support for its own sake
benefits no one, least of all the young people whose life prospects it is supposed to
enhance?

In 1978, an HMI progress report (343) highlighted particular problems in mainstream
secondary schools, where pupils were repeatedly withdrawn from subject classes for
individual tuition. This, in turn, affected the child’s performance within the subjects
concerned and so, absurdly, one form of entitlement negated another.

Ironically, twenty one years later, the same individualised practices which were deemed
to fail children are more commonplace and encouraged than ever, through the promotion
of individualised education programmes (344). Warnock identified part of the problem
as arising because of the difficulty in identifying precise forms of support which do
enhance attainment amongst individuals (345). In truth, however, such initiatives take
time and money and secondary schools have failed, according to Munn (346) because of
a tendency towards ‘quick fix’ solutions to problems through understaffing and
resourcing. In particular, they have failed with a substantial number of pupils with
learning and/or social emotional and behavioural difficulties. Yet the problem is not just

one of underresourcing. As Evans states:

What is clearly absurd is that one social institution, the school,
amongst the many by which children are influenced, is now seen to bear
the entire burden of responsibility for children’s poor response, low

motivation, truanting and ultimately, alienation. (347)

Problems of underachievement such as those described here require to be viewed within
a wider social context. Educational underachievement is a complex phenomenon
requiring complex solutions involving a range of social institutions only one of which is
the school. Learning support in the form of separate or individualised programmes will
not provide the means of addressing the problems of those children who are simply

not conditioned to education because of their social circumstances. They may, however,
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if implemented effectively, assist some young people towards the achievement of

essential skills for living.

Halsey also supports this argument by suggesting that the reason for the failure of
egalitarian policies in addressing educational underachievement is because the problem

lies beyond the school and even perhaps in egalitarian theory itself:

The essential failure of twentieth century history is that egalitarian policies
have failed. Liberal policies failed basically on an inadequate theory of
learning. They failed to notice that the major determinants of educational
attainment were not schoolmasters, not curriculum but motivation, not formal

access to the school but support in the family and the community. (348)

But perhaps the strongest argument against entitlement which does not take account of
social disadvantage comes from Baroness Wamock, who bitterly criticised the
Committee of Inquiry into Special Education of which she was chair from 1974 until
1978 for not counting social deprivation as in any way contributing to educational

needs:

Looking back on the days of the committee, when everyone felt that a new
world was opening for for disadvantaged children, the most strikingly
absurd fact is that the committee was forbidden to count social

deprivation as in any way contributing to educational needs. And the

distinction is actually incorporated into the 1981 Act. (349)

As Warnock states in the same article, the very idea of such a separation now ‘seems
preposterous’ and yet, in Scotland, a situation remains where children without records
of needs but with identifiable educational needs which could be met successfully, are
liable to be simply overlooked because many local authorities simply cannot afford to
provide the additional teaching resources and support required. According to Warnock,
local authorities, in general, have resorted to ‘listing a child’s needs according to what

they can afford. Provision for special educational needs, it now seems, cannot be
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determined by need, virtually regardless of cost and such depressingly common
approaches to ‘addressing’ special educational needs make nonsense of genuine
entitlement as well as Warnock’s concept of special educational needs. Interestingly,
she concludes by suggesting that ‘it is time to rethink the whole concept of special

needs’

Finally the problems of who has entitlement and where does entitlement begin and end
- discussed at greater length elsewhere in chapter two - have bedevilled the field for
some time, given that recent trends in Scottish education (350) have upheld the rights of
all young people and not just those with special educational needs to an appropriate
curriculum greatly increasing the potential numbers of pupils who could have an
entitlement to additional support and/or resources. Consequently, pressure on limited
resources is greater than ever. In secondary mainstream schools this often means
entitlement to a small amount of additional support in the lower secondary school and
continued support further on if the pupil concerned has a record of needs. In short, in
Scotland, entitlement begins and ends, it seems, with the resources available. The

aforementioned factors have raised questions about the validity of entitlement.

In defence of entitlement.

Just because a system is imperfect does not mean that genuine needs which require to
be addressed, do not exist. Corbett (351) suggests that in the developed world,
entitlement has probably suffered from its association with the right to additional
resources. In Scotland, individual need is the basis on which resources are allocated and
entitlement lies at the heart of legislation. Recent policies involve setting highly
individualised targets within individual education plans. (352) And yet, without that
protected provision, based on entitlement and the right to an appropriate education,
there is as Simmons (353) suggests, the possibility that support for the most vulnerable
members of the community would depend on the support of politicians. Removal of
the legislative aspect of entitlement could - in times of recession - lead to local
politicians and counsellors determining what is available rather than what is needed. An

end to legal entitlement could make life easier for many local authorities since, in many
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cases, it is only through the existence of this legal framework that many parents are able
to access very necessary provision for their child’s needs. As Simmons points out,
‘what advocates often do is remind local authorities of their legal duties to children’ so

that they do not become ‘casualties of political expediency.’ (354).

Another successful aspect of entitlement, according to Ingleses (355), has been the
widespread practice of differentiation in mainstream schools. Ingleses claims to have
clear evidence from her own research on differentiation of the curriculum, that according
to special needs teachers, this approach is a most effective means of helping pupils
with leamning difficulties. The survey also regards individual teaching approaches as
being most likely to ensure progress for young people who were failing to reach the
appropriate attainment level for their stage. Notably, however, the survey concerned

did not consult with the young persons concerned.

Additionally, the concept of entitlement also articulates with national and European
special needs policies and legislation such as the Salamanca Statement (1984) and the
Children’s Act (Scotland) (1995) which set out a framework designed to protect the
rights and entitlements of young people with special educational needs in a culture
where the focus is on technological advances, market competition and the survival of
the strong. Such values can leave behind those who cost money and in a culture of
competitive individualism, it is possible for those who are not perceived as successful
to become invisible or left behind. As history has shown time and time again, we ignore

the needs of the marginalised at our peril.

It is also clear that, in Scotland, existing curricular arrangements do not provide
sufficient flexibility for pupils whose difficulties are not severe enough for them to have
a record of needs. Charles Weedon (356) states that SOEID statistics show that a
higher proportion of secondary than primary pupils are educated in special schools and
that placement in special school often happens at the point of transition between
primary and secondary sectors’. Such decisions to remove a child from mainstream
education are likely to be made because of the lack of resources necessary to sustain

that child in secondary education. The fact that such decisions will vary from one local
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authority to another shows the need to maintain some centralised access to entitlement.

Finally, Brown and Riddell argue that there has always been a culture of positive
discrimination by Scottish local authorities, in favour of schools in deprived areas, even
though it is likely that support for pupils in deprived areas has been adversely affected

by devolved school management of resources:

....It seems likely that control will move more into the hands of

schools, that cooperatibn with other schools with more deprived

populations than one’s own will not be popular (though SEN expertise in
disadvantaged schools could be valued) and that the social equalising

function that education authorities have been able to fulfil will not be easily
overtaken by, or attractive to, individual schools. (357)

Recent media focus on the apparently widening gap in pupil attainment between
schools in areas of deprivation and other schools has given much cause for concern. But
if there is little evidence to suggest that approaches involving positive discrimination (a
form of equity) have done little to redress the imbalance between schools in rich and
poor areas, the absence of central initiatives of any description attempting to close this

gap is a matter of even greater concern.
Conclusion.

Entitlement as a principle has always suffered from one fatal weakness: lack of clarity
within the broader concept of special educational needs. Issues about the form that
entitlement should take, who is entitled and when entitlement should begin and end
have all become arbitrary concerns determined by the amount of money local

authorities have at their disposal.

Teachers themselves appear to have very little confidence in it. Pamela Munn (358) has
reported on pessimistic beliefs amongst Scottish mainstream secondary school teachers

in the 1990s, that pupils with learning difficulties - the largest group of pupils with
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special educational needs in mainstream secondary schools - will never overcome their

difficulties even with learning support.

Special needs education is currently at a crossroads and as Mittler (359) states, ‘the

time for rhetoric about entitlement and a curriculum for all is over.’

Commitment to an egalitarian vision of entitlement to an appropriate education,
however morally correct, cannot escape the criticism that it often fails because it is
based on a lack of acceptance of differences amongst young people and that tries to
‘normalise’ young people who are socially or educationally different by attempting to
transform their performance and behaviour in line with other so called ‘normal’ pupils
(360). The solution lies, perhaps, in a reconceptualisation of special education as a
whole. As Weddell states:

An education system which claims to meet the learning needs of all children
and young people surely has to be predicated on the fact that they are all
different . (361)

If an education system recognises and values diversity, the problems of deciding who is

entitled, what form entitlement should take and when entitlement should begin and end

would largely disappear.
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CHAPTER 8
Description of data: An overview

Daring as it is to investigate the unknown, even more so it is to question
the known. (362)

Before progress can be made in resolving the tensions associated with special education,
descriptions of the phenomenon as it exists may be obtained by means of descriptive
research. The reason for this is clear; we need to question the status quo in order to
understand these tensions before we can improve provision. As Lovell and Lawson
(363) state, ‘There is a need to uncover something of the nature of the factors which
brought about this present state of affairs or contributed to its continuance.’
Descriptive research should also seek to establish the extent to which underlying
factors exist in given situations and attempt to estimate their relative importance.
Although research of this nature will not provide solutions to the problems which exist
in special education, it may allow for the gathering of information which serves as a
basis for future research. This chapter, therefore, is concerned with describing the
process of collecting and analysing data in order to describe conditions that exist in
special education, beliefs and attitudes that are held and trends that are developing in

special education on the basis of data collected.

Although interviews with key personnel were carried out as a means of addressing the
above issues, the survey has been selected as the prime means of collecting data for this
purpose. Surveys are one of the most commonly used methods of descriptive research
in education, mainly because they permit the gathering of data from a relatively large
number of cases simultaneously, although the survey does not aspire to develop an
organised body of knowledge. In the case of this research, it provides, according to
Cohen and Manion, the best means of describing and comparing prevailing conditions in

special education:

Typically, surveys gather information at a particular point in time with the

intention of describing the nature of existing conditions, or identifying
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standards against which existing conditions can be compared, or

determining the relationships that exist between specific events. (364)

The stages in the research process are described as follows:

Part 1 (Review of the literature )

A literature review on the concept of special educational needs was undertaken,
focusing on Scotland but incorporating literature relevant to the UK and other
countries, where appropriate. This involved an analysis of the historical and political
origins of conceptual difficulties in order to provide an illuminating overview of the
field’s development in Scotland. Secondly, an investigation into altenative models of
special education and postmodern attempts to reconceptualise special education was
carried out for the purposes of establishing likely future trends in the field. Finally, an
analysis of each of the main issues in the field including categorisation, inclusion,
entitlement and rights as to their origin and usefulness in terms of the field’s current and
future objectives was undertaken so that it was possible to compare these issues and
objectives in terms of their value and relevance in the eyes of modern stake holders in
the field.

Part 2 (Pilot study Jan-March 1999)

A pilot was conducted of 6 secondary schools within one local authority and
questionnaire responses were analysed for appropriacy. 8 questionnaires were issued
to each school: 2 for learning support staff, 2 for subject teachers, 2 for parents of
recorded pupils and 2 for recorded pupils themselves. All 6 schools were contacted by
telephone in advance and this produced an excellent response with 5 out of the six
schools responding in full. Some changes with regard to the wording of questions were
made on the basis of the responses from learning support teachers who had key
responsibility for administering and collecting questionnaires in the pilot local
authority. Once questionnaires were returned, all responding schools were contacted

directly by telephone for comments on the appearance and accessibility of the
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questionnaires and adaptations made according to their observations. Although financial
considerations restricted a similar approach in the wider survey, this proved to be a
very effective means of evaluating the wording, appearance and layout of
questionnaires. Questionnaires returned from the main survey would receive a follow-
up letter requesting comments and thanking the respondents for their support. Where

schools did not return the survey, a follow-up letter would serve as a polite reminder.
Part 3 (Key informant interviews/ October 1998 - October 2000)

Eighteen key personnel with knowledge of policy and practice at national level,
education authority level and school level were approached for interview. These
included representatives from HMI, local authorities and parent and pupil
representatives. The purpose of these interviews was to establish the degree to which
those who influence policy share the same perceptions as those who implement it. It
was also hoped that this particular group of respondents would be able to shed some
light on future trends in special educational needs since the majority were involved to

some degree in future developments and policy making.
Part 4 (Questionnaire survey/May - October 1999)

Representative samples of the national population were selected on account of their
involvement with special educational needs and their ability to relate their perceptions
of special educational needs. The samples were selected from willing local authorities in
the north, south east and west of Scotland with urban and rural representation. The
groups concerned were: learning support teachers with at least a year’s experience of
working in a mainstream secondary school learning support department; a range of
secondary subject teachers with experience of teaching recorded pupils within a
common mainstream secondary school curriculum; a range of parents of recorded pupils
attending mainstream secondary schools and a range of recorded pupils attending
mainstream secondary school. Questionnaires could be enlarged or completed with the
help of a reader and scribe. The model applied to design, layout and administration of

questionnaires was Bell’s ‘Questionnaire Checklist’ (365)
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The questionnaires - containing basically the same questions for each group on issues in
special educational needs for each group to be used for comparative purposes and
modified in the case of parents and pupils - were intended to seek information on how
each perceived educational difficulty; how the role of learning support teachers is
perceived; which support systems are most effective in supporting young people with
special educational needs; who or what most influences how learning support operates
in mainstream secondaries; which of the current models eg. psychological, individual,
medical, best describes current practice in the school concerned; whether special
educational needs requires to have a theory of its own and if so, which values should
underpin that theory. In addition, respondents were also asked for their views on
categorisation, entitlement and rights, inclusive schooling and how they viewed future

trends in the field.

It was clear from the pilot study that advance personal contact with schools regarding
willihgness to return questionnaires had distinct advantages (366). The response from
all recipients in the pilot group was generally high with 4 of the 6 schools responding in
full. However, due to time and financial constraints it was not possible to extend this
approach to the main survey although contact with known sources and colleagues led to

a higher response in some local authorities.

Part S (Detailed analysis of responses and implications for redefining special

educational needs in the future).

The final phase of the study involved a detailed analysis of the response to parts 1, 3
and 4 which provided detailed information on the stake holders’ perceptions of special
educational needs and 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, shared the same perceptions,
fundamental values, principles and goals. This was useful in so far as it provided a
guide and source of information to those involved in policy making in special
educational needs as well as to practitioners, decision makers in schools and local

authorities.
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Secondly, a careful analysis established the degree to which specific issues in special
educational needs remain valid. These issues include: categorisation, the continuum of
special educational needs, inclusion, rights and equity. This will also be valuable to
policy makers in establishing new issues and objectives in special educational needs as
well as establishing which principles and objectives are no longer considered useful by

those most involved.

Furthermore, it indicated the extent to which there is a concensus that practice in
special educational needs would benefit if the field had a theoretical framework or
analysis of its own given the fact that it commonly borrows from other disciplines such
as psychology and sociology (367). For critics in the field in particular, it may be useful
to know if practitioners and those most involved would prefer to have a solid theory to

reinforce their own practice.

Finally, it is also possible to explore how those most connected with special
educational needs envisage future trends in the field, particularly in relation to
secondary mainstream schools. How will special educational needs develop beyond
2000 and what will be the key issues? In particular, the terminology associated with
special educational needs has always been a problem. What should ‘special’ mean? Has
the term outlived its usefulness? What should replace it? Perceptions on these
questions are interesting for all of those involved with the field, although it is of special
interest to researchers and thinkers in particular. More particularly, there seems little
point in undertaking a study of this nature without some attempt to provide a useful
and hopefully, illustrative indication of how special educational needs may be more
helpfully redefined or, at the very least, realigned to increase its usefulness to the
ongoing process of improving the quality of life for youngsters with special educational
needs in Scottish schools in the future. This is, after all, central to the purpose of

research as a whole. As Okakura stated:

We live in a relative universe and it has been said that relativity seeks
adjustment; that adjustment is art; and that the art of life lies in a constant

readjustment to our surroundings. (368)
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Key considerations arising from the pilot study.

There were three potential difficulties with regard to the use of questionnaires with
recorded pupils. Firstly, the pilot follow up telephone call to responding schools
showed that teachers were inclined to select those pupils whose parents were most
likely to agree to their child completing a questionnaire as parents’ permission must be
sought before researchers of any description can approach pupils in Scottish local
authority schools. However, since all parents were at liberty to refuse permission for
their child to participate in the survey and there were no specific type of parents
representing any one group who were inclined to refuse permission, the sample

obtained was thought to be representative of the population as a whole.

Clearer information was also required for schools on how to administer questionnaires
to pupils with language or visual difficulties so as not to exclude any particular groups
of mainstream pupils. In the pilot study it was not clear as to whether learning support
teachers could read the questions and/or scribe pupils’ responses if required. This was
clarified for the main survey and in addition, enlarged or brailed questionnaires were
permitted for use when and as necessary. Alternative approaches involving, for
example, the use of a reader and scribe, are best carried out by a familiar adult. Such
alternative forms of communication are commonly used in mainstream secondary
schools as strategies for accessing the curriculum for pupils with special educational
needs or as special arrangements for SQA examinations. Since most pupils attending
mainstream secondary schools are able to function at a reasonable level and the contents
of all questionnaires were first vetted by local authorities, approval had been granted in
all cases for the head of learning support in the schools concerned to administer the

questionnaires.

A further consideration concerned the obtaining of questionnaires from parents.
Although mainstream secondary schools provide a useful and ready-made framework
from which to draw responses from learning support, subject teachers and pupils,
obtaining parent responses was likely to be more difficult since it involved prevailing

on a key person in each school approached such as the head of leaming support who
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would then require to approach parents and collect their responses on behalf of the
researcher. As stated earlier, the most inaccessible group of respondents was likely to
be parents given that that schools do not provide a ready framework for access in the
same way that they do for teachers and pupils. Achieving a good response from
parents was considered important in this research. Therefore steps had to be taken to
avoid both a potentially low reponse and to ensure that parents of varied socio-
economic background were included in the survey. Parents from areas of disadvantage
are potentially less likely to repond to surveys or state their case than parents of
middle class children according to Brown and Riddell (369). To this end two volunteer
home support and tutoring organisations for young people of secondary age with
special educational needs were approached for assisance in two local authorities with
designated unemployment ‘blackspots’. These organsations were carefully selected to
avoid bias in favour of any particular category of special need, for example, dyslexia.
Both also provided direct access to parents of young people with special educational

needs living in areas of multiple deprivation.

It was considered important in this survey that a minimum sample of responses from
each of the four stake holder groups was achieved so that it was representative of the
population under survey as a whole. This meant that a fairly sizable number of
responses, 50 per group was sought for comparative purposes. Local authorities
receive a large number of requests from researchers and ethical considerations meant
that permission required to be sought from local authorities, prior to approaching
schools. Progress with research naturally depended on enlisting the support of local
authorities. Although the majority responded fairly quickly it was (following the pilot
survey)evidently more helpful if a small number of schools could be approached in
advance of local authority contact for at least initial agreement as proof of interest in
the project and willingness to cooperate. Local authorities who naturally wished to
protect their staff from unnecessary additions to their existing workload may be
persuaded if schools within their authority have already stated an interest in a

particular research project.
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Data description: An overview of approaches selected: breadth and balance

versus depth.

This survey contains a broad spread of schools and local authorities as participants in
the survey rather than a focus on for example three local authorities and its schools in
depth. This was mainly due to the unevenness of recording patterns amongst local
authorities in mainstream secondary schools. Recorded pupils can be thinly spread in
some areas and concentrated in others. Some local authorities had fairly high numbers of
pupils with Records of Needs whereas others had recorded less than 1% of school age
pupils (mostly attending special or primary schools). This meant that some mainstream
secondary schools had no recorded pupils whatsoever whereas others had over 30
pupils with Records of Needs, depending on the local authority and geographical
position of the school. Therefore, care had to be taken in issuing questionnaires to
ensure that schools approached for the survey did actually have sufficient recorded
pupils to meet the requirements of the survey. Also, some local authorities with high
numbers of recorded pupils declined the offer to participate in the survey whilst others
requested a limited number of respondents and this had a further impact on the

geographical spread of sampling in the survey.

Breadth and balance are important aspects of this survey and achieving a depth of
response where there are no recorded pupils was not possible. It follows that in order
to obtain the minimum sample size to reflect the population under survey a broader
sample was required. To achieve this, a consistency of approach was sought with the
same number of respondents requested from each local authority rather than a focus on

two or three local authorities with a higher number of Records of Needs.

Purposive sampling was considered the most appropriate means of obtaining data. This
meant that the cases to be included in the sample were selected in order to provide a
north, south, east west, urban and rural representation. In this way a sample could be
built up which is appropriate to the needs of the researcher. (370). Two sources for
selecting potential respondents were used: ‘The Special Educational Needs Directory’

(371) which contains up to date information on schools in Scotland making provision

page 137



for special educational needs including mainstream secondary schools and ‘Education
Authorities Directory: Secondary Schools Scotland 1998-1999°. (372) Both sources
provided a range of necessary information on the numbers and range of pupils with a
Record of Needs in all of Scotland’s secondary schools in order to arrange for a
consistent, balanced and broad spread of potential respondents. Schools were selected
on a north, south, east, west, urban and rural basis to give the best possible
geographical representation. In addition schools were selected depending on whether
they had three or more recorded pupils, allowing for the possibility of absence over the

period of the survey.

There were some advantages in using such an approach: a lower number of
questionnaires was likely to mean a higher response, given that demands on limited
teacher time are lessened with fewer questionnaires to issue and collect; the burden was
also shared amongst a number of schools and the response higher as a consequence. As
comparison amongst the groups concerned and not amongst the local authorities was
the central issue, such an approach was regarded as acceptable. Finally, the disparate
nature of recording in itself meant that purposive sampling, which means specially »
selecting respondents because of their suitability, was the most logical approach as
numbers of recorded pupils varied from school to school. Some schools had thirty or

more recorded pupils whereas others had none.

Another potential issue involved the range of recorded special needs pupils involved in
the survey and whether to focus on one group, for example, those with moderate
learning difficulties or dyslexia. This survey did not insist on categorisation of pupils
from responding schools because this was not an essential or central feature of the
research. Their perceptions of the field as a group of young people designated as having
special educational needs was the most important factor here. In addition, education
authority personnel were anxious that as sensitive an approach as possible was
adopted and parental permission was sought on behalf of all potential respondents.
Insistence on categorisation was a potential issue with some local authorities and

insistence on categories may have led to outright refusal to approach schools.
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Preliminary analysis of the postal survey.

An initial group of 16 local authorities was approached in the first instance on 1st April
1999, with a request to approach 6 secondary schools. All local authorities received
copies of the questionnaires to be used. Of the initial 16 local authorities approached, 4
refused permission to approach schools on the grounds of work load and one requested
a delay. On 4th May 1999, questionnaires were issued to selected secondary schools in
the 12 local authorities where permission had been granted. Two questionnaires per
school were 1ssued in each of four categories: learning support teachers, subject
teachers, parents of recorded pupils and recorded pupils. 8 questionnaires in total were
sent to 6 secondary schools in each local authority, selected on the basis that each had

at least three recorded pupils.

All initial responses were requested by the 25th June 1999 and reminders were issued
on 6th June. The total number of schools approached was 72. Of these schools, 51
responded, 9 refused to participate after initial invitations were sent to all schools and a
further 12 did not respond to the invitation to participate. Results were recorded in
October 1999. Table 1 shows the number of questionnaires sent and returned within
each local authority. Where schools refused participation, the number of questionnaires

sent is lower. Table 2 shows questionnaire responses within each of the 4 categories.
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Authority Total no of No of No of Total No of

questionnaires respondent refusing questionnaires
sent schools schools returned
W.Dumbarton 48(+20) 6 0 48
Stirling 40 3 1 22
Aberdeenshire 40 2 1 20
Angus 32 3 2 09
Inverclyde 48 6 0 31
N. Lanarkshire 48 5 0 23
E Renfrewshire 32 2 2 08
Renfrewshire 48(+20) 6 0 48
Glasgow 48 5 0 30
Aberdeen City 48 5 1 21
East Dumbarton 48 6 0 25
W. Isles Council 32 2 2 10
Total 612 51 9 306

* Additional parent responses requested via home volunteer tutor organisations in 2 local authorities.

Table 1
Authority No of No of No of No of
responses responses responses responses
L.Support subject parents pupils
W.Dumbarton 12 12 12 (+08)* 12
Stirling 05 05 07 05
Aberdeenshire 06 05 03 06
Angus 01 04 02 02
Inverclyde 08 07 06 10
N. Lanarkshire 08 05 05 05
E.Renfrewshire 01 02 02 03
Renfrewshire 11 11 - 10 (+10)* 12
Glasgow 07 10 07 06
Aberdeen City 06 05 04 06
East Dumbarton 06 12 03 04
W. Isles Council 02 02 02 04
Total 72 81 81 75

* Additional parent responses requested via home volunteer tutor organisations in 2 local authorities.

Table 2
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An overview of responses.

On the whole, the overall response achieved at 55% was better than expected for mail
survey research exercises of this kind. The typical response according to Nachmias and
Nachmias (373) is usually between 20 and 40 percent. The reason for such a high
response was probably due to the broad spread of schools approached and
consequently lower number of completed questionnaires required from each school.
Two questionnaires to complete, per category would not have been regarded as onerous
in comparison to, for example, a requested return rate of twenty or more questionnaires
per group. In addition, a pre-survey letter suggested by Cohen and Manion (374)
advising respondents of the forthcoming questionnaire, was issued 7-10 days before
arrival and may have had a substantial effect on response rates. In two local authorities
nearer to where the researcher was based, telephone contact was also established with
the six secondary schools approached in addition to the pre-survey letter in order to
guage the possibility of cooperation and create rapport between researcher and
respondent. This apparently effective means of increasing the likelihood of cooperation
from respondents resulted in a higher than average response. The downside of using
this approach is that researcher risks potential rebuff and time constraints and additonal

expense may prohibit the extent to which advance direct contact is practical.

Although one or more questionnaires were missing from a number of school responses,
a surprising 26% (19) of the total number of secondary schools approached (72)
returned all 8 completed questionnaires. The most remarkable feature of the returned
questionnaires overall was the similarity in response rates from each category,with the
exception of parents, where additional responses were sought from other sources in
anticipation of a lower response. Again the evenness and broad spread of schools

approached may have resulted in a similarly even number of respondents.

Questionnnaire design and construction.

Questionnaires were designed to elicit perceptions of identified issues in special

educational needs from groups of stake holders with a very wide range of knowledge.
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This meant that a great deal of advance thought and preparation was necessary in
designing appropriate questionnaires. It goes without saying that a first year pupil with
leamning difficulties will not have the same depth of knowledge about special
educational needs as the head of learning support. This does not mean, however, that
his or her views on the field are less valid than the Head of Learning Support. It was
considered at least possible in part to establish the extent of agreement amongst groups
concerned about the relative value placed on each of the identified ‘values’ and

objectives in the field.

Where possible, groups were asked to respond to certain key questions with some
additional questions (particularly for subject and learning support teachers) depending
on knowledge of the subject. This was to allow for the possibility of comparisons
where they existed amongst groups. For example, of the four groups consulted, which
group felt most strongly that special educational needs needs to be redefined? How
does each group see the role of the learning support teacher? How does each group see
the role of the learning support department? Which group felt most strongly about
maintaining inclusion as an objective in special educational needs? What is meant by
inclusion? To what extent should categorisation of young people with special
educational needs feature in the future? Whose rights should be given priority in special
educational needs? What is meant by equity? Which group most influences practice in
special educational needs? Of the existing theories and models, which one most
influences special educational needs? What are the strengths and weaknesses in the field
currently? Are some young people more entitled to additional or special teaching and
resources than others because they have special educational needs? How could special
educational needs provide a better service for its clients in the future? Whicl/if any of
the current values should continue to feature in the future? Which/if any of the current
values are no longer of use to the field? Is it possible for schools to accommodate and

value diversity(in terms of the range of ability amongst young people) in education?

Similarly, it was possible to cross check the responses of the four groups in the postal
survey with that of key personnel interviewed with knowledge of policy and practice

at national and, education authority level, since the purpose of these interviews was to
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establish the degree to which those who influence policy share the same perceptions as
those who implement it. Interviews with key informants lasted between one and two
hours and given the depth of information produced together with the broader
experience and knowledge of interviewees, it was hoped that these interviews would be
particularly illuminating with regard to how special educational needs might be
reconceptualised in order to realign itself with current developments in education as a

whole.

As stated earlier, the primary objective of this research is to explore the perceptions of
those most closely involved with special educational needs in order to clarify
assumptions, issues and principles in the field and come to a better understanding of
how it might provide a better service for its clients in the future. Such a project
involved exploring, if appropriate, alternative theories or paradigms. It is hoped that the
holistic approach adopted here will contribute to the development of a more relevant
response to difficulty with learning. The benefits of such an approach are best summed

up by Heshusius who argued that:

Grasping complexity, guided by human rationality, will be far more difficult
than inquiry informed by a machine metaphor of reality. But the effort will be
more worthy of human beings, will result in more relevance, and is bound to
be further reaching. (375)

Description of responses from learning support teachers. (See appendix 1)

Who has responsibity for supporting pupils with special educational needs in

secondary schools and how are they defined?

Learning support respondents in secondary mainstream schools were asked firstly to
name the department with overall responsibility for supporting pupils with special
educational needs. The titles offered have been or are currently being used to describe
university, college and school groups associated with supporting young people with

special educational needs in mainstream schools. Where a discrete department has

page 143



overall responsibility, there was a likeliechood that the title selected would also indicate
something of the prevailing view of special educational needs in the school. Percentage

responses have been rounded to the nearest whole number:

Title % of school
responses.
The Department of Support for Learning. 54.2%
The Special Educational Needs Department. 0%
The Department of Effective Learning. 0%
The Learning Support Department. 41.7%
There is no discreet department. 2.7%
Other name. 1.4%
Nil response 0%
Table 3

These responses indicate that at least from the point of view of teachers with specific
responsibilty for supporting pupils with special educational needs, the most commonly
used title is The Support for Learning Department with a substantial 54.2% of teachers
selecting this title and 41.7% selecting The Learning Support Department. Significantly,
no respondents selected either The Special Educational Needs Department or The
Department of Effective Leaming both of which have been used as titles in Higher

Education Institutions.

Of the teachers in schools who stated that there was no discrete department, one used a
faculty system which included guidance and other support agencies such as IT and
Pupil (behaviour Support) specialists entitled The Learning Support Faculty and two
others also used a recently adopted combined support/guidance staff approach, entitled
The Pupil Support Department or simply, The Support Department. At least one
teacher in a school which had recently changed commented that other non-specialist
teachers in the school ‘still called the department by its original name and refuse to use

the new title’ and of those who had merged with other formerly discrete departments
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such as Guidance, most claimed to have changed the title and discreet nature of the
former Learning Support Department because they wanted to ‘get away from

connotations of learning difficulties’ or ‘associations with the poorer pupils.’

Learning support teachers’ preferred language to define those with responsibility for

pupils with special educational needs.

Asked to select their preferred title for those with responsibility for special educational
needs in mainstream secondary schools and comment on the reason for their choice,

learning support teachers responded as follows:

Selected Title Percentage of schools

selecting this title.

The Department of Support for Learning. 54.2%
The Special Educational Needs Department. 0%
The Department of Effective Learning. 13.9%
The Learning Support Department. 9.7%
There is no discreet department. 2.8%
Other name. 15.3%
Nil response 4.2%
Table 4

Learning Support respondents selected by a considerable majority, the title The
Department of Support for Learning. Reasons given for choosing this title were fairly
consistent in that it was felt to capture the essence of ‘what the job is about’. It was
also felt to be ‘less stigmatising” with no ‘deficit connotations’. It appears to embrace
the idea of support for all pupils’ and it ‘places emphasis on learning and the nature of
the work rather than on those with poor academic attainment.” Another less common
reason for its selection was that is more ‘inclusive’ in that it appears to imply that
learning support teachers ‘support all pupils and support is not just for slow learners’.

One teacher regarded its use in schools as ‘yet another pretentious effort to raise the
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status of learning support’ and there was some cynicism from a small number of
respondents about the undue emphasis placed on the image associated with titles such
as Support for Learning by support teachers in general. It was claimed that ‘there had

been enough changes over the years’ and no more were necessary.

Again, the title ‘Special Educational Needs’ formerly used in Higher Education
institutions was least popular with no respondents selecting it. The title Learning
Support Department indicated to be in common use as a department title in 42% of
secondary schools in this survey was less popular than The Department of Effective
Learning because a number of teachers perceived it as more reflective of the positive
because of the absence of the word ‘support’. One teacher felt that the focus of special
educational needs had changed so much that departments should be renamed ‘The
Raising Achievement Department.’ reflecting the current political environment in which

support systems operate.
The relative importance given to the roles of learning support teachers

Teachers were asked to ascribe a relative importance to the most common roles
performed by learning support teachers. Although most schools were likely to vary in
the profile given to each role due to learning support staffing available, qualifications of
staff, individual qualities and local and national policy priorities, it was hoped that the
roles which they selected as being most effective in addressing the needs of pupils with
special educational needs would uncover aspects of the principles which underpin

practice in the schools of respondents Results were as follows:
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Role description very important quite important unimportant

1-1/small group teaching. 61.1% 38.9% 00%
Writing/differentiating material. 50% 50% 00%
Cooperative teaching. 72.2% 26.4% 1.4%
Providing staff development. 76.4% 23.6% 00%
Acting as consultant. 86.1% 13.9% 00%
Liaison with external agencies. 73.6% 25.0% 1.4%

(1.6 % of learning support teachers described other roles not listed here)

Table S.

Learning support teachers saw all of the roles ascribed to them as very important or
quite important, with the exception of cooperative teaching which was regarded as
unimportant by one teacher in a rural school who mostly offered one to one support in
a visiting capacity. Although most roles were regarded as very important by 50% or
more of respondents, the most important role was considered to be that of consultant
to other staff in the school. Some teachers also saw liaison with parents as an increasing
role for learning support staff and networking with other schools in and beyond the

immediate local authority as a future role for learning support staff.

Although clearly regarded as important, small group and one to one teaching were not
held in the same esteem as the other four roles because some teachers regarded them as
stigmatising or ‘less inclusive’ approaches to supporting children which placed the
responsibility for providing for their needs on the learning support staff rather than on

subject teachers.

The causes of educational failure

This question asked respondents to what extent they agreed or disagreed with a range

of well documented causes of educational failure, initially defined by Warnock (1978)
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and HMI (Progress Report 1978) in order to establish which of these suggested causes

has most influenced learning support teachers’ perceptions of educational failure:

Suggested cause Strongly Agree Disagree Strongly Dont

of failure agree disagree know

(Figure in brackets is the total number of respondents) or (NR)

a.A problem in the 2.8%(2) 30.6%(22) 30.6%(22) 31.9%(23)  4.2%(3)
child

b. Curriculum failure. 43.1%(31) 45.8%(33) 5.6%(4) 1.4%(01) 4.2%(3)

¢. The child and the . 26.4%(19) 51.4%(37) 16.7%(12) 04%(03) 1.4(1)
curriculum

d. Environmental issues.  19.4%(14) 63.9%(46) 9.7%(07) 4.2%(03) T 2.8(2)

e. The child, curriculum 38.9%(28) 43.1%(31) 13.9%(10) 1.4%(01) 2.8(2)

and environmental

issues.

(15%of respondents suggested other causes of educational failure in addition to those above)
NR = No response

Table 6

The majority of learning support teachers (43.1%) saw the curriculum as the main
cause of educational failure although a significant number agreed that, with the
exception of a problem in the child, all were individual causes. Learning support
teachers were most opposed to the child deficit perception that educational failure lies
in the child. 31.9% strongly disagreed with this statement. Some teachers objected to
the term ‘educational failure’ itself, suggesting that ‘failure’ was ‘too strong a word to
use’. Other suggestions for educational failure in addition to those in the question were
described as, ‘insufficient resources and staffing’, “class sizes’, ‘unsympathetic subject
teachers’, ‘mixed ability classes’, ‘lack of flexibility in the secondary curriculum’, ‘low
teacher expectations’ and ‘a secondary school system governed by exam performance,
league tables and target-setting’. One learning support teacher questioned the principles
underlying learning and teaching in secondary school by asking ‘Why do schools have
to measure all pupils by one standard (for example academic)?’
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The extent to which special educational needs support systems are regarded as effective

The extent to which systems are perceived as operating effectively and which are
regarded as most effective would also, it was hoped, reveal who most influences

practice:

Support System Very effective Quite effective Ineffective Unsure/NR
(Figure in brackets is the total number of respondents)

The Recording system 9.7%(7) 51.4%(37) 37.5%(27) 1.4%(1)
IEPs 6.9%(5) 58.3%(42) 33.3%(24) 1.4%(1)
Initial teacher education 1.4%(1) 43.1%(31) 51.4%@37) 4.2%(1)

SEN training/qualifications 36.1%(26) 63.9%(46) 0.0%(0) 0.0%(0)

Network Support teachers 19.4%(14) 61.1%(44) 16.7%(12) 2.8%(2)

Learning Support teachers 55.6%(40) 43.1%(31) 0.0%(0) 1.4%(1)

Educational psychologists 12.5%(9) 52.8%(38) 33.3%(24) 1.4%(1)

HMI policy 8.3%(6) 70.8%(51) 20.8%(15) 1.4%(1)

Local authority policy 6.9%(5) 54.2%(39) 37.5%(27) 1.4%(1)

Whole school policy 13.9%(10) 70.8%(51) 12.5%(9) 2.8%(2)

Behaviour support teachers 16.7%(12) 44.4%(32) 20.8%(15) 18.1%(13)

Table 7.

Teachers also suggested other examples of effective support systems not listed above
such as parents of pupils with special educational needs, supported study, involving
the pupil him or herself in any provision, IT groups, occupational therapists, sensory
impairment specialist teachers, joint assessment teams and peer support systems such
as paired reading, maths or spelling partners. The ‘Toe By Toe’ Multi-sensory support
materials were also regarded as an effective support mechanism by a small number of
teachers and to a lesser extent, the support of senior managers which was regarded by

some as ‘crucial’.

Where teachers indicated that they were unsure of the effectiveness of a particular
support system, this was generally because they had no experience of the system
indicated. For example, many of the schools concerned had no experience of working

with Behaviour Support systems and therefore did not rate this system as very
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effective for this reason. Other than the 55.6% who saw their own impact on pupils
with special educational needs as very effective, the learning support respondents did
not see any of the systems listed as significantly effective. Training and professional
qualifications in SEN were fairly highly regarded with 36.1% of teachers describing this
as very effective. In general, most systems were perceived as quite effective or

ineffective rather than very effective.

Of those support systems perceived as least effective, the most notable was initial
teacher education, regarded as very effective by only 1.4% of learning support teachers
and ineffective by over half of the respondents (51.4%). Ineffective to a lesser extent,
but still significant enough to be of concem were respondents views of the Recording
System and Local Authority Policy which each registered 37.5%. Perceptions of the
effectiveness of educational psychologists were mixed drawing perhaps on teachers
personal experiences of psychologists with 52.8% regarding them as quite effective but
only 12.5% as very effective. There is a similarly mixed view of the effectiveness of
HMI policy with only 8.3% of learning support teachers regarding their policy as very
effective but 70.8% as quite effective. In general, however, HMI and national policy is
clearly regarded as more effective in supporting pupils with special educational needs
than local authority policy. Whereas most learning support teachers were aware of
national policy in special eductional needs, many claimed to be unaware of local

authority policy in this area.

Most important influence on thinking about how learning support should operate in

secondary mainstream schools

The views of learning support staff on who currently has most influence on thinking in
special education was regarded as important since this was likely to provide some
indication of where current goals and principles are coming from and more particularly,

who or what drives change.
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