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Executive Summary 
 
1.0 Review of the project specification 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 
This research study was commissioned by the Department of Education (DE), 
starting in September 2003 and completed in August 2004.  Its purpose was 
to provide a model of best practice in the development of inclusive schools 
throughout Northern Ireland.  
 
Specifically, the study sought to obtain information from school Principals and 
practitioners on existing practices that increase the motivation, participation 
and achievement of children and young people of school age with special 
educational needs in mainstream nursery, primary, post-primary and special 
schools, and in alternative education provision.  Included were questions 
about the rôle and potential of Information and Communications Technology 
(ICT); the characteristics of organisational culture and conditions that promote 
and contribute to enhanced opportunities and attainment; the barriers to 
pupils’ participation and learning; and the ways in which support services for 
teaching could more effectively interface with schools.  
 
Additionally, the views of a range of interagency professionals were obtained 
on various aspects of current support provided for schools, including strategic 
policies and practices, within the context of inclusion. 
 
1.2 The research context    
 
The growing international impetus for a philosophy of inclusive schooling has 
raised the question of whether to have parallel systems of education whereby 
children and young people with special educational needs (SEN) receive 
separate forms of education, or to have a unified system that can respond to 
the needs of all pupils.  The inclusive debate must, therefore, be moved 
forward to consider the characteristics of classroom practice that could 
address the needs of all, including those identified as having SEN. 
 
 
2.0 Research design and methodology 
 
A qualitative approach was used by conducting semi-structured interviews 
designed for three main sample groups: Principals of nursery, primary, post-
primary and special schools; Special Educational Needs Coordinators 
(SENCOs) in primary and post-primary schools; and interagency 
professionals divided into two sub-groups and representing health and social 
services, education (including Alternative Education Providers (AEPs), the 
Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI), the youth service provided by the 
Education and Library Boards), and the voluntary sector. 
 
3.0 Summary of findings   
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A more detailed account of the main findings is to be found in Chapters 3, 4, 5 
and 6. 
 

(a) Principals 
 

Culture of inclusion 
 
3.1 All 28 Principals described their whole-school culture as inclusive. 
 
3.2 All Principals said that the key feature of their philosophy of inclusion 

was catering for individual difference, and most said that they treated 
all children the same regardless of ability or socio-economic 
background.  Parents and the wider community were involved, and 
pupils and staff alike were made to feel valued. 

 
3.3 Most Principals in mainstream schools accepted the full range of 

special needs, but some stated specifically that it was contingent upon 
them being able to meet individual needs. 

 
3.4 Most Principals thought that teachers in their schools understood the 

concept of inclusion, although less so in the post-primary sector.  A 
small number thought that they did not, or that it was “in their own 
terms”. All agreed, however, that teachers had developed a language 
of practice around inclusion. 

 
Developing inclusive practice at classroom level 

 
3.5 The main approaches to inclusive curriculum provision were adaptation 

and differentiation of the Northern Ireland curriculum; assessment, 
review and evaluation of progress; and planning for individual needs 
with individual Education Plans (EPs), if necessary. There were 
individual targets, appropriate resources (human and physical), and the 
support of the SENCO and classroom assistants.   

 
3.6 There was consensus in all sectors on providing specific support for 

pupils and using a high level of differentiation but, in so doing, it was 
strongly emphasised that pupils with particular difficulties were not 
made to feel segregated. 

 
3.7 Primary and post-primary Principals were asked if they used 

collaborative learning or peer collaboration to promote inclusion, and 
almost all said that they did.   

 
3.8 The majority of Principals in all four sectors were very happy that 

inclusion was successfully being put into practice by their staff, 
although they were constrained by the increasing number of special 
needs children in their classes. 

 
Barriers to inclusion 
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3.52 All but one primary SENCO believed that they were presently able to 
offer an effective education to every child, but it was conditional upon 
resources being available. 
 
ICT and inclusion 
 
3.53 All SENCOs agreed that ICT could contribute to inclusion. 
 
ICT was said to help SEN pupils in a range of ways: seeing their own 
success, a desire to use the computer, improving self-esteem, working at their 
own level and pace.  They could achieve good presentation of work, get help 
with writing difficulties and have an interactive experience. 
 
Classroom assistants and inclusion 
 
3.55 Most SENCOs said that classroom assistants could help most by 
knowing when, and when not, to intervene.  They had to work closely with the 
teacher and pupils, both one-to-one and in small groups, help identify 
resources, understand children’s learning targets and keep them focused on 
tasks.  
 
3.56 The most important characteristics and skills for classroom assistants 
were having a caring, sympathetic nature, being approachable, being a team 
member, being supportive and motivating, being patient and adaptable, being 
able to anticipate the child’s needs and act on initiative, and being able to 
follow instructions and advice. 
 
Relationships with other schools 
 
Most primary SENCOs had very good relationships with local special schools, 
but no post-primary SENCOs had this kind of contact although most were in 
touch with alternative education providers. 
 
Most SENCOs received outreach support from special schools, units or 
alternative provision, with more positive comments from the primary than the 
post-primary phase. 
 
None of the six primary SENCOs received feedback from post-primary 
colleagues on a formal basis about former special needs pupils, yet all would 
have welcomed it. 
 
Most SENCOs said that they expected pupils on placement to be reintegrated 
into the mainstream setting. 
 
Interagency collaboration 
 
The majority of SENCOs felt that interagency collaboration was supporting 
inclusion in schools but, equally, most could identify factors that were 
preventing it from being better. 
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The factors impeding successful interagency collaboration were the long 
delays in getting appointments with outside professionals for SEN pupils, the 
need for more sharing of knowledge about individual children with schools by 
the different agencies, and the lack of co-ordination of services. 
 
Parents, pupils and making inclusion work 
 
All 12 SENCOs said that parents were made fully aware of inclusive practices, 
were kept informed of all provision being made for their child’s needs, and 
were regularly invited to be involved. 
 
All 12 SENCOs said that pupils were involved in taking ownership of their 
learning and, as far as cognition allowed, given the chance to express their 
views on what was, or was not, working for them.  This, in turn, informed 
teaching. 
 
A wide range of elements were identified for successful inclusion, but the key 
factors were human resources and team work. 
 
Interagency professionals 
 
The findings from Chapters 5 and 6 are combined here and the views of the 
senior officers summarised, as in Chapter 7. 
 
Views of inclusive schooling in Northern Ireland 
 
All senior officers endorsed the concept of inclusion, but acknowledged its 
complexity and stressed that it depended on resources being available.  They 
agreed with Principals and SENCOs that there was a rôle for both mainstream 
and special schools. 
 
There was some ambivalence as to the current effectiveness of inclusive 
provision, first, because some teachers were reluctant to cater for SEN 
children, particularly those with EBD (also shown in the school data); second, 
because of an incomplete understanding by teachers of the concept of 
inclusion; and, third, there were major challenges for alternative education 
providers attempting to retrieve the situation at a very late stage in formal 
schooling for young people with very low self-esteem.    
 
Effective, inclusive schooling was thought to lie in stronger leadership at 
strategic level, greater incremental investment in SEN by Health and Social 
Services, better assessment of young people’s needs, more interagency 
collaboration and better resourcing for schools. 
 
A shift in mindset was required so that the parents of SEN children were 
offered mainstream education as a first choice, and they also deserved better 
treatment during statementing, said to be an often laborious and demeaning 
process.  A significant shift would be towards the notion of full service schools 
with their more socially and educationally inclusive concept of schooling, 
where early intervention worked better. 
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There was concern at the fragmented provision for SEN children and young 
people as they moved from one school sector to another, with a lack of 
continuity and difficulty in obtaining the right kind of sustained support, but 
there was praise for schools who had begun to look differently at some of the 
major challenges of inclusion, particularly in relation to EBD. 
 
Current support for schools from external agencies 
 
There were highly contrasting views from senior officers on the support 
provided by external agencies to support inclusion in schools, from excellent 
to “not working”. 
 
Greater support needed to be given to schools by the Education and Library 
Boards although, again, some were very proactive and others had much more 
work to do. The recognition at five-board level that inclusion was the way 
forward was not matched by the long delays in obtaining support in the 
classroom, and help was required not only in practical ways, but actively to 
encourage a positive whole-school mindset towards a culture of inclusion.  
 
Barriers to interagency collaboration 
 
Reflecting the practitioners’ data, the senior officers perceived the main 
barriers to successful interagency working to be a shortfall of human and 
physical resources, the lack of a culture of collaboration or co-ordinated team 
work, inadequate funding (and competition for funds among alternative 
education providers), difficulties with confidentiality and disclosure, and the 
attitudes of mainstream teachers towards special needs.  
 
Benefits of interagency collaboration 
 
The benefits of interagency collaboration for the child were: better access to 
services, education and early intervention, and improved educational 
attainment. 
 
The benefits of interagency collaboration for the agency itself were: the 
opportunities for broader perspectives on inclusion, improved understanding 
of issues, more positive interaction with other organisations and the sharing of 
expertise. 
 
The benefits of interagency collaboration for the individual professional were: 
the rewards of working with other professionals, a keener awareness of the 
issues surrounding the child or young person, and the potential for better, joint 
decisions. 
 
Alternative and outreach provision 
 
There was a broad continuum of alternative and outreach support for a very 
wide range of SEN, but it was described as one of the biggest challenges for 
the Department of Education with EBD the worst problem. 
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Alternative education provision was not sufficiently well funded, often came 
too late in the pupil’s career, and there was no commonality of approach with 
respect to support across the five Education and Library Boards. 
 
There was grave concern at the considerable and “probably growing” problem 
of expulsion, but high praise for some voluntary groups that dealt very 
successfully with excluded pupils.  
 
The lack of sustained funding for alternative education provision was a major 
problem, resulting in staff retention difficulties, even though mainstream 
schools very much welcomed this avenue of support. 
 
Alternative education providers themselves were said not to receive INSET 
from CASS.  They themselves had the potential to help mainstream teachers 
with SEN, especially EBD. 
 
Key factors for successful interagency collaboration 
 
An urgent evaluation of interagency working was called for, and there was an 
equally immediate need to instil a culture of inclusion in schools, within and 
between agencies, and in the whole Northern Ireland community.  
 
In the view of the senior officers, the key factors to improve collaborative 
working were: strategic leadership at the highest level, common aims and 
shared values, and a much keener appreciation of the part played by fellow 
agency professionals.  Further, agencies had to ensure that their focus was 
child-centred and there had to be much greater willingness to share 
information. 
 
Key factors at a practical level were: regular, planned interagency contact and 
liaison, proper assessment of need and resource allocation, joint agency 
training, and time allocated within schools to allow senior management to 
devise context-specific schemes. 
 
In individual cases, there should be acceptance that a single agency takes the 
lead rôle, with one significant adult (a professional or a parent) designated to 
the young person in order to avoid overwhelming and further marginalising 
them. 
 
Recommendations 
 
The following recommendations to develop inclusive practices are made on 
the basis of the research findings.  
 
1.0 Initial Teacher Education and Induction 
 
1.1 Within Initial Teacher Education itself, positive attitudes towards 

inclusion should be fostered, and there should be a coherent plan to 
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transmit special educational knowledge with an early priority to allay 
student teachers’ fears about special needs. 

 
1.2 During Initial Teacher Education, the central tenets of a culture of 

inclusion should be defined and clarified, and student teachers should 
be enabled to understand fully the underlying rationale of the concept 
of inclusive practice.   

 
1.3 There should be comprehensive coverage of the different learning 

difficulties, physical disabilities and sensory impairments likely to be 
met in classrooms, and of the appropriate strategies to support 
teaching and learning that will, in addition, be highly differentiated. 

      
1.4 Concerning emotional and behavioural difficulties (including 

disaffection), student teachers should acquire a knowledge not only of 
the range of features associated with these problems and the 
appropriate coping strategies, but also an understanding of the 
attitudes of tolerance and patience needed to form relationships that 
build trust with EBD children and young people within and beyond the 
classroom.    

 
1.5 As part of their repertoire of delivery methods for EBD children and 

young people, student teachers should be taught about de-escalation 
techniques and measures for conflict resolution and anger 
management, so that pupils with very poor social skills can become 
motivated and disposed to learn.   

 
1.6 Teaching Practice should include placement and experience in special 

schools or in alternative education provision, with staff in both invited to 
contribute to pre-service (and in-service) courses. 

 
1.7 It is self-evident that the substance and fundamental features of 

inclusive practices should also permeate the PGCE model (Post 
Graduate Certificate in Education). 

 
1.8 The induction of beginning teachers should continue to reflect the 

ethos and culture of inclusion promoted in pre-service education, and 
the school should assign a mentor/nominated person to deal 
specifically with the challenges of inclusion within the mainstream 
setting and to offer moral support. 

 
1.9 The SENCO should have an important part to play in assisting 

beginning teachers to assess the needs of pupils with learning 
difficulties, to instruct and assist in writing Education Plans, to identify 
and develop appropriate teaching strategies and resources, and to 
encourage critical reflective practice.  They should also guide new 
teachers in relation to dealing with parents and outside professionals in 
the context of the often sensitive issues of inclusion. 
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1.10 Other staff in schools with particular expertise and experience in SEN 
should be encouraged to support beginning teachers in matters relating 
to inclusive practice. 

 
2.0 Learning support assistants 
 
2.1 An appropriately focused, standardised award should be made 

available to nursery assistants, classroom assistants and special needs 
assistants across all school sectors, to enable them to have knowledge 
of specific learning difficulties and the necessary skills to cope with 
these in their capacity in inclusive classrooms.  The award should take 
account of the full age range from pre-school to post-primary level, 
including school leavers. 

 
2.2 The school should seek to further the professional development of 

learning support assistants by arranging in-service training in school, 
and facilitating their attendance at outside courses provided by the 
boards and other organisations. 

 
3.0 The Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators  
 
3.1 The rôle of the SENCO should be reviewed to reflect the increased and 

extensive changes in their responsibilities that require them to make 
inclusive provision for all children.   

 
3.2 Depending on school size, SENCOs should be given time-tabled 

support from an assistant SENCO (or other special needs teacher), 
and administrative assistance. 
 

4.0 Early intervention 
 
4.1 It is essential that the process of early intervention in the preschool 

phase should be adequately financed and resourced in order to avoid 
the development of later, more serious, more expensive problems in 
other education sectors. 

 
4.2 Early intervention requires, of necessity, a reduction in the delays in 

nursery and, indeed, primary school children with learning difficulties 
being assessed and diagnosed by the relevant professionals, and also 
the prompt (if not immediate) provision of specialist help, equipment or 
other resources. 

 
4.3 There should be both modification and continuity of support provided 

for pupils with special needs throughout the different phases of 
education, with appropriate linkage between one phase and another. 

 
4.4 Additional help in the form of staffing should be provided in the nursery 

sector for under-age children, particularly those with special 
educational needs. 
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5.0 Class sizes 
 
5.1 Because of the increased number of pupils with special educational  

needs in mainstream schools, it is strongly recommended that class 
sizes be reduced to enable teachers and SENCOs to plan and put into 
effect realistic, inclusive practices that benefit all children. 

 
6.0 INSET 
 
6.1 INSET that supports inclusive practices should be provided for 

Principals, teachers, beginning teachers and SENCOs, with 
commonality and consistency across the five Education and Library 
Boards.  The Index for Inclusion (CSIE, 2000) might be used as an 
instrument to help schools promote inclusive practices, as part of their 
overall school development plan. 

 
6.2 There should be particular emphasis on training for leadership that 

would include the fostering of a whole-school culture of inclusion.  The 
possible appointment of an ‘Inclusion Adviser’ or ‘Special Needs 
Officer’ for each board should be considered, who would be available 
to cluster groups of schools.  

 
6.3 INSET should focus on the diverse learning difficulties and disabilities 

that teachers meet in inclusive classrooms, including medical and 
behavioural needs, and on the required teaching and learning 
strategies to manage these. 

 
6.4 Particular areas of need to include in INSET would be Autistic 

Spectrum Disorder, Asperger’s Syndrome, Attention Deficit Disorder, 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, anger management, Down’s 
Syndrome and Spina Bifida.  More generally, guidance should be given 
on how to create, manage and sustain a whole-school culture of 
inclusion. 

 
6.5 INSET should, ideally, be hands-on and school based.  If located 

outside school, it should be of full-day duration (not a ‘twilight’ course), 
be tailored to school needs, sector and type, and provide opportunities 
for teachers to reflect critically on their strategies and on their pupils’ 
learning outcomes. 

 
 

6.6 Whilst the boards have been commended for responding to 
‘emergency’ situations in the classroom, there should be further 
emphasis placed on the need for a ‘helpline’ for expert advice as needs 
arise, regardless of sector. 

 
7.0 The role of the special school 
 

 17



7.1 It is essential to capitalise upon the knowledge, skills and expertise of 
staff in special schools and they should be encouraged to continue to 
extend outreach support to their mainstream colleagues.  
 

7.2 In order to maximise this, the current pattern and extent of outreach 
support should be examined, as should the attitudes of special school 
staff towards delivering this kind of help, and their particular training 
needs in relation to teaching other adults.   

  
8.0 Interagency collaboration 
 
8.1 Greater interagency collaboration between education, health, and 

social services should be encouraged, that would include a properly 
co-ordinated, joint approach to commonly identified problems, good 
communication and regular contact; the pooling of expertise and other 
resources; and willingness to share information in pursuit of the child’s 
best interests.  There should be a conscious resolve to avoid a mindset 
of competing priorities and different agendas. 

 
8.2 Consideration should be given to joint training among professionals in 

education, health, and social services.  This would enhance 
collaboration and more effectively promote inclusion in schools. 

 
9.0 Partnerships  
 
9.1 The thrust for inclusion should be built upon the notion of genuine 

working partnerships between schools, alternative education providers, 
parents, the Education and Library Boards and therapeutic services, 
and between the multi-professionals within each. 

 
9.2 Whilst good relationships exist between most schools in the different 

education sectors, more formal feedback should be provided for the 
feeder school by the receiving school at the different points of transition 
for pupils with special educational needs.  This would inform best 
practice for both parties and encourage greater collaboration. 

 
In conclusion, it is recommended that further research should focus on an 
examination and evaluation of the approaches to interagency working within 
and between the different service providers that support education.  The 
concept of full service schools should also be more fully investigated, and an 
‘Inclusion Forum’ arranged to obtain views and achieve consensus in order to 
move this important debate forward. 
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Chapter 1 

 
Context of the research and review of the literature 
 

Inclusive education, although promoted by the presence of students with 
disabilities, is about educational access, equity, and quality for all students 

(Giangreco, Cloninger & Iverson, 1998: 8) 
 
From segregation to inclusion 
 
The growing impetus world-wide for a philosophy of inclusive education has 
brought into question whether to have parallel systems of schooling whereby 
children and young people with special educational needs (SEN) receive 
separate forms of education, or whether to have a unified system capable of 
responding to the needs of all pupils (Ainscow, 1999).  While there is much 
theory-based material, attention has recently been drawn to the lack of 
empirical research on inclusion to inform policy and practice (Campbell et al., 
2002). The inclusive debate must, therefore, be moved forward “through a 
consideration of classroom practice to address the needs of all pupils, 
including those identified as having special educational needs” (Rose, 2002: 
69).  
 
Legislation 
 
In the United Kingdom, the principle of including children and young people 
with SEN in mainstream schools was introduced in the 1981 Education Act, 
and reaffirmed in the 1988 Act in which entitlement to equal opportunity for all 
children was decreed and was to be achieved through the National 
Curriculum.  This upheld one of the main recommendations of the Warnock 
Report (1978).  Since 1994, the Code of Practice on the Identification and 
Assessment of Special Educational Needs has been implemented in all 
schools to educate children with special needs as far as possible in regular 
classrooms, using a modified curriculum and additional resources to 
compensate. 
 
Current law in Britain, however, does not give any form of right to an inclusive 
education with “only a presumption in favour of mainstream” (Visser & Stokes, 
2003: 68).  This is covered within the Special Educational Needs and 
Disabilities Act (SENDA) (2001, Section 1, Part 1) which states that a child 
with special educational needs must be educated in school. Whether such a 
child has or has not a statement of special educational needs, they must be 
placed in a mainstream setting unless this is incompatible with the wishes of 
the parents or with the provision of efficient education for other children.  
 
The UK Government’s Strategy for Special Educational Needs, Removing 
Barriers to Achievement (DfES, 2004), took account of the Audit 
Commission’s report, Special Educational Needs – a mainstream issue (2002) 
which highlighted some continuing challenges: the delays in having children’s 
needs met, children who should be taught in mainstream being turned away 
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and many staff feeling ill equipped to meet the wide range of pupil needs in 
today’s classrooms, the uncertainty felt by special schools about their future 
rôle, and the varying levels of support offered to families by schools, local 
education authorities or local health services. The DfES strategy is based on 
the government’s vision for the education of children with special needs and 
disabilities in four key areas: early intervention, removing barriers to learning 
by embedding inclusive practice in every school and early years setting, 
raising expectations and achievement by developing teachers’ skills and 
strategies to provide for SEN children, and delivering improvements in 
partnership so that parents can be confident that their child will get the 
education they need (www.teachernet.gov.uk/senstrategy).    
 
In Northern Ireland, a framework for inclusion was established through the 
Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996) and the Code of Practice on the 
Identification and Assessment of Special Educational Needs (DENI, 1998).  
The Equality (Disability, etc,) (Northern Ireland) Order (2000) ensured that 
that the rights of disabled people here replicated those elsewhere in the 
United Kingdom.  In 2002, a Children’s Commissioner was appointed for 
Northern Ireland since human rights and equal opportunity “are at the very 
heart of the Belfast Agreement”.  The concept of such an appointment is 
already well developed in the Scandinavian countries, Australia and New 
Zealand. The Commissioner’s rôle is to ensure that there is wider awareness 
of children’s rights within the wider community, and that their parents are 
better informed and empowered as they pursue these rights 
(http://www.allchildrenni.gov.uk).    
 
The proposed new legislation in the form of the Special Educational Needs 
and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order 2004 will mirror provision in England, 
Scotland and Wales.  The intention is to strengthen the rights of children with 
special educational needs to be educated in mainstream schools, and to 
remove the current exemption of the education sector from the Disability 
Discrimination Act of 1995 with a major impact on schools, pupils and parents.  
The new law is currently planned for September 2005. 
 
The Human Rights Act has addressed a further dimension by making the 
rights and freedoms of the European Commission on Human Rights 
enforceable in Northern Ireland.  Work by the Human Rights Commission to 
consider the scope for a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland will further help to 
develop a culture where respect for rights becomes second nature 
(http://allchildrenni.gov.uk/concultation/chapter2.htm). 
 
The special education context in the Republic of Ireland has also moved from 
one in which most children with SEN were accommodated in special schools 
or classes, to a situation of greater inclusion in mainstream education, 
although the quantity and quality of provision for integrated students is “still 
somewhat limited” (Phelan, 2000). The north-south partnership SCOTENS 
(Standing Council for Teacher Education in the North and South) states that 
the purpose of the 2003 legislation is to strengthen the rights of children with 
special educational needs to be educated in mainstream schools 
(http://www.socsci.ulst.ac.uk/education/scte/sen/index/html). 
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The 1989 Inclusion Charter drawn up by the Centre for Studies in Inclusive 
Education (CSIE) was revised in 2002 and took account of these recent 
developments.  In their Index for Inclusion, an instrument primarily designed 
to improve schools, CSIE upheld the view that segregation was against 
human rights, asserting that “children learn better and develop more social 
skills in mainstream schools” (CSIE, 2000).  Further, CSIE maintained that the 
exclusion of special needs pupils from mainstream education led to later 
discrimination and prejudice in the community and, therefore, in society in its 
widest sense (http://inclusion.uwe.ac.uk/csie).  As Avramidis & Norwich (2002: 
131) said: 
 

… the term inclusion has come to take on a wider significance and 
popularity in linking up with the recent development of the concept of 
inclusion or social inclusion as having broader social and political 
value.  
 

 
Understanding inclusion 

 
In spite of the move, during the last 30 years, from the segregated provision 
once deemed appropriate for SEN pupils to their inclusion in mainstream 
settings, the core question remains as to whether such an environment 
properly meets their requirements (Hegarty, 2001).  It is widely acknowledged 
that dilemmas exist in understanding the whole concept of inclusion as it 
applies to education (Hegarty, 2001; Slee, 2001; Norwich, 2002; Lindsay, 
2003). Indeed, inclusion has been described as the new orthodoxy (Allan, 
1999), as grand and elusive (Ainscow, 1999), and as a complex process in 
terms of its implementation for special needs children (Peters, 2002; Lunt, 
2002). 
 
There is a need, therefore, to explore not only how policies and practices are 
conceptualised, but also to consider “the daily realities” of applying them in 
schools and classrooms (Corbett, 1997: 55). As Ainscow (2000a) put it, 
educational change is not straightforward and teachers in schools attempting 
to become more inclusive “have to be able to accept and deal with questions 
being asked of their beliefs, ideas, plans and teaching practices 
(http://www.ncsl.org.uk/index). 
 
Conceptual difficulties mean the simple act of defining inclusion in education. 
It could not simply be defined in terms of which students were educated, but 
in terms of how they were educated (Dyson & Millward, 2000: 11).  Among the 
many defining characteristics of inclusiveness that abound – collaborative 
teamwork, effective use of support staff, meaningful individual Education 
Plans - it must be recognised that these may simply typify good schools and 
fail to address the questions, “Who is being included?  Into what?  By what 
means?  With what impact on others?  (Hegarty, 2001: 244).  Practical 
concerns relate to “the uneven achievement of inclusion” and Hegarty (2001) 
expressed puzzlement that, considering the current endorsement of it, many 
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pupils receive poor education in mainstream environments, are treated as 
second-class citizens, or are excluded from regular schools.   
 
A working definition of inclusive practice might be:  
 

… the creation of a school culture that encourages a preoccupation 
with the development of ways of working that attempt to reduce 
barriers to learner participation. (Ainscow, 2000a) 
 

Low (1997), for example, spoke of ‘hard’, ‘soft’ and ‘stupid’ inclusion, as 
outlined by Norwich (2002): 
 

- hard meant all needs being taken care of as part of the general social 
arrangements, thus including the full range of diversity; 

- soft meant taking care of special needs within a mainstream setting, 
with arrangements for special support and provision; and 

- stupid meant the recognition of the need for special support, but a 
reluctance to put any kind of label on it. 

 
Norwich, though, believed that an inclusive position “cannot abandon some 
aspect of specialisation”, and felt that it was unclear whether hard inclusion, in 
practice, would turn out to be stupid inclusion.  As he said, “What [Low] calls 
hard inclusion is a full or purist form of inclusion” (p. 484).  
 
Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (EBD) 
 
In this context, Visser & Stokes made particular mention of pupils with 
emotional and behavioural difficulties (EBD) and distinguished between this 
recognised educational need and disaffection, suggesting that inclusion may 
not be a feature of the provision EBD pupils receive: 
 

… pupils who display behaviour that jeopardises a school’s 
performance or are a potential danger to the education of others are 
not universally welcomed by mainstream schools … and a proportion 
of these disruptive pupils will have emotional and behavioural 
difficulties.  (Visser & Stokes, 2003: 66) 
 

There are dangers of such pupils being excluded from school and, potentially, 
socially excluded throughout their lives, because they are frequently 
vulnerable with only “a very fragile hold” on making progress in the 
mainstream system (Maguire, Macrae & Milbourne, 2003: 58).  However, 
Wiley (1998) urged that pupils with behavioural difficulties should not be 
isolated, and changes to secondary school provision, such as greater 
curriculum differentiation, could make school more meaningful for many. 
 
There has been emphasis in the United States of America, too, on how best 
to educate pupils “whose presence in class is distracting, disruptive, or 
dangerous”, and who have difficulties attending to academic tasks, getting on 
with peers, working independently and co-operating in groups.  For them, 
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school is a complicated, challenging environment, and the management of 
their behaviour is problematic, even for experienced teachers (Fad, 1995).      
 
Understanding integration 
 
Similarly, there is a need to define ‘integration’ although it is often used 
interchangeably with inclusion, but the two terms may not have common 
meanings across national boundaries.  Integration is understood by some to 
mean the avoidance of segregated, isolated provision for pupils with 
disabilities or learning difficulties (Pijl & Meijor, 1991, in Ainscow, 2000b), or, 
as Allan (2003: 13) put it, “the practice of bringing children with special needs 
closer to their mainstream peers”. It can also mean integrating pupils from 
regular and special schools, or  attempting to retain pupils in a mainstream 
rather than a special setting (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002).  
 
A number of countries have had some success in applying the integration 
process universally, for example Australia, Canada, Denmark, Italy, New 
Zealand, Norway, Portugal and Spain (Booth & Ainscow, 1998).  Figures from 
the U.S. Department of Education (2000) show that increasing numbers of 
pupils are educated for more of the day in regular classrooms (Hehir, 2002). 
Hehir argued strongly for most children with disabilities to be integrated thus, 
and to have access to the same curriculum as their non-disabled peers.  In 
this way, education could go further and play a vital part in building 
communities and “promoting societal integration” in which disabled children 
would be included (Hehir, 2002: 25): 
 

… there needs to be recognition that education plays a central role in 
the integration of disabled people in all aspects of society both by 
giving children the education they need to compete and by 
demonstrating to nondisabled children that disability is a natural aspect 
of life.  (Hehir, 2002: 27) 
 

However, inclusion has recently superseded integration in the vocabulary of 
special educators “as a more radical term located within a human rights 
discourse” (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002: 131), and distinctions have been 
made between the two terms. Integration usually focuses on an individual or 
on small groups with curriculum adaptation, different work and extra support, 
and such pupils are assimilated into existing forms of schooling.  Inclusion can 
mean reconstructing a school to respond positively to all pupils (Ahuja, 2002: 
80). Yet Thomas & Loxley (2001) stressed that inclusion was about more than 
merely integrating children from special needs schools into mainstream – 
“The superseding of ‘integration’ by ‘inclusion’ is more than merely 
renomenclature” (p. 118): 
 

The central idea motivating most sympathetic commentators on 
inclusion … is that children who are at a disadvantage for any reason 
are not excluded from mainstream education.  Taken to its logical 
conclusion, inclusion is about comprehensive education, equality and 
collective belonging.  (Thomas & Loxley, 2001: 118)  
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Inclusion at whole-school level 
 

To achieve a different kind of culture that embraces inclusion, there is a need 
at whole-school level to reconceptualise policies, practices, roles and 
perceptions (Florian, 1998; Jelly, Fuller & Byers, 2000).  All this requires 
“continual, proactive responsiveness” (Ainscow, Booth & Dyson, 2001).  
Carrington (1999), in Australia, spoke of a school culture that emphasised the 
notion of individual difference: 
 

Described simply, inclusive education is about responding to diversity 
and being open to new ideas, empowering all members of a community 
and celebrating difference in dignified ways.  (Carrington, 1999: 259, 
citing Barton, 1997)  
 

Achieving such a culture may not be easy although Carrington warned that 
radical school reform was needed, and that, “The learner, rather than the 
teacher/curricula/dominant culture, must be considered the driver of their 
educational experience if the goals are engagement and success” (p. 260).    
While a whole-school perspective is “one of the most powerful approaches of 
the day to generate and internalise innovation for the improvement of the 
school”, it is a lengthy process of staff deliberations over time, it entails 
prioritising needs and preparing ongoing action plans, is a mixture of long- 
and short-term objectives, and strongly features staff development as part of 
the process (Mukhopadhyay, 2002: 142). 
   
Mitchell (2001) wrote of on-going, major reform in special education in New 
Zealand characterised by a move from a binary to a single, inclusive system, 
with more local decision making in the distribution of resources.  He 
highlighted, too, the need to develop a rigorous approach to assessing 
educational outcomes for those with special needs (p. 334).  In Canada, great 
progress has been made in the last 20 years to reduce exclusion and to place 
students with intellectual disabilities in inclusive schools. There is concern, 
however, that more than 40 per cent of children with disabilities in the 5 – 14 
age range remain in special classes or are sent to segregated schools.  There 
is a National Research Network on Inclusive Education to identify and 
address knowledge gaps and information.   
    
Inclusion at classroom level 

     
How is inclusion implemented, then, and how do teachers manage it in their 
own classrooms?  Campbell et al. (2002) put forward a comprehensive list of 
strategies to put inclusion into practice: 
 

- monitoring and evaluation [integral to the process]; 
- inclusive leadership; 
- inclusive whole school culture; 
- high expectations for pupils; 
- valuing pupil perspectives and involvement; 
- clear and consistent whole school policies; 
- promotion of inclusive learning and teaching strategies; 
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- inclusive classroom structures and practices; 
- additional supports for pupils and staff; 
- recognition and respect for community languages; 
- inclusive staff collaboration and teamwork; 
- positive action to promote good social relationships; 
- inclusive communication; 
- inclusive parental involvement; 
- inclusive inter-school collaboration; 
- inclusive interagency collaboration; 
- inclusive community involvement; 
- provision of adequate financial and other resources; 
- continuing professional development (pp. 199-202). 

 
Many factors, therefore, influence the implementation of effective, inclusive 
education (Kochhar & West, 1996, in Johnson, 1999), and form a pattern in 
the literature.  Typically, there is concern about the attitudes of Principals, 
senior management and mainstream teachers, about the measures that 
support inclusion and the barriers to it (such as large classes and a lack of 
teacher expertise in providing for learning disabilities), and about the need for 
appropriate initial teacher education (ITE) and in-service education (INSET) to 
prepare teachers to undertake new responsibilities and meet new challenges.  
 
A Belgian study in ten primary schools emphasised the importance of the rôle 
of the Principal who must not only nurture a clear vision for inclusion, but, 
crucially, must foster from the outset a culture of consultation by seeking, and 
being receptive to, staff attitudes and opinions: 
 

If there is no consultation prior to inclusion, the innovation process will 
have an uneasy start.  [Consultation] helps teachers to feel supported, 
to deal with their problems in cooperation with others.  It gives them a 
feeling of shared responsibility. 
 (Ghesquière, Moors, Maes & Vandenberghe, 2002: 51). 

 
It was reported that, at classroom level, the teachers had positive attitudes 
towards pupils with specific learning difficulties (like dyslexia or dyscalculia) or 
with physical or sensory impairment, although they requested support with the 
latter and unfamiliarity with different conditions could hinder inclusion.  
However, teacher attitudes towards EBD pupils were described as 
ambivalent. 
 
Inclusion was more likely to work if the gap between the SEN pupils’ 
capacities and those of others was not too large.   Class work was 
differentiated, although it was not enough to differentiate by teaching method 
alone, and goals, content and evaluation had to be adapted. Extensive use 
was made of remedial teaching, and there was co-operation with special 
schools and with external support services.  Obstacles to inclusion remained, 
though, as most teachers still regarded pupils with a disability as ‘defective’ 
rather than “on a continuum of heterogeneous educational needs” (p. 54).  
The Flemish educational standards for primary schools militated against 
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inclusive practices as did the imposed curriculum that forced them to try to 
reach “the same assumed goals” for all pupils. 
 
Implications of inclusion for teachers 
 
The challenge faced by teachers in Australia attempting to manage their work 
in inclusive classrooms was reported by O’Donoghue and Chalmers (2000). 
They put forward the substantive theory of ‘selective adaptation’ as the basis 
upon which teachers in regular classrooms provided for the needs of pupils 
with severe or profound intellectual disability.  In essence, the teacher 
receives (clarifies and analyses information about inclusion), accepts 
(assesses impact on class), commits (decides on and rationalises a range of 
actions), adjusts (the ‘core category’ of selecting aspects of classroom 
practice to change in response to inclusion), and appraises (assesses the 
magnitude or quality of the outcomes of adjustments). 
 
The implications of this particular theory for practice include the reassurance 
that “wholesale” changes to practice are not always necessary to manage an 
inclusive classroom, that teachers become more relaxed as they gain 
experience, and that senior management can appreciate how different 
teachers manage inclusion. But the implications for teacher training were 
again clear: new teachers had to possess the skills required to teach all 
students. 
 
Similarly, an investigation of teachers’ views in 20 English primary schools 
found two critical requirements for the inclusion of SEN pupils (Rose, 2001): 
additional pre- and in-service training, and the provision of additional staffing 
to give adequate classroom support.  Barriers included the inordinate amount 
of time devoted to special needs pupils and the concerns of other children’s 
parents in this regard, as well as difficulties associated with physical access to 
classrooms.   
 
A study of 299 English primary teachers’ and 46 Principals’ attitudes to, and 
provision for, statemented pupils in mainstream classes, showed the vast 
majority of the former and all of the latter believed there was a continuing rôle 
for special schools, especially for pupils with EBD (Croll, 2001).  The 
teachers, however, were more positive in relation to the special needs 
children currently in their classes, revealing a context of “much inclusive 
practice although little commitment to a generalised policy of inclusion” (p. 
139). In spite of this, a few did not believe that these pupils could transfer to a 
mainstream post-primary school.  Less than half of the teachers had received 
any form of special needs training, and under four per cent had a relevant 
qualification (Croll & Moses, 2000, in Croll, 2001).  Some reported feeling out 
of their depth at times and wanted more specialist support (p. 142).  
 
An example of change in a post-primary school is described by Dyson & 
Millward (2000).  Experience of setting up a unit for disabled children in one 
mainstream school and working successfully with EBD pupils in another, led 
the Principal to aspire to a much more inclusive approach.  In brief, this meant 
adopting an ‘open door’ policy on the admission of pupils with special needs, 
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and establishing a ‘sanctuary’ for pupils with moderate learning difficulties.  
Instead of special classes and withdrawal groups, more flexible sets 
contained a wider range of attainment, and an in-class system of support was 
introduced, staffed mainly by subject teachers.  There was a programme of 
training and development (with the help of the local education authority’s 
Special Needs Support Service), the major aim of which was to achieve a 
greater level of differentiation in order to increase access to the curriculum (p. 
112).  The management of SEN provision was distinctive, in that the teaching 
responsibilities of the Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO) 
came to an end and, instead, were distributed across as many teachers as 
possible with the two deputy heads in charge at whole-school level.  As one 
said, “I think the main thing is that it really flags up for every single teacher 
that it’s their responsibility.  You can’t ignore this child”. 
 
An in-depth case study carried out in south-west England in a school 
identified as inclusive by the local education authority, showed that teachers 
believed special needs pupils benefited from being in a mainstream school 
(Avramidis, Bayliss & Burden, 2002), but that their understanding of inclusion 
was inconsistent and limited to ‘wherever possible’.  Inclusion was all right for 
certain types of disability therefore, as shown elsewhere, but not for EBD, and 
this differentiation of values was not felt to embrace a true philosophy of 
inclusion.  Decisive, key factors in successful inclusion were more resources, 
human and physical; the adaptation of instructional strategies to allow pupils 
to participate in, and benefit from, the curriculum, although inadequate levels 
of differentiation were noted; and there was a perceived need for on-going 
professional development to disseminate information, plan collaboratively and 
exchange ideas. 
 
The Scottish initiative to instigate reform, Raising Achievement for All (NLC, 
1998), is an approach used by the North Lanarkshire Education Department. 
 

[It requires] all schools to indicate the range of experiences which 
children have been exposed to, and provide hard evidence of 5-14, 
standard and higher-grade attainments.  In addition, the authority is 
committed to providing resources in the form of enhanced staffing, 
continued staff development in effective learning and teaching, and 
extensive specialised provision for the arts and sport. (Vassie & Currie, 
2003: 20) 

 
This on-going work is based closely on Gardner’s theory of multiple 
intelligences (1997), and pilot studies in primary and post-primary schools 
have sought to examine models of inclusion (including staff and pupil 
attitudes), and indicators of good practice in the teaching and learning of 
disabled children.  An audit of the characteristics of the existing special school 
population is also being carried out, and the writers believe that the biggest 
challenge is to bring about a new understanding of inclusive education 
(Vassie & Currie, 2003): 
 

 27



The expectation is that as the authority gets better at inclusion, the 
population in mainstream schools and special schools will change. 
(p.22) 
 

This view was consistent with the findings of Avramidis et al. (2002: 157) who 
concluded that, “as inclusion becomes part of the landscape, the more 
inclusive practice will become”. 
 
Much work is being done in Scotland with an even stronger emphasis on 
inclusive education, for example the recent report, Count Us In – Achieving 
Inclusion in Scottish Schools, was based on a survey of good practices in 
primary, secondary and special schools, and conducted by HMIE (2002).  
Whilst recognising the very real, inherent difficulties that inclusion can present 
for teachers and schools, the report made clear that “inclusion must never be 
used to excuse poor standards” 
(http:www.hmie.gov.uk/documents/publication/cui-02.html). 
 
Initial Teacher Education (ITE) 
 
Ghesquière et al. (2002)  reported that two-thirds of teachers in their study felt 
they did not have enough expertise in inclusive practice, unlike special school 
colleagues, drawing attention to the need to include special educational needs 
within initial and in-service education.  In fact, Peters (2002) saw attitudes 
within initial teacher education itself as a major barrier to inclusion (see also 
Garner, 1996; 2000). 
 

Deeply held beliefs about ‘special’ students’ perceived weaknesses 
and deficiencies, reinforced by the widespread practice of separate 
tracks for preparing ‘special’ and ‘general’ education teachers in 
university programmes, are difficult to change. (Peters, 2002: 306)    
 

Avramidis & Norwich (2002: 139) spoke of studies reinforcing the view that 
“special education qualifications acquired from pre- or in-service courses were 
associated with less resistance to inclusive practices”, for example, in the 
USA (Buell et al., 1999), in Australia (Center & Ward, 1987), and in the UK 
(Avramidis et al., 2000), arguing that: 
 

Without a coherent plan for teacher training in the educational needs of 
children with SEN, attempts to include these children in the mainstream 
would be difficult.  (p.139)    
 

Certainly, there is evidence of some mainstream teachers’ uncertainty and 
reluctance, indeed serious doubts and fears, about making provision for 
special needs pupils in their classes (Ainscow, 1999; Slee, 2001; Moran & 
Abbott, 2001).  Such misgivings should not be underestimated and, again, the 
solution is perceived to rest within teacher education: 
 

The teacher-training imperative revolves around the transmission of 
regulated chunks of traditional special educational knowledge so that 
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the professions retain their authority and classroom teachers are not so 
spooked when different students enter the classroom.  

 (Slee, 2001: 173) 
 

Rose (2001: 155), like Sebba & Sachdev (1997), believed that the single most 
important factor was the teachers’ own perceptions of the challenges of 
inclusion, hence, “An early priority must be to allay [their] fears” (p. 155) with 
clear significance for initial teacher education.  Indeed, researchers at the 
University of Manchester found PGCE students’ attitudes towards teaching 
children with speech and language difficulties to be positive, but to be 
conditional upon having more information about specific disabilities, and upon 
receiving more training and more resources (Marshall, Ralph & Palmer, 
2002):  
  

If we are to change attitudes and move towards inclusive education for 
all students, we have much work to do at the level of teacher training.  
All teachers need to be confident that they can teach all children. 
(Marshall, Ralph & Palmer, 2002: 212) 
 

O’Donaghue & Chambers (2002: 903, citing Pearman, Huang & Mellblom, 
1997) stressed the need, in particular, for,   

 
an increased emphasis on pre-service education which aims to 
increase the ability of graduate teachers to modify their teaching 
strategies, adapt the curriculum, carry out assessments, manage their 
classrooms and meet the individual needs of students.  
 

The UNESCO Resource Pack 
 

In the developing countries, legislation has brought about a change in attitude 
towards inclusive education although, as elsewhere, it has not yet been fully 
accomplished because of administrative, financial and attitudinal constraints, 
and “the daunting challenge in differentiating the needs of each child” (Alur, 
2002: 20).  Focusing on teacher training, Ahuja (2002) described the far-
reaching use and influence of the UNESCO Resource Pack, arising from the 
project Special Needs in the Classroom, designed to address ways in which 
inclusive approaches might be developed in countries with low levels of 
resourcing and teacher training (Dyson & Millward, 2000).  Ainscow, who was 
closely associated with this project, suggested the need to adopt a “curriculum 
view” in which educational difficulties were defined in terms of tasks, activities 
and classroom conditions, thus highlighting the inadequacy of the learning 
environment rather than a deficit view of pupil characteristics (Ainscow, 1994: 
21, in Dyson & Millward, 2000).  As Dyson & Millward themselves point out, 
Ainscow’s arguments for inclusion link pedagogical development with teacher 
professional development, and both are linked to organisational development 
(p. 32). 
 
The UNESCO project’s rationale was to encourage classroom practices that 
consider the needs of all children as individuals. It can be seen as part of the 
Education for All Movement and the creation of inclusive schooling (Ahuja, 
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2002: 82). The pack itself has been introduced in over 50 countries as part of 
the teacher education activities – Africa, Asia, Latin America, the Caribbean 
and the Middle East, as well as India, China, Ghana and Thailand.  Its two key 
ideas are reflection and collaboration, with the hope that teacher educators 
and teachers see improvement as a fundamental part of their work, adopting 
a more flexible view of pupil difficulties – “a view that sees [them] as a source 
of feedback on existing classroom arrangements” (p. 83).  Such feedback 
must be used to review and make changes to current practice in order to 
improve the quality of education that can be offered (Dyson & Millward (2000: 
33). 
 
Early childhood education, early intervention and inclusion 

 
So far, no mention has been made of early childhood education.  In the UK, 
there has been considerable focus in government policy-making on the 
special needs and early years domains, for example DfEE (1997: 13):  
 

Early diagnosis and appropriate intervention improve the prospects for 
children with special educational needs, and reduce the need for more 
expensive intervention later on. 
 

The later document, Meeting the Childcare Challenge (DfEE & DoH, 1998), 
placed early years developments within a wider framework of education for 
children aged 0 to 14, and stated that provision for children with disabilities 
and special needs “should be inclusive where possible and where 
appropriate” (in Mittler, 2000: 35).  The government’s Sure Start programme is 
directed at children under four and aims to reduce social exclusion by 
providing access to early education and play (among other services).  It has a 
strong commitment to children in this age group with special needs (Mittler, 
2000).  
 
Early intervention, however, is not confined to the nursery sector and all 
schools have to continue to support ‘at risk’ children.  Maguire, Macrea & 
Milbourne (2003: 59) referred to the real need “to create and sustain the 
positive atmosphere and inclusive culture described in the Elton report (Elton, 
1989)”, citing Little (1996: 304) who argued: 
 

Why spend so much time and effort dealing with difficult problems … 
when the problem could be stopped from happening in the first place. 
 

Initiatives such as Operation Head Start in the USA and Nurture Groups in the 
UK have the agenda of intervening early to change the lives of children later 
(Nind, 2002).  Nurture Groups for instance, were set up to respond to the 
increase in EBD among pupils entering primary schools.  They take the form 
of discrete classes of about 12 such children who have not had the 
experience of nurturing normally associated with the pre-school years at 
home.  The groups are located at the infant end of mainstream and their 
needs are met by “appropriate care-taking … that is neither neglectful nor 
over-protective” (Cooper & Lovey, 1999: 123).  Moreover, this approach 
avoids the disruption of other children’s education.  
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Highlighting the common ground between early years and special education 
teachers, Nind referred to the belief that they can effectively collaborate and 
learn from each other. Moreover, the principles of early childhood education 
and those of inclusion are recognised as the same: 
 

They [the practitioners] begin with the learning process of the child; 
recognising different rates of development and making allowance, 
therefore, for the widest range of abilities.  
    (Nind, 2002, citing Lloyd, 1997) 

 
And it could be argued that this is the natural point at which to instigate 
change in society’s values and attitudes, as the following quotation from Wall 
(2003: 166) illustrates: 
 

If we include young children within our early years settings and they 
are able to progress with their neighbourhood peers to primary and 
secondary schools then we will be offering them a more inclusive 
future.  Their perceptions of each other will be influenced by individual 
characteristics and personalities rather than abilities, disabilities, 
culture or race and they will all be members of society who have 
shared equal opportunities throughout childhood and will therefore 
expect the same in adulthood.   

 
In the USA, Lieber et al. (1999), drawing on a study by Sandall, Chou & 
Joseph (1997), identified a number of modifications that could be used in the 
pre-school setting to accommodate children with disabilities.  These 
incorporated each child’s individual Education Plan (EP) objectives and 
included the adaptation of materials, the simplification of activities, the 
identification and use of children’s preferences, and peer support.  A teaching 
strategy developed for inclusive classrooms called ‘embedded learning 
opportunities’ involved teachers identifying learning opportunities “across the 
day” that are most salient to the child’s individualised objectives, and then 
embedding short, systematic, instructional interactions into existing routines 
and activities.  In this way, the objectives were addressed within the context of 
the curriculum (p. 258). 
 
Information and Communications Technology and inclusion 
 
The value of Information and Communications Technology (ICT) in education 
cannot be doubted and there is convincing evidence of its role within special 
needs education (Phelan, 2000), as its potential for educational enrichment 
“applies with even greater force” in this setting (DENI, 1997: 14).  Certainly, 
any discussion of the advantages of ICT and the social and pedagogical skills 
it can generate must clearly be on an inclusive basis, for “Leaving behind a 
portion of our society hurts us all” (Loeding, 2002: 243).  The British 
Educational Communications and Technology Agency (Becta) make clear 
that: 
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Information and communications technology (ICT) can be a valuable 
tool in the process of inclusion for learners with special needs, enabling 
them to take advantage of their entitlement to a broad and balanced 
curriculum.  (http://www.becta.org.uk) 

 
There is, in fact, considerable agreement “between popular opinion, 
legislators and researchers” on the benefits of ICT for pupils with different 
kinds of special educational needs (Hardy, 1999: 52), including greater 
access to the curriculum (DfEE, 1997, 42.6).  ICT can make the learning of 
special needs pupils more productive and enjoyable (Loeding, 2002) and 
allows them to accomplish things they could otherwise not do, or would find 
very difficult to do (http://www.abledata.com.literacy), or which would 
otherwise be denied to them (Hegarty, Bostock & Collins, 2000).  Blamires 
(1999) refers to “enabling technology” which means going further than merely 
providing access to ICT: 
 

Enablement is about being helped to achieve something that could not 
be achieved at all without that aid or without great personal effort.  
(Blamires, 1999: 1) 
 

He believed inclusion to mean access and engagement at a physical, social 
and cognitive level with peers in appropriate, worthwhile tasks.  This, in turn, 
required more professional skills among staff and more on-going professional 
development (p. 7). 

 
Becta (ibid) stressed the importance of matching resources to pupils’ 
individual needs and it offers a very wide range of ways of using ICT to 
support the full spectrum of learning difficulties. For instance, it can develop 
literacy skills (Berger et al., 1998), and the use of videoconferencing can 
improve pupil motivation, enhance self-esteem and foster collaborative work 
(Mykytyn, 1998; Austin et al., 2003).  ICT permits communication skills to 
improve and inspires previously reluctant pupils to use the keyboard more 
readily (Thorpe, 1998).  
 

There is therefore a very strong argument in favour of teaching the use 
of Information and Communications Technologies (ICT) … as a lifeskill, 
and treating the installation of ICT equipment as a necessity rather 
than a luxury. (Mykytyn, 1998: 9) 
        

The importance of the link between self-esteem and learning for all pupils is 
well established (Gurney, 1988; Hardy, 1999; Jelly et al., 2002), and school 
achievements can be influenced “both positively and negatively” by how they 
feel about themselves (Jelly et al., 2002: 12).  While some research on the 
links between self-esteem and other areas of development has been 
conducted with primary and post-primary pupils, “the important principles are 
just as relevant to work in the early years” (Wall, 2003: 149).   
 

More specifically, improved motivation and self-esteem are frequently 
identified as resulting from the use of computer technology.  (Hardy, 
1999: 52)  
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Recent research in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland supported the 
government ICT strategies in both countries by enabling pairs of schools in 
the primary, post-primary and special sectors to cary out collaborative, 
curricular tasks using two different forms of technology (Austin, Abbott, 
Mulkeen & Metcalfe, 2002; 2003).  The findings showed that pupils in special 
schools who carried out joint tasks with mainstream pupils at a distant 
location, using computer conferencing and videoconferencing, gained in 
confidence, ICT competence and the ability to work collaboratively within and 
beyond their own classrooms.  Moreover, the shy, the less able and those 
with learning difficulties in regular schools were said to blossom.  Self-identity 
was nurtured as was a sense of cultural awareness (Austin et al., 2003). 
 
SCOTENS has provided a valuable resource for student teachers (and 
others) in relation to helping pupils with special needs to access learning 
through ICT, because of the increasingly inclusive nature of mainstream 
schooling. Ideas and resources are suggested for use with pupils who have, 
for example, Asperger’s Syndrome, Autistic Spectrum Disorders, Cerebral 
Palsy, dyspraxia, emotional and behavioural difficulties, specific literacy 
difficulty (dyslexia), moderate, severe or complex learning difficulties, visual or 
hearing impairment 
(http://www.socsci.ulst.ac.uk/education/scte/sen/index/html).     
 
Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators and inclusion 
 
The rôle of the Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO) has 
remained unchanged for some 25 years, but now s/he has an extensive array 
of duties within the broad responsibility of coordinating special needs 
provision within a school (DfES, 2001: glossary): 
 

… there is now a huge range of expectations an pressures on the 
SENCO and an extremely demanding agenda to fulfil.  

 (Bines, 1998: 12) 
 

The Salamanca statement argued for educational systems to encompass the 
wide diversity of pupil characteristics, and educate those with special needs in 
ordinary schools with implications for the SENCO such as developing more 
effective ways of providing for diverse needs (ibid, p. 12). The SENCO is thus 
of key importance in helping to formulate more inclusive policies (Mittler, 
2000), and their rôle extends beyond teaching to one of management (Jones, 
Jones & Szwed, 2001). It embraces the strategic direction and development 
of SEN provision, leading and managing staff, and effectively deploying both 
staff and resources (Mittler, 2000: 141).  In relation to inclusion, Cowne (1998: 
84) said, “The SENCO will have an important part to play in a school’s 
development by keeping the quality of teaching and learning for all pupils on 
the agenda”. 
 
More specifically, the SENCO is expected to undertake collaborative planning 
with class or subject teachers, liaise with parents and external agencies and 
services, maintain the register and prepare Education Plans. To all this can be 
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added the organisation of staff development for more effective, inclusive 
strategies (Frederickson & Cline, 2002), and facilitating the transition of pupils 
from primary to post-primary school, “seen as a discontinuity of experience” 
(Duckett, 1998), in particular for those with special educational needs where 
social relationships and self-esteem were likely to be of concern.  
 
The principle difficulties associated with the SENCO’s post include the 
“immense responsibilities” set out in the Code of Practice and an acute lack of 
time or support from management to fulfil these (Mittler, 2000): 
 

The amount of time needed by a SENCO will vary from school to 
school depending not only on its size but on the progress already made 
in moving towards inclusive practice. (Mittler, 2000: 90)  
 

Moreover, Mittler goes on to exemplify the “awesomely impressive and 
burdensome” national standards set out by the Teacher Training Agency 
(1998) who require the SENCO to possess the skills of leadership, decision-
making, communication, self-management, as well as having “personal 
impact and presence, adaptability, energy, ability, reliability, integrity [and] 
commitment” (p. 141).  Dilemmas, therefore, exist for this “paragon of 
professional perfection” (p. 91) in attempting to promote inclusion, even 
though other staff may believe that the SENCO should provide magic 
solutions or help remove children perceived as difficult from classes or even 
from the school, but it may be too much to expect “instant excellence”. 
 
Yet the redefining and reconstructing of the part played by SENCOs could 
result in a move to greater inclusion, and Dyson & Millward (2000: 140) 
referred to case studies in four schools in which their work was a major driving 
force, albeit “sporadic and limited in scope rather than sustained and 
systemic”.  Teachers were said to welcome support in their lessons, but it was 
unclear whether this transformed teaching or whether it merely offered 
teachers a ‘trouble-shooter’ when things were going wrong.  The writers 
voiced concern that: 
 

Whatever the rhetoric, the structures and practices that were intended 
to support inclusion were just as likely to be used to maintain a rather 
non-inclusive status quo.  (Dyson & Millward, 2000: 140) 
 

Wall (2003) showed how the workload of the SENCO could be spread by  
different members of staff (or key-workers) taking some of the responsibility 
for planning provision for particular groups of children, with the SENCO 
assuming a more supervisory rôle.  The key-workers maintain records and 
liaise regularly with the SENCO, parents and other professionals. 
 
However, it is entirely logical to say that the effectiveness of the working 
partnership between SENCO and class teacher or subject teacher rests on 
the amount of time allocated to this, and how that time is used, all of which is 
dependent upon the level of commitment Principals and school governors 
give to inclusion itself (Mittler 2000). 
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Learning support assistants and inclusion 
 
There is wide recognition of the role of learning support assistants in 
classrooms and of their increasingly high profile (Balshaw, 1991; McGarvey, 
Marriott, Morgan & Abbott, 1996; Lee, 2002; Allan, 2003), and their 
contribution to the inclusion and participation of all learners is freely 
acknowledged (Sebba & Sachdev, 1997; Mencap, 1999; CSIE, 2000; DfES, 
2000).  Moran & Abbott (2002) referred to their “pivotal role” that has become 
ever more complex, diverse and demanding, extending from close 
involvement with pupils in both special and mainstream schools, including 
easing the transition to adult life of school leavers with special needs.  
Learning support assistants are employed in the nursery, primary, post-
primary and special sectors and, for example, OFSTED’s Review of Primary 
Education 1994-98 (1999) stated that “Well-trained teaching assistants are a 
key resource”.  
 
Issues surrounding auxiliary help in classrooms are, nonetheless, 
problematical and range from defining their status in the school, their 
relationship with the teacher and the specific nature of their responsibilities, to 
their qualifications, continuing professional development, conditions of 
employment and career structure.  Many, for example, do not possess 
qualifications to enable them to understand the kind of provision required for 
older pupils with learning difficulties.  Although they are not to be perceived as 
replacements for teachers (Bangs, 2002), they are expected to work in 
partnership with senior management, teachers, children and young people in 
the full age range of compulsory schooling, parents, SENCOs and other 
professionals from outside agencies. 
 
In the interests of inclusion, though, it is vital that learning suppport assistants 
do not create further dependency among pupils, thereby increasing exclusion. 
Where possible, the support they give should be widely spread rather than 
confined to individual children:  
 
Assistants who have concentrated their support for one child, have, at times, 
created a ‘Velcro effect’ (Allan et al, 1991), which limits the child’s social 
interaction with other pupils.  
 (Allan, 2003: 17) 
 
It is crucial, therefore, that there is an agreed ‘hierarchy’ in regard to the 
assistants’ rôles and responsibilities and those of professional teachers, 
requiring an acceptance by the former of the teacher as manager, and a 
willingness by the latter to adapt their practices to accommodate another adult 
in the classroom.  The key to an assistant’s effectiveness lies in the individual 
teacher's management skills (Jerwood, 1999).   
 
Within statutory pre-school (or nursery) provision, learning support assistants 
can also greatly influence the success of inclusive practices.  They require 
proper training to be able to support children in this age group with a variety of 
learning difficulties, and should work together with teachers to plan for 
consistency, transference of skills and cohesion for each child (Wall, 2003, 
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171-2). It was also suggested by Wall that ideas and expertise should be 
shared with non-statutory groups.  
 
Transition between sectors and from school to work for SEN pupils 
 
Moving from the sheltered environment of the special school to adult and 
working life is a complex matter (CERI, 1983) as, indeed, it is for pupils with 
special needs being integrated into mainstream settings or moving from one 
school sector to another.  For school leavers with special needs, the revised 
SEN Code of Practice (2001) requires that a transition plan is drawn up for 
each young person, including any relevant agencies who would continue to 
provide them with support: 
 

The aim of the transition plan is to prepare systematically for the young 
person’s transition to adult life and ensure that they receive any 
specialist help they need during continuing education or vocational or 
occupational training.  (Frederickson & Cline, 2002: 59) 

 
A study of inclusion in special schools and in Moderate Learning Difficulties 
(MLD) units in mainstream schools in Northern Ireland showed that schools in 
both sectors adopted an interagency approach whereby they co-operated with 
Social Services, training organisations (such as the Further Education sector) 
and employers, so that special needs school leavers had a structured 
programme of preparation and the right advice.  Linked to this investment by 
the schools was specialist careers advice (for example contact with the 
Training and Employment Agency), the opportunity to participate in the 
'Access to Jobs’ course, and the continuing support of a careers adviser until 
age nineteen.  However, it was found that young people with special needs 
had to compete with their mainstream counterparts to obtain placement for 
work experience (Moran & Abbott, 2001).   
 
As part of the Scottish Parliament’s ‘Special Needs’ Inquiry, Allan (2003) 
reported evidence from local education authorities of some good practice at 
transfer across the various stages of compulsory schooling, but problems 
were identified beyond the formal period.  These included complaints by 
parents of “poor communication, lack of planning and problems associated 
with the formal record of needs procedures”, all of which compounded 
transition difficulties. 

 
Interagency collaboration and inclusion 
 
The value of interagency collaboration to support inclusion is widely 
recognised (Tomlinson, 2003), and the working of a wide range of 
professionals within and beyond schools is inextricably woven (Campbell & 
Whitty, 2002).  In the UK, the Special Educational Needs Code of Practice, in 
fact, devotes a chapter to interagency work, with the aim of providing 
“integrated, high quality, holistic support focused on the needs of the child” 
(DfES, 2001, in Wall, 2003: 67).  In the USA, too, multidisciplinary 
professionals working together (for example in nursing, developmental 
psychology and speech pathology) has had a direct influence on the 
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educational services that pre-school children with special needs currently 
receive (Lieber et al., 1999).  In a review of the education of children with 
special needs in New Zealand, Wiley (1998) recommended a more ‘seamless’ 
service facilitated by “more intersectoral provision, particularly for education, 
welfare and health” (p. 10).  In Northern Ireland, McConkey (2002) described 
interagency collaboration as “a road less travelled”, and argued that, across 
the three main services of education, health, and social services, there should 
be “a shared perception of what it means to have an intellectual disability; 
shared means of addressing the challenges it raises; and a shared agenda of 
research and personnel training”.     
 
Good reasons have been put forward for developing school-linked 
interagency collaboration, although Tomlinson pointed out factors that can 
both facilitate and inhibit such work.  First, schools must be aware of and 
provide for children’s broader needs.  Second, although there is growing 
recognition of a holistic approach, services and supports are “fragmented”. 
Third, schools must enable links between pupils, their families and the local 
community and, fourth, “there is perceived to be a linkage between school-
linked interagency collaboration, inclusive schooling, and the wider processes 
of social inclusion” (Campbell & Whitty, 2002: 100).  In this respect, 
McConkey (2002) cited Tansley & Gulliford (1960):  
 
 Intellectual disability is a social as well as an educational  

problem. It is both inefficient and uneconomical to tackle  
one aspect and ignore the other. 
 

A number of factors are known to impact negatively on good interagency co-
operation.  These include variation in the aims and objectives of different 
agencies, a failure to share information, different remits and working 
practices, disparity in what was considered appropriate provision, the quality 
and timing of support, and the links with already over-burdened social 
services (Kinder et al., 2000).  As McConkey (2002) underlined, stakeholders 
in education, health and social services may have worked “competitively 
rather than co-operatively, blaming one another for perceived shortcomings, 
[and] perhaps most seriously of all, they have worked in ignorance of one 
another’s values, priorities and achievements” (p. 3).  Therefore, greater input 
is required from health professionals (such as psychiatric or mental health 
provision) as excluded children and young people often had health problems, 
and from voluntary agencies.  There is a need for education staff to be aware 
of the protocols of social, health and youth services, and for parameters to be 
clear.  
 
On the positive side, Tomlinson (2003) found co-ordination and 
communication to be of key importance, and examples of good practice in 
multi-professional working to include full commitment to collaboration, an 
awareness of agencies’ differing aims and values, clear rôles and 
responsibilities for individuals and agencies involved, and systems for joint 
collecting, sharing and analysis of information.  Good practices were found to 
exist largely in local settings, rather than through national strategies, proving 
that success is greatest when context-related. 
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Indeed, it may be that various models of interagency collaboration are 
appropriate in different circumstances, reflecting local purposes and 
needs.  In such local developments, the involvement of all stakeholders 
has been demonstrated to be important, especially for pupils.  
(Campbell & Whitty, 2002: 117)  

 
A study to examine the context in which multi-professional collaboration was 
most likely to occur concluded that it was generally difficult to achieve, 
possibly because of uncertainty about its meaning in relation to special 
educational needs, but the special school itself was the most likely setting 
(Graham & Wright, 1999).  The development of provision in mainstream 
schools was, of course, deemed equally important.  Regardless of location, it 
was stressed that a holistic approach to individual needs should be adopted, 
and successful collaboration depended on factors such as “therapy service 
delivery models and school ethos, organisation and flexibility” (p. 40). 
 
Five key challenges in interagency working were noted in a study by the 
National Foundation for Educational Research (www.nfer.ac.uk):   
 

- funding and resources; 
- roles and responsibilities; 
- competing priorities; 
- communication; and   
- professional and agency cultures and management (in Wall, 2003:80). 

 
Wall summed up the need for positive commitment to interagency 
collaboration from policy level to practitioner level, for the removal of 
professional boundaries through mutual respect for different disciplines, and 
for sufficient time to be devoted to regular liaison (p. 84). 
 
Full service schools 
 
The move to incorporate a wider range of agencies in school-related activities, 
and to develop a more socially inclusive concept of schooling, resulted in full 
service schools in the USA (Campbell & Whitty, 2002).  The rationale for such 
schools embodies prevention (of problems becoming more serious) and early 
intervention, support for the students’ total well-being, and integrated services 
related to special education – “the importance of viewing special education as 
a service and not as a place” (www.ericec.org/digests).  These schools are 
“based on the notion that no single magic bullet can substantially improve the 
lives of at-risk children and their families” (Dryfoos, 1994) 
(www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas), and represent evidence of a positive experience 
including improved attendance, attainment, and employment prospects. 
 

Full-service schools have been described as one-stop centers in which 
the educational, physical, psychological, and social requirements of 
students and their families are addressed in a coordinated, 
collaborative manner using school and community services and 
supports. (Dryfoos, 1994) 
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Recently, the DfES announced plans to help schools and their partners in 
England and Wales set up ‘Extended Schools’ citing a number of case studies 
where many schools were already providing extended services, each 
proceeding on a flexible basis:  
 
 Working with local partners, schools can develop as little or as 

much provision as they think suitable for their own community.  
 

Benefits have already been shown for pupils and schools, and for families and 
communities.  For pupils and schools, these include higher levels of 
achievement, increased motivation and self-esteem, specialist support and 
enhanced partnership working with the community.  For families, there are 
improvements in children’s behaviour and social skills and greater parental 
involvement.  For communities, there is better access to essential services, 
local career development opportunities and better supervision of children 
outside school hours (http://www.teachernet).  An important finding, too, is 
that integrated services have been found to have a positive impact on 
teachers (Wang et al., 1998, in Campbell, 2002), “both on their ability to teach 
and their effectiveness in working with children” (Market Street Research, 
1997: 9, in Campbell, 2002). 
 
In Scotland, the essential characteristics of the New Community Schools 
(NCS) include, inter alia, a focus on all needs of all pupils, engagement with 
families and with the wider community, integrated provision of education 
(formal and informal, social work and health education), integrated 
management, and multi-disciplinary training and staff development 
(http://www.scotland.gov.uk). Looking briefly at the aspects relating to families 
and to professional development, the importance in relation to the former of 
working with parents was noted by Nixon, Allan & Manion (2001: 344): 
 

… breakfast and after school clubs, however ordinary and 
unremarkable they may appear, occupy that troubled border country 
between school and home and attempt to achieve a sense of 
orderliness and well-being for the children concerned.   
    

The writers claim that “NCS is supporting the family, and promoting its well-
being, by locating it within this rich nexus of mutual support and responsibility” 
(p. 345).  With respect to professional development, the model is 
characterised by staff learning to work together and also with communities, 
the one closely dependent on the other. 
 

Central to the ‘model’, however, is that this mutuality of understanding 
is directed outward, beyond the interests of the professional groups 
concerned, to children and families, pupils and parents, service ‘users’ 
and their dependants. … Professional well-being is intricately bound up 
with the well-being of families, pupils and the wider community.  …  We 
flourish together - or not at all.  (p. 346-7) 
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It was recently stated, though, that inclusion remains a source of concern and 
confusion in Scotland for both policy-makers and practitioners (Allan, 2003). 
Findings from a recent Scottish Parliamentary Inquiry into special educational 
needs showed considerable diversity of provision throughout the country, and 
complaints from parents about a lack of guidance to select the most 
appropriate placement for their children.  There were problems, too, 
associated with transition at the various stages of compulsory schooling.  
Evidence of good practice was "usually attributable to commitment, flexibility 
and resources” and major barriers, conversely, could be a lack of resources, 
together with inadequate staff training (both mainstream and specialist) and 
negative attitudes.  Moreover, pressure to raise achievement, to publish 
examination results and inspection all undermined inclusive efforts (pp. 14-
15).  
 
Allan (ibid) also pointed to the recommendation that inclusive education 
should be a central element of Initial Teacher Education programmes, and 
that staff should be trained to work with professionals in health and social 
work settings.  Parents should be given much better treatment by 
professionals when trying to understand assessment, obtain information and 
secure provision.  Indeed, parents and the special needs children themselves 
should be viewed as valuable resources to support inclusion. 
 
In Northern Ireland, a major review of post-primary education included a 
recommendation for a system of ‘collegiates’ that would include a fully 
integrated learning support service (DE, 2002).  A strong feature of the 
collegiates would be networking and outreach between all types of school, 
and would also involve the provision of a range of professional services and 
an integrated approach to this.  More recently, the Costello Group, the post-
primary review working party, reported in January 2003 with a road map for 
dispensing with the selective system.  The education minister at the Northern 
Ireland Office has endorsed and accepted the recommendations in full. 
 
Towards the theory and practice of inclusion 
 
Peters (2002) put forward three essential overarching principles for successful 
inclusive education.  The first was a philosophical commitment with “a deep 
understanding” of why reform was necessary.  The second was diversity, 
demanding “a shift in paradigm from a focus on diverse students to diversity-
in-action-within-specific-contexts”.  A central feature of this was collaboration 
and a critical, reflective spirit of inquiry, the effects of which meant planning for 
curriculum and instruction that was “flexible, adaptive, innovative, experiential, 
built on strengths and [stressing] a close-knit personal sense of community”.  
The third principle concerned teachers’ willingness to acknowledge the 
complexity of the process of change needed to achieve inclusion (p. 305).   
 
Ainscow (2000a) asked, “How do we create educational contexts that ‘reach 
out to all learners’?” and suggested: 
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- starting with existing practices and knowledge (focusing on classroom 
interventions and how these can be adjusted in order to foster a more 
responsive engagement between teachers and learners); 

 
- seeing differences as opportunities for learning (implying a more 

positive view of difference): 
 

- scrutinising barriers to participation (examining existing details of 
classroom interaction lest they themselves act as barriers, and 
addressing the barriers experienced by pupils using their own views as 
evidence); 

 
- making use of available resources to support learning (involving ways 

of making better use particularly of human resources, including other 
teachers, support staff, parents and pupils); 

 
- developing a language of practice (including opportunities for teachers 

to spend time in each other’s classrooms and to discuss each other’s 
practice); 

 
- creating conditions that encourage risk-taking (having a working 

atmosphere that encourages teachers to take the risks necessary to 
foster the growth of more inclusive practices).  

 
He spoke of the growth during the latter part of the 20th century of provision 
for children experiencing difficulties in mainstream schools, with an increased 
emphasis on the notion of integration, and how special educators have sought 
ways of enabling previously segregated groups to find places in mainstream 
settings: 
 

It can be argued, therefore, that the current emphasis on inclusive 
education is but a further step along this historical road.  It is, however, 
a major step, in that the aim is to transform mainstream schools in 
ways that will increase their capacity for responding to all learners.  
And, of course, such a project requires the participation of many 
stakeholders in ways that challenge much of the status quo.  
 

Johnson (1999) put forward a number of practical considerations for inclusive 
teaching, gleaned from professional practice and research findings, that help 
those both with and without special needs:  
 

- multilevel instruction (the teacher prepares one main lesson with 
variations for individual needs); 

 
- activity-based and experiential learning (a curriculum that allows 

learning through personal experience and active involvement); 
 

- student-directed learning and self-determination (empowering students 
to make independent choices and to understand themselves as 
learners); 
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- cooperative learning and peer collaboration (encouraging students to 

work together with peers, thus developing important life skills like 
patience, empathy and individual variation); 

 
- multigrade classrooms and heterogeneous grouping (allowing students 

to learn from each other in an atmosphere of diversity); 
 

- individualised and adaptive instruction (differentiating by providing 
learning experiences at various levels of complexity with different types 
of support to accommodate variation in learning style); 

 
- teaching as facilitating student learning (shifting the traditional focus 

from teacher to learner by creating situations where student learning is 
maximised); 

 
- reduced class size (pp. 73-75). 

 
It may be entirely self-evident that smaller classes are desirable  in any 
teaching and learning situation, but it is also the case that “For inclusive 
education to be fully effective, reduction in class size is essential” (Glæsel, 
1997, in Johnson, 1999).  In smaller classes, achievement increases, 
discipline improves, learners exhibit greater self-control, teacher feedback 
improves and student anxiety decreases (Johnson, 1999: 75, citing Sanacore, 
1997).   
 
The main findings from an international study conducted by the European 
Agency for Development in Special Needs Education (2003) found that 
inclusive classrooms do exist, that the most challenging area within SEN is 
emotional and behavioural problems, and that actually dealing with 
differences or diversity is one of the major problems in European schools.  In 
summary, the conditions identified for inclusive classroom practices were: 
 

- teachers’ attitudes towards pupils with special needs, including their 
capacity to enhance social relations and their willingness to deal with 
differences effectively; 

 
- teachers’ repertoire of skills, expertise, knowledge, pedagogical 

approaches, teaching methods, materials and time; 
 

- the support given to teachers within and beyond the school, including 
leadership from the head teacher, communities and governments; 

 
- clear governmental views on inclusion, including adequate conditions 

and flexible use of resources. 
 
Within the classroom, five strategies were found to be effective for inclusive 
education among the 15 participating countries: 
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- co-operative teaching (support from and co-operation with colleagues 
inside and outside the school); 

 
- co-operative learning (peer tutoring is effective in cognitive and 

affective areas of pupils’ learning and development, and pupils can 
help each other within well-considered grouping); 

 
- collaborative problem-solving (a clear set of rules agreed with all pupils 

(including incentives) is a systematic way of dealing with undesirable or 
challenging behaviour in the classroom); 

 
- heterogeneous grouping (mixed ability grouping and a more 

differentiated approach help deal with a diversity of pupils, and 
inclusive education is enhanced by targeted goals, alternative routes 
for learning and flexible instruction); 

 
- effective teaching (the above arrangements should exist within an 

overall effective school/teaching approach based on assessment and 
evaluation, high expectations, direct instruction and feedback).   

 
There may be no perfect, definitive answer, then, as to how inclusion might 
best be implemented or how an effective school becomes an inclusive school.  
Although examples of good practice and the inherent challenges are outlined 
above, a range of different views of inclusive practice will prevail, not least to 
fit the circumstances of each school and its own community:  
 

“Inclusion” is not a single movement, it is made up of many strong 
currents of belief, many different local struggles and a myriad of forms 
of practice.  (Clough & Corbett (2000: 6)  
 

Avramidis et al. (2002: 161) warn that “inclusion is not a single unidimensional 
variable to examine, and even if a school is inclusive in a number of respects, 
elements of exclusionary practice can still be detected”.  There is the question 
of EBD pupils, for instance, although provision that includes in-class support, 
curriculum access and additional resources have been used to promote 
learning and manage behaviour (Porter & Lacey, 1999).  
 
Critical reflection, therefore, must be integral to the whole process: 
 

We need to continue to be reflective about both the theory and 
practice, which are indivisible, of inclusive schooling. 
      (Slee, 2001: 121) 

 
Corbett (2002) believed the following to be fundamental to making active 
inclusion “a real possibility”: empathy, preparation, planning, communication, 
collaboration, flexibility and respect.  In particular, her words on collaboration 
sum up the striving for effective models of inclusive practice: 
 

It is about pulling together resources, shared contributions and different 
ways of working. It involves teachers learning from parents and 
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learning support assistants, secondary schools learning from primary 
schools and, above all, adults learning from children. Inclusive 
education is very difficult and challenging.  It is too hard to do it alone.  
 

Finally, in stating its central ideas for the development of inclusive 
classrooms, the European Agency for Development in Special Needs 
Education (2003: 4) does not believe that they can be precise steps for policy-
makers, professionals or practitioners, but that they should be perceived as 
possible strategies for improving inclusion in schools: 
 

There are many ways to Rome and in this sense adaptations to local 
and regional circumstances are always necessary.  
 

This literature review has covered a wide range of issues on inclusion that 
formed the basis of the research methodology, drawing also on the work of 
Atkinson et al. (2001).  The core areas upon which the report will focus are, 
from the practitioners’ perspective, the development of inclusion at whole-
school and classroom levels, the barriers to inclusive practices, the rôle of 
learning support assistants and the extent of collaboration with external 
agencies.  The rôle of the SENCO is explored, and the opinions of outside 
professionals are sought to give an overview of current and future inclusive 
schooling in Northern Ireland, and on aspects of interagency collaboration 
including its inherent benefits and challenges.  A number of questions are 
specific to each sample group. 
   
Chapter 2 describes the aims and objectives, research design and 
methodology of the study.  Chapters 3 to 6 report the findings, and Chapter 7 
presents conclusions and recommendations. 
 
Appendices 2 and 3 present policies and perceptions of inclusion in New 
Zealand and Australia that inform the present research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nomenclature: The terms ‘pupil’ and ‘student’ are used interchangeably here to denote 
children and young people in compulsory education, as are ‘regular’ and ‘mainstream’ 
education, schools or classrooms.   
 
The term ‘learning support assistant’ used here is intended to embrace ‘classroom assistant’, 
‘special needs assistant’ and ‘nursery assistant’, which are used in various combinations in 
the different school sectors. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Research design and methodology 
 
The project sought to obtain an understanding of inclusion and of the related 
issues that surround the achievement of an inclusive culture in Northern 
Ireland schools and, in so doing, to create a model of best practice.   The 
more specific research aims appear below with the objectives. 
 

Aims and objectives 
 

Aims 
 
The research aims were: 
 
1 to examine existing practices that increase the motivation, participation 

and achievement of children and young people of school age with 
special educational needs in mainstream nursery, primary, post-
primary and special schools, and alternative education provision 
throughout Northern Ireland; 

 
2 to consider the rôle and potential of Information and Communications 

Technology (ICT) for children with special educational needs; 
 
3 to identify characteristics of organisational culture and conditions that 

promote and contribute to enhanced opportunities and attainment for 
all children and young people; 

 
4 to identify and evaluate the barriers to pupils’ participation and learning;  
 
5 to examine the ways in which support services for teaching, including 

levels of support from learning support assistants, could more 
effectively interface with schools and interagency professionals; 

 
6 to liaise with members of the Education and Training Inspectorate 

(ETI), with Education and Library Board (ELB) support teams, and with 
Alternative Education Providers (AEPs) on various aspects of current 
provision, including strategic policies and practices; 

 
7 to describe and disseminate a model of best practice and to propose a 

set of recommendations for the formulation of policies at strategic and 
operational level.  

 
Research objectives 
 
The research objectives were: 
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1 to compare and contrast the effectiveness of the different types of 
provision for children and young people with learning difficulties, 
disabilities and other disadvantage in relation to their educational 
achievement, and social and personal development; 

 
2 to evaluate inter-agency co-operation and co-ordination within the 

context of inclusion, including ways in which the different professionals 
interface with schools and classrooms;  
 

3 to determine and evaluate the rôle and effectiveness of ICT in raising 
levels of self-esteem and motivation among children and young people 
with special educational needs; 
 

4 to assess the effectiveness of integration and re-integration processes 
and procedures; 

 
5 to examine transition arrangements for special needs pupils moving 

from one education sector to another, integrating and reintegrating into 
mainstream classes following placement, and going from school to 
adult life;  

 
6 to assess the extent to which teachers in special schools share with 

mainstream colleagues their knowledge and expertise of catering for 
the needs of pupils with special educational needs.  

 
 
 

Methodology 
 
A qualitative approach was used to obtain the views and experiences of 
school staff and professionals from the different external agencies that 
support them.  With this in mind, semi-structured interviews were designed for 
Principals in the nursery, primary, post-primary and special sectors, for 
SENCOs in the primary and post-primary sectors, and for a group of 
interagency personnel.  
 
The interview is one of a range of research methods in the social sciences 
and is a distinctive technique whereby trust can be established between 
interviewer and interviewee, and information gathered that would probably not 
be possible by any other data collection method (Gall, Borg & Gall, 1996).  
For instance, Drever (1995) claimed that even in one interview, it was 
possible to gather factual information about people’s circumstances, collect 
preferences and opinions, and explore in some depth the respondents’ 
experiences, motivations and reasoning. 
 
The purpose of the interviews was to gain insight into how schools attempt to 
promote and develop inclusion, how the different external agencies work with 
schools and each other, and how each perceives the other in terms of 
collaboratively creating effective, child-centred, context-specific models of 
inclusive practice.  The key areas of focus are stated at the start of each of 
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the four findings chapters (3, 4, 5 and 6), with some difference of emphasis in 
accordance with sector or sample group, for example the SENCOs. 
 
Following telephone contact, the interviews were carried out on a one-to-one 
basis with each respondent in their own setting.  All interviews were tape-
recorded with the respondents’ permission and transcribed.  Each lasted 
between 60 and 90 minutes and assurances of complete anonymity were 
given.      
 
The questions for the Principals in each of the four phases and for the 
SENCOs at primary and post-primary levels, were piloted in six different 
schools selected on a geographically representative basis, and minor 
amendments made.  
 
Because of the relatively small numbers, raw figures only are used to show 
patterns of response.  Where appropriate throughout the report, verbatim 
comments from those interviewed are used to illustrate the findings.  These 
constitute an integral and essential part of the evidence, and serve to describe 
and illuminate key issues and best practice.  Often they include vignettes that 
exemplify school and classroom experiences.    
 

The sample groups 
 

The school group 
 
Twenty-eight schools were selected in consultation with the Department of 
Education to form a representative sample, seven each from the nursery, 
primary, post-primary and special sectors.  The main variables taken into 
account were sector, school size and geographical location (the Education 
and Library Board to which each belonged).  The schools were in rural, city 
and urban areas. From the 14 SENCOs to be interviewed, two individuals 
were unavailable during the fieldwork, reducing this sub-group from 14 to 12, 
six in each phase. 
 
Overall, there was a very wide range of school size, from 43 to 1,060 pupils, 
and a wide geographical spread throughout the province in the sample group 
as a whole.  It included 5 in the Belfast board and 7 each in the Southern, 
South-eastern and Western boards.  The North-eastern board was 
represented by 5 schools, two in the main study and three as part of the pilot 
group. 
 
Tables 1 to 4 show the range and mean in terms of school size, and the 
distribution of schools for each sector.  Table 4 also shows the type of special 
school, whether Moderate Learning Difficulties (MLD), Severe Learning 
Difficulties (SLD) or Special School with provision for Emotional and 
Behavioural Difficulties (EBD). 
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Table 1 Nursery schools by school size and geographical 
location (ELB) (n = 7) (Range = 52 – 104; Mean = 75) 

_____________________________________________________ 
School size  ELB 

______________________________________________________________ 
52 BELB 
52 SELB 
77 WELB 
78 NEELB 
79 SELB 
80 WELB 
104 SEELB 

 
 
 
Table 2 Primary schools by school size and geographical location 

(ELB) (n = 7) (Range = 43 – 630; Mean = 280) 
______________________________________________________________ 
  School size  ELB 
___________________________________________________ 

43 NEELB 
148   SEELB 
168 SEELB 
198 BELB 
310 WELB 
466 WELB 
630 SELB 

_______________________________________________________ 
 

Table 3 Post-primary schools by school size and geographical 
location (ELB) (n = 7) (Range = 160 – 1060; Mean = 674) 

_______________________________________________________ 
School size  ELB 

_______________________________________________________ 
160 SELB 
487 SELB 
560 BELB 
700 SELB 
850 SELB 
900 WELB 
1060 SELB 

_______________________________________________________ 
 
Table 4 Special schools by school size, geographical location (ELB) 

and type (MLD, SLD or Special School with EBD provision) 
(n = 7) (Range = 79 - 209; Mean = 131) 

______________________________________________________ 
School size  ELB  Type 

______________________________________________________ 
79   NEELB SLD 
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98   BELB  Outreach Support (EBD) 
100   SELB  SLD 
115   WELB  SLD 
135   SEELB SLD 
180   WELB  MLD 
209   BELB  MLD 
 
 

The interagency group 
 
The interagency group of 10 formed a purposive sample and was therefore 
selected because of its typicality.  The sample consisted of representatives 
from the Department of Health and Social Services and Public Safety, the 
Association for Real Change (ARC), the Pathways Project, a Hospital and 
School Tuition Service, the Education and Library Boards’ Youth Services, 
Alternative Education Providers, the Education and Training Inspectorate 
(ETI), and the voluntary sector. 
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Chapter 3 
 

Findings: Principals 
 
Twenty-eight Principals were interviewed, seven each in the nursery (N), 
primary (P), post-primary (PP) and special (S) sectors.  There was an equal 
gender breakdown within the sample group (Table 5). 
 
Table 5  Principals by sector and gender (n=28) 
______________________________________________________ 
       Gender 
      Male  Female 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
Sector  Nursery  0  7 
   Primary  6  1 
   Post-primary  5  2 
   Special  3  4 
Totals      14  14 (28) 
 
The main interview headings were: 
 

1 culture of inclusion in school; 
2 developing inclusive practices at classroom level; 
3 barriers to inclusion; 
4 teacher training and special needs; 
5 widening participation and motivation for all pupils; 
6 rôle of the SENCO; 
7 rôles and responsibilities of learning support assistants; 
8 rôle of ICT in inclusion; 
9 transition issues and relationships with other schools; 
10 interagency collaboration and inclusion; 
11 key factors for successful inclusion.  

 
The questions about SENCOs related only to the primary and post-primary 
sectors, and those on transition were, of necessity, sector specific. 
 
1.0 Culture of inclusion in school 
 
1.1 Culture of inclusion at whole-school level 
 
Without exception the Principals in all four sectors described their whole-
school culture as inclusive, 11 adding “very much so” (6N, 1P, 1PP, 3S). 
 
Nursery 
 

All children are equal in every way and we cater for their individual 
needs.  That’s one of the great pluses for nursery education that you 
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the time.  I try to procure training for the nursery assistants.  It’s in their 
own time but course fees are paid by us. 
 
NVQ Levels 2 and 3 have changed so much and seem more diluted.  
They don’t look at anything in great depth in their modules, such as 
areas within the curriculum, the development of the young child and 
how things move forward – more glossed over than it used to be.  You 
do your qualifications but a lot of learning is done once in the job, but 
you could get someone with fantastic qualifications who is absolutely 
diabolical in the real situation, and equally the converse.  
 

Primary 
 
We have to train the classroom assistants.  The skills they have are not 
fully what we need so a lot of their training is in classrooms.  It has to 
be grounded in theory but, by and large, I have to roll up my sleeves 
and train them.  What we have found and, I think, what the FE Colleges 
are finding, is that we have to start training these assistants for a very 
different job to what they assumed it would be.   
 
I feel there has to be more done about the on-going professional 
development of classroom assistants.  They’re seen as members of 
staff, but they need to be encouraged to develop their skills and it’s 
important that DE and the boards are very much aware of that.  
 
It would be helpful if there was an outside body giving them training so 
it didn’t fall on us. 
 
Classroom assistants need INSET in ICT. 
 

One Principal stressed that classroom assistants must clearly understand the 
limits of their job and that training should focus closely on precise ways in 
which they were expected to help children: 
 

I’m not sure about some aspects of NVQ Level 3.  Sometimes the 
students are given too much theory and too much is asked of them, so 
they’re almost being trained to believe that they’re teachers.   
One classroom assistant being assessed on site has been told to take 
a group of children out of class and will be observed, focusing on 
unwanted behaviour.  To my mind, they should be given strategies to 
cope with, say, a child not paying attention during a whole-class 
session. Their qualification should be more geared to how they support 
the learning, rather than direct it.  They need to know what to do and 
what not to do.   
 

Post-primary 
 

I have a real issue here in that the board have decreed that the 
minimum qualification for a classroom assistant is an NVQ level 2 in 
early years care and education, or equivalent.  For a classroom of 15 – 
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16 year olds it’s entirely useless.  It has no relevance whatsoever for 
this age group.  It is a paper exercise on the part of human resources 
who have identified a sort of minimum qualification that they can justify.  
That is a major issue in terms of promoting inclusiveness.   
 
NVQ Levels 2 and 3 are on the needs of younger child so are not 
directly related to the second-level school. There is a big gap there and 
a different qualification is needed. 

 
It’s a complex issue because with recent appointments, some of the 
applicants that you think were best able to cope with the needs here, 
didn’t have the qualifications they needed to be appointed. The 
decreed qualification doesn’t necessarily mean you get the best person 
for the job and is an issue I’ve expressed to the board. So much is to 
do with temperament and personality. 
 

Special 
 
I would love the assistants to be trained in severe learning difficulties. 
 
There are not adequate professional development routes for classroom 
assistants beyond these qualifications, and no, their initial training isn’t 
enough.   
 
People don’t understand how traumatic and severe it can be to actually 
work here if you are not properly prepared, and things like our INSET 
for classroom assistant would include first aid strategies and 
techniques for lifting.  They will get something on autism, dyslexia, 
Down’s, but the other aspect of the emotional toll the job takes is not 
mentioned, because it is not understood.  
 
Obviously they’re not getting exactly the training that they need. Should 
there not be something better for them?  They have no expertise 
whatsoever for older children or school leavers.    NVQ Level 3 in 
childcare and education is quite a good course, and quite 
comprehensive, but it applies to children generally, young children and 
their development –‘ normal’ development for want of a better word.  
But there are all the specialisms and the biggest growth area we have 
in special needs is autism.  In my Key Stage 1 and 2  department, 40 
out of 47 children have autism.  
 

One special school Principal described how outreach could help learning 
support assistants: 
 

They get more training when they come here - in better reading 
partnerships, diffusing challenging behaviours, and restraining in a 
safe, secure manner.  We feel that that is one of the rôles that a special 
school can take on as a centre of excellence.  That we can then say to 
our mainstream colleagues, give us your learning assistants for two 
days and we’ll give them a training programme. 
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7.3 Ways in which learning support assistants contributed to 

inclusion  
 
The ways in which learning support assistants could, through their rôle, assist 
the process of inclusion were very many and varied.  In the broadest way, 
they provided support for the teacher, attended to aspects of the learning and 
affective needs of the child, and helped with practical classroom matters. 
 
The most frequently cited elements of their job were working closely with and 
supporting the teacher, supporting the child’s learning, communicating with 
children (which required skilled interaction), observing children, making all 
children feel included, and intervening appropriately to encourage 
independence.  Further, the assistant had to be aware of objectives and 
planned learning outcomes, and be well-informed about the nature of learning 
difficulties, disabilities and other problems, noting the latter as they arose to 
inform the teacher of any barriers to inclusion. 
 
Assistants had to be capable of working on a one-to-one basis and with small 
groups, and were expected to be part of a team and to help with planning, 
including making contributions at staff meetings.  Equally important, although 
not referred to by many, were ensuring children’s physical safety, reinforcing 
learning, helping to keep records, checking discipline (but not punishing) and 
using their own initiative.  They were expected to reflect on their own practice 
and, in one post-primary school, were responsible for ‘job coaching’.   Figures 
were: 
 

- supporting the teacher (20: 7N, 6P, 4PP, 3S); 
- supporting children’s learning (20: 7N, 6P, 3PP, 4S); 
- making all children feel included (20:7N, 3P, 4PP, 6S); 
- communicating with children (18: 7N, 2P, 3PP, 6S); 
- observing children (16: 6N, 5P, 5S);  
- intervening appropriately (16: 3N, 5P, 5PP, 2S);  
- being aware of objectives (15: 3P, 4P, 4PP, 4S); 
- noticing learning difficulties (13: 3N, 4P, 5PP, 1S); 
- understanding learning outcomes (12: 1N, 2P, 4PP, 5S); 
- working with individuals and groups (10: 4N, 4P, 2S); 
- noting barriers to inclusion (9: 3N, 3P, 3S). 

 
Despite the limitations noted in the previous section of learning support 
assistants’ qualifications, the Principals’ comments showed the extremely high 
value placed on the part they played in the classroom and in the school – 
“They’re like gold dust”. 
 
Nursery 
 

The nursery assistants are aware of what we’re trying to promote, of 
what’s expected, what objectives we’re trying to meet, how we’re going 
to do it, what are the learning outcomes, what equipment we need, and 
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if resources and equipment need changed or are working well and 
worth keeping out for longer. 
 
Assistants need to be part of the team and be willing to take part in any 
staff discussions about the children, and be aware of what is creating 
the child’s problem so that we know how best to help them. Observing 
the children and sharing their observations is vitally important because, 
as a class teacher, with the best will in the world, you can’t see 26 
children at the one time. If there’s a barrier to one child not being 
included, maybe the assistant has noted it and will tell the teachers. 

 
Knowing when to intervene with a child and when not to is a skill to 
learn – we all went on training for this.  It’s an early educator’s training 
certificate and the course was run by the speech therapists.  They 
make you aware of how young children develop in terms of their 
language, all the different language skills, how to identify the stages of 
development and the preferred language styles that children have.  It’s 
wonderful and I would love it to be shared in all the schools through the 
Sure Start programme.  It’s knowing the children and the stage they’re 
at, and adjusting your level of interaction, what you’re doing, how 
you’re delivering it.   

 
 
 
Primary 

 
The classroom assistants work with children under the teacher’s 
guidance in learning situations.  We’re getting to the stage where 
‘classroom assistant’ is actually too broad a term and we need to say 
exactly what we mean, particularly in relation to inclusion. For example, 
there’s one who works with a child who has mild cerebral palsy and 
accompanies them to the playground to ensure their safety.  Another 
works with an older pupil who has an artificial foot, a behavioural and 
also a learning problem.  The first child, therefore, needs a ‘minder’ for 
want of a better word, but the older child needs someone different – 
somebody to mind him, yes, but a different kind of assistant because 
he has learning difficulties, physical disability and EBD. 
 
They can best contribute to inclusion by working very closely with class 
teachers, by ensuring that they improve their own skills level, by not 
being afraid to ask questions about a child, and by being a good 
professional.  
 

Post-primary 
 
A subtlety is needed as the assistant mustn’t be over-protective of the 
child so they work with other children in the class too. They liaise with 
the teacher to let them know the needs of all children, even if they are 
assigned to one individual.  
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We have used these classroom assistants in a variety of rôles one of 
which is with some pupils involved in an FE link.  They accompany 
them to the college and give support during the programme. They have 
also gone with pupils to provide support for work experience - there 
was doubt as to whether one boy would be able to sustain any form of 
work experience. In fact, we got a very good placement which he was 
able to manage for half a day and we just tailored things and used the 
classroom assistant. 
 

Special 
 
Classroom assistants need to be valued.  It is a substantial resource - 
one of the biggest resources you are putting into the classroom. So find 
ways in which you can work as a team to maximise the impact that 
they can have on the classroom together.  There needs to be effective, 
open, ongoing communication among the class team, and there needs 
to be time and space for assistants to reflect, too, on what they’re 
doing. 

 
The learning assistants support inclusive practice by fostering the 
independence of the child, withdrawing them or being restrained, and 
see to their physical well being. 
 
The other thing we have to train our classroom assistants in is job 
coaching.  We have a very, very progressive educational training unit 
here, and it is our classroom assistants who provide the job coaching 
experience. There should be somebody out there with that expertise as 
it’s a big gap in the market and a big gap in their training.  It is so vital 
to the long-term prospects of those young people.   
 

7.4 Key characteristics of a good learning support assistant 
 

As with other dimensions of the learning support assistants’ rôle, an 
impressive range of personal qualities were deemed essential.  These are not 
broken down by sector as they are universally applicable, bearing in mind that 
the responses were based on 27 Principals only. 
 
The key characteristics, therefore, were said to be having empathy, sensitivity 
and warmth towards children (12), having a genuine liking for, and desire to 
work with, children (10), being a good team worker (10), capable of using 
initiative (8) and being a good listener (8). 
 
In addition, assistants had to be adaptable and flexible (6), be intuitive as to 
children’s needs (5), be patient (6), have a willingness to learn and improve 
their own skills levels (6), and be enthusiastic and keen (4).  A sense of 
humour was mentioned by two Principals. 
 
The following remarks by three Principals sum up this section:  
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The classroom assistant needs an openness of mind, an openness of 
heart and a very high level of social awareness.  Their rôle has 
changed dramatically over the last 10 or 15 years, with much more 
complex demands.  There are the child protection matters and issues 
of restraint with behavioural problems.  You’re putting them in a 
potentially dangerous situation where, if they don’t act, there could be 
damage to another child, and if they act too soon or overreact, they 
leave themselves open.  They need interpersonal skills, the ability to 
work as part of a learning team, and an understanding of what they’re 
doing for children with an immense range of problems. 
 
The best of our classroom assistants are wonderful and you would 
learn from them: an ability to listen, to sum up situations, to work with 
people and to be empathetic are probably key qualities and also, to be 
a little bit intuitive. The good ones can detect a problem arising or a 
change in mood, in the pupil they’re attached to, and deal with that 
mood before it becomes serious.  

 
We need classroom assistants who are willing to learn and to ask the 
question, how can I do this better?   What should I have done?   
They give the children their rights and access to the curriculum with 
dignity and respect.   
 

8.0 Transition issues and relationships with 
other schools 

 
The Principals were asked to identify the main features of the different forms 
of pupil transition that applied to their own sector and of which they had had 
experience. The aim was to reveal the characteristics that assisted integration 
or reintegration, promoted inclusion and were common to all. 
 
For the nursery sector, transition related to special needs pupils moving to 
special or to mainstream schools.  For the primary and post-primary sectors, it 
related to children with special needs being integrated into regular classrooms 
and to ways in which their peers were prepared for learning alongside them, 
and to those going to a special school or unit, or alternative educational 
provision on placement, and to strategies for their reintegration into 
mainstream.  Primary Principals were asked about the move to the post-
primary phase for special needs children. 
 
For the special sector, transition was concerned with the integration of 
children from the nursery, primary or post-primary sectors to special schools, 
and for their reintegration to mainstream. 
 
In spite of the different age groups, a strong pattern emerged of 
characteristics common to the various points of transition in terms of how 
schools and teachers dealt with them.  It was clear that measures were in 
place in all four sectors to facilitate the experience as much as possible for 
both the pupils and their parents.   
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In all cases, the prevailing model was both educational and pastoral, and was 
best sustained by sound relationships (both professional and personal) 
between the feeder and receiving schools so that the process was managed 
as a team. Transition at its best was well-planned and highly structured, with 
the support, resources or equipment that the child or young person with 
special needs would require identified and ordered in advance.  Once in the 
new setting, the primary objective was to avoid making the special needs 
pupil feel marginalised.  Most Principals spoke of achieving this by re-
emphasising the school ethos, the culture of inclusion, and attitudes of 
tolerance and positive encouragement towards those with special needs - 
from assembly to circle time. 
 
The main elements of transition were as follows: 
 

- providing detailed, written records for the receiving school/unit/AEP to 
give a full profile of each child including, where applicable, the child’s 
statement; 

 
- holding meetings with the Principal, teachers and, where possible, the 

SENCO of the receiving school; 
 

- holding meetings with parents; 
 

- consulting with the educational psychologist, actively seeking advice; 
 

- arranging visits to the receiving school for the child, the parents and the 
staff of the feeder school; 

 
- arranging return visits for the staff and, if appropriate, the classroom 

assistant of the receiving school; 
 

- arranging for the pupils’ classroom assistant to accompany them to the 
new school setting; 

 
- organising an induction process whereby the child or young person 

would visit the special school/unit/AEP to become familiar with it (such 
visits would take place in June if transition was planned for September, 
and could increase from one morning to full days); 

 
- preparing other pupils in mainstream to be educated alongside the 

special needs child; 
 

- establishing peer mentoring or ‘buddy’ systems; 
 

- modifying the pattern of reintegration, following placement, to suit the 
child and phasing this in a gradual way; 

 
- providing counselling prior to and after reintegration. 
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With respect to any kind of formal feedback about the progress of special 
needs pupils from primary to nursery schools, all seven nursery Principals 
said that there was none, yet all would have welcomed it in the interests of 
informing their own practice and fostering inclusion.  In the case of feedback 
from post-primary to primary schools, this was provided in two cases, but the 
remaining five primary Principals, again, would have found it useful, although 
putting further demands on teachers’ time.  This was not to say that informal 
information was not exchanged between schools in all four sectors, or that 
some teachers would contact colleagues in the feeder school for advice on 
coping strategies, particularly with EBD pupils.  In regard to outreach support 
from special schools (or alternative education providers), four primary and two 
post-primary schools received this, for example, help with autism.  
 
For their part, the seven special school Principals in the sample group 
provided outreach support and had very good relationships with local schools, 
often on a social level, but the issue of releasing teachers to give this kind of 
help was highlighted as a difficulty as in each case they had their own 
workload.  It was suggested that cluster groups might solve this problem to 
provide a continuum of services. One special school provided outreach 
support to SENCOs.  Selected comments cover the transition process, 
preparing other pupils to be accepting of individual difference, relationships 
with, and the extent of feedback from, other schools, and outreach support.  
The concerns of some Principals are also included.  
 
Nursery 
 

We communicate with the Principals and teachers in special and 
primary schools, and have meetings with the primary SENCO in June 
when each teacher goes through the special needs children who are 
going to mainstream.  We talk about the best strategies and techniques 
and curriculum adaptation. We explain that for some there may be 
difficulties making the transition from one area of the classroom to 
another or going out of the classroom, or going to PE in the school hall.  
We explain to the receiving teacher how to prepare the child in 
advance then there won’t be a tantrum, so you’ve prevented any 
distress. 
 
We have a lot of contact with the local primary school, for example, the 
staff come here and read stories, and the children and their parents 
have been down there for interviews, and have lunch as this is the big 
thing that frightens nursery children – the noise of the primary school 
canteen, the crowd and the speed at which they have to eat. Here, we 
eat at the table and I serve the dinner like Mummy at home.  They’re 
always eating with an adult. They play in the primary playground in 
June because if they’re going to be upset when they move, it’s about 
the canteen or the playground. 
 
Our relationships with other schools work well and help teachers in the 
other sectors to value nursery education. For years we’ve struggled to 
make other professionals aware of its value as we’re very much 
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‘bottom of the heap’.  By keeping in contact with other schools, they 
begin to value the child’s experience in the nursery and are made 
aware that there is a curriculum and that we do keep notes on the 
children. 
 
I feel sometimes that primary schools don’t value or realise the 
importance of the bank of information the nursery has to help transition 
for a child with special needs. 
 
An awful lot of primary schools don’t seem to have the facilities 
available to support children with special needs, be it additional 
members of staff or getting a ramp in for a child in a wheelchair – just 
things I’ve come across.  One child in a wheelchair who is now in P6 
was in this nursery and his primary school has been looking for a ramp 
for that length of time. 
 
There is no feedback from the primary or special schools after the 
children leave here.  Occasionally we get a call to clarify a certain issue 
or to get more information. Generally, after that, we hear nothing. I 
would love opportunities for more contact and am sure we could learn 
a lot from the teachers in the special schools but it’s pressure on their 
time too.   
 
No feedback from child’s next school.  That would be fantastic.  You 
spend so much time and energy with the children that you would love 
to know how they’re getting on - what has worked.  The majority go to 
mainstream but to have more formal feedback from teachers in either 
that of the special sector would be great. 
 

Primary 
 
We have a very good relationship with the Nursery School Principal 
and a wonderful educational psychologist who speaks to me about any 
child from the nursery with special needs, and will discuss whether we 
could take them in mainstream.  She tells us what the family’s like, 
talks to the teacher and discusses and reviews strategies.  She’s been 
fantastic during transition.  We invite the child in and make sure that 
the parents have a one-to-one with the teacher before the child comes 
here.  If there’s a problem, we make more time over and above 
induction for individual visits for the parents.   
 
I think the special schools could give us outreach help for our teachers.  
I would love to have them in for a day to talk about certain children. 
What we get from the Autistic Support Team is piecemeal and 
frustrating – far too short a time and we maybe don’t see the person for 
another term. 
 
There is no outreach support except from the board’s peripatetic 
teacher. 
 

 109



The able children are generally very good at looking after those with 
special needs, and take it upon themselves to do so.  Having said that, 
you have to be careful of bullying, but we stress in assembly the 
importance of those of who are well looking after those who are not.  
There is a very caring ethos here that permeates through the children.  
We look at our discipline regularly, we look at our pastoral care, and 
the children know they can come to us for help. 
 
We strongly promote an atmosphere of acceptance although where 
EBD pupils are concerned, it’s hard to ignore a pair of scissors being 
stuck in your head, but we encourage forgiving. 
 
Transition’s an area where we need improvement because although 
the post-primaries get a final report from here, not many of them would 
lift the phone for more information.  I don’t know if it’s their fault or my 
fault - maybe we need to get together.  This year I have three children 
who are leaving and will need extra help particularly in literacy.  Their 
end of key stage assessment will tell what level they’re at and that 
gives some information, but there is a lack and we could work at this.  
We get no feedback from the post-primaries and I believe it would help. 
 
Transition is not, I feel, as successful as it could be.  There is close 
parental liaison here but I’m not sure if it continues in secondary. The 
classroom assistants here are on a one-to-one basis with particular 
children, so my concern is whether that contact will continue too.   
 
When a child with special needs is integrated, we have in place all the 
support the child needs, and we bring the parents to meet the new 
teacher. As for other pupils, the teacher will look for an opportunity 
when the special needs child is out of the room, either managed or 
incidental, to explain to the rest of the class about their problem, and 
tries to encourage and monitor peer relationships.  If a child is being 
isolated, a caring teacher will respond.  The behavioural problems, 
especially for younger children, are the hardest for the rest to accept.  
A physical disability is accepted quite readily and other pupils would be 
very protective.  We’ve a pupil who needs a heart-lung transplant but 
the problem is that the heart would not be strong enough for this. This 
pupil is very, very weak and it worries what will happen after she leaves 
us. 
 

Post-primary 
 
There is detailed preparation by getting all the relevant information 
from the primary school about the young person’s needs.  The 
teachers and classroom assistants are very well briefed, so there’s a 
keen picture of where they’re at.  If they need extra attention they 
certainly get it.  The pupils are terribly supportive and protective of the 
Down’s Syndrome child, but they don’t tolerate and don’t like EBD, 
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Special needs pupils who have been out on placement in alternative 
educational provision are actually quite difficult to re-integrate as, when 
they’re away, they have missed three of their six periods of English or 
whatever.  The difficulties are the timetabling arrangements, but I 
honestly don’t see an alternative way of doing it. 
 
In form class or in whole-school assembly, I talk about various forms of 
disability and the need to be aware and inclusive.  I have a girl who 
uses twp sticks for mobility and they could be very quick to knock her 
down if they charge down the corridor – they don’t mean to so I remind 
them of good manners.  The kids get to know the difference between 
disability and a pupil in her last few months who is very behaviourally 
challenged and is nearly a law until herself.  She has the most 
outrageous outbursts in the class I am left with the options of either 
putting her out of the school, or letting her do what she likes.  We don’t 
know where she will go.     
 
The first port of call when a pupil is reintegrating after placement is the 
counsellor.  He is a total rocket of the highest order.  He listens to their 
problems and is strong enough to deal with them in a school context 
without sounding like a preacher. 
 

Special 
 
Reintegration needs a lot of cooperation and can be incorporated into 
practical activities, like PE or library work, when there’s a better chance 
of the pupil getting back into the flow of things.  It has to be gradual. 
 
We do get feedback from our colleagues in other sectors and we follow 
it up here, then it’s taken over by the Autistic Intervention Team at the 
board.  They keep a record of how it’s going with the young person and 
liaise with us.  Sometimes we have to trouble shoot  but if it’s going 
well for a full year after transition and we’ve provided the support, it 
should continue to go.  The only variable that can knock it on the head 
is a teacher who is less than accommodating.  You hit problems and 
there can be a setback. 
 
All of the SENCOs from our board’s area were invited in and were 
trained on [a particular programme we use].   One of our teacher’s 
developed the programme, led the project, and spoke to 100 SENCOs.  
They had a full conference so that’s dissemination and sharing good 
practice and assisting inclusion. 
 
What I would love to see is a system where between [another special 
school) and myself, we could provide mainstream schools with as 
broad a continuum of outreach support services in clusters. We would 
provide support on a regular basis and have, for want of a better term, 
a clinic for each school, where a teacher can come along and have 
time to meet with other teachers and go through ideas.    
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10.0 Interagency collaboration and inclusion 
 

There were mixed views on whether interagency collaboration, meaning the 
work of a range of outside professionals, supported inclusive practices in 
schools.  Although 11 of the 28 Principals felt that it did, the the remaining 17 
held the view that either it could be better or it did not. Figures were: 
 

- supports inclusion    (11: 4N, 1P, 2PP, 4S); 
- could be better    (10: 1N, 3P, 4PP, 2S); 
- does not support inclusion  (7: 1N, 3P, 1PP, 2S). 

 
10.1 Factors impeding interagency collaboration    
 
The main factors said to prevent interagency collaboration from supporting 
inclusion were a lack of coordination, the delays in seeing the different 
professionals and receiving appropriate therapy (where it was their remit), and 
the issues surrounding confidentiality and disclosure whereby schools did not 
always receive information from outside agencies.  The relationship between 
schools and Social Services was less than favourable with an apparent 
unwillingness on the part of the latter to share information cited as the main 
drawback, and different agencies simply had different agendas and values.  
 
It was pointed out by three nursery Principals that they had to be highly 
proactive in seeking out agency support, pinpointing in particular the need for 
much better lines of communication with Health Visitors for this sector.  Four 
post-primary Principals acknowledged the heavy workloads of the educational 
psychologists and the different therapists.  Figures were: 
 

- a lack of coordination (14: 2N, 4P, 4PP, 4S); 
- long delays (13: 3N, 3P, 7PP); 
- issues surrounding confidentiality and disclosure (10: 2N, 4P, 3PP, 

1S); 
- need for stronger relationship with Social Services (9: 2N, 3P, 3PP, 

1S); 
- agencies’ different agendas and values (7: 2N, 3P, 4PP). 

 
Nursery 
 

We have reasonably good support with health professionals but it’s a 
shame there isn’t close contact with Health Visitors who do preschool 
assessment.  
 
It’s great to have access to all these agencies but in some instances 
collaboration doesn’t happen unless you go and look for it. To support 
inclusion, we must all do the same things, all focused on the child and 
know where we’re going together.  It’s also good to hear from the other 
agencies about the child. 
 
Information is shared with the speech therapist, the Medical Officer and 
the educational psychologist and we work very closely together which 
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is extremely helpful.  But I would like it expanded.  A lot of the time I’ve 
gone out and practically sought those people out.  I’ve invited them into 
school and taken time to get to know them, to build good working 
relationships as I feel it’s vitally important that we’re a team from all the 
different agencies.  I feel that the Health Visitors in particular could give 
us such valuable information, but I don’t even know who they are for 
this area.  We need to be partners. 
 
There is a gap with the Social Workers – very much so.  Information is 
not shared as much as I would like.  It’s getting everyone together to 
help the special needs child.  The Health Visitor doesn’t let us know 
who she’s dealing with. 
 

Primary 
 
If you go to a meeting for the annual review of a child, it can appear not 
to be high on other professionals’ agenda.  You may only receive a 
brief report from a speech & language therapist, not as much as we’d 
like.  If a child needs the speech therapist, they have to go out of 
school and they miss quite a lot.  There are long delays for 
appointments. It’s not working as well as I would like it, but within the 
physical restraints on all the agencies, it’s as much as they can do.  It 
could be better co-ordinated. 
 
There’s no doubt that if more than one agency is involved, they need to 
be fully involved.  One of the hardest things is sharing information. 
 
It’s health versus education.  Do you want some examples?  One is the 
child in the wheelchair who did not receive physiotherapy because he 
lived in one trust’s area and the school was in another and you can’t 
cross over.  That was an agency that didn’t have the first notion of what 
life was like in a school.  A school is a very different and particular 
environment, and some of the outside agencies do not understand it.  
They are not used to dealing with situations where 29 other children 
are involved: they deal one-to-one, as do speech and language 
therapists.   
 

One primary Principal spoke at some considerable length on the problems of 
multi-agency working and what might resolve them: 
 

The disadvantage is that everyone is looking at their own agenda and 
what they supply, support and deliver. The factors impeding 
interagency working are lack of coordination, confidentiality, disclosure 
and delays.  First, if we call a meeting, do we chair it, or who chairs it?  
Coordination needs to be looked at. Second, of all the agencies with 
whom we’re in contact, the most problematic is Social Services, and 
the area at the top of the list is confidentiality – some things I know they 
can’t share with us.  One child who left here had a history of abusing 
other children and Social Services placed the child in another school 
without disclosing this.  An extreme example but the implications are 
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huge if an incident had happened here or in the other primary school.  I 
acknowledge that Social Services do difficult jobs in difficult situations. 

 
Thirdly, what has also impeded interagency collaboration is information 
on disclosure to schools.  In the past, we could have asked an 
Education Welfare Officer to have a look at an issue about which we 
had concerns.  Ten years ago, that person could have paid a visit and 
said ‘seems fine, let’s take it a stage further’.  Now, with litigation and 
referral, if we’re concerned with the child’s welfare, the class teacher 
goes to the designated teacher who approaches me.  I fill in and sign 
the report, and on it are both teachers’ names.  When Social Services 
carry out a visit they say the information was provided by these 
teachers and the report was signed by me.  I have to say that I’ve sat 
at case conferences where I’ve refused to speak as I would not want 
what I have to say to be heard by the total audience maybe of 20 
people.  I insist on seeing the Senior Social Worker and I disclose to 
them. 

 
Fourthly, seeing the psychologist or a speech and language therapist 
quickly enough and frequently enough is impossible.  The 5-stage 
process of the Code of Practice should be re-examined. A child comes 
from another school that has identified a problem, so we’re going to be 
eight months taking the child through stages 1 and 2 so there’s a year 
gone.  Say that child came to us in Year 4, so Year 4 is away.  It’s up to 
nine months before the child can be seen so there’s nearly two years 
away, and we’ve had to support and deal with it ourselves.  At the end 
of two years, the statement, if it’s got to that stage, will be produced 
and it might suggest a unit placement, but there may be no places in 
the unit so the child stays here.  It’s taken that length of time to get a 
place that’s non-existent and in the third year we get a bit of outreach 
support and maybe a classroom assistant.   

 
The great multi-agency approach can work in some circumstances but 
not in others.  I think we need a system that’s flexible so that we can 
look at the child’s needs.  The delays in seeing other professionals 
come back to covering up the real cost of educating children and there 
is a real cost here.  The DE needs strategic curriculum planning which 
isn’t based on subjects, or inclusion, or whether we study the solar 
system or magnetism at Key Stage 2.  That’s not what we need.  We 
need strategic thinkers in key places in education to take it through this 
century. Tomorrow’s always going to be fine: we need to deal with 
today in schools, because that’s what I deal with. 
 

Post-primary 
 
There needs to be a huge amount of work done in this area.  Good 
practice would be where there are monthly meetings held in school 
about a pupil with multiple difficulties, with attendance by all relevant 
professionals.  It means information can, and should, be shared very 
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quickly.  Social Services seem to go round and round before anybody 
comes to help. 
 
We have contact with Social Services as you can imagine on a range 
of issues.  I would not want to lump them all together because there 
are some very dedicated people who work for them, but if I was to 
make a generalisation I find Social Services generally unhelpful in that 
they want a one-way system of information.  They will not disclose 
anything and that is not helpful. They have a culture that I would 
associate with MI5 where you absorb all the information you can get 
from everyone else, but you give nothing out unless you absolutely 
have to.  
 
There can be interagency jealousies.  The delays are terrible, terrible.  
We pay for a counsellor ourselves.  
 
If you don’t attend a case conference, you won’t necessarily get the 
information about the young person. 
 

Special 
 
Within our own health trust, collaboration is excellent, but it can break 
down outside that.  We have one or two children in another trust and 
our relationships broken down with, for instance, the consultant 
paediatrician who is only interested in the medical parameters of 
understanding disability.  It’s not connected with the educational 
setting, whereas it is meant to be and is a huge clash of values. 
 
I can’t emphasise enough the need for inter-agency collaborative 
practice and the huge benefits that there are to be gained for teachers 
from the clinical approach, and for practitioners and therapists from the 
educational approach.  What we need are interagency teams assigned 
to special schools in a peripatetic capacity who can go out and give 
support, who will join the outreach services.  If we are going down an 
inclusion route, that is absolutely necessary - they have so much to 
contribute. 
 

This Principal, however, acknowledged the agendas with which education had 
to compete: 

 
One of the big problems for Health and Social Services is, let’s say, 
that our occupational therapy manager puts a business plan forward for 
three additional therapists.  She is competing with people who are 
putting business plans forward for patients who are dying.  It’s a hard 
thing to compete with, you know, so we would hope that the children, 
the new Children’s Commissioner is going to take this on board and will 
look at maybe the therapy provision for children in special schools and 
mainstream schools.  The difficulty is, too, for some parents to come 
and collect children to bring them to therapy in the community, whereas 
why shouldn’t therapy be where the children are? 
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11.0 Key factors to promote inclusion 
 
Finally, the Principals were asked to pinpoint the key factors thought to best 
support successful, inclusive practice, although it is noted that many points 
have already been touched upon in other sections. 
 
The major factors were: catering for individual difference in an accepting, 
valuing atmosphere (23), establishing partnerships between staff, parents, 
other schools and agencies (19), and developing better interagency 
collaboration, including improved and quicker access to therapists (14). 
 
Other key factors were fostering a culture of inclusion, and of openness and 
awareness towards difficulties and disability (12), having adequate and 
appropriate human and physical resources in the school setting (7), and 
proper staff training (3). 
 
The concluding comments of three Principals are worth recording: 
 

The first thing is the ability to treat all children as human beings with 
individual rights and then look at how you can meet their needs, not to 
get drawn into pre-judgements and classifications; to give everybody at 
least one go, but to be honest, open and not promise things that you 
can’t deliver.  The necessary skills are here because you’ve got 
dedicated, qualified people who have a knowledge of what they’re 
doing.  Parents need to know that the school will support them. I have 
a very broad description of what inclusion is. I don’t believe it’s about 
statemented children, it’s about all children – the child who’s crying or 
the child who hurts inside.  Some schools are better equipped to deal 
with inclusion than others – it’s an ethos and a culture.   

 
I think inclusion works for us because we can cope with what we have, 
but if we had five more children with, say, behaviour problems it 
wouldn’t work so well.  Inclusion is the ideal, but the practicalities of it 
sometimes can be difficult. I’m not in favour of total inclusion to the 
point where a mainstream school like mine would be creaking.  What 
we have works really well - a maximum of two children with significant 
special needs in a class of 20 or 25. 
 
We need to be aware of the fact that in large mainstream classes, the 
teacher hasn’t got the time that they have in special schools.  There 
are some children who are better to be educated in special schools.  
But when a child leaves here and hugs you before he goes, that’s 
where you get the wages! 
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Chapter 4 
 

Findings: Special Educational Needs Co-
ordinators 

 
Twelve Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) were 
interviewed, six each in the primary and post-primary sectors.  Nine were 
female and three were male (primary (P): 4 female, 2 male; post-primary (PP): 
5 female, 1 male). 
 
Experience in the post of SENCO in the group as a whole varied 
considerably, from four weeks to 10 years.  In the primary sector, the range 
was between two and 10 years, and in post-primary between 4 weeks and 7 
years, giving a mean for the group of 4.25 years of service in the rôle.  The 
mean for the group as a whole and for each sector was somewhat distorted 
(see Table 6).  
 
Table 6 Time in post of SENCO by school sector (n = 12) 
__________________________________________________ 
  Primary sector  Post-primary sector 
__________________________________________________ 
   2 years    1 month   
   4 years    8 months 
   4 years    3 years 
   4.1/2 years    5 years 
   6 years    5 years 
  10 years    7 years 
Mean  5.07 years    3.44 years 
___________________________________________________ 
   
The broad headings for the interviews were: 
 

1 rôles and responsibilities of the SENCO; 
2 developing inclusive practices at classroom level; 
3 barriers to inclusion; 
4 Initial Teacher Education; 
5 widening participation and motivation for all pupils; 
6 the rôle of ICT in inclusion; 
7 classroom assistants and inclusion; 
8 relationships with other schools; 
9 interagency collaboration;  
10 parents, pupils and key factors for successful inclusion. 

 
1.0 Rôles and responsibilities 
 
1.1 Main rôles responsibilities of the SENCO 
 
In both education sectors, there was an extensive array of rôles and 
responsibilities for the SENCO.  They had to be in close, regular contact with 
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a highly diverse range of individuals upon whom successful inclusion 
depended: colleagues (including departmental heads and literacy/numeracy 
coordinators), learning support staff including classroom assistants, parents, 
the Education and Library Boards (ELBs), a range of professionals from 
outside agencies (including allied health and social services) and, in the case 
of the post-primary schools, their counterparts in the feeder primary schools.   
 
The SENCO’s principal duties included overseeing and coordinating all 
special educational needs in the school, identifying and assessing those 
needs, preparing individual Education Plans (EPs), gathering and 
disseminating information, providing specialist human and physical resources, 
and guiding colleagues in appropriate teaching and learning strategies. 
 
There was a high level of consensus on the main duties identified, the full list 
of which appears below (with raw figures in brackets) together with selected, 
illustrative comments as elsewhere: 
 

- coordinating all special educational needs in school (12); 
- identifying special educational needs (12); 
- assessing and testing pupils (12); 
- keeping up-to-date and well-informed about special needs (12); 
- disseminating new information to colleagues (12); 
- being available to colleagues and classroom assistants to advise and 

guide (12); 
- being involved with outside professionals (12); 
- developing Education Plans (11); 
- finding specialist resources (11); 
- setting up record systems (11); 
- identifying effective teaching and learning approaches (11); 
- being involved with parents (10). 

 
Other responsibilities were dealing with legislative matters (4P), liaising with 
cluster groups of SENCOs (2P), and obtaining feedforward from the primary 
SENCO (3 post-primary). 
 
Primary 
 

I help teacher colleagues to pinpoint any pupils who require help with 
behavioural, medical or learning difficulties – the less able or the 
significantly less able.  In my role as infant teacher as well as SENCO, 
I note early on the children who need specialist help. If a child enrols 
further up the school, the class teacher will draw my attention to 
particular difficulties.  
 
I inform myself so as to keep my colleagues up-to-date with our 
collective responsibility.  My own expertise has to be constantly up-
dated by courses and my experience becomes cumulative.  I can’t 
have a half-baked notion of what I’m doing and pass it on in a half-
baked way.  With the class teacher, I identify needs and assess, write 
EPs, develop resources – we draw on our joint knowledge.  Matters of 
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legislation are ongoing in this job – it’s almost a form of expertise on its 
own.  
 
Because this school has so many children with special needs, it’s a 
massive job.  I’m also involved with classroom assistants and parents, 
making sure that parents are aware that inclusion is a partnership, as 
opposed to the school doing it all.  There’s a lot of diagnostic work to 
decide on appropriate action, letting the children know their targets, 
particularly the older ones so they know what they’re aiming for.  We 
go back over them and ask the pupils how they feel they’ve done – 
self-assessment – things that were particularly helpful or not.  It’s very 
much an honesty time, so I can adjust things and set new targets.  
Parents and class teachers get copies of the paperwork.   
 
It’s overseeing special needs throughout the school and keeping in 
contact with the psychologist, the parents and the many outreach and 
peripatetic staff who come in.   
 
I observe or carry out tests on children with medical, educational or 
behavioural difficulties to see whether to initiate Stage 1 of the Code of 
Practice, or if we need information from another professional.   I have 
given the staff written information on Asperger’s, autism, dyslexia, and 
speech and language problems which they use as a checklist.  I give 
them features of the condition, advise on teaching strategies and 
learning styles, and find specialist resources.  Liaison with other 
schools is through a support group in our area that meets monthly and 
has speakers on various special needs topics.  We pool our ideas and 
experiences which I find very beneficial and you don’t feel so isolated.  
At the end of Year 7, the local secondary teachers visit and we pass on 
information about pupils on the special needs register. 
 
I’m in constant contact with the teachers who can come to me at any 
time.  Parents are free to keep in touch as I can maybe highlight one 
small area in which their child is going down – they’re often shocked to 
see it, but I involve them to give more help.  I’m also responsible for 
reading recovery so am aware not only of who is not succeeding, but of 
those who aren’t performing as well as they can.  With reading 
recovery, I liaise with a cluster group and attend lots of courses for 
special needs when I meet other SENCOs.  
 

Post-primary 
 
I see to the needs of the statemented students – Stage 5 – but my 
responsibility is also reaching out to those at Stages 1 to 4.  The needs 
are not only academic, but physical and also emotional, for example, a 
student with a special needs assistant may find it hard to get on with 
peers.  So I see to the sensitive use of classroom assistants because 
they are seen as another adult and pupils tend not to go over to speak 
to the young person.  I’m learning classroom management skills and 
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strategies through my liaison with other agencies and the courses I 
attend, and I pass these on to other staff, such as Heads of Year.   
 
I’m responsible for the day-to-day operation of the school’s policy on 
special needs … looking at the child’s statement and working out core 
targets, then asking the teachers to add their subject targets, carrying 
out reviews of pupil progress and finding specialist resources, such as 
for a pupil who has a sight difficulty.  I liaise with the teacher in charge 
of the visually impaired. 
 
The primary liaison officer feeds quite a lot of information, testing in 
September, then my rôle is to set up the whole remediation 
programme.  As that develops, I reassess to see how successful or 
otherwise is has been.  If we can’t meet the child’s needs, we bring in 
outside resources via the ELB or other agencies.  I circulate two EPs 
per year (September and the end of November) with a blank copy of 
the subject plan buying into the general literacy targets and other 
subject targets.  Half way through, the teachers fill in a form to tell me 
how the child is progressing, and we interview the child.  I’ve revised 
these forms to get clearer evidence of progress and meet regularly with 
teachers. 
 
I identify the children’s problems and ensure I understand that a child 
thought to have ADHD isn’t misbehaving for badness, but that he can’t 
help it.  I help the teachers find new strategies and resources, and 
update them on the features of various special needs.  The most 
important thing is for me to liaise with parents because they know the 
child best.  I’m also Assistant Examinations Officer so I deal with 
special arrangements for examinations, such as readers for GCSE. 
 
I’m responsible for streaming so I contact the SENCOs from feeder 
primary schools as well as the parents of children with special needs.  
This way, there is a programme in place when they arrive. 
 
Co-ordinating provision for special needs children is really a very, very 
wide remit.  Every teacher gets a copy of the information about the 
child, including their reading, spelling and comprehension age, any 
problems they have such as attendance and behaviour, and targets I 
want to set.  These are adapted as the child develops during the year.    
 

1.2 Skills and attributes of the SENCO 
 
The main skills and attributes for the position of SENCO related to the 
capacity to show leadership, maintain confidentiality, provide direction and 
foster commitment among colleagues.  The SENCO had to communicate well 
with a very wide range of people, set standards and have the capacity to team 
build. 
 
On a more ‘human’ level, they had to be sensitive to the pressures of 
inclusion on colleagues and sympathetic to the children themselves.  Other 
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skills included treating parents with tact, and managing classroom assistants. 
Figures were: 

 
- having leadership qualities (12: 5P, 7PP); 
- maintaining confidentiality (12: 6P, 6PP); 
- providing direction (12: 6P, 6PP)   
- fostering commitment (10: 5P, 5PP); 
- being able to communicate well (8: 4P, 4PP); 
- setting standards (8: 3P, 5PP); 
- being sensitive to the pressures on colleagues (7: 4P, 3PP); 
- being able to team build (6: 4P, 2 PP); 
- being sympathetic to special needs children (5: 3P, 2PP); 
- knowing how to manage classroom assistants (3PP); 
- being tactful with parents (2PP). 

 
Mentioned individually were the need to be highly organised, to be a problem 
solver, and gaining the respect of colleagues and being respectful of their 
professionalism.  
 
Primary 
 

Personally, I feel ‘having a heart for the children’ is a top priority. You 
must almost get into their shoes, have compassion for them and realise 
that for a lot of them, their self-esteem is so low, so bad – and their 
experience of school pretty negative. 
 
You have to have the right attitude towards inclusion for if you don’t, 
the teachers won’t.  Particularly further up the school, there’s a big 
push for the eleven plus and there are still children who can be 
‘dropped aside’ so you must include them. Teachers were very 
apprehensive about EPs and thought they were horror stories, so 
showing them how to set and hit small targets helps build their 
confidence.   
 
Having leadership skills, maintaining strict confidentiality and being 
supportive of the children, but also sensitive to the pressures that 
inclusion puts on teachers.  This is because, whilst special needs 
children are very important and deserve to be educated, if you go into a 
class of 26 children and, as SENCO, start to make unreasonable 
demands, it’s not going to happen.  You must be very aware that you 
have an ongoing relationship with your colleagues, and that you kind of 
nudge the boat round gradually.  A most important attribute is the 
ability to develop a special relationship with colleagues, respecting their 
professionalism and, at the same time, discreetly providing support.  
The biggest challenge to me is building these relationships.  I have to 
be able to communicate, to team build. 

 
The SENCO needs to be very organised and foster commitment as to 
the best way forward for a class or small group. It’s very much a team 
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effort, but I need to be able to be able to project my own ideas to 
colleagues. 

 
I try to gain commitment to inclusion among colleagues especially with 
the EBD children as they are difficult to deal with in class.  If you have 
29 children and one is disruptive, it can be very frustrating. 
 

Post-primary 
 

It’s a leadership rôle, yes, and is led by me, but you’re relying on 
support and everybody else’s commitment to inclusion to making sure 
that all students are catered for in all areas. You need to be tactful to 
parents too, say if you have a student whose behaviour in class isn’t all 
it should be regardless of their condition.  The parent of a pupil who is 
on the autistic spectrum can sometimes say that they’re not being 
intentionally disruptive, so you try to get the parents to see your side of 
it, let them see you’re listening, but be tactful and firm.  Make the point 
that it affects other students too. 
 
Organisational skills are crucial as the SENCO’s paperwork is 
horrendous – being practical, being a problem solver in relation to pupil 
difficulties and how to deal with them.  I’ve looked at ways of helping 
teachers use classroom assistants as a resource.  I used to ask myself 
“What am I going to do with them?” and other teachers were the same.  
It’s knowing how to delegate and manage. You also have to pass on 
the need for confidentiality to the classroom assistants as it’s a big 
issue. The ELB trained the assistants for two hours a week over six 
weeks to fit them better for coping with a wide range of special needs. 
 
There’s a lot of dealing with staff who feed back to me and I meet the 
classroom assistants once a week to discuss matters, although they 
come to me on a daily basis with any pupil problems and complete a 
weekly report.  There’s a lot of team building. 
 
It’s being a leader but also gaining the respect of the staff and pupils. In 
the short time I’ve been SENCO, I’ve realised that the teachers are 
very afraid of special needs.  You hand them a form and they’re 
scared.  I see my job as helping them as they’re completely 
intimidated.  I myself was afraid until I found out about special needs 
and my own rôle. You must learn not to panic, learn how to 
communicate and build confidence.   
 
Leadership with staff, but patience with pupils and probably more 
patience with parents.  Sometimes when pupils arrive in September it’s 
been seven years of playing ‘catch-up’ in primary school.  They are 
streamed rigorously and then see other kids with similar difficulties.  
They see that these are being addressed and generally their self-
esteem will improve dramatically, as does their output. 

 
1.3 SENCOs’ involvement in policy making for inclusion 
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Ten of the 12 SENCOs said that they were involved in their school’s policy-
making in relation to inclusive practices (6P, 4PP).  Of the remaining two post-
primary SENCOs, one said that involvement was ‘informal’ and the other was 
newly appointed but expected to have a part in policy-making in the future.   
 
Primary 
 

The whole area of inclusion is one of great concern at whole-school 
level and, in theory, it’s wonderful.  In practice, while it may not be 
politically correct to say so, I have quite a lot of reservations. 
It’s a task on its own seeing to the needs of all the children as well as 
those with special needs. 
 
 

Post-primary 
 

I’m involved in policy-making on an informal basis.  I’m continuing with 
the policy that was in place before I became SENCO, but I feel that I 
could, and should, have an input when necessary.  
 

1.4 Scope of the SENCO’s rôle  
 
All 12 SENCOs described the post as a core, full-time position.  Only two in 
the post-primary sector had an assistant SENCO.  The remaining four could 
call on other teachers to lend support, but there was considerable variation in 
the nature and extent of this.  One primary SENCO had the help of a part-time 
special needs teacher.  Given the scope of the role, most were concerned, 
unsurprisingly, about time particularly for administrative duties, and about 
timetabling. 
 
Primary 
   

Time management is a huge issue.  Last year we had two-and-a-half 
other teachers, but financially we’ve had to cut back.  The number of 
children hasn’t changed, therefore I have to decide is my time going to 
be put into teaching these children or is it to be spent doing paper 
work?  This year, I have a full teaching timetable; last year, I could give 
myself some time through the week for paperwork.  But I can’t deny the 
children what they need, so it’s done in my own time.  I find admin is 
the most stressful aspect of the SENCO’s job, because your first 
priority is the children.  It comes down to money - having the resources 
and having the time.  
We have a part-time special needs teacher for numeracy two mornings 
a week.  I take all the literacy groups.  One hour is set aside on two 
afternoons per week for administrative duties. 

 
Post-primary 
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It’s a core rôle but is spread a little bit with an assistant SENCO. 
Weekly, I’m still on 40 periods out of 50. That won’t change until 
September when I’ll have a reduced timetable with 30. 

 
I have one day a week for SENCO duties and the rest of the time I’m 
normally teaching. 
I have a full timetable and full responsibility for SEN coordination, but it 
overlaps with the responsibilities of Heads of Department so we work 
together. I take advice from the Head of Discipline as I have students 
for whom we have to ask is it the condition, or is it the student being 
disruptive?  We also have a counselling service which has just started 
– an outside professional who’s here once a week for half a day, and 
we have 3 or 4 students who meet with the counsellor in school – all 
completely confidential and it’s been brilliant.  I‘ve been speaking to the 
parent of one student whom I’m putting forward for psychological 
assessment, and already we can see the benefits.  

 
1.5 Extent to which rôle of SENCO has changed 
 
With the much greater emphasis on inclusion, all but one of the SENCOs 
were emphatic that their rôle had changed significantly.  Most pinpointed the 
lack of time to fulfil an increasingly diverse range of duties (only two post-
primary SENCOs had secretarial support), the steep increase in paperwork, 
the much more managerial nature of the job and the heavier, more extensive 
workload.  Much more pupil information had to be collected and collated, 
there was now a need for the SENCOs themselves to be properly trained, 
and, in addition, they were responsible for the management of classroom 
assistants.  Figures were: 
 

- the pressure of time to carry out duties (11: 6P, 5PP); 
- the increase in administrative tasks (7, 4P, 3PP); 
- a more managerial aspect to the role (6: 4P, 2PP); 
- a heavier, more extensive workload (6: 3P, 3PP); 
- the need for SENCOs to be trained (3p); 
- more pupils being identified with special needs (2: 1P, 1PP). 
 

Changes mentioned individually were having to make provision for children 
who would previously have been educated in a special environment, and 
being part of the school’s senior management team. 
 
The SENCOs’ comments, generally, showed concern about the radical 
changes in their job in relation to teacher colleagues, the increased number of 
pupils with special needs, and being able to fulfil their own duties.  As one 
primary SENCO said, “It’s very rewarding, very enjoyable, but very difficult”. 
 
Primary 
 

The rôle is definitely changing.  There’s an awful lot of paperwork 
involved.  In the past, children with moderate learning difficulties were 
placed in a special school where they were in small groups with all the 
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resources.  Those children, more and more, are staying in mainstream 
and that is causing problems.  A lot can’t cope in a class with 25-30 as 
they need a small class.  You also have teachers who have not been 
trained in special needs.   
 
It is more managerial and when I took up this post, I had no expertise 
as such so it took me a while to get my head round the whole SENCO 
thing.  I would emphasise that we are a circle of learning support here 
within which special needs is a small sub-set.   
 
Definitely more extensive, more managerial and much more work with 
pupils – a lot different to what it used to be. Special needs used to be 
dealt with very much within the school and there were very few outside 
agencies involved, nor was there the amount of paperwork. The overall 
workload has greatly increased. 
 
I’ve recently been made part of the senior management team as the 
SENCO’s job has changed tremendously since the Code of Practice 
began. 
 
I do reading recovery in the mornings and special needs work in the 
afternoon, which cuts down the time I need for form filling and talking to 
teachers and parents.  A lot more children are being identified as 
having special needs so I’m definitely a lot busier now than four years 
ago – it’s a much greater workload.  You’re in charge not only of the 
children with whom you have direct contact, but also with the teachers 
in charge of Stage 1 and 2 children in their classes.  As well, I always 
give advice to new and experienced teachers who use my resources, 
and recommend what to use depending on the child’s age and needs. 
 
The biggest difference is that we have to compile so much information 
about each child, and it’s a case of educating ourselves about their 
needs.  The Internet and the psychologist have been invaluable. 
 

Post-primary 
 

With inclusion, the SENCO’s role is more managerial with a bigger 
workload.  In 2002/3, we had two classroom assistants and now we 
have six or seven. We’re making more provision for children who 
previously might have been in a special school and parents are much 
more likely to demand help. 
 
The bureaucracy gets to me at times because I would rather be in the 
classroom with the pupils to be perfectly honest, but you still have to 
produce the EPs and so on.  Whenever I took over special needs 24 
years ago, and a pupil caused problems, they were sent to another 
class which became a behavioural unit - it was a case of “get them out 
of the way and forget about them”.  Now, this child is dealt with in his 
own class because he may well be one of the more able pupils. 
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When I took on special needs - it seems like eternity - it was very 
different. We’re so much more aware now of children’s needs and how 
to help, like having an amanuensis for examinations, or having the 
psychologist here on a weekly basis.  The number of statemented 
children has risen enormously. It’s a full timetable as we have a 
hearing impaired unit as well. 
 
Another aspect of being a manager in the post of SENCO is that I’m 
responsible for the team of classroom assistants. 
 
I’m lucky that I have an administrative assistant for 10 hours a week 
and I don’t know how I’d manage without it. That’s the side I like least.  
We have a team of 20 special needs assistants and an SEN team 
leader.  She takes some of the workload off me, such as dealing with 
the management of the assistants, that they’re kept busy and any wee 
rows she can head off!   

 
The most recently appointed SENCO said: 
 

I’m not in post long enough to judge if the rôle has changed.  I find, 
though, that it’s very administrative.  The amount of post in my 
pigeonhole has doubled in the last month.  I’ve been allocated 
secretarial help for six hours a week to help with getting EPs out to 
teachers, collecting and filing them.  
 

1.6 Support for the SENCO within school 
 
The Principal was most likely to support the SENCO’s rôle within school (11: 
5P, 6PP). The remaining primary SENCO found “other teachers” the most 
helpful, and the four in the post-primary phase also relied on, respectively, a 
Vice-Principal with responsibility for special needs, the Head of Pastoral Care, 
two special needs teachers and an assistant SENCO.  One post-primary 
SENCO explained that the school had an Education Welfare Officer on site. 
 

She handles any welfare issues as they’re all tied up with inclusion.  
She lets us know who’s about to go to hospital or who needs home 
teaching, so I can have materials ready when a letter comes from the 
board.   

 
1.7 Support for the SENCO outside school 
 
The main sources of external support for the SENCOs were the Education 
and Library Boards (7: 3P, 4PP) and cluster groups (6: 5P, 1PP).  In the case 
of the ELBs, the psychology department was specifically mentioned (2P, 4PP) 
as were the boards’ behaviour support teams (2PP) and the special needs 
adviser (1p).  One post-primary SENCO, however, had so many other school 
commitments that attendance at cluster group meetings was impossible.   
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I can’t remember when I last spoke to another SENCO. The days for 
the meetings didn’t suit me as I’m on the senior management team, 
Head of Middle School and Head of Academic Progress.  
 

Two primary SENCOs praised the cluster groups arranged by the National 
Association for Special Educational Needs (NASEN), particularly as there 
were now said to be fewer ELB courses, although the importance of having an 
immediate point of contact at the board as problems arose in the classroom 
was underlined. 
 

When I first took on the rôle, there were a lot more ELB courses and 
they were very good, but I now go to NASEN meetings which are 
brilliant. The ELB special education team is fantastic – just knowing 
that there’s a person at the other end of the line with classroom 
experience.  They are absolutely fantastic, quality people.   

Primary 
 

The local Reading Centre arranges a lot of courses and cluster group 
meetings of SENCOs.  We talk about our concerns and the person in 
charge helps with spelling strategies or managing paperwork.  
Resources are available for teachers on loan. 

 
There is a SENCO support group which is superb because we decide 
each year what areas we want to look at.  Some within the group can 
teach from their own expertise; other times we’ve brought in specialist 
support. 
 

Post-primary 
 

I’m in regular contact with the ELB – the psychology department and 
the person who deals with classroom assistants. 
 
I can count on support from the ELB psychology service, the Child and 
Family Team, the Learning Disability Service which is the psychiatric 
unit, the speech and language therapy unit, the Reading Centre and 
social services. 

 
2.0 Developing inclusive practices at classroom level 
 
2.1 Helping teachers develop inclusive curricular provision 
 
The most likely way for the curriculum to be made inclusive was said to be 
through both adaptation and differentiation. Close contact and rapport 
between the SENCO, other staff and parents allowed the sharing of 
knowledge and ideas to widen pupil participation. 
 
The six primary SENCOs helped teachers set curricular targets on the basis 
of EPs.  In the post-primary sector, one SENCO said that curriculum 
adaptation was the responsibility of Heads of Department, a second that 
inclusion was achieved by streaming and, within that, differentiation, and a 
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third arranged whole-staff training for different learning disabilities.  Extra 
language provision also facilitated access to the curriculum. The measures 
were: 
 

- differentiating and adapting the curriculum (9: 4P, 5PP); 
- using Education Plans to set targets (6P). 
 

Mentioned individually were Heads of Department deciding on curriculum 
adaptation, streaming and extra language provision. 

  
Primary 
 

The curriculum is differentiated to the level the child is at by task, 
outcome, resources and teaching method.  As well, when I set work, 
my expectations differ. 
 
Inclusion in terms of the curriculum comes directly from the EPs.  The 
class teacher and I plan how the EP can be implemented to provide for 
the individual child on a one-to-one basis, to suit the teacher, and be 
properly viable so that the child reaches the objectives set.  All this has 
to have the teacher’s full support as there’s no point making grand 
plans if they’re not realistic.  We keep objectives simple so we know 
after April where each child should be, then we review and plan further. 
 
I type up the targets and the teacher has a copy, tries to reinforce them 
and may borrow resources.  We talk through particular problems.  We 
adapt the curriculum to fit the needs of all children and we differentiate. 
 
We have discovered that the EP made out for a specific child can often 
be applied in a group situation.  You can address it without singling out 
one child, but deal with them in pairs or threes and they’re still 
perceived as a group.  This approach is inclusive as it keeps them in 
the group, still delivers the EP and gives the child access to the 
curriculum.  
 
I know it’s hard for the teacher to spend enough time with individuals, 
so I take those with greatest need daily on a withdrawal group up to 
Primary 5. 
 

Post-primary 
 
I have a general meeting with staff, then with individual Heads of 
Department on how to address reading and spelling problems within, 
say, the science curriculum.  They disseminate what we decide.  I also 
speak to individual teachers.  
The classes here are not streamed strictly according to ability, but we 
have top, middle and remedial with differentiation within each band.  
We have one or two classroom assistants in the remedial band so 
there is further differentiation of the curriculum to ensure that every 
pupil is included.  In October, I organised a talk from an ELB group to 
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give a training session to all staff as this is the first year we’ve had 
children diagnosed on the autistic spectrum.  Apart from that, if a child 
has, say, dyslexia, I provide a lot of information for individual teachers.  
I consult the remedial teachers to work out how best to adapt the 
curriculum.  
 
All students have a right to access all subjects, so each is adapted to 
suit individual needs.  In PE, if we have a student who’s a wheelchair 
user, there are activities such as weight training. The main difficulties 
for children with learning difficulties would be the extra language 
provision that has to be made.  I work with senior management, the 
parents and the child to ensure that it’s all in the child’s best interests.  
We have a good ethos in the school and the staff see their first priority 
as the needs of the child. 
 
We target the pupils with particular learning difficulties and there are a 
special classes, for example in English and maths. The work they do in 
all areas of the curriculum is at their own level. 

 
2.2 Helping teachers develop inclusive teaching and learning 

strategies 
 
As with curriculum provision, developing inclusive teaching and learning 
strategies was on a co-operative, shared basis in both sectors.  Providing 
learning support and differentiating by task, outcome and resources were the 
approaches used most, followed by ensuring teachers were well informed 
about, and capable of using, methods that were transferable across the 
curriculum.  SENCOs encouraged small group and one-to-one work, ensured 
classroom assistants were used effectively and, at post-primary level, entered 
pupils at appropriate examination levels.   Figures were: 
 

- providing learning support (12: 6P, 6PP); 
- using differentiated methods (12: 6P, 6PP); 
- helping teachers with suitable strategies (5: 1P, 4PP); 
- using small group work (4: 3P, 1PP); 
- using classroom assistants effectively (3: 1P, 2PP); 
- giving individual attention (3P); 
- entering pupils at appropriate examination levels (2PP). 
 

Primary 
 

A big part of inclusion is trying to train teachers and give them insight 
into the kind of strategies that work and to make these part of normal 
classroom practice.  I encourage staff to take on new strategies and I 
pass on information from anything I’ve attended. 

 
We take children out of class to support them with reading, and we use 
a classroom assistant so that all children are helped.  The class 
teachers use a high level of differentiation in various ways and monitor 
how the children are coping. 
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We take groups of children and that works if it’s well planned and 
you’re very careful how you select them.  Mostly with younger children, 
you need one-to-one at least for part of the time or it doesn’t work, 
because of their shorter concentration span.  As they get older, 
inclusion is better as you can target a child with a specific need within a 
group in a P4 or P5 class in such a way that they will not perceive 
themselves as different.   
 
The teachers here are used to teaching groups, but what we’re talking 
about is the group at the bottom of the class and we emphasise how 
important it is to nurture their self-esteem. 
 
As SENCO, I explain to teachers that a lot can be covered orally, but 
the written work must be differentiated.  You can do whole-class 
teaching but there has to be differentiation, crucially in the core 
subjects.  It’s easier in reading and English; science and geography are 
bigger problems.  To be included, children with special needs require 
more teaching, more one-to-one, more of your attention in a group. 
 
The Principal went to a course on how the brain works and to find out 
about different strategies for different kinds of learning – kinaesthetic, 
visual, auditory – so we now try to be specific as to what each child 
responds to best and use that as part of our early approach. 

 
Post-primary 

 
To address the question of extra support for those who need help with 
comprehension, spelling and reading, I have class focus meetings 
once a week in directed time, share common strategies that are 
working well, and run through a set of general ones which are 
transferable across the curriculum. 
 
I help teachers with different strategies and techniques.  There are 
some pupils with ADHD and the teachers know that if they only reach 
question 5 when the class has been asked to get to question 10, you 
tell them “well done”, and don’t put them out or keep them behind.  
 
The teaching and learning strategies come into the EPs and action 
plans and I can suggest those that work in a general sense, but the 
subject teachers need to be more specific.   
 
Depending on a child’s difficulty, we have differentiated work sheets 
and a homework timetable requiring them to spend a certain amount of 
time on, say, English.  We differentiate by outcome and will know the 
effort represented by what is produced by pupils of different abilities.  
We also differentiate by resources and teaching approach.  If it is small 
groups, great care is taken with their composition whereby you try to 
put children together who bring out the best in each other, or 
sometimes it’s friendship groups. 
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My degree is in science and I would actually go into a science class 
and take a lesson for the teacher to give them ideas.  I also ensure that 
examination papers are properly set out for particular pupils such as 
those with dyslexia who need extra time, and they do the exam 
separately from the rest. 
 
There are two statemented children in my 4th year maths class and 
they will do the exam at entry level, while the others go for GCSE, and 
the classroom assistants work with them under my direction.   
 

As two primary SENCOs summed up, 
 

You need organisation, a good routine and additional help.  The extra 
help is the key factor.  We have two trainee classroom assistants at the 
moment which is a free resource for one-to-one help under the 
teacher’s direction.  With that kind of support, it’s amazing how you can 
see progression. 
 
The challenge is actually to convince parents that special needs 
children are given learning support but it’s not special needs per se.  
The child has to feel valued by teachers and among peers.  The social 
relationships that an inclusive setting allows are terribly important.  
 

2.3 Specific approaches to promote inclusion  
 

The SENCOs were asked if team teaching or withdrawing small groups, or 
pairs or individuals formed part of their co-ordinating rôle.  Withdrawing group 
for extra help was the most prevalent, mostly in the primary sector (7: 5P, 
2PP), as it was felt more conducive to inclusion.   
 
Most, in both sectors, did not themselves team teach (10: 4P, 6PP).  In the 
primary sector, two SENCOs withdrew individuals and pairs whereas no post-
primary colleagues did so. One primary school used all four methods of 
support – team teaching and withdrawing groups, pairs and individuals. 
 
Describing the patterns of support which varied considerably, SENCOs often 
pointed out the perceived benefits of their teaching and learning approaches 
for inclusion or for time management. 
 
Primary 
 

We team teach, withdraw small groups, individuals and pairs. 
Sometimes, the group situation works very well because, within it, 
children can pair off, work together and not feel either pressurised or 
singled out.  They enjoy that.  In some cases, it’s better to take a child 
on their own.  If it’s a game or activity where more children would make 
it work better, I can always bring that child in for a time. 
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I have two learning support teachers doing special needs with me, so I 
do reading recovery all morning and work in the afternoons with Key 
Stage 2 special needs children.  I don’t like the term ‘special needs’ 
and think it has a very negative connotation, especially for parents to 
whom I explain that all children have special needs. 
 
I withdraw groups and pairs. 
 
It’s mainly small groups, as I don’t withdraw individuals or pairs, apart 
from Primary 2.  It depends on the children and it’s really a question of 
time management, how I can best help all who need support and fit 
them into my timetable. 
 
I don’t team teach, but I would go into the classroom maybe during a 
reading period, and withdraw a small group.  
 

Post-primary 
 
This is a team teaching school, but I do not team teach myself as I’m in 
a unique position because we have a hearing impaired unit too. I have 
a support teacher for 50 percent of her teaching time, either in class or 
in withdrawal.  She team teaches too.  I myself take two small groups a 
week, for maths and literacy. 
 
We have teachers who go into class and support other teachers who 
have special needs students.  It’s the done thing here and there’s no 
stigma attached to it.  I find that once you’ve provided the support, the 
children are really willing to try.  There’s no big deal made of it.  We 
also have teachers observing teachers, and the Principal observing 
teachers. 
 
I would rarely withdraw and we are very loath to do so.  If I was helping 
a pupil, it would be at the back of the classroom.  We withdraw pupils 
for their reading programme, but every child is withdrawn for that.  This 
is so that they see themselves as participating and there is no sense of 
exclusion. 
 
No team teaching or withdrawal is done by me.  I have a full timetable 
of my own and would have special needs within my own subject. 
We all team teach and I withdraw small groups. 
 

2.4 The use of collaborative learning and peer collaboration 
 

Collaborative learning and peer collaboration to promote inclusion and 
participation were both used by most schools in the two sectors, in some 
cases with highly successful results as comments show.  It required, however, 
appropriate and perceptive grouping of children.  Overall, nine of the 12 used 
both approaches (4P, 5PP), one primary and one post-primary SENCO said 
they used each “to an extent”, and one primary SENCO used neither. 
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Primary 
 

We encourage collaborative learning and peer learning.  It depends on 
the activity and the children must be focused on, and have a good 
understanding of, what they’re doing. We find that the younger children 
especially see peer learning as normal, they interact with their friends 
and see it more as play.  They learn very readily and are more relaxed 
about their learning.  The abler ones help the less able.  One child with 
an undiagnosed learning disorder (possibly autism) loves to interact 
with the other Primary 3s and doesn’t see that his work is different.  His 
peers are very supportive and most encouraging to him. If it’s an open-
ended task, I’ve noticed many times his peers encouraging him and 
congratulating him on his work.  They understand and are acutely 
aware of differences, and they almost see their rôle as similar to a 
’mother figure’.  As he has matured his behaviour has improved, but it’s 
with peer help too.  

 
We have both collaborative learning and peer collaboration.  We have 
a more able child sitting with a less able one, but they have to be 
paired very sensitively.  The able child has to get on well with the less 
able one and not dominate. 
 
We have paired reading and select children in Key Stage 1 who need 
help and put them with Key Stage 2 children who are having problems.  
They help each other.  
 
We use these strategies to a certain degree.  When you have children 
with very specific learning difficulties, they need to be taught by 
experienced teachers.  It’s OK if you’re working with a more able child 
and a variable child, they can work collaboratively much better.  But if 
you’re working with children who have very little in terms of knowledge, 
it actually takes a skilled teacher to work out where they’re at, where 
their cutting edge of learning is, and how to take them one stage 
forward.  Obviously, there are occasions when they can work together, 
but it is not guaranteed to work with less able children.   

 
Post-primary 
 

“Yes” to both and we’re also conscious that the gifted child has special 
needs too.  SEN teachers in my department support me and, if I 
identify students who need help with literacy and numeracy skills, they 
will be timetabled to see these teachers once or twice a week in groups 
of no more than three, which really, really helps. 

 
Help is given with reading by Lower Sixth pupils, depending on their 
timetable, to pupils in Years 8, 9, 10 or 11.  The English teacher and 
the classroom assistant each take a group and each sixth-former takes 
a group of four.  I meet with the English teacher and the support 
teacher before any IEP is drawn up and we decide on the number of 
reading groups – maybe four or five levels of ability.  Either I or the 
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English teacher will guide the sixth-formers.  I instruct the classroom 
assistants after school. 

 
We use these approaches especially where course work’s concerned 
using groups of four with an abler one helping the others.  It also helps 
you as a teacher where you don’t have to spoon feed as much.  I try to 
encourage some of my better pupils to support someone with a 
problem.   It gives the better people a real boost. 

 
2.5 Arrangements for the inclusion of EBD pupils 

 
All 12 SENCOs said that strategies were in place in school both to help the 
EBD child (like being allowed ‘time out’) and to ensure the safety of other 
children (like having a classroom assistant).  Three in the post-primary sector 
pointed out that making provision for EBD pupils was the responsibility of the 
Head of Pastoral Care and not, in fact, within their remit. 
 
Parental involvement was cited as highly important by five primary SENCOs, 
and two praised the support of special school staff once the child was in the 
ordinary classroom.  Worries centred on the very long delays in putting 
intervention in place as early as possible, once a mainstream teacher noted 
difficulties.  During this time, the child and the teacher just had to cope.   
 
The main avenue of external support for EBD pupils was the ELBs’ 
psychology service and behaviour support teams (7: 5P, 2PP).  Three 
referred to the subsequent allocation of a classroom assistant for the EBD 
child (1P, 2PP).  Four SENCOs (2P, 2PP) currently had pupils on placement 
for part of the week either in a local special school or in alternative education 
provision, including one catering for teenage mothers.   
 
Primary 
 

Concerning EBD children, as a whole school we take a very positive 
approach.  We have strategies in place whereby they understand why 
their behaviour isn’t appropriate, such as telling them to leave the room 
when they feel really wound up. Sometimes all that’s required is to lift 
them out of the situation. You can talk to older children who have real 
problems with self-control. We have a card system passed between 
teachers about disruptive children.  When there were major issues, we 
got a classroom assistant fairly quickly. I take my hat off to them 
because they take a lot of abuse, an awful lot of abuse.  We’ve also 
tapped into the ELB behaviour support team. 
 
We’re very much involved with parents and often when we find out 
what the home background is, we understand a child’s behaviour.  It’s 
essential to differentiate between letting the child know we like and 
care about them, and their behaviour which we don’t like – making that 
totally clear. 
 

 134



This is an area in which  I find our education system is lacking as EBD 
children tend to be in Primary 3 before they’re recognised.  As soon as 
a P1 teacher notices a child hasn’t settled, when it becomes obvious 
that they’re not like their peers in all aspects of learning - by November, 
December is a fair settling period - then at least a psychologist’s 
assessment would be a notable help, rather than the whole process of 
going from Stages 1 to 2 to 3.   Why not treat the teachers as the 
professionals and accept that we’re requesting assistance, and give it 
to us there and then, given that early intervention is advised?  One 
Primary 3 child we think has autism is currently going through the 
process and, if all goes well, should have a classroom assistant by 
Primary 4.   It’s far too late. Those children would have benefited far 
sooner if the whole psychology route was speeded up.  
 
We’re really blessed in that we’ve only had one EBD child whom we 
referred to the psychologist immediately he came here.  He was really 
violent and we tried to assess his needs and discover why.  He went to 
the local EBD unit for two days a week and came here for three.  The 
teacher there came to see us and we planned together for him, talked 
to the parents and they went on a parenting course.  Strategies set in 
place for EBD children must happen in school, in the playground, on 
the bus, in the swimming pool and at home, so there’s a routine of 
expecting that if ‘A’ happens, ‘B’ will follow. 
 
As part of making ADHD and Asperger’s children feel included, we find 
they often respond to little jobs of responsibility within the classroom, 
and are very proud of being able to do something independently.  We 
work with parents, give them daily reports and ask for their comments 
at the end of the week.  If child has got five ‘smiley faces’, they get a 
little treat at home, but I find we have to keep changing these things 
because the children become blasé and need a new challenge. 
 
We had a child with EBD who was dangerously behaved by Primary 2.  
The psychologist drew up a statement and the child  started special 
school for two days a week.  She’s down to one day and is fine now.  
The special school is a big asset to us and the teacher has been firm, 
fair and kind.  We’ve adapted her strategies in class as this child has to 
have some leeway.  Any other emotional problems are resolved by 
talking to the parents, or allowing the child to talk.  We have one 
particular teacher with an unwritten rôle as counsellor in these 
situations. 
 
 
 

Post-primary 
 
We have one student with severe EBD, a problem ongoing from 
Primary 1, which eventually warranted removal from class.  She had to 
drop GCSEs as well.  She hadn’t worked very well with the SEN 
assistant, didn’t want to be different and got to the stage where she 
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was completely fed up and didn’t want help.  She wouldn’t engage 
when a member of the board’s behaviour management team came out. 
Now we have relaxed the SEN assistance and just have the assistant 
in the background – in the same classroom and helping others, but 
keeping an eye on her student without disempowering her.  That’s 
worked quite well and she’s actually working with the assistant again.  
She works well with me and so we focus on the positive.  Hallelujah!   
 
In order to give the classroom assistants strategies to deal with EBD, 
we arranged to see two people from the board’s behaviour 
management team once a week for six weeks.  EBD is beyond my 
remit. 
 
The school structure means that the teacher in charge of pastoral care 
looks after EBD, and we have a teacher two mornings a week from the 
secondary pupils’ support service.  Pupils can attend alternative 
education provision two days a week, or for six weeks at a time. This 
centre puts in place programmes that try to get them back in school 
which is very much our expectation, in fact, they will not take them 
unless the aim is to re-integrate.  It is over-subscribed and the teachers 
understand that we are very lucky to get two places at a time.   
 
Certain pupils have re-integrated after being out on placement and 
behaved themselves because it was their choice to come back.  One 
[centre] is for teenage mothers and they have crèche facilities for the 
babies. 
 

3.0 Barriers to inclusion 
 

The SENCOs were asked to identify the barriers they met in relation to 
developing inclusive practices, those they perceived teachers to 
encounter, the implications for their own professional development and 
how, in their view, government might better facilitate inclusion. 

 
3.1 Barriers to inclusion encountered by SENCOs 
 

Most in both sectors agreed that the main barrier inhibiting inclusion 
was the lack of time to fulfil their duties as SENCO, followed by the 
delays in obtaining diagnosis of children’s special needs and the 
necessary specialist support.  
 
Other obstacles included a shortfall of human and physical resources, 
the attitudes of some mainstream teachers towards catering for pupils 
with special needs, teachers not being properly trained to cater for 
special needs, the lack of liaison between service providers (such as 
therapists) and teachers, and the huge demands of including all 
children.  Mentioned by two post-primary SENCOs, respectively, were 
the difficulties related to dealing with EBD pupils, and the problems 
faced by beginning teachers in inclusive classrooms.  It should be 
noted, however, that in the case of physical resources for inclusion and 
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teacher attitudes towards special needs, those who did not highlight 
these as barriers spoke very positively about them. 
 
The SENCOs in two primary schools raised the matter of Forces 
children and the additional set of issues that made inclusion even more 
complicated to achieve.  These were, for instance, the disruption 
caused by changes of regiment and the resultant lack of continuity of 
educational experience, children starting at different times in the school 
year, and the considerable difficulty in obtaining feed-forward from the 
child’s previous school either on the mainland or in a different country.  
Figures were: 

 
- lack of time (10: 6P, 4PP); 
- delays in diagnosis and obtaining specialist support (6: 5P, 

1PP); 
- a shortfall of physical resources (5: 4P, 1PP); 
- teacher attitudes towards special needs provision (4: 2P, 2PP); 
- teachers not trained to cater for special needs (3: 2P, 1PP); 
- a shortfall of human resources (3: 2P, 1PP); 
- lack of liaison between service providers and teachers (3: 2P, 

1PP); 
- the demands of making provision for all children (2: 1P, 1PP).  
 

 
 
 
 
The lack of time 
 
Primary 
 

The Code of Practice does not demand that a SENCO is anything 
other than a SENCO.  It does not say ‘you must teach children’.  It says 
many things - co-ordinate special needs, make appropriate provision 
and make referrals.  It’s up to me how I utilise my time.  I would rather 
teach children, but more and more I have to deal with administration. 
 
Time is precious.  From early morning you’ll be making calls to different 
outside agencies and talking to teachers.  Every minute counts. 
 
No, there isn’t enough time – one day per term - and all my SENCO 
admin is done after school.  I have to assess my children as well as 
planning the EPs.  Even the organising of the annual review takes up 
considerable time, not including the time for review and follow-up. 
 

Post-primary 
 

Lack of time is the biggest barrier. I met the Occupational Therapist this 
morning, I’m meeting you now, I’ve also GCSE coursework moderation 
to see to, so it’s trying to juggle the different aspects of your rôle. I 
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teach a range of subjects – English and drama and have a form class 
which I love so, it’s not SEN, SEN all the time.   
 
Lack of time is the big issue.  I’m a Head of Department and Year 
Head, and I’ve worked out a strategy to deal with all the strands of 
paperwork. I was told I would get extra time next year because the 
time-table was already set, then told that the time from discipline duties 
had been transferred - I had 2 hours set aside to deal with it: three 40-
minute periods.  I don’t think I’ve been given enough time for my rôle.    
 
Lack of time – very much so.  The school is very good at giving time for 
admin and so on, but the hearing impaired unit is an additional 
speciality – 12 children ranged across all years, abilities and different 
subjects.  They cannot be neglected and would nearly need another 
SENCO. 
 
Time is a big problem, especially now there are so many children with 
statements and everything has really mushroomed.  Five years ago, 
we had two statemented children; now we have 13 and we have five 
more with special needs wanting to come next year.   
 

Delays in diagnosis and obtaining specialist support 
 

Primary 
 
It takes a long time to get a classroom assistant.  We have two: for an 
Asperger’s and an ADHD child with behavioural difficulties.  This 
support has helped the teachers greatly as, without it, they would really 
have struggled.  The Asperger’s child was initially referred in the 
nursery and his classroom assistant didn’t start until he was in Primary 
4.  There was a lot of gathering evidence as the psychologist wasn’t 
sure, her workload was heavy, so there was a delay in diagnosis. The 
problem of long delays has been ongoing problem for years.  It’s not 
new.  The process needs to be speeded up.    
 
There is one child for whom we’re doing our best, but he desperately 
needs specialist help yet the psychology service at the board is 
snowed under. 
 
If a child has a pressing problem and you want them seen by a 
psychologist, you’ve to go through stages of writing letters and making 
phone calls.  It takes months to get anywhere.  The psychologist here 
maybe sees two children a term, but you need help as quickly as 
possible. 
 
There are a lot of speech problems in lower Key Stage 1 and a big 
waiting list.  Parents complain that there isn’t enough speech therapy 
for long enough.  These children are moving along without the kind of 
1:1 help they need. Ten-week sessions are no good to them.  They 
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need a really heavy, intensive course in Primary 1 and 2. This service 
is not all it might be.   
 
 

Post-primary 
 
There is delay, always delay, I would say last year the psychologist 
saw six pupils in total with at least six months of waiting.  Our 
psychologist really does her best.  The one big, big barrier to 
successful inclusion is the psychologist’s time. Time with the 
psychologist is very, very limited and we have had to be very quick this 
year and ask for our children with learning difficulties to be seen first.  If 
there are serious behavioural ones that we want to get into [the 
education guidance centre], they have to be seen by the psychologist 
before they go there, so they will jump the queue before other learning 
difficulties. 
 

A shortfall of physical resources 
 

Primary 
 
We could do with more, much more.  The budget soon gets used. 
 
I could easily spend more money on equipment and books, but I just 
prioritise. 
 

Post-primary 
 
We have one little boy in first year who has very poor eyesight and will 
eventually go blind.  The board carried out a risk assessment and said 
they would do this and that to ease his movement around the school, 
such as white lines and steps.  We are still waiting for it to be.  What is 
stopping the board?  It is their responsibility.   
 
There can be a shortfall.  It was recently highlighted that we need 
resources for ICT: CD—ROMs for students with learning difficulties, for 
those with fine motor problems, and for PE.  
 

Teacher attitudes towards special needs provision 
 

Primary 
 
Teachers can be quite timorous about dealing with special needs 
pupils.  I think their own personality matters, especially where there’s a 
child with behaviour problems. One teacher can feel comfortable with a 
child roaming around the room, lying on the floor rolling about, then 
coming back to what they were doing.  But I know some teachers find it 
very, very difficult to cope with that.  This can lead to difficulties. 
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They’re always glad when I come in to take withdrawal groups – a bit of 
respite. 
 

Post-primary 
 
Generally, I’ve found teachers very receptive to inclusion, but not to all 
the admin associated with special needs.  I like working with teachers 
on strategies, but it’s an enormous amount of paper work for them to fill 
in and assess all their targets – an enormous amount of EPs to be 
drawn up in a school as big as this. 
 
Sometimes I might feel that the subject teachers would like to leave it 
to the special needs teachers, but I do speak to them one-to-one and 
ask what they’ve done about a problem so far.  I say I will support 
them, but not to forget there are issues here for them as a teacher of 
that child.   
 

Teachers not trained to cater for special needs 
 
Primary 
 
There is a lack of training for teachers who can feel they don’t know 
enough about how to teach children with specific difficulties. 
There is neither the manpower required a nor the whole resource end 
of things in terms of being able to meet their needs.   

 
Post-primary 

 
I have to train them in a sense – support them.  New teachers coming 
in find inclusion daunting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Shortfall of human resources 
 

Primary 
 
It is extremely difficult for teachers to manage EBD children and see to 
the needs of all other children as well. 
 
If the board refuses to let us have a classroom assistant, the Head has 
to employ one out of school funds. 
 

Post-primary 
 
The fact that the boards are cutting back on classroom assistants is a 
major barrier.   

 140



 
Lack of liaison between service providers and teachers 

 
Primary 

 
One Primary 2 child is receiving speech & language therapy in a 
clinical setting.  As his teacher, I feel that if I was working with the 
speech therapist, so that I knew what activities and areas she was 
focusing on, I could support the child in the classroom and it would 
benefit them much more.  At the moment, I’ m asking his mother for 
hints on areas of specialist help, although we teach phonics and 
various blends and sounds.  If I had a report from the speech therapist 
it would be much more beneficial. 

 
Post-primary 

 
We don’t have much communication with external agencies, medical or 
educational, and that is a big barrier.  We had two pupils with serious 
reading problems who actually have to be seen by the [local] learning 
disability unit, and we spotted that we can return pupils there directly 
without having to do anything else.  There had been no communication 
to this effect and we had to say so to the agency.   

 
 
 
 
The demands of making provision for all children 

 
Primary 

 
One of the greatest barriers is thinking of the needs of all children in a 
class.  I think inclusion sometimes is very good for the special needs 
child, but you also have to think of the impact that may have on the 
rest. Sometimes, a class teacher may have to spend so much time with 
a particular child, or the child is disruptive, that the others will suffer.  
We do have to be aware of the other children and their needs.   

 
Post-primary 

 
To date, including all children is working reasonably well, but EBD is a 
more difficult issue.  Children with severe behaviour problems are 
much harder to include. Bad behaviour impinges on, and is distracting 
for, all other pupils, and we take inclusion to mean provision for all.  
One girl is withdrawn to work on a 1:1 basis to give the teachers respite 
– she’s so hyper – this is done as an extreme measure and I’m not 
particularly happy with it, but I’ve tried everything else.  Both classroom 
assistants in the class were threatening to walk out – they couldn’t take 
any more.  I have now called in the psychologist.  But even if there are 
extreme learning problems, you can differentiate your work and set up 
support to include these pupils to a reasonable level. 
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Catering properly for the needs of all the pupils when there are EBD 
children is, I find, the big thing from the teaching point of view.  It’s all 
well and good being patient and concentrating on the child with a 
particular need, but the other children who are fine see these children 
getting away with it.  Sometimes, if the problem is too huge, then 
getting the help of another teacher is the answer.  With all these new 
names – ADD, ADHD – I often think it’s BMD - Bad Mannered 
Disorder, I say to the pupil to try and calm themselves and let the 
teacher help you.   

 
The two primary SENCOs with Forces children in their schools commented: 
 
 

The army children – and we have so many – have a lot of their own 
difficulties, socially and academically.  They’ve moved so often that 
there are many gaps in their knowledge.  For some, it’s been a lack of 
teaching.  The regiments change constantly or have visits to the 
mainland to see relatives, so chunks of time are taken out of their 
school timetable.  Then there has been the Iraqi war so they’re 
probably not going to be here again for two years.  We do not get 
information about the army child’s previous school - absolutely not – 
and because they’ve only been at a school for a short time their needs 
have not been addressed.  They have fallen between two stools along 
the line, or they’ve maybe got an appointment [to see a particular 
specialist] and the regiment has moved before they can take it up.  All 
these issues are very, very big barriers for inclusion for these children.  
We have the local and army children and you’re trying to move the 
local ones forward while integrating the army ones.  Although the 
teachers here work extremely hard at inclusion, you’ll only have a small 
percentage doing what you want and for the rest it’s constant turnover.
  
 
Sometimes there’s an IEP being drawn up for an army child, you have 
a timetable set down and everything’s fine, then you get a change of 
regiment and it’s not OK.  We had a few children who came after 
Christmas, a couple leaving in the next few days and the main bunch 
leaving in late February.  It’s an on-going, fragmented situation.  I 
literally don’t know who might be here next Monday. 

 
3.2 Perceived barriers to inclusion for teachers 
 

As with their own situation, the SENCOs considered the main barriers 
likely to be met by teachers were the pressure of time to manage 
inclusive methods and complete paperwork (5: 4P, 1PP).  Added to this 
were large classes (5: 4P, 1PP), the need for proper, prompt support 
(4: 2P, 2PP), the lack of training to cope with special educational needs 
(2: 1P, 1PP), and the lack of physical resources (2: 1P, 1PP).  Also 
mentioned were the lack of contact with therapists and other service 
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providers (1P), the very wide ability range (1P) and dealing with 
unmotivated pupils (1PP).   

 
 
 
 
 
Primary 
 

I think the fact that some classes are very big – 30 or 31 in Primary 7 – 
and if you have children with special requirements, it is hard to manage 
that bigger class. 
 
The biggest barrier is that classes are too big for the children who have 
significant learning difficulties, because they can’t cope.  Teachers also 
need good courses – they’re really, really valuable. 
 
The barrier to inclusion for teachers is that they can teach and plan, but 
they do need support.  They need resources – human and physical.  
People like myself realise from experience, not because of greed, that 
a child needs one-to-one support in class in order to progress 
educationally.  But we shouldn’t have to fill in forms for months on end 
to get it. 
 
It’s trying to deal with the class as a whole because, with such a wide 
range of educational abilities alone, it’s difficult to deal with the very 
bright children and yet give those who are extremely weak enough time 
– for all to benefit. 
 
The form of help needed most by teachers is one-to-one. If you have a 
child who requires this in order to benefit optimally, the classroom 
assistant is the best resource you have.  The time that another adult 
spends with that child is invaluable, especially on activities laid out by 
the teacher.  When the classroom assistant and the teacher are 
working hand-in-hand, that’s where you get the most benefit in terms of 
inclusive practice.  More money, too, could be spend on those children 
who have physical disabilities that can affect their fine motor skills and, 
therefore, their writing - cerebral palsy or dyspraxia -  having their own 
personal computer or a laptop - so that they can have their work 
scanned onto it.   
 

Post-primary 
 

If a teacher is spending so much time catering for a child with a 
particular difficulty, and we have classes of up to 30 children, you have 
to consider whether it is to the detriment of the other 29.  Then that is 
the point at which you have to ask whether we can cater or not.  The 
teachers don’t have the knowledge or the time for this kind of individual 
attention.  We deal with groups and you try to include the individual, but 
if the difficulty is a big one you have to consider the rest of the class. 
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We have a pupil with a severe sight problem who needs extra 
assistance during scientific experiments.  We have no classroom 
assistants although the lab technician helps. 

 
Lack of motivation on the part of pupils who have already failed so 
much is a barrier for teachers.  They’ve been looked on as failures so 
the teacher needs to keep their self-esteem up. The children are not 
too bad in first and second year but then the attitude gets worse. 
 

3.3 Implications of inclusion for SENCOs’ professional development 
 

Most SENCOs agreed that the government drive for inclusion had generated 
professional development needs (7: 4P, 3PP).  Four felt that they were 
dealing satisfactorily with the range of learning needs they had (2P, 2PP), and 
the remaining post-primary SENCO said, “I’m just counting the days until I 
retire!”. 
 
The majority wanted not only be informed about, and have ready access to 
information about, the nature of a certain condition, learning disability or 
impairment (either sensory or physical), but also to know how teaching and 
learning could then take place in an inclusive context.  
 
Primary 
 

It’s knowing about the different conditions and how to teach the 
children. We need training in these areas.  There are so many 
conditions and, although we’re only a small school [42 pupils], we have 
a pupil with dyspraxia, one with autism, another with cerebral palsy and 
two with EBD.  Although we’re teachers and professionals, we’re not 
trained to deal with those children.  To an extent, you can do some 
research on the Internet and talk to the school doctor or the psychology 
department, but we need to be more specific than that.  I think there 
should be guidelines for schools and help readily available. 

 
One SENCO spoke of the sense of isolation when faced with the unknown 
quantity of a child with a ‘new’ special need: 
 

You’re given the draft document and, by and large, this is what 
inclusion will mean, but you can feel a certain isolation from the 
process.  A child will be brought here and I have to learn about new 
special needs at short notice and very quickly, and how to teach the 
child.  Sometimes, you have to seek out information without even 
knowing what a term means, so these are the challenges. First and 
foremost, however, we have a child.  I have one at the moment with a 
major problem with autism.  I could read ten books on autism, but other 
than informing me about it, I put the child first and the autism second.  
Each child with autism is, after all, unique. 
 
We need an awful lot more training within our timetable. 
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We don’t seem to have the same level of problems that other schools 
have.  I was recently at a course on ADHD and, listening to other 
teachers maybe from city schools, they have more problems.  So far 
we seem to be dealing with what’s presented. 
 

Post-primary 
 
Personally, I need loads of professional development.  Help is needed 
with the writing of EPs as teachers are petrified about what to write due 
to litigation – totally scared.  I was at a course recently that said the 
subject-specific targets were all too generalised, so I’m going to get an 
adviser in August to come and help the teachers.  As far as special 
needs are concerned, this school is miles ahead of some others.  I 
have been absolutely taken aback at what other schools aren’t doing.  
I’m going to have a reduced timetable next year, but some SENCOs 
only have 3 periods a week allocated to their work.  There’s no way on 
earth you could cover special needs in that time. 
 
I’ve informed myself as well as I can, but you can’t know everything.  
There are a couple of children with dyslexia coming here so my next 
goal is to learn about that.  So long as I know where to go for the 
information.  Special education people at the board are very good. 
 

One post-primary SENCO, however, spoke of the limited opportunities to 
attend courses and of reservations about leaving pupils: 

 
Getting time to go to the courses is the barrier to my own professional 
development. I feel guilty leaving, say, my GCSE English class.  You 
leave work and check it’s done, but it’s not the same as you being 
there for them. 
 

3.3 SENCOs’ views of how government might better facilitate 
inclusion  
 

Echoing the barriers to inclusion highlighted above, almost all SENCOs spoke 
of a pressing need for smaller class sizes, their comments offering strong 
justification for this not least because of considerable concern about the 
education of pupils other than those with special needs (10: 4P, 6PP).  Three 
wanted more classroom assistants (2P, 1PP).  One primary SENCO asked for 
more training for teachers in inclusive practices, another proposed  ‘Special 
Needs Officers’ being available to cluster groups of schools, and a third 
suggested giving school Principals a budget to enable them to bring in special 
expertise at their own discretion. 
 
One post-primary SENCO stressed the need to be able to get specialist 
physical resources much more quickly.  In the wider sense, another 
recommended a shift in the whole culture and structure of mainstream 
schools to accommodate learning difficulties and disabilities, by trying to take 
into account what some children could, and could not, tolerate. 
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Primary 
 

Having smaller classes is the key, and more classroom assistants.   
 
One of the biggest drawbacks to inclusive practice is large classes.  If 
you’ve got 30 pupils, some high fliers and some extremely weak 
children who would previously have gone to special schools or special 
units, it is exceedingly difficult finding enough time to deal with all of 
them.  With smaller classes, inclusion would go forward.  
 
It would help if there was a Special Needs Officer over a small number 
of schools… someone to contact who would be responsible for getting 
us the information and the guidance we need on working with these 
children.  It’s more than the manifestations of the condition itself, but 
how to move forward to benefit the pupil. 

 
Post-primary 

 
Inclusion sounds like a lovely idea, but I think there is a point at which it 
becomes detrimental to the aims of the institution.  Class size is a 
major issue.  This is a mainstream school, our facilities are for 
mainstream pupils and you can’t include everyone.  Children have to 
have a certain level of independence to cope here.  We have 670 
pupils of whom 11 are at Stage 5 of the Code of Practice and more 
than 20 have some sort of special needs.  Are we going to give any 
more attention to those pupils at the expense of the others?  Inclusion 
is about all children.  You can get to a stage where the education of 
children other than those with special needs may be suffering. There is 
a fine balance between whether you can include, or can’t include.   

 
It’s about class sizes.  Previously, conditions like Asperger’s and ADHD 
were not so prominent.  Knowing about them is one thing, but knowing 
how to address them in a class of 25-30 children is quite another. 
 
More specialist resources more quickly.  I wish we didn’t have to justify 
everything so much, for instance, a student needs a word processor – 
probably it’s at ELB level you’re asked to justify your request - that’s 
fine, I’ll do that. You’re asked what you’re doing in school to help this 
student and, if you’re doing what to them seems too much, they say no!  
That’s the impression I get.  One student really needed one as his 
writing was illegible but he has excellent keyboard skills, is an older 
student and would look after a laptop and make good use of it.  You fill 
in the forms, then you’re told you’re doing enough, you don’t get the 
resource but it goes against the student and against inclusion. 
 
We need money to buy time and smaller class sizes.  We have pupils 
with ADHD in a class of 18, but we need those classes down to 10 or 
12.   
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There’s another way of promoting inclusion which is to change the 
fabric, the culture of the school and make different provision for 
children with particular difficulties. The government seems to think you 
can push everyone into school, into the mainstream classroom.  But 
they need to look at the structure of the school – children with autism, 
for example, have difficulty dealing with the routine of school. 
 

4.0 Initial Teacher Education  
 

The SENCOs’ views were sought on the preparedness of beginning teachers 
to teach in inclusive classrooms, and whether more in-service support 
(INSET) was needed for all serving teachers. 
 
4.1 Preparedness of beginning teachers for inclusion 

 
Most SENCOs held the view that student teachers were not prepared during 
Initial Teacher Education (ITE) to teach in inclusive classrooms (9: 5P, 4PP), 
nor did they have sufficient knowledge of the Code of Practice.  Three 
believed that they learned once in post (2P, 1PP), and two primary SENCOs 
called for more school experience of special needs whilst on Teaching 
Practice.  Two SENCOs’ had no experience of newly qualified teachers; one 
in the post-primary sector believed that they were at least more aware of 
children’s special needs, and more accepting of them.  A number referred, in 
their comments, to their own teacher training. 
 
Primary 
 

I have my doubts from what I see and I wouldn’t be convinced that ITE 
is preparing students properly.  Newly qualified teachers seem to be 
able to group children for English and maths, but not to identify special 
educational needs.  At the moment, that is coming from experience.  
 
Without being unfair to teacher training colleges, when I was trained 
eight years ago we were encouraged to look at the different levels 
within a class, and to differentiate as much as possible.  We had some 
input for special needs as part of a module, but as student teachers 
who have not seen the special needs pupils, you didn’t realise the 
importance of it.  Nothing sharpens your mind like being in a situation, 
so including more special needs in Teaching Practice would be good. 
 
I’m in my thirties, but I wasn’t taught about the various conditions.  The 
nearest you got to that was behaviour management, but that didn’t 
include other special needs such as medical ones, just those who were 
a bit disruptive.  You can see a significant shift in the composition of 
the primary classroom.  I remember 10 years ago a child with EBD who 
was removed to a special school.  Since then, I have children with the 
same difficulties who have stayed here within an inclusive system, but I 
don’t think we’re getting enough support for these pupils.  They’re 
entitled to the best quality education possible so as teachers we need 
to be trained. 
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Post-primary 
 

Student teachers are not prepared.  A few are, but that’s because they 
have asked to come up and join me.  The question I would ask is what 
special needs are they taught? Are they aware of what special needs 
actually are?  To many beginning teachers, it is a culture shock to a lot 
of them when they arrive in this school. It must be horrendous in others 
less focused on inclusion.  
 
Whether or not ITE prepares students teachers for inclusion, it’s 
something they need to experience.  They need more awareness of the 
different types of special needs in the classroom.  Any student who 
comes in here, they all have to find out about them. 
 
I’m out nine years and when I was on Teaching Practice, the student 
teachers weren’t given those classes so they don’t see the special 
needs problems.  At the minute, I have a student and there’s one class 
I wouldn’t dare give him.  I didn’t have any special needs training doing 
my PGCE and only found out about ADHD after about four years’ 
teaching. 
 
A young student teacher here watched me teaching and took notes.  
He mentioned some of the strategies to his lecturer who said, “Never 
do that in the classroom”, but he said “I have seen this and it works”.  
Because it did not fit into a niche or was unorthodox, it was not 
considered to be valuable. I think the student teachers could join a 
teacher or a department and learn more in one term than in three years 
- warts and all shall we say?   
 

 
4.2 Extent to which INSET for inclusion is needed 

 
Ten of the 12 SENCOs saw a need for more INSET for all practising 
teachers to promote inclusion fully (6P, 4PP).  This related both to 
practical help and to the need for a change in culture and attitudes in 
schools and classrooms. 
 
The largest number of SENCOs suggested that there was a need for 
INSET that provided information on specific learning difficulties, 
medical conditions and sensory impairment, together with the 
necessary classroom practice (5: 3P, 2PP).  Four wanted help with 
classroom management (3P, 1PP), three with behaviour management 
(2P, 1PP) and two with reading recovery, both primary. 
 
Five SENCOs (4P, 1PP) emphasised that INSET for inclusion had to 
be tailored to schools’ needs – be context-specific - and have 
appropriate exemplars, including approaches to differentiation.  
Moreover, in the post-primary phase, the first characteristic to consider 
was whether a school was grammar or secondary.  Four SENCOs 

 148



spoke of INSET that would help mainstream teachers change their 
attitude about special educational needs in the classroom (2P, 2PP).   

 
Primary 
 

We need refresher courses in classroom management.  Also, there’s a 
big problem with boys and reading so teachers need to be shown how 
to differentiate.  There’s no point in just talking about it - they need to 
know the very basic stuff of how to actually do it. 
At courses, they use jargon, but once they put it into a realistic case 
you can relate to that.  Teachers need examples put in front of them. 
 
There needs to be a change of attitude, if INSET could achieve that.  
We need to make teachers aware that they cannot think some child is 
not entitled to be educated to the best of their ability, and that it’s their 
responsibility to do that.  What is best is to bring someone in – our 
psychologist is extremely well-versed – to deliver a very specific talk 
related to a target and objectives, say for dyslexia and classroom 
practice.  They need to go through identification, writing EPs and 
recommendations for inclusion. 
 
Behaviour management definitely would be a very important one, and 
information on caring for and teaching children with medical conditions 
like epilepsy or diabetes. 
 

Worth reporting as a ‘case study’ were the experiences of the above SENCO:  
 
First, there’s a diabetic child here and it’s not just seeing that he’s 
eaten properly, but how it affects him emotionally.  He can be very 
abusive if he’s missed his break.  I find the medical conditions the most 
difficult to deal with.  Second, a Primary 1 child with epilepsy, following 
22 seizures one week-end, was put on high levels of medication.  He 
changed so much from a wee quiet fellow that I thought the medication 
was affecting his behaviour. He became very disruptive, very violent 
and totally unpredictable.  At that stage, I sought help from the doctor 
who observed him and offered some guidance on behaviour 
management because, as a teacher, I didn’t know enough about 
epileptics, but I’ve heard that many suffer frustration that affects their 
behaviour and their learning.  Rather than hearing this from the 
grapevine, we as teachers should be told this through INSET from 
somebody experienced, and be told what activities would benefit them 
most.    
 

Post-primary 
 
We have brought people into school as much as possible to talk about, 
for example dyslexia, Down’s Syndrome and deafness in children. The 
whole staff did deaf awareness training, including the classroom 
assistants, and are learning sign language too.  
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INSET on behaviour management is the biggest need. 
 
We would need a little extra help once the special needs young people 
get to Key Stage 4 preparing them for the world outside, because that’s 
something I feel we are really not fully equipped to do.   
 
The last time I was on a course, the two ladies who took it came from a 
grammar school and were there as special needs advisers. With no 
disrespect to them and I’m not being anti-grammar school, but they 
might as well have talked a different language.  I am quite cynical when 
it comes to that, so I would prefer INSET to be school-based. One 
young teacher who was recently at INSET with grammar school 
teachers, said that if they knew the problems in her class they would 
have been stunned, so it was poles apart.   
 
If you’re having a bad day and a child is misbehaving, or if you have a 
child who genuinely cannot understand what you’re trying to teach 
them and you’re ready to tear your hair out, what do you do?  We need 
INSET on classroom management and teaching strategies to make 
teachers aware of how to deal with these children.  
 

5.0 Widening participation and motivation for all pupils  
 
All but one of the 12 SENCOs saw a rôle for both mainstream and special 
schools to widen access and motivation for all pupils (11: 6P, 5PP).   
 
5.1 Benefits of mainstream schools 
 
The main benefit of including children as far as possible in a mainstream 
setting was said to be socialisation (7: 3P, 4PP).  The better career 
opportunities offered (4: 1P, 3PP) and peer support (3P) were also seen as 
advantages, the latter capable of contributing to raising standards. 
 
Two post-primary SENCOs saw inclusion of children and young people with 
learning difficulties and disabilities in regular schools as offering greater 
access to the curriculum, and one spoke of its capacity to raise pupils’ self-
esteem.  However, some spoke of the difficulties encountered in making 
provision for the increasingly wide ability range. 
 
Primary 
 

The benefits are mainly social.  They’re mixing with children from their 
own area and that’s very important.  Ideally, it’s the right way to go, but 
it’s very difficult to operate.  Children’s needs are not the same and the 
bright child must be allowed to fly at their pace. 
When I was a full-time class teacher, I had two very difficult pupils in a 
class of 20.  Neither would have been considered for a special school 
and it was a nightmare, as well as which I was preparing resources for 
them night after night.  I don’t know how teachers cope with more 
children with even greater needs. The rest of the class do suffer. 
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We have the best of both worlds in mainstream, in that, somebody 
makes a professional judgement stating this child should be here, but 
we can also draw on the expertise of the local special school.  What we 
have here is a microcosm of society, not some exclusive group. 
 
We cope very well with the children we have and were very happy to 
keep a child with Asperger’s because we felt we had the resources, but 
it’s completely dependent on resources.  For some children, I’m sure 
mainstream is not the best policy.   
 
A lot of children really benefit in mainstream from the whole social side 
of it and are coping perfectly well academically. Being withdrawn to 
address their particular needs helps enormously. EPs are tailor-made 
for them and their teaching is literally taking them one step on at a 
time.  Once you get into a larger group, you can’t do that because 
you’re spreading yourself more thinly.    
 
When a child with special needs who comes to mainstream leaves 
school, the advantage for them is that they won’t be going to a 
specialist workplace, and we hope that the benefits are social too.  
They have peer support, learn to work as a team and to work with other 
people.  If they’re in a special school and always getting special 
treatment in an environment with so many others with special needs, it 
may be too much of a reality shock when they move into the real world. 
 

Post-primary 
 
Social integration and access to the curriculum, even if not to the same 
extent as a child in a top stream class.  If it’s a physical difficulty, then 
we overcome that and enable them to be mobile in order to access the 
curriculum - it would be a very grave disservice if we didn’t do that. 
 
They definitely come on more socially, although we have a girl at the 
moment who we think might be going to special school this year 
because she is having severe psychiatric problems.  
 
I can see that parents want their children to come to a mainstream 
school because it gives them a more realistic view of society, they’re 
open to more opportunities, different types of people and how to deal 
with different situations. Generally, it works well and there haven’t been 
any problems we couldn’t overcome.  In an unstructured subject, like 
PHSE, some children find difficulty in a discussion group but that’s part 
of life.  But if they can come here and both learn and socialise, that is 
the biggest advantage of mainstream. 
 
Being in mainstream helps self-esteem.  Being with their peers with 
whom they go to school and see when they go home, helps them 
greatly in the social sense.  
 
The SENCO who disagreed with special schools said: 
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Actually no, I think they should all be mainstream, as long as the 
support is put in.  

 
5.2 Benefits of special schools 
 
The main benefits of special schools were the more protected, secure 
environment, very small classes and, consequently, more teacher time.  As 
well, there were specialist resources, equipment and expertise.  Figures were: 
 
- a more protected environment (7: 2P, 5PP); 
- small classes (5: 3P, 2PP); 
- more teacher time (4P); 
- specific expertise (2P); 
- specialist resources (3: 2P, 1PP). 
 
Mentioned individually were the advantages of children being educated with a 
similar peer group, and that for some it was the most appropriate preparation 
for life. 

 
Primary 

 
It’s a matter for the child’s parents and the level of difficulty they have.  
There’s definitely a need for special schools but the child has to be 
‘bad’ enough.  If they can be coped with in mainstream, they should. 
There’s still a case for special schools because for some children it’s 
good for them to be educated within a group of like children, to be 
given more time and to receive individual teacher tuition so that they, 
too, can achieve their full potential. 
 
When we talk to the outreach teachers from our two local special 
schools, we hear that there are two teachers with eight children and 
lots of lovely resources and computers.  The children are happy and 
are getting the attention they need. 

 
Post-primary 

 
Some children have needs so severe that they cannot be catered for in 
a mainstream environment, and need the protection of a special school 
setting. 

 
The special schools mean the children cope better in smaller groups 
with the extra support.  I don’t think mainstream is suitable for everyone 
and it does not provide an effective education for some children as they 
would fall by the wayside.  Some are happier in the more intimate, 
safer environment. 
 
One primary SENCO was concerned about parental choice in the 
mainstream-special debate, strongly believing that there should be a 
‘trial period’: 
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I have an issue with parental choice as it is not always informed choice.  
If a group of professionals decide that it’s in a child’s best interests to 
go to a special school and that is over-ruled by the parents, that choice 
should be provisional, say for a year, when we should see if the 
professionals adhere to their decision.  Then we should insist.  With the 
greatest respect, the views of parents are often to do with issues 
relating to their own education.  Would the medical profession allow a 
person to make a decision about an operation? 
 
A post-primary SENCO could see advantages for mainstream and 
special, but felt that there was a ‘cost’ in each case.  

 
Special schools are more secure and protected, but is it as a cost?  
When they’re adults they have to take on so many social skills and will 
meet obstacles in life.  But special needs children in mainstream need 
one-to-one help which is also a cost.  The class teacher cannot treat 
them as she would the whole class, as they need a mentor, someone 
to motivate, stimulate and give support.   
 

5.3 An effective education for every child? 
 

The SENCOs were asked whether, at present, they felt able in their school to 
offer every child an effective education.  All but one primary SENCO thought 
that they could (11: 5P, 6PP), but comments showed that it was conditional 
upon help and advice being readily available, smaller classes and delays in 
seeing the psychologist (6: 3P, 3PP).   
 
Primary 
 

Yes, but only as long as I felt that I have someone to whom I can direct 
the issues where I think I needed training, advice or guidance.  I would 
take on any child with any disability. 
 
I’d like to think so, but it would depend if you were presented with more 
children with a lot more severe problems. I think we’re coping well with 
the problems as they come along. 
 
If we had more teachers and therefore smaller classes, it would give 
the children more individual time and it would be more effective.   
 
We’re happy that we’re providing an effective education for most 
children, but there are those waiting to be assessed by the 
psychologist and we’re definitely not happy about that.  Back to time 
and resources in the psychology department. 

 
The remarks of the SENCO who believed that certain children were not 
receiving an effective education, reflected the warnings already put forward by 
others in regard to class size:  
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Many children here would benefit from much smaller classes, such as 
10 or 12 which you’re never going to get in mainstream. One child we 
have would definitely benefit from being in a special school, and there’s 
still a very strong argument for having such schools, so I’m not sure 
about the effectiveness in that case. 
 

Post-primary 
 
From the staff point of view, there’s not one who doesn’t give every 
child individual attention, and no matter how bad they may be, the staff 
are very positive.  We have to make them all feel part of the school. 
There’s one boy who is a complete pain and I go out of my way to say 
“Good morning, how are you?”  and I get him to converse.  He’ll now 
put his head round my door to say hello, even if I’m teaching.  He feels 
better about himself. 
 
Personally, I have always advocated inclusion in mainstream.  I see 
myself as a facilitator for the hearing impaired pupils to go into a 
mainstream class. They spend most of their time in regular classrooms 
and I give them whatever support they need so that they can make the 
most of the mainstream setting and their education is effective.. 

 
6.0 The rôle of ICT and inclusion 
 
6.1 Extent to which ICT can contribute to inclusion 
 
All 12 SENCOs held the view that ICT could contribute to inclusion and to the 
learning of pupils with special needs, although one in the post-primary sector 
believed it was, and should be, “to a certain extent”. 
 
6.2 Ways in which ICT can contribute to inclusion 
 
There was a range of ways in which ICT was thought to help pupils to be, and 
to feel, included.  They could see their success, they actually wanted to use 
the computer, could work at their own level and pace, and their self-esteem 
grew.  As well, two post-primary SENCOs said, in each case, that ICT allowed 
pleasing presentation of work, helped with writing difficulties and improved 
spelling; one believed that the content of pupils’ work was also improved by 
ICT.  Two primary SENCOs spoke of the value of the interactive experience.  
Figures were:   
 

- seeing their own success (4: 2P, 2PP); 
- wanting to use the computer (3: 1P, 2PP); 
- self-esteem growing (3: 1P, 2PP); 
- working at own level (2: 1P, 1PP); 
- working at own pace (2: 1P, 1PP); 
- improved presentation of work (2PP); 
- getting help with writing and spelling difficulties (2PP);  
- having an interactive experience (2P). 
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Primary 
 

The SEN children here all enjoy the computer, the different 
programmes, the living books, the talking books and the interactive 
programmes.  It’s almost like one-to-one attention as in most 
programmes, if the child can’t get the answer right after the second 
attempt, the computer usually steps in and removes the situation or 
gives a clue to the answer so they don’t feel they’re failing.  Their self-
esteem grows.  
 
A child learns so well with a computer because there’s nobody there 
saying “no, that’s wrong”, especially if they use earphones as nobody 
hears and they can work away and find their own level.  My major 
problem is finding suitable software for particular educational needs 
and the board has helped here as has the psychologist. That software 
is then used in the class to benefit all children. 
 
The whole thing about children with special needs is that they need 
multi-sensory input and with a computer they have to use their hands, 
eyes and ears – all senses except taste.  They can engage with the 
computer, it will unendingly let them do something they’re good at, it’s 
at their pace and it’s interactive. 
 

Post-primary 
 
ICT contributes to pupils’ self-esteem.  We have a student who’s barely able 
to hold a pencil, take notes or anything like that.  But if you put him in front of 
a computer it can be used as a learning tool, as an incentive, as a reward, for 
classroom displays, to take work home to parents.  It’s fantastic. 
 
The pupils can use headphones and the less able work at their own 
pace and the better ones can progress to a higher level.  There’s also a 
little button which is a teacher aid, and if they click on this they can be 
talked through a problem.  If the weaker ones can’t grasp it, then I get 
involved.  They work happily and you could hear a pin drop. 
 
It helps something as basic as the presentation of pupils’ work, 
especially those with dyslexia. A lot of special needs children actually 
want to do ICT.  One child with Down’s Syndrome is quite bad in terms 
of ability and is going to achieve an ICT certificate. 
 
Computers are good for children with writing difficulties and a couple 
have their own laptops.  Some have their work downloaded onto 
laptops so they don’t have to carry so many books.  If they don’t have 
good coordination, the laptop helps greatly with the presentation of 
work. It makes all the difference- their writing can be legible and there’s 
a spell check which is like a teaching aid.  

 
The quality of their written work in English has improved dramatically 
using ICT.  There were still the mistakes but the content improved 
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because there wanted it to look well.  One pupil with cerebral palsy has 
also benefited greatly. 

 
The primary and post-primary SENCOs who were less enthusiastic about ICT 
and warned that it should not be a substitute for teaching, said respectively: 

 
It can contribute to learning and inclusion, but actual one-to-one with 
the teacher is much more important than setting the child an ICT task.  
 
There’s a rôle for ICT, but I’m not at all sure it can replace good 
teaching, therefore I come from that angle. 

 
7.0 Classroom assistants and inclusion  

 
The SENCOs were asked how best classroom assistants could contribute to 
inclusive classroom practice, and what key characteristics they should have.  
One post-primary school did not employ any so the findings here were based 
on 11 responses. 
 
7.1 Classroom assistants’ contribution to inclusive practice 

 
The way in which classroom assistants could best support inclusive practice 
was said to be knowing when to intervene and when not to, thereby avoiding 
disempowering the child or young person, and making them dependent.  It 
was strongly emphasised that their rôle in class should extend to helping all 
pupils, to avoid marginalising those with special needs.  
 
Practical ways of helping were by working on a one-to-one basis with pupils 
under the teacher’s direction, working with and withdrawing small groups, 
helping to identify resources, understanding pupils’ targets and helping them 
focus on tasks and reinforcing teacher instructions when necessary.  
Classroom assistants had to work closely with the teachers, recognising that it 
is they who manage the classroom.  They must be clear about what was 
expected from the child, the level of support needed and the meaning of 
progression.  They must be well informed about special needs, particular 
conditions and learning difficulties. Figures were: 
 

- knowing when to intervene or not (9: 5P, 3PP); 
- working closely with the teacher (6: 4P, 2PP); 
- working on a one-to-one basis with pupils (5: 3P, 2PP); 
- working with small groups in class (4: 2P, 2PP); 
- helping to identify resources (4: 3P, 1PP); 
- understanding children’s targets (4P); 
- keeping the pupil focused on a task (3: 2P, 1PP). 
 

Primary 
 
The classroom assistant’s best contribution to inclusion is one-to-one 
activities with the child under the teacher’s guidance.  They need to work 
hand-in-hand with the teacher, know the teacher’s aims and objectives, 
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what the teacher wants that child to learn and the level of support that’s 
expected.  They must know when to intervene and when not to, because 
when those children feel relaxed, confident and secure they don’t look for 
help, they want to be like the others.  The classroom assistant must 
understand when that child’s feeling competent within a task, then they 
should let them get on with it and give support and encouragement only as 
needed. 
 

The classroom assistant must meet with the teacher and see me as 
SENCO - we work in a triangle.  They have to know where they’re 
going with the child, how the work is moving on and what resources are 
required.  The teacher plans and says how she wants the assistant to 
help.  They can take small groups or do one-to-one, but the teacher 
gets around all groups.  They can withdraw a group from the class, 
especially if it’s a small room.  Some classroom assistants are 
specifically for one child, but if the teacher thinks that child doesn’t 
always need support, then they help with other pupils so as not to 
disempower an individual.   
 
Quite often special needs children have difficulty with concentration as 
well as finding it hard to cope educationally.  The classroom assistant 
is really beneficial in focusing the child on a task and can go over the 
teacher’s instructions one-to-one.   

 
Post-primary 

 
They have to be well trained and well informed about the children’s needs.  
They should not disempower the child but know when a learning challenge 
can be met and when to be restrained.  I tell them not always to sit with the 
pupil, especially at secondary level.  They want to be the same as their 
peers.  I say to be particularly aware that a pupil may need them, but to go 
round them all.  You cannot marginalise them.  Conversely, others, 
although quite rarely, may be attention-seeking and the classroom 
assistant equally has to tune in and know what is appropriate contact.   

 
I see it as part of my rôle as SENCO to liaise with the classroom assistants 
and say to them that, ultimately, the classroom is the teacher’s and what 
they say goes. 

 
The child with dwarfism simply couldn’t be here without an assistant  – it 
would be a health and safety issue.  The one on the autistic spectrum has 
a difficulty coping with the bigger areas, or could get lost.  The classroom 
assistants seem to contribute most in maths and English.  They keep the 
child on track, keeping them from dreaming, keeping them focused on the 
task in hand and if their attention has wandered, draw them back. In 
maths, thy can take what the teacher has said in smaller steps.  They 
seem to relish and enjoy this kind of work and it has encouraged some of 
them to attend courses.  We’ve been very, very lucky with ours.  
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A primary and post-primary SENCO expressed worry, however, about the 
classroom assistants’ level of training for the job they were required to do, 
particularly in relation to the secondary pupils.  

 
Their training certainly is totally, totally unsuitable, including the fact that it 
does not cover the age range they meet in post-primary.  They receive 
their training here after school or at lunchtime, or sometimes from the 
teacher if there’s time.  It’s piecemeal, and that’s why I have arranged six 
weeks of behaviour management training for them. The board’s literacy 
adviser is teaching them about reading partnerships and I try to bring in 
the outside agencies too. 

 
There’s a lot of strong guidance for the classroom assistant as I have to 
train them when they come here.  I always say, “When in doubt, come to 
me”.  But they are not appropriately equipped to teach in an inclusive 
setting and they should be.  The assistant must know how a child’s 
disability affects them and that they’re not suddenly misbehaving because 
they’re a bad child, but because of feelings of frustration or inadequacy.  If 
the classroom assistants have this understanding, they’re much more 
professional towards the special needs children who, in turn, respond well 
to someone who’s sympathetic.  

 
The SENCO from the post-primary school whose policy was not to employ 
classroom assistants said that it was mainly to do with making the pupil feel 
excluded or singled out: 
 

They’re frowned upon here although other people sing their praises.  
We discovered in the past that there was an attitude of “there’s so-and-
so’s minder”.  In the past, our kids who had classroom assistants felt 
embarrassed and we felt they were counter-productive in terms of their 
learning.  You talk about them feeling a part of the community and, 
quite frankly, I think the reverse.  I can understand it in a primary 
school where the pupils are in the same classroom all day, and it’s a 
community within a community.  Here they have to leave the maths 
room to go to the English room and this person is following them 
around.  It’s different with physical disability, but I think domestic 
assistants is a strange term. 
 

7.2 Key characteristics of a good classroom assistant for inclusion 
 

The majority of SENCOs agreed that, most importantly, a classroom assistant 
should have a caring, sympathetic nature, be approachable, see goodness in 
the child and be able to build a relationship with them – a combination of 
these qualities.  They had to be a team member yet have the ability to 
anticipate and act on their own initiative, be willing to learn and able to take 
advice, be supportive and motivating, and be flexible, patient and adaptable.  
Good communication skills and confidence were also essential.  Figures 
were: 
 
- having a caring, sympathetic nature (9: 4P, 5PP); 
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- being approachable (4: 2P, 2PP); 
- able to be a team member (3: 2P, 1PP); 
- being supportive and motivating (3P); 
- being flexible, patient and adaptable (3PP); 
- able to anticipate and use own initiative (2P); 
- able to follow instructions and take advice (2PP). 
 
Primary 
 

Sympathetic, supportive, encouraging, motivating when the child’s not 
at their best in a learning activity, and someone who understands that 
we need to come to that child’s level.  Knowing when to stand back and 
let the child get on by themselves and, as the child gets older, not be at 
their elbow all the time.  The child must be enabled to be more 
independent, but the classroom assistant must know when to step in 
when needed. 

 
They have to be caring especially those working one-to-one, able to 
build a good relationship with the child, firm but fair.  A great deal is 
expected of them now. 
 
Able to anticipate, be innovative in their dealings with the child and not 
use a ‘recipe’, be independent, but be a team member too. 
 
Patience for the children’s sake, willing to learn, be a good 
communicator, able to work with other adults, follow advice and take 
instructions. 
 
Somebody who themselves is teachable, is keen to learn, has a heart 
for the child, wants to know where that child is coming from, sees them 
in the whole context and doesn’t see it just as a nine-to-two job.  They 
have to be interested in whatever syndrome or learning difficulty the 
child has and keen to find out how they can play their part.   
 

Post-primary 
 
Caring – they have to care.  They need a lot of patience, to like the 
person they’re dealing with and have the capacity to see goodness in 
them no matter what.   
 
Relate to the child, be likeable to the child, have an ability to foster trust 
in the child and be someone they’re confident to approach, and be 
adaptable. They need to be able to help the child right up to Key Stage 
4.   
 
Flexibility is a big one, that they can try their hand at anything and in 
this school they have to.  We have one child in second year who needs 
oxygen at times so all the classroom assistants were trained in the 
delivery of oxygen. Empathy with the children is most important. We 
rotate the timetables so that the children get to know all the assistants 
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which is good for the child’s independence, and good training for them 
as they get to know all the different conditions. They are very keen on 
in-service training for themselves. 
 
A pleasant personality who is open-minded and with the ability to adapt 
to the class and the teacher, who can take a background rôle and not 
be dominant, yet intuitively know when to intervene.  It’s a complex set 
of skills.  I will meet with the classroom assistants once a week to 
include them, deal with issues, and keep them on track with the right 
advice. 
 
Someone who will work with the staff, who’s confident, can both give 
an opinion and make an active contribution as well as take instructions 
from the teacher, cares about the child, promotes the child’s 
independence.  It needs to be someone who can be there for the child, 
know when to stand back and let learning take place, and be able to 
have a joke. 
 

One post-primary SENCO had concerns about recruitment of classroom 
assistants for the secondary sector:   
 

When you interview for a classroom assistant, they may not have great 
academic ability.  They have done a child care course and while that may 
be very good in a nursery school, here they are meeting pupils who are 
older – or school leavers - who may be dyslexic, and who need 
appropriate assistance. 
 

8.0 Relationships with other schools 
 

The SENCOs were asked about their relationships with local special schools 
and alternative education providers, the extent of outreach support, and their 
expectations for reintegration for pupils on placement.  In addition, primary 
SENCOs were asked if they received any feedback from their post-primary 
counterparts following transition. 
 
8.1 Relationships with special schools and alternative education 

providers  
 
Four of the six primary SENCOs had very good relationships with their local 
special schools.  One had no special schools nearby and one only saw staff in 
an outreach capacity (see 8.2).  In the case of the post-primary SENCOs, 
none reported contact with special schools, and five of the six were in touch 
with staff in alternative education provision although with mixed outcomes. 
 
Primary 
 

I attended reviews in a special school of a child who was going to 
reintegrate into our school, the strategies we might use to manage it 
and what we might expect. 
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I have gone over to [a local special school] and know I can always 
contact them if I want information.  I spent a day their in their behaviour 
unit see what was going on.  
 
We have a very good relationship with the outreach teachers who are 
friendly and willing to help. 

 
Post-primary 
 

I had some contact with the local EOTAS (Education Otherwise Than 
At School) project when involved with behaviour management, but  I 
haven’t a strong relationship. I’m not in touch with special schools.  We 
have some students who attend [alternative education provision] and 
some a reading centre, and I’d be in touch with staff there.   
 
We have a very good relationship with the alternative education 
provider here.  The outreach teacher comes here every week to tell me 
how pupils are getting on, then she sees other children here. 
 
I had a problem with one boy who was in alternative education 
provision (EOTAS) for three days and in school for 2.  The trouble is, 
they then miss out on three days of the curriculum, but there’s no 
sitting down with the teachers at EOTAS and asking what they’re 
doing, and no continuity in terms if curriculum provision.  I’ve said I’m 
not happy about the thinking as it’s difficult for the child to come back 
and slot in after three days.  When I’ve said that, the staff at EOTAS 
say the big focus is the pupil’s behaviour.  At the same time, if the child 
is not coping and is behind, he’s going to get fed up.  I’ve raised this 
before but can’t get any satisfactory answer. 
 

8.2 Extent of outreach support for mainstream schools 
 

Overall, seven of the 12 schools received outreach support from special 
schools, special units in mainstream or alternative education providers, largely 
in the primary sector (5P, 2PP).  Comments from the primary SENCOs were 
much more positive than those of their post-primary colleagues who either 
had no outreach support at all, or in the case of the one who had, found it 
disappointing. 
 
Primary 
 

We have had outreach support for a couple of children from teachers 
attached to special units in mainstream, but no one from the special 
school environment.  We use the Behaviour Support Team from the 
board or, if a situation has arisen, the behaviour unit from the special 
unit.   
 
The teacher from the special school comes to talk about the different 
conditions and gives us advice.  We find that really beneficial. 
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We have outreach support from three teachers in a local MLD special 
school and have a very good relationship with them. 

 
The special school staff come here to give outreach support, or to see 
a child with EBD.  One child was particularly badly behaved in Primary 
1 and 2 but remained in mainstream. The outreach staff were involved 
in P2; they came in and observed to make an independent 
assessment.  They help the class teacher with strategies to deal with 
the challenging behaviour, but in this case it became dangerous and 
the child had to go to the special school. 
 

Post-primary 
 

There is no sharing of skills.  The child goes to the EOTAS provision – 
maybe school refusers who had distanced themselves – and stays 
there. 

 
Outreach support used to be for specific needs which was great, 
because I used to target the pupils for the outreach teacher, but now 
she only deals with the ones targeted by the ELB.  It used to be that I 
would identify who needed help so it is very disappointing because, 
quite frequently, the pupils being helped by outreach no longer need 
the support. I have at least half a dozen other more worthy causes in 
the same class. 

 
8.3 Extent of feedback from post-primary to primary sector 
 (primary SENCOs only) 
 
None of the six primary SENCOs received any feedback from post-primary 
colleagues about former pupils with special needs.  All six, however, were 
strongly in favour of some kind of liaison in order to inform their own practice.  
Information was only received informally through parents with children still at 
the primary school or, occasionally, the pupil might call. 
 

I think it would be a great idea. Feedback is non-existent.   
 
Occasionally, some pupils call and let us know how they’re getting on.  
That’s the only feedback. 
 
We only get feedback if the parents still have other children here and 
teachers obviously ask. Other parents call in to tell us.  The secondary 
schools do not let us know.  We send on the EPs with the child’s folder 
together with strategies we’ve used.  Maybe strategies that work in a 
primary school wouldn’t always follow through to a secondary situation, 
but it would help to know. 

 
I try to find out because I might have recommended a particular post-
primary for a child with special needs, and wanted to see how things 
were going.  I would see the mother if she had other children at the 
school to ask how the child was getting on, mainly so that I could 
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suggest the school for other children with similar difficulties.  I don’t 
want to send them to a school where they’re not going to be catered for 
and feel content.  Feedback would be useful and would help me for the 
future.  
 
One school sent a profile and a photograph of the pupil, but no other 
feedback and it would be very helpful. 

 
8.4 Reintegration of pupils on placement into mainstream education 

 
Most SENCOs said that they expected pupils on placement in special 
schools, special units or alternative education provision to return to their 
mainstream setting and be re-integrated (7: 3P, 4PP).  Two said they did not 
and, in the case of three, the SENCO had no experience of pupils on 
placement.  
 
9.0 Interagency collaboration  
 
The SENCOs gave their views on the extent to which interagency 
collaboration supported inclusion, and pinpointed the factors that might 
impede successful multi-agency working. 
 
9.1 Extent to which interagency collaboration supports inclusion 
 
Eight SENCOs felt that interagency collaboration was supporting inclusion in 
their schools (4P, 4PP).  However, four believed that it did so only to a certain 
extent (2P, 2PP).  Examples of good and less favourable experiences with 
external agencies were: 
 
 
Primary 
 

We have a little girl who suffers from arthritis and goes to hydrotherapy 
sessions.  The physiotherapist tells her mother certain exercises that 
relieve tension and that’s quite useful I find.  Other than that, I can’t 
really think of any other agencies that give us much support. At a case 
conference concerning a child some years ago, I found it very 
beneficial that people were being open and, as a teacher, it gave me 
an insight into that child’s life and the traumas that were happening 
which you don’t always know about. 

 
Post-primary 

 
It’s an extremely good part of good SEN management in school that we 
have advice from professionals: medical, psychological, therapeutic 
advice.  Any profile you can get of the child even before they come in 
to the college is also really important.  I think it’s useful for the children 
to know that you’re in touch with other people about them – then they 
know you care about them as do the parents – and we’re not just 
playing it by ear. 
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The speech therapist comes in but the advice given doesn’t relate to 
the situation in the classroom because the therapist is not from the 
educational context and is a bit removed.  I was given this whole list of 
idioms you can do with childhood receptive disorder, but idioms need 
explanation for use with that child.   
 
It works to an extent except that we don’t get enough information from 
the medical end.  There was one pupil I wanted to put in for 
statementing about whom the Child and Family Unit had been in touch 
about a couple years ago. I phoned them to see what further 
information they had and they were able to tell me that they had carried 
out a full assessment which finished six months ago.  I asked for a 
copy and was told one had already been sent to the board.  I 
eventually got one from the unit, but that’s not collaboration and 
doesn’t help inclusion. 
 

9.2 Factors impeding interagency collaboration 
 
Six SENCOs identified the principal factors thought to impede interagency 
collaboration: 

- delays in appointments with different professionals (4: 2P, 2PP);  
- the need for more sharing of knowledge with schools (2PP); 
- a lack of co-ordination between the different services (1PP). 

 
The remaining two found the service providers satisfactory apart from the 
delays, but again experiences were variable.  

 
Primary 
 

It takes time for one body to get in touch with another body, but they’re 
generally very helpful. 
 
It’s worked fine here.  The only problem was needing more help from 
health visitors with the child who had cystic fibrosis as the mum had to 
come in to give physiotherapy. 
 
Sometimes children have missed their appointments with the speech 
therapist and we’ve asked would it not be better for the therapist to 
come into school.  Seemingly, it would not be cost-effective for them.  
We would love the five children to be seen here on the same day, but it 
can’t be done. 
 

Post-primary 
 

The agencies all work very much alone.  We had one meeting about a 
pupil with all the agencies together, but that was rare.  It doesn’t 
happen as a matter of course.  It’s not coordinated.  They should be 
sharing knowledge as there was one case with a lot of conflicting 
evidence. 
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Social services are not so bad and we have a fair amount of contact 
with them.  We have had children with the paediatrician and the 
Learning Disability Unit, and we have never received reports.  The 
medical people have come in when we have hammered on the door 
and said please help us.  Been tortured a few times.    
 
The ELB respond fairly quickly, then you wait for the educational 
psychologist. You need the ELB’s permission and you have to harass 
them constantly.  They may have a procedure if a child is dangerous to 
other pupils, as deemed by the psychologist, that the child should 
attend a special school. But it takes time, months.  The child, as well as 
the rest of the class, suffers. 
 
There is no problem seeing the board’s psychologist and we only ask 
when really necessary.  She is excellent.  I have seen her within 10 
days and that is tremendous in today’s climate. I’ve heard of 18 
months.  We need greater frequency of visits from speech and 
language therapists.  We have a very good relationship with social 
services and are quite frequently in contact with them, but I have to be 
quite blunt because if you want any information, forget it.  I am serious, 
it is really very difficult.  I have reached the stage now if a social worker 
phones me, I won’t give any information and ask them to make an 
appointment. Nine times out of ten they never do.  They phone and 
interrupt your class if it’s important to them, but it’s not important 
enough to come and see you.   

 
I feel that quite frequently we are going into case conferences ill-
prepared, and there is no agenda set.  It’s a lack of openness.  Social 
workers won’t give us information, so our staff are warned to be very 
careful what they say because you can say something to a social 
worker and, three days later, it is announced that the case conference.  
The teacher may not even be there to say, “Actually no, that was not 
said on the phone”.  Accuracy is vital, therefore, as a child can be 
damned unnecessarily by a casual remark. 
 

10.0 Parents, pupils and making inclusion work 
 
10.1 Parents and promoting inclusion 
 
All 12 SENCOs said that parents were made fully aware of inclusive practices, 
were kept informed of all aspects of providing for their child’s needs, and were 
regularly invited to be involved.  The emphasis, therefore, was very much on 
partnership and there was an understanding of parents’ own fears.  
 
Primary 

 
Parents are always included and help by looking at plans we’ve made 
for their child and giving any input they can.   
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There is constant communication with parents, they’re told what the EP 
means and get a copy, and are kept informed. 
 
The parents are very supportive.  We are so fortunate in our catchment 
area and the kind of classroom assistants we have, some of whom are 
parents in the school themselves.   
 
Parents have to take ownership of their responsibilities towards the 
child – we’re responsible and they’re responsible.  We need to work in 
partnership. 
 

Post-primary 
 
I think parents, like teachers, are also afraid of special needs.  You 
have to get the parent on your side by showing the benefits we can 
offer.  Otherwise, you can’t achieve anything. 
 
The ethos of the school means that parents make a huge contribution 
to inclusion. We have something here – a bit different from other 
schools which can be a bit scary – Parents to College Day - one day a 
year when parents are invited in. I’m in contact with parents all the time 
by telephone and face-to-face. I need to know who I’m talking to and if 
they know me, they feel they can get in touch and it eases their 
worries.  There’s a knock-on effect for staff too – that things are going 
to be OK.  Some parents can be so scared, particularly of the transition 
from primary to secondary school.  
 

10.2 Pupils’ perspectives 
 
Again, all 12 SENCOs said that pupils were involved in taking ownership of 
their own learning and that, as far as cognition allowed, were given the 
opportunity to express their views on what was going well or otherwise.  This, 
in turn, informed teaching.  Pupils could be encouraged to talk to classroom 
assistants too.   
 
Primary 
 

I listen to the pupils’ perspectives as it gives me an insight into where 
they’re coming from and how they’re handling things.  It fully affects 
how I teach and unless you listen, inclusion won’t happen.  They’re the 
ones who tell you “that’s boring” or “that’s good” or “that’s helpful” or 
“that’s not helpful”.  If it’s not helping the child, what’s the point of doing 
it?  I think their perspective on things is vitally important. 
 
I would discuss the pupil’s education plan with them and we talk about 
the difficulties.  I try to stimulate interest in their own learning, what 
works best for them. 
 
We try but it’s not always an ideal situation - ideal in theory but it 
depends on the child.  We fill in review forms and there’s a section for 
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pupil comments, including ‘What do you enjoy doing?’  They’ll put down 
anything.  ‘Who would you like to talk to?’  My teacher.  To be honest, 
there’s not a great deal of depth to their answers.  They certainly have 
their thoughts which you glean as you go through the year, and are 
much more valuable. 
 
We ask them how they feel – are they happier doing this and so on?  
The classroom assistants have a role in that, talking informally to the 
children.  Nothing formal and no checklist.  For the statemented pupils’ 
annual review, there is a pupil contribution and they talk about what 
they feel they’ve done well at in the past year, and are there any areas 
they need to work harder at. 
 

Post-primary 
 
The big thing would be the annual review when we would encourage 
the child to be there and to speak up.  We have meetings throughout 
the year if something comes up and the child is worried.  Sometimes 
the parents don’t need to come and it’s just an informal meeting 
between me and the child.  We encourage them to talk to the 
classroom assistant too. 
 
I’ve had to diagnose two pupils in the last month and I’ve shown them 
the test and how I graded it, how I could arrange extra help, how they 
could behave in class, rather than making a big issue of it.  I do all this 
quietly so the pupil is not embarrassed, and explain that the teachers 
will know the situation, so they just have to put their hand up.  I think 
the pupils needs to know that because they can’t do something, help is 
there. 
 
Some understand when you talk to them, which I do individually, and 
some have difficulty.  It’s very sad but you still hear the child saying 
“I’m thick”.  I always say “No, you are not.  You say you are thick, but 
you can play football and I cannot”.  You build self-esteem somewhere 
else. Every Monday morning, I ask about the week-end: I know who 
goes motor cycling, who goes fishing and so on. Forget about maths 
for ten minutes and let them talk and show how good they are at 
something.  You get their strengths and you build on them.   
 

10.3 Key factors to make inclusion work 
 

The SENCOs identified a wide range of elements to make inclusion work, but 
the key factors were human resources and team work.  Thus, most stressed 
the need for specialist help from outside agencies for longer (7: 4P, 3PP), and 
for co-operation and communication amongst teachers in relation to making 
provision for all pupils (7: 4P, 3PP).  Other factors were: 
 

- identifying pupils’ needs (3:1P, 2PP); 
- establishing parent partnerships (3:1P, 2PP); 
- being highly organised (2P); 
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- training teachers (ITE) (2P); 
- training classroom assistants (2P); 
- having INSET for all staff (2P); 
- pursuing inclusion at all levels (2, 1P, 1PP); 
- being actively supportive to pupils (2PP). 

 
Mentioned individually were: 
 

- making children aware of targets; 
- ensuring children experience success; 
- being reflective about inclusive practice. 

 
Primary 
 

Successful inclusion means help for the pupils within the school and 
beyond from the outside agencies.  It’s teamwork.  If we didn’t have the 
class teacher putting in so much work with the pupils and the 
classroom assistants, we wouldn’t have inclusion. It’s everyone 
working together for the children who have difficulties.  
A highly organised school, teachers knowing what’s happening within 
the special needs classroom, the children being aware of the targets, 
knowing what they’re aiming for and having success; and parents 
being aware of the targets. 

 
Letting the children know you are on their side. 

 
The key factors are very simple: it’s best for those with special needs to 
meet others of different ability, culture and nationality from day one so 
that they are included, not excluded.  Eventually, they will meet society 
which is increasingly inclusive.  Inclusion on this planet is a natural 
thing. 
 
Organisation, identifying children’s needs, planning and team work 
including outside bodies.  Communication is the key word.   
 
Teacher training, INSET for teachers and special needs assistants, 
partnerships with parents, and continued support at board level.    
 

Post-primary 
 

Co-operation from all sides is the key – teachers, the Principal, pupils, 
parents, outside experts – everyone who is helping the child. 
 
Identifying the child’s needs, getting advice on how best to meet it from 
experts, trying to put that into practice, learning from what happens and 
refining our provision according to the child’s needs. You need to see 
how that child works with what you have provided, then address it 
again. 
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Willingness and openness on the part of the whole staff, and 
preparedness to accept children as they are, but also accept change. 
 
We need financial support for schools – money for specialist expertise 
or an extra pair of hands.  There are no floating people.  Time is at a 
premium.  I could do with cover to make the rôle of SENCO 
manageable and I’m evaluating it at the moment.  I’m trying to do in-
school, twice-yearly reviews, the annual reviews and the transition 
reviews.  It’s getting all the information together.  It’s an interesting job, 
but there’s too much work for the time available.  
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Chapter 5 
 
Findings: Inter-agency professionals (Group 1)     

 
This chapter and the next examine the views and experiences of a range of 
professionals from agencies outside schools who are involved in the 
promotion of inclusion.  They consist of 10 individuals, each designated here 
as a ‘senior officer’ to preserve their anonymity. They were divided into two 
groups of seven (Group 1, Chapter 5) and three (Group 2, Chapter 6). 

 
Group 1, listed below, was made up of senior 

officers representing Social and Health Services, 
Youth and Community Services, and Alternative 

Education Providers as follows:   
 

- the Department of Health and Social Services 
and Public Safety (DHSS&PS); 

- the Association for Real Change (ARC); 
- the Pathways Project (Pathways); 

-  the Youth Service of one Education and 
Library Board (ELB/Youth); 

- a Hospital School and Tuition Service (HSTS);  
- the Education and Training Inspectorate’s 

programme at Key Stage 
4 (FE and training) (ETI/KS4); 

- an Education and Library Boards’s programme 
for alternative provision for EBD at Key Stage 4 

(ELB/KS4).  
 

Group 2 contained a Senior Education Officer 
attached to an Education and Library Board, a 

member of the Education and Training Inspectorate, 
and the Director of a voluntary organisation dealing 

with learning disabilities.    
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While both groups were asked about their rôles and responsibilities with 
respect to promoting inclusion, the barriers to collaborative working with 
schools, the benefits of inter-agency collaboration for both the organisation 
and the individual, and the part played by the local education authorities 
(ELBs), the three members of Group 2 offered an overview of current 
provision and future prospects for inclusion in Northern Ireland.  All 10 were 
asked to identify the key factors to successful inter-agency working.  
 
Because of the disparate composition of the inter-agency group as a whole, 
the data gathered were from very different perspectives, although consensus 
of opinion is reported.  As elsewhere, verbatim quotes are used to illustrate 
the findings, and form an integral and insightful part of the data. 
 
The senior officers were asked for their views of current and future inclusion in 
Northern Ireland, and how it is being promoted by the different stakeholders. 
 
 Group 1: findings  
 
The broad headings of the interviews for this group were: 
 

1 the promotion of inclusive schooling;  
2 barriers to collaborative working with schools; 
3 perceptions of inclusive schooling; 
4 local education authorities and their support for inclusion;  
5 working with other agencies to promote inclusion; 
6 benefits of inter-agency working; 
7 key factors for successful inter-agency working. 

 
1.0 Working with schools to promote inclusion 
 
1.1 Rôles and responsibilities 
 
The rôles and responsibilities of the inter-agency personnel were, of course, 
varied, but all had a strong focus on the inclusion in compulsory education of 
children and young people who are marginalised for any reason.  
 
Five of the seven were involved in the provision of alternative education 
programmes either as part of the youth and community services or Education 
Other Than At School (EOTAS).  The remaining two, respectively, worked to 
promote the factoring in of the allied health professions in the formulation, 
monitoring and implementation of policy (DHSS&PS), and to improve services 
for people with learning disabilities (ARC).   Their remits are summarised 
briefly below: 
 
 
 

Social and Health Services 
 

- to raise awareness of the allied health professionals to ensure that they 
promote true, inter-disciplinary working (dietetics, orthoptics, 
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physiotherapy, podiatry, radiography (both diagnostic and therapeutic), 
speech and language therapy) (DHSS&PS); 

 
- to promote positive practice in providing services to people with 

learning difficulties, to influence change and to support service 
providers to improve their practices through training, information and 
advice services (ARC);   

 
Youth and Community Services 

 
- to plan, develop and obtain further funding for an alternative education 

programme for disaffected pupils in Year 12 (Pathways); 
 

- to provide in schools, through youth work practice, a programme of 
social and personal development for targeted groups of disaffected 
pupils, focusing on good attendance, behavioural issues and raising 
self-esteem (ELB Youth Service);  

 
Alternative Education Provision 

 
- to provide alternative education provision for pupils with medical and 

with emotional and behavioural difficulties (EBD) from Key Stages 1 to 
4 in hospitals, homes, schools and neutral venues, and to create 
partnerships with Further Education Colleges (Hospital and School 
Tuition Service); 

 
- to look at alternative provision at Key Stage 4 for disaffected pupils with 

a focus on the transition to Further Education (FE) and training (ETI 
KS4 (FE and training) programme); 

 
- to provide alternative education provision for post-primary statemented 

pupils up to age 16 with EBD (ELB KS4 programme). 
 
 
 
 

1.2 Ways of promoting inclusion  
 
With the increased emphasis on inclusion, respondents described the ways in 
which they worked with schools to promote this, either directly or indirectly. 
 
In the case of the Department of Health and Social Services and Public 
Safety (DHSS&SP), an inter-departmental steering group has been set up for 
children with special needs (including educational needs), through which 
efforts are being co-ordinated from a policy perspective.   
 
The Association for Real Change (ARC) promotes inclusion by seeking to 
improve the practices of service providers catering for the needs of people 
with learning disabilities.  
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Pathways is a project based outside schools and is targeted at young people 
aged 15-16. There are currently some 30 such projects for young people who 
are out of school in their final year through suspension, expulsion or not 
attending.   
 
Each group has its own base with a team of staff: one full-time project worker 
and part-time teachers in basic skills and various curricular subjects – “If there 
was the funding, we could duplicate that”.  Basic skills tutors use an adult 
education approach to try to get the young person to take control of their 
learning.  The maximum class size is 10 because of challenging behaviour, 
special needs requiring one-to-one support, and better work likely to be 
produced in smaller groups. 
 
The Youth Service in one Education and Library Board (ELB/Youth) 
works with 14/15-year-old pupils who are close to suspension or expulsion.  
Although it is this age group on which the schools want the youth service to 
focus, there was strong conviction that if there was access to younger pupils 
aged 12/13, impact would be greater: 
 

It’s far too late when they’re in their penultimate or last year of 
schooling. 
 

Full-time youth workers are located in schools during the day, and staff work 
in the evenings with unattached young people in youth centres.  At present, 
the aim is to link the two forms of provision to give continuous support.  A 
further aim is to give transition support for marginalised young people 
between school holidays and the start of the next term. 
 
The Hospital School and Tuition Service (HSTS) has an intensive programme 
working with young people from Year 8 (initially Years 11/12) referred to them 
by schools with behaviour problems (EBD), and taught in groups of 10-12 for 
20 hours a week.  There is support in literacy and numeracy, and the pupils 
also have, for example, music, art, Personal and Social Education (PSE) and 
citizenship. 
 

We’re still in the position where most schools contact us simply 
because the relationship between the young person and school is 
beyond repair, but we’re trying to pick them up before the problems 
become so severe that they cannot be maintained in school at all.  
 

The senior officer spoke of some forward-looking Principals who enabled the 
HSTS staff to work with young people who were on a reduced timetable, or 
withdrawn from a certain subject where there was conflict with a particular 
teacher.  The pupil is supported on a partial basis and is in their own class for 
the rest of the time.  More young people are now tutored in a ‘neutral venue’, 
felt to be more educationally beneficial.  They are relieved to be no longer in 
full-time education, but both they and their parents are reassured that the 
service is a support system, not a punishment: 
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Our rôle is not to determine whether or not they will come out of school, 
but to ensure when they do that we offer them an alternative that 
values them. We start them on a clean sheet because previously they 
felt excluded, and we create a culture that is not about schools 
dumping young people, but about recognising that schools did not 
meet their needs. 
 

The majority were said to feel very positive about the move from their 
negative experience within mainstream.  The alternative programme stresses 
that there are high expectations, and targets are negotiated and set within an 
individual, appropriate and relevant support plan.  As in the Pathways 
programme, the young people are treated in a more adult way than school 
structures perhaps allow, and must take some ownership of their behaviour 
and its outcomes: 
 

We don’t have rules about the colour of their hair or what shoes they 
wear – to me that doesn’t influence how a person works.  It’s about 
attitude, how they see themselves and what they want.  

  
The Education and Training Inspectorate’s KS4 programme (ETI/KS4) 
looking at alternative Key Stage 4 provision is concerned with the significant 
minority of pupils failing to do well in school, and the need to find a 
mechanism by which they can be retained in a positive way, negotiating a 
curriculum and a contract of engagement with them. 
 
The Key Stage 4 programme in one Education and Library Board 
(ELB/KS4) is a stringent one that encourages schools to keep young people 
for as long as possible and only to refer them to alternative provision at a 
point when they can no longer cope or meet their needs, or when the 
educational attainment of other children is being affected. 
 
1.3 Establishing communication with schools 
 
Each senior officer was asked how their organisation maintained 
communication with schools. 
 
DHSS&PS does not have direct links with schools, but the inter-departmental 
working group includes local education authorities’ personnel (ELBs), 
mainstream Principals, teachers in special education and therapy managers 
(physiotherapy, occupational therapy, and speech and language therapy) who 
go into schools.  The aim is to develop a framework for collaborative working 
and a service level agreement.   
 
ARC does not work directly with schools, except where some of their 
members have children’s services within their remit. 
 
Pathways takes referrals directly from schools, with communication  usually 
established through their pastoral care system.  Already, the young people will 
have been through “anything the schools have in place” such as special time-
tables and seeing the educational psychologist.  They stay in the Pathways 
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programme for a year where they are encouraged to prepare for the world of 
work: literacy, numeracy, ICT and PSE including group work: 
 

The young people come with anger management issues, or issues with 
authority, or just low self-esteem and lack of confidence.  We work on 
these. 

 
Their natural skills, abilities and interests are developed and career options 
are considered.  There is a full programme from Monday to Thursday with 
Friday spent on work placement or with their project worker to discuss 
problems about the programme, the community or their family, thus taking an 
entirely holistic approach: 
 

The basic hierarchy of needs means that if the young person’s having 
problems at home, education won’t be so important.  We get requests 
from other ELBs and different schools, so there’ s need for this kind of 
provision. 

 
ELB/Youth offers alternative provision at Key Stage 4 with staff dedicated to 
certain schools.  Principals identify pupils and the youth workers go into 
school, meet the young people individually, explain what they do and try to 
negotiate a ‘contract’ with them.  The key element is to “make it clear that 
we’re not the ‘sin bin’, we’re a different service, but we want to be part of the 
school and very strongly promote its ethos”. 
 
For the Hospital and School Tuition Service, the two main routes for 
referral are education welfare or educational psychology, but by then it was 
said to be “already too late and, at that stage, very little ground for re-
integration”.  The bulk of children referred are at Key Stage 4 and do not want 
to follow the curriculum, but a vocational route. The service, however, has had 
children as young as Primary 1, and in Primary 4 to 7. 
 
The ETI/KS4 programme communicates with schools to help young people 
between 14 and 16 make the transition from a failing school experience to a 
positive one in job skills or Further Education.  Prior to coming onto the 
programme, staff will have been proactive in trying to find ways of keeping 
pupils with behavioural problems in mainstream school “right up to the point of 
referral”: 
 

Frequently, we get telephone calls from Principals and SENCOs to ask 
if we can suggest any strategies, and the ELB behaviour support team 
does whole-staff training so that young people with difficult profiles can 
be maintained. 
 

There are referrals every two weeks after contact with Educational Welfare, 
Educational Psychology or a combination of both, in consultation with the 
school.  Detailed documentation accompanies each referral to ensure 
appropriate provision.  Distinction was made by the senior officer between 
pupils with physical disabilities or impairment, and those with challenging 
behaviour, the latter being much harder to maintain. 
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1.4 Maintaining contact with schools 
 
Although the DHSS&PS does not go directly into schools, the senior officer 
works with therapy managers to ensure that they identify the issues, 
difficulties and solutions, and thereafter with colleagues through the steering 
and working groups: 
 

When the guidance is finalised, we hope to share a vision of what 
really needs to happen in order to effect child-centred, collaborative 
work. 
 

Pathways works “fairly closely” with the schools.  A link teacher receives 
monthly reports, attends the steering group, and is encouraged to visit and 
keep up-to-date with the young person’s progress, even though by the time 
they come on the programme, “the relationship with the school has really 
broken down”.  Some young people are glad to be away because they feel the 
school has failed them, but others return to mainstream education after time 
spent in Pathways:  
 

If the learning experience in school has been bad, we try to change 
that.  If school hasn’t worked, they know they can continue learning 
here.  Some actually try to go back to school in 5th year because after a 
year here they can see the benefits of learning, they see a goal they 
want to reach. 
 

Contact with schools is maintained by the Youth/KS4 programme through 
sessions with the youth worker held in the young person’s mainstream setting 
once or twice a week, for a whole morning or afternoon. Principals are happy 
with this arrangement because classes have already been disrupted for other 
pupils.  The youth worker’s rôle is to bring about a change in behaviour so 
that the pupil is more able to learn and contribute, and whilst this is what the 
teacher wants, he or she has to be fully prepared to take the process forward:  
 

If the pupil can go back to class, be motivated and interested, then it’s 
up to the teacher to maintain continuity of learning.  That’s the inclusion 
factor – if they’re not always being put down by the teacher, but can go 
back amongst their peers and achieve.  
 

The HSTS maintains contact with schools, particularly to let them know of the 
successes of excluded pupils which can inform future practice: 
 

They need to ask what they could do differently.  That’s the challenge 
for us now, to take what we’re doing back into the schools to see what 
structure could be put in place to reverse a growing trend. 

 
Once in the HSTS alternative setting, the pupils were questioned in detail 
about “what’s working for them”, perhaps more than is done in schools: 
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Why is it better here?  Is it because you don’t have to be here for so 
long?  Or because there’s no uniform?  Or because you don’t have to 
do so many subjects?  Schools can learn from this.  
 

The ETI/KS4 senior officer explained that their programme is outside school: 
“It exists where the system fails”.  But contact with the schools is implicit as 
the intention is, again, that schools can learn from the programme to help 
“avoid expulsion, stigmatising the child and scarring him for life”: 
 

The pupil reflects on his final years of formal education as forms of 
discipline, threats of expulsion and, ultimately, expulsion – a very 
negative model.   
 

Once referral to the programme takes place, there is “very heavy liaison with 
the school” as part of the induction process, providing the child has recently 
been attending school.  If referral comes after a period of absence, it was felt 
that the school had little of recent, relevant worth to report.  Every effort is 
made to keep the door open, but if the child has been expelled “that door is 
closed”.  However, if they’ve been suspended, especially repeatedly, and 
there is a chance of some sort of restorative process with the school, then this 
is embarked upon.  
 
Induction onto the ELB/KS4 programme involves a wide variety of tests and 
assessment in the first four weeks, part of which focuses on the potential for 
re-integration into the young person’s own or a new school.  The schools’ 
responses and attitudes could, however, vary: 
 

Some are excellent and provide huge amounts of information, lots of 
co-operation, and Principals and SENCOs keep in touch to check 
progress, but they’re in the minority.  Most of the time, there’s huge 
relief on the part of the schools – they don’t want to know. 
 

It was claimed that there are a lot of strategies that could be used in the 
school setting and, again, schools differed.  Some held onto children longer 
than others – “maybe more tolerant staff or better intervention strategies”; 
others take more seriously the legislation relating to the impact of a disruptive 
pupil on the education of others and use that as a method of removing them: 
“I’m not at all sure to what extent the welfare of the individual child is at the 
centre of the process”. 
 
The programme, with small groups and highly trained staff, uses de-
escalation work, conflict resolution, anger management and peer mediation, 
while focusing closely on individual needs.  After an intensive programme of 
behaviour modification, learning can improve and “they can accelerate at a 
phenomenal rate”: 
 

That’s the reverse of schools where they enforce the learning and hope 
that the behaviour settles, but you cannot get a child to learn if they’re 
angry or oppositional. 
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2.0 Barriers to collaborative working with schools 
 
2.1 Identifying barriers  
 
Because of the diverse nature yet small size of the group, it was to be 
expected that a range of different barriers would be identified, some inevitably 
specific to one organisation.  All the senior officers could readily identify an 
array of barriers to collaborative working between the main service systems of 
education, health, and social services.  Where a barrier existed within multi-
agency working, this constituted a barrier to inclusion itself.   
 
Consensus emerged in relation to human and physical resources (7), funding 
(5), and school or teacher attitudes (5).  Other barriers cited were: 

- the constraints of inter-professional ‘silos’ (2); 
- the need for a transition plan from school to adulthood for the 

young person --involving all service providers (2); 
- insufficient early intervention or an inability by alternative 

education providers -to instigate earlier preventative work at Key 
Stage 4 (2); 

- an insufficiently person-centred approach (2). 
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Mentioned individually were: 
 
At policy/general level 
   

- a lack of joint policy between the main service systems 
(education, health, social services); 

- a lack of individuals to take responsibility; 
- the difficulty in locating special needs on a vast health and social 

services agenda; 
- the need to develop the rôle of the voluntary sector; 

a culture of blame. 
 
At teaching and learning level 
 

- the difficulties of establishing learning styles within alternative 
provision  

- to suit a very wide variety of learning and behavioural difficulties;  
- the inability to plan ahead and prepare due to lack of funding;    
- the branding of the young person as ‘troublesome’ by schools 

and by different agencies. 
  
At practical level 
 

- the need for information to be passed between school sectors, 
and between --schools and the FE sector to inform practice; 

- the lack of a common language across agencies; 
- the lack of support structures for disaffected pupils from home or 

from other adults; 
- other parents’ objections. 

 
Responses are organised to correspond to each professional group and also 
to show how the different senior officers prioritised the barriers in terms of the 
first one mentioned. 
For the DHSS&PS, there was said to be a lack of a joint policy between 
themselves and the Department of Education, with no common vision of 
committing people to key areas and to specified outcomes with proper time 
frames: 
 

There needs to be an inter-departmental policy and a policy statement 
which, although it could take time, would commit both to common, 
strategic objectives to drive partners at other levels, mainly across the 
Education and Library Boards and the Health and Social Services 
Boards and, ultimately, at a more operational level between the 
schools, the therapists and the trusts. 

 
Further, when responsibility was transferred over to education in the late 
1980s, there was an absence of dedicated people to take responsibility – 
people in both departments understanding what this would mean: “It just 
happened and, like Topsy, it growed and growed!”  At that time, too, there 
was “very, very limited funding” made available to enhance therapy provision.  
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It was stressed, though, that, without any intended disloyalty, there was 
extreme difficulty getting children with special educational needs onto such a 
“massive, massive agenda”, because of the pressures that go along with the 
key services such as cancer and cardiology: 
 

To get those children, whom we know to be important, onto that big 
agenda in a way that attracts the investment that is necessary, is 
extremely difficult.  Within DHSS&PS, if you look at the health 
component alone and all that it covers from the cradle to the grave - all 
acute and secondary services – the pressurised areas are often the 
ones forced by politicians to the top of the agenda. 
 

From a social services perspective, children with special educational needs 
were said not to be under the broad heading of ‘child care’ and did not, 
therefore, fall neatly into that grouping.  
 
The senior officer from ARC pointed out that the majority of their members 
were from the voluntary sector and could feel marginalised and excluded, 
even though they may well be providing the majority of direct contact services 
with young people.  An important area for development, therefore, in terms of 
collaborative working to promote inclusion, was said to be the celebration and 
enhancement of the rôle of this sector. 
There were difficulties, too, in regard to inter-professionals ‘silos’, making it 
difficult for each to look beyond their own remit and come together: 
 

Communication between different professionals can sometimes be 
minimal, if not, on occasions, hostile. 
 

The effect of this was to make it harder for voluntary sector members to make 
person-centred approaches with young people a reality. 
 
There was concern that transition plans were not always in place for young 
people with special needs at the point where they leave school and enter the 
adult world, and that service provision was variable and uneven: 
 

It simply does not happen in most cases.  While there are examples of 
excellent practices where education, social services, the voluntary 
sector and all the other providers do collaborate really well, this is very 
patchy.  It depends on where people live whether the young people can 
access those services. 

 
The senior officer at Pathways found the lack of resources to be a major 
obstacle to collaborative working, in terms of money to plan, staff and develop 
the programme, and to engage expertise from external agencies.  Although it 
copes with a huge range of learning and behavioural difficulties, this 
alternative provision has no direct link, say, to educational psychology so they 
cannot make referrals.  The argument was, however, that if a young person 
had been referred to a psychologist in primary school, they were still deemed 
to need support of this kind once in alternative education provision. Even 
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obtaining information about earlier support could be very difficult and might 
only be discovered by chance through conversation with a parent. 
 

There is a lack of statutory resources – no direct link and no obligation 
so, in terms of barriers, that’s a big one.   If we identify someone with a 
particular need, we have to use what expertise we have; if we identify a 
specific learning difficulty, like dyslexia, we don’t have the resources.  
It’s trial and error until we get a learning style that works with that 
young person.   
 

The same was said to apply to EBD and, since the young person’s behaviour 
in mainstream school did not change overnight once in Pathways, staff are 
dealing with widely differing behaviours within a group while trying to work at 
individual level too: 
 

Initially, that can be difficult but you have to build relationships.  They 
have to understand it’s no longer a ‘them and us’ situation like in 
school, and that we want to work with them.   
 

Again, the need for a transition plan and a proper focus was mentioned 
following time spent on the alternative programme. Staff worked with young 
people during July and August to make sure they moved on to something 
constructive, like a job skills programme to obtain training credits.  It was 
important that they knew about this and that they started at the appropriate 
level.  For those who wanted to return to school in September, contact was 
made with the feeder or another school. 
 
For the senior officer in the ELB/Youth Service, the key obstacle to joint 
agency working was teacher attitudes.  By this was meant the lack of 
knowledge about what the youth service could provide and achieve:  “At 
times, some of our workers have had to stop what they’re doing and explain 
their methods to teachers”.  Some still send a child outside the door, so it has 
to be put to the Principal that there is a need for a session with teachers to 
explain the youth worker’s approach to working with young people: 
 

It remains the big barrier to collaborative working. Teachers have to 
see that we’re working to contribute to their own as well as the child’s 
benefit, as the young person will come back into class socialised.  

 
Similar to the notion of “professional silos” were “people in agencies working 
in boxes” as a barrier to collaborative effort, allied to the lack of a common 
language to understand how to cater for the young person’s needs. 
 
The major problem for the HSTS was funding which, for the special needs 
pupils, was still located in the mainstream schools.  This programme is part of 
special education, described as “a budget under great pressure”.  As with 
other alternative provision (like Pathways), HSTS cannot plan effectively as 
they do not now how many or what kind of pupils they will have, what 
resources they will need or what difficulties may arise.  Further, there was 
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said to be money for them in schools yet the schools were not dealing with 
them.  
 

The budget doesn’t grow and we don’t have a delegated budget.  
Funding remains in schools while we have the young people on our 
books for two or three years.  

 
The offshoot of that, and the aspect described as “most dangerous”, is that 
HSTS cannot build up highly important preventative work.  It was felt that the 
schools do not react quickly enough, nor is there sufficient early intervention.  
The transition from primary to post-primary with selection at eleven plus had a 
huge impact on some children, and transition at this point was, therefore, a 
“major, major issue”.   
 
Although supported by the Education and Library Board, the HSTS has had to 
prove the value of their provision.  The service has shown what young people 
can achieve, the skills and strengths they have, and that their self-image, self-
esteem and self-confidence can be changed.  Even if they do not achieve the 
desired accreditation in English, maths and ICT within alternative provision 
“as an absolute minimum”, if their attitude has changed, they can do it in their 
20’s or 30’s: “If we really believe that learning is for life, we just have to open 
the door”. 
 
Emphasising the need for leadership in inclusive practice, another barrier 
related, once more, to mainstream teachers’ attitudes.  In this case, the point 
was made that there was resentment on the part of some teachers that “bad 
pupils” received special treatment. 
 
Barriers to collaborative working in the context of ETI/KS4 again concerned 
professionals whose duty it was to promote inclusiveness, working to different 
protocols, rules and regulations.  As elsewhere, the view was held that some 
were “not sufficiently child-focused”.  Nonetheless, the “incredible workloads” 
and the large number of cases for which they had responsibility were 
acknowledged in the case of certain agency personnel, unfortunately resulting 
in very long waiting lists (“it can be 18 months”) and minimal support.  This 
was at least partly due to the growing number of disaffected or excluded 
pupils: 
 

If they’re at school, they’re non-compliant which is a waste of their time 
as they’re totally disengaged from teaching.  As a result, they come to 
FE training at 16 with no qualifications, and very, very poor literacy, 
numeracy, social and personal skills. 
 

Considered unhelpful was the “culture of blame” whereby primary schools 
blame broken homes for problems in the classroom, and FE colleges can be 
critical of post-primary schools – “Why should we have to sort out their 
problems?” 
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The crucial need for early intervention was raised again because of the 
existence of two categories of EBD pupils: those with early onset behaviour 
problems that can emerge as early as Primary 1 or 2, and those developing 
difficulties from age 12/13 right through to 25: “If the younger children are not 
dealt with, the behaviour becomes ingrained and is our biggest challenge”. 
 
The ELB/KS4 senior officer spoke of two-fold difficulties.  Once a pupil had a 
reputation for being excluded or suspended, the information was quickly 
networked, particularly if they had a community profile too.  Consequently, re-
integration was rendered very difficult: 
 

That’s not across the board, though, because I have some schools that 
work very closely with me and are willing to have a quid pro quo 
arrangement – if I take one of their most difficult individuals, they’ll take 
one of my least problematic youngsters back – but it’s not terribly 
frequent as it’s difficult to organise logistically and to support.  
 

Moreover, there was said to be pressure from the teachers’ unions not to take 
children back since teachers do not have to be subjected to risk in the 
classroom (verbal or physical abuse) – “another big barrier”. 
 
The senior officer in the ELB/KS4 programme pointed to the fact that many 
EBD children come from dysfunctional families (maybe a parent in prison), the 
lack of social norms impeding inclusion.  A large number are Looked After 
Children whose potential to succeed in school is greatly reduced, and the 
tendency to become involved in criminal activities greatly increased: 
 

So often, they don’t have the support structures or significant, 
tenacious adults in their lives to advocate for them.  I frequently write 
letters to Court and visit schools on behalf of a young person. 
 

The shortfall in human resources here related to Social Workers who, it was 
said, are grossly overworked, are very difficult to contact and have a huge 
staff turnover: 
 

For example, I’ve been trying to get two boys back into school who’ve 
been toeing the line for six months.  Both are Looked After Children so 
I’m relying on two Social Workers making application to schools.  One 
made the application and subsequently left and the school’s denying all 
knowledge of it.  I can’t contact the Social Worker and get evidence to 
challenge the school. It’s very frustrating.  The only time I get a good, 
co-ordinated response from Social Services is when I have a crisis and 
really crack the whip.  I have a good network of people at high levels. 
 

2.2 How can these barriers be removed? 
 
The group was asked how the barriers identified could be removed.  The 
suggestions put forward related to leadership (4), at government level (2) and 
at school level (2).  There was said to be a need to promote school cultures 
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that were more receptive to inclusion (2), and to improving communication 
and building relationships with other agencies (2).  A holistic, person-centred 
approach was also essential for inter-agency working (2).  Individually 
mentioned were proper funding for alternative education provision, the 
promotion of early intervention and greater access to services. 
 
The senior officer at DHSS&PS spoke of structures in the form of new 
appointments that had been put in place to help remove barriers to inter-
agency work and inclusion, but warned that it would take time. First, an 
additional post has now been created of Deputy Secretary to the Permanent 
Secretary: 
 

His area includes children and that will allow a more appropriate focus, 
but work has to be done behind the scenes to enable full 
understanding of the situation. 
 

Second, the recently appointed Children’s Commissioner is said to be making 
it quite clear that “bureaucracy, for want of a better word, and the lack of 
joined-up government is no longer acceptable – that’s giving real drive”.  
Third, and slightly lower down in the organisation, another new post is being 
created, that of Deputy Principal to look at children’s areas: 
 

This will also allow a better focus on inclusion.  I and my medical and 
nursing colleagues can adopt a team approach and make the new 
Deputy Secretary aware of this important work and, hopefully, get it 
onto the agenda at the top of the house.  It’s not through neglect, it’s 
simply the complexity. 
 

The call for a strong lead to be taken by government departments was 
reiterated by the senior officer at ARC  who felt that the kind of collaboration 
badly needed would only happen if there was the will at senior policy level 
right down through management: 
 

But I think people are lukewarm at management level about actually 
monitoring whether or not the directive that came out about 
collaboration is enforced in a way that makes a difference. 
We know that when it works well, collaboration is very, very effective – 
it is the right way to go and it does make a difference. 
 

It was felt that government, therefore, must be much more proactive in terms 
of taking the lead and champion this kind of collaborative work. 
 

The rôle of the departments at regional level is crucial.  If it’s not 
happening at that level, it’s hardly a surprise that it’s not being mirrored 
further down.  
 

Removing barriers at Pathways meant agencies working together and taking 
a holistic approach to doing what is best for the young people.  Honest 
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relationships had to be built with their parents who, it was said, could be 
suspicious and sometimes discourage them from participating: 
 

You have to get the young person and the parent to buy into the 
programme and get them to work with us.  Staff go out to parents and 
do a family review, provide an update for parents and give them 
positive feedback which, for a lot of them, is for the first time.  
 

The senior officer stressed the need for their programme to have better 
access to the different services, such as educational psychology. 
 

One of the problems we have is the terms of suspension and expulsion 
before we can have that access.  For example, we had a referral in 
April and worked with the young person at the school’s request to keep 
them in school until June.  There was an incident in May and the pupil 
was expelled between June and coming to us in September so, 
because of this, we couldn’t take the referral from the school.  
Bureaucracy intervened. 
 

It was said that many issues could be resolved if the different agencies 
worked together – “More talking to each other and working together as there’s 
a lot of experience out there”: 
 

Partnerships need to be more than just words, but need to be real, true 
partnerships where everybody’s working for the welfare of the young 
person and not their own agenda. 
 

The ELB/Youth senior officer wanted to draw Principals and schools much 
more into the work of the service, and perhaps to formalise a contract with the 
school for the young person. 
 
There was agreement from the HSTS that the right culture and mindset had to 
come from the top, from the Principal: 
 

Where that is right, it permeates through the staff and, after a while, 
they’re asking, “What can we do to support this young person?”  What 
can we do differently to make sure we don’t lose them?  
 

Removing barriers to collaborative working and, hence, inclusion meant, yet 
again, “proper funding” for alternative education providers. 
 
Employing more professionals was suggested by the ETI/KS4 senior officer to 
improve access to the different services. However, it was pointed out that the 
Department of Education had provided money for each Education and Library 
Board to employ more educational psychologists, yet it had not reduced the 
waiting lists for young people to be seen. 
 
The value of early intervention was reiterated: 
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One thing that’s blindingly obvious is that early intervention may well 
rectify many of the problems we’re trying to deal with at Key Stage 4.  
It’s not always easy and I know support from the different agencies can 
depend on which Education and Library Board a school is in, but 
intervention has to be when the child needs it.   
 

A joint assessment team approach was used by the ELB/KS4 senior officer to 
improve contact between the pertinent adults in the young person’s life, with 
the frequency in proportion to the severity of the case:  
 

Recently, we managed to get mental health, the child and family team, 
and psychiatric care located here in school, and they’ve agreed to 
monthly meetings.  This gives them better access to the young person 
when appointments have not been kept, and it is proving successful. 
 

Five core people attend the case conferences (as well as having child 
protection and statement reviews), so rapport is built up with, for example, 
Social Services, Social Security and Probation staff.  Relationships have also 
been established with the staff caring for Looked After Children – “an 
immense problem as they have such a difficult job” - and promises are kept: 
“That has really helped”.  
 
Regular communication between agencies could be improved by the simple 
expedient of introducing protected telephone time each morning between 
certain hours: 
 

As many agencies as possible know that they can reach me between 
eight and 10 in the morning – bus lines for a flow of information. 

 
3.0 Perceptions of inclusive schooling 

 
3.1 Views of the concept of inclusion  

 
All seven senior officers were in favour of inclusion, but there was also 
consensus that while the concept was fine, the reality was “very, very 
different”. 
 

Where possible, children with special needs should be included in 
mainstream education.  To be inclusive, teaching has to be about 
differentiating and making it suit the individual.  (HSTS) 

 
It was clearly acknowledged, though, that for some children, special schools 
were best. 
 

Practically, the mainstream school doesn’t work for everybody so there 
has to be an alternative.  (Pathways) 
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All seven senior officers agreed on the need for greater inter-agency 
collaboration to support inclusion, both to provide better support for children 
with special needs within mainstream, and to be proactive in trying to keep 
them there. Alongside this, schools and teachers had to be properly equipped 
to cope with a wide range of special educational needs including EBD, implicit 
in which was clear leadership and guidance from the Department of Education 
(3) and support from the Education and Library Boards (2). 
 
Mentioned individually were a change in the bureaucracy associated with the 
statementing process, and a shift in mindset so that mainstream education 
was offered as first choice to the parents of special needs children; better 
access to therapeutic provision for special needs pupils in a mainstream 
environment and the sharing of the expertise of special school staff; and an 
awareness that the demands of inclusion placed on teachers could put other 
children’s education at risk.   
 
Greater inter-agency collaboration  

 
We need the team strategy – collaboration – as there are young people 
with a wide range of needs.  If we take it that the school will be working 
alongside the education welfare services, the youth worker, the 
psychologist – all that will very much support the greater integration of 
young people. (Youth/KS4) 
 
I think the schools could do more to keep the young people there in 
terms of multi-agency partnerships. (Pathways) 
 

 
Equipping teachers to cope with inclusion 
 

I’m very much in support of inclusion, but we need adequate resources.  
(Youth/KS4) 
 
When you overlay EBD with a learning disability and place that child in 
a mainstream school where the teachers haven’t been trained to deal 
with this situation, it’s very unfair.  (ARC) 
 
It’s not only a question of finance although that’s important, but more to 
do with training and personnel.  (ELB/KS4) 
 
We need to introduce something in Initial Teacher Education on the 
whole behavioural thing, on disaffection and on alternative education, 
but the teacher training syllabus is already so congested.  (ETI/KS4) 

 
Leadership from DE and support from the ELBs 

 
It’s up to the Department of Education and the five boards to make 
sure that they’ve skilled their staff at Initial Teacher Training, induction, 
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early professional development and continuing professional 
development levels to cope with inclusion. (HSTS)   
 
There needs to be something from the Department of Education, some 
kind of guidelines so that we’re all working towards the same thing in 
the same way, as well as flexible but uniform support across the 
boards. (Pathways) 

 
Mainstream education as parents’ first choice and the nature of the 
statementing process 
 
The view of one senior officer was that inclusion was not a reality for children 
with learning disabilities, judging from parents’ experiences. 
 

For those who have managed to access mainstream education, it’s 
been as the result of an enormous battle on their part. Mainstream is 
not the first option offered to parents and I think that’s where we need 
to make the difference. (ARC) 

 
There was criticism, too, [in the Learning Disability Review] of the 
statementing procedure which was described as “so laborious and so 
bureaucratic”, with the identification of their children’s special needs perceived 
by many parents as quite demeaning.  This was said to result in mistrust of 
education to do what was right for their children, even if they were placed in 
mainstream. The same officer referred to full service schools elsewhere in the 
world with implications for the special sector. 
 

My vision would be that in 15 years’ time we won’t have special 
schools, but it’s a slim likelihood.  Internationally, if we look, for 
example, at Sweden, children are educated in the same schools as 
their siblings regardless of impairment or disability.  We know [from the 
Learning Disability Review] that one of the most hurtful experiences is 
being sent away from the people in your street – to special school, day 
centre or hospital – so we need to change that.   
 
In Sweden, there are services where highly technologically dependent 
children with profound learning difficulties are being transported to 
school. There is specialist provision to meet their complex health and 
education needs.  The benefits for other children are that they are 
growing up with disabled children all around them. The benefits for 
society, if we can crack this, are enormous in the longer term. 
 

To achieve this in Northern Ireland, leadership and a change in attitude were 
needed: 
 

There’s absolutely no difference between the children there and the 
children here with disabilities.  The difference is the political will and the 
mindset. England, too, has move away from special schools.  We’re 
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not even at the starting point although the appointment of the 
Children’s Commissioner is a good sign. 

 
Better access to therapeutic provision 
 
Even when parents were successful in enrolling their children in mainstream 
schools, they were said to be disadvantaged in terms of access to the 
therapies needed with striking differences between provision in the 
mainstream and special sectors. 
 

Speech and occupational therapists tend to be based within special 
schools.  Children with special needs in mainstream go on a waiting list 
and have to be taken out to the therapists who are not based on site.  
Informally, a system operates where the Principal in a special school 
can identify children with priority needs and they can have day-to-day 
contact with a therapist.  That doesn’t happen in mainstream and, from 
the parents’ point of view, it seems as if their children are being doubly 
disadvantaged.  (ARC) 
 

Therefore, there was a need to remove the barriers to getting additional 
support and expertise into mainstream by means of joint training and outreach 
services. 
 

Unless we can begin to change a mindset and say that this expertise 
should be used as a skills boost for mainstream education, I don’t think 
inclusion will happen.  We need to find a way of unlocking the expertise 
and resources that already exist in special schools, for shared training, 
and for their staff to go into mainstream to mentor teachers.  As parent 
power grows and as more and more children begin to access 
mainstream, what will we be left with in our special schools?  What we 
want to avoid is a ghetto for everyone whose needs are considered too 
complex to go anywhere else.   (ARC)  

 
Other children’s education 
 

For some special needs, the best opportunities are within mainstream 
because good behaviours can be learned, but the reverse of that coin 
is, if all children with special needs were placed in regular schools, it 
would wreak havoc on mainstream and its potential to deliver 
education for the full population within the school. (DHSS&PS) 

 
One senior officer warned: 
 

Inclusion is a real Utopian situation and everyone likes to think that ‘no 
child will be left behind’, as the American education policy in the Bush 
administration says.  That’s a lovely, wonderful thing that we could all 
aspire to, but it does have its problems because inclusion can be the 
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most subtle form of exclusion – you can be at your loneliest in a crowd, 
especially EBD pupils. 
 

3.2 The effectiveness of inclusive schooling in Northern 
Ireland 
 

Those interviewed, from very different standpoints, were not convinced that 
inclusive schooling in Northern Ireland was particularly effective and most 
gave reasons for their views.  
 
The DHSS&PS senior officer envisaged difficulties in allocating therapeutic 
resources across both the special and mainstream sectors:  
 

I would have to honest and say that, throughout my career, there has 
never been the investment in special needs children by Health and 
Social Services to support their education from a therapy perspective, 
even within special schools and units.  So, if there’s a small ‘cake’ 
covering their needs when they’re in a special environment, what’s it 
going to be like if a not dissimilarly sized ‘cake’ is to be spread across 
mainstream schools? 
 

Not only was a more appropriate focus on special needs children needed, but 
also a more effective assessment of need and more incremental investment.  
It was, of course, crucial to target those with greatest need.  
 

That’s difficult, but if therapists were to be spread like jam and, at the 
moment, there are those who say they are, their input will become so 
ineffective as to be virtually not worth investing, no matter how smartly 
they work and involve the teacher, the parent and the classroom 
assistant.  If a child has a level of need that requires a level of therapy 
for a period of time and if that cannot be provided, it starts to dilute and 
dilute, and that’s a concern.  
 

The senior officer for HSTS did not believe that effective, inclusive schooling 
meant every child should be in mainstream.   
 

There are cases when a child is miserable [in mainstream], would have 
been much better in an MLD school and, those who have transferred 
have blossomed and grown.  They couldn’t cope with mainstream and 
knew they were different.  In a special school, there’s a better 
teacher:pupil ratio, a more protected setting, good resources and 
specialist expertise.  This package is not available in mainstream 
schools. 
 

As to how effective ‘inclusive schooling’ was in Northern Ireland, this officer 
commented that it was proving very, very difficult for a lot of young people 
who do not know what education is about and have no sense of self-worth. 
Partly, this was due to a lack of early intervention and placing the young 
person in alternative education so late, after so many years of failure and 
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disaffection.  Even when placed in an alternative setting, there were 
difficulties:  
 

I think we’re being approached more, but three years with us is a short 
span.  People are becoming more aware of what we can do for the 
young person and the levels of intervention we have, so we’re now 
approached earlier.  But to include them doesn’t just mean taking the 
child somewhere else and giving them the same education – they need 
to be supported, it has to be different and it’s extremely challenging. 
 

The ETI/KS4 senior officer reiterated the importance of early intervention “in 
order to hold onto young people and prevent them from getting into further 
trouble”.  It was reported that a lot of schools were using the basic diagnostic 
toolkit for holistic assessment with their Year 8, 9 and 10 pupils “and, some 
argue, to good effect”.  The officer spoke of the need to move away from 
expulsion because of the negative effect not only on the child, but on the 
child’s family, extended family and community, particularly in the context of 
moves to develop the concept of the full-service school. 
 

If the school sees itself as community-based, then it has to think long 
and hard about how it uses expulsions, if it should use them at all, and 
what it does to try and avoid using them.  
 

The problem was said to be that schools are expected to operate within a very 
narrow boundary of what is and is not acceptable, and when a young person 
steps over that boundary, then disciplinary procedures are immediately 
applied.   
 

This is instead of asking him why he broke that rule, how important is it 
to us and, if we let him get away with it, is it going to make a big 
difference?  Is it really important that he has silver buckles on his 
shoes?  Do we expel the child because he refuses to come to school 
wearing shoes that don’t comply with our rules? 
 

A change in attitude, therefore, would ensure that there is “an adult who 
listens, who’s interested and who shows care for the young person and their 
problems – even if professional help is needed – as it starts with that 
relationship”.  When dealing with the child, however, the whole picture has to 
be considered as the root problem may come from the parent, and to fail to do 
so is “just putting sticking plaster over a serious wound”. 
 
The effectiveness of inclusive schooling in Northern Ireland was described by 
the ELB/Youth senior officer as “some lighthouses in a stormy sea”, 
emphasising the continued need to work towards a model of good practice.  
This was echoed by the ELB/KS4 officer who believed that a lot of schools 
were “at crisis point”: 
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Their answer is to exclude, get the problem out, let peace reign again 
in the school, and get on with the business in hand, as they see it, of 
educating and learning.  
 

It was felt that inclusion had fallen down in Northern Ireland because of 
fragmented provision and a lack of continuity.  Thus, a child can have early 
intervention in Primary 3, 4 or 5, but when they transfer to the post-primary 
sector their problems can manifest themselves ten-fold, yet access to the 
same level of intervention in the secondary phase was described as ”virtually 
impossible”: 
 

Our intervention is in ‘packages’ that come at different times in a child’s 
life, like the statementing process where there’s intensive input of 
assessment and therapeutic work that goes on for a long time.  Once 
the document is produced, it’s handed to another group of people to 
deliver and that’s really ‘hit or miss’ depending on who’s carrying out 
what’s in the statement. 
 

The difficulties of facilitating effective inclusion with young people who have 
emotional and behavioural difficulties were starkly spelled out: 
 

At the point of transition to post-primary education that coincides with 
puberty, the children are no longer cute, cuddly and attractive, and they 
don’t induce the same amount of sympathy in people.  In primary, they 
can be calmed down, stroked, cuddled, diverted and can really get 
round them.  But if you have a 15-year-old boy who’s ‘in your face’ with 
the same kind of difficulty as the younger child, you will get a 
completely different reaction from people because of their size, stature 
and appearance. 
 

3.3 Views on the support provided by schools for pupils 
with special educational needs including EBD 
 

All seven senior officers had quite serious concerns about the support 
provided by schools for special needs pupils, particularly those with EBD.  
They related to bureaucracy, to the culture and attitudes of the schools which 
tended to be ‘punitive’ and ‘disciplinary’; and to the persistent necessity for 
earlier intervention.  Three officers, though, praised the efforts and strategies 
in some schools to include EBD pupils. 
 
In terms of service delivery and development to support inclusion in schools, 
the DHSS&PS officer knew of very good investment in some of the trusts 
(within the four Health and Social Services Boards) and of very poor 
investment by others, despite needs being identified.  This was attributed to 
attitudes and organisational barriers within certain trusts “which do not help to 
promote educational inclusion”: 
  

It’s not helping the teacher in school, is most certainly not helping the 
child and the family, and is not helping the therapists who want to help, 
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are trained and know what needs to be done.  But if they’re powerless 
within an organisation, there’s a limit to what they can do. 
 

The ideal framework was one with a specification of outcome related to 
assessment of need and commissioning of services, right down to operational 
level and the responsibility of individual therapists. 
 

Their managers would create that, inform the trust, senior management 
team and the boards.  Equally, that would then be factored into the 
individual statementing process.  We can’t avoid it.  We have a 
responsibility. 
 

The Pathways senior officer agreed that some schools and teachers tried 
very hard where inclusion was concerned: 
 

They’ve tried everything: professional programmes, pastoral care, 
bringing in counselling, making use of a programme that takes the 
young people out for 8, 12 or 24 weeks (two days a week) then works 
to reintegrate them in school – with good feedback from parents and 
young people - and help with anger management.  They also keep the 
young people thinking and learning.  They have access to the 
educational psychologist and are assessed straightaway. 
 

Most post-primary schools were said by the HSTS senior officer to be less 
than tolerant of EBD pupils, rather than supportive, an attitude with its origins 
in the primary sector. 
 

An awful lot of primary schools in my experience don’t deal effectively 
with the problem of EBD – one-teacher classes, making the child sit at 
the back, sending them to someone else’s class, or to the Principal or 
to sit with the secretary – all those things.  Such a child hasn’t a hope 
in post-primary. By the time the child is 15 or 16, you can turn them 
around, but it’s a big, big struggle.  
 

The ELB/Youth senior officer did not believe that schools could just be left to 
their own devices where support to promote inclusion was concerned, the 
ideal being to have a full-time youth worker in post-primary schools.  Even 
grammar schools had difficulties with challenging behaviour and youth 
services had been offered but refused. 
 

They don’t want the stigma [of a youth worker] if they’re saying to 
parents that this is one of the best grammar schools in the area, and if 
there’s competition. 
 

The downward spiral for EBD pupils once disciplinary procedures were 
invoked was highlighted by the ETI/KS4 senior officer, and clearly went 
against a philosophy of inclusion.  But some schools, when someone did 
something wrong, were said to be asking why?  They tried to help the young 
person to place importance on their own behaviour and performance – “I’ve 
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been encouraged by the value that this has brought to the schools when 
applied at Key Stage 3”.  There was praise for the culture and mindset of such 
schools from which referrals were rarely received, in spite of having very 
difficult pupils.   
 
The ELB/KS4 senior officer had “huge sympathy” for mainstream teachers, 
but had worries about the development of inclusive practice.  It was felt that its 
success depended on whole-school culture and teacher attitudes, the latter 
serendipitous. 
 

I firmly believe that it doesn’t take a particularly special person to 
deliver the curriculum and to motivate intelligent, hardworking young 
people.  However, when it comes to a child with a high level of 
intelligence but a very low level of social skills and maybe EBD, there is 
just no comparison with the kind of intervention needed. 
In certain schools, tolerance is higher and their strategies are better 
which, taken together, can help foster inclusion.  It’s to do with the 
personalities and sympathetic attitudes of the teachers too, which is 
completely the luck of the draw. 
 

The ability to work with pupils who have EBD should not be taken for granted 
– “it’s a talent and not something you can learn”, and it was felt to be much 
more difficult to be tolerant and patient than to teach a subject in the 
curriculum, nor could it merely be a façade of tolerance which, in any case, 
was extremely difficult to maintain.  
 
4.0 Education and Library Boards and inclusion 
 
The senior officers were asked for their views on the support provided for 
schools in promoting inclusive practice, and on the appropriateness of their 
priorities and strategic goals. 
 
4.1  Education and Library Boards’ support for schools  
 
It was apparent that a true, overall picture could not be obtained in relation to 
ELB support for inclusion, since the comments of the five senior officers 
involved in alternative provision related, in each case, to their own board.  
Generally, though, the view was that much greater support was required, only 
one officer describing the ELB as “very proactive”. 
 
The DHSS&PS senior officer said that different things were happening in 
different boards, with “some pockets of good practice”.  Information given to 
ARC, admittedly described as anecdotal, was of teachers being left without 
adequate training and considerable “blurring around what is, and is not, 
acceptable in relation to EBD and learning difficulties”: 
 

If you’re going to move children with learning difficulties as well as 
challenging behaviour into mainstream schools, there’s a huge amount 
of work to be done in training and supporting teachers.   
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The officer from Pathways reported that teachers felt they were not receiving 
enough support from their ELB to help develop inclusive practice, there were 
few options to explore and there were long delays. 
 

There are very few avenues for teachers to go down when they’re 
struggling with the young people, if they want to get one or two out of 
the classroom for the benefit of the rest.  It’s a long process and by the 
time they go through it, they may have lost those who need help most, 
so big delays.  Educational Welfare is slow and a lot of people slip 
through the net. 
 

In contrast, the HSTS senior officer spoke glowingly of the ELB who was 
highly effective in support of inclusion in schools. 
 

They place real value on these young people who have difficulties and 
are willing, against all the odds and pressures on budgets, to put 
money into this area of provision and develop it.  
 

The ELB/KS4 Youth officer, however, believed that it was still at “the most 
challenging stage” of working out the most effective approaches to dealing 
with young people in relation to inclusive practice.  It was felt that most ELBs 
were struggling to come to terms with what are worsening behaviour problems 
for schools: “Indeed, in some it has become a growing problem of 
suspensions and expulsions”. 
 
4.2 Effectiveness of ELB priorities and strategic goals for 

inclusion 
 
The view of six senior officers on the effectiveness of the ELBs’ priorities and 
strategic goals for supporting inclusion in schools was less than favourable 
(one did not feel able to comment). They believed that there was considerable 
disparity in this respect across the five ELBs, that they were still working 
towards it, and that there was still a great deal to be achieved.   
 
The DHSS&PS senior officer thought that some ELBs had the right priorities 
and strategies, but others did not.  
 

You have some situations where a set of circumstances and individuals 
come together, they combine their initiatives to think creatively and find 
solutions, as opposed to “there’s nothing we can do about it”. 
 

Reference was made to the initiative in one ELB, a model of good practice for 
‘wraparound’ integrated education where the aim was to develop a coherent, 
five-school approach to education, health and community care.  Worthy of 
mention is that among its objectives was a commitment to early intervention 
and preventative measures.   
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If I look at the speech and language therapy service within that 
initiative, for example, you have a manager of that service who is very, 
very experienced, valued and well supported within her trust.  Her 
service was invested to allow them to test new ways of working in the 
community and moving forward.  
 

Emphasis was thus placed on good relationships within and between the main 
service systems (education, health, social services), as the senior officer 
could cite cases of some school Principals who had “little respect or regard for 
the therapists coming into school, and who treated and supported them 
poorly”.  Instead of having strategic direction coming from the top, individuals 
in Northern Ireland were said to be doing the best they could at local level 
according to their circumstances. 
 

Had there been leadership and a strategic steer from both departments 
[education and health] in a very explicit way, saying each had joint 
responsibility and following that through with well-informed service level 
agreement, it would have driven forward corporate responsibility. 
 

The senior officer at Pathways felt that inclusion did not seem to be a priority 
for the ELB, and did not see much direct support for schools or staff although 
assurances had recently been given that change was imminent. 
 

What’s happening in England is going to happen here and you’re going 
to have to deal with it within mainstream.  The boards say they will 
help.   
 

The ELB/Youth senior officer conceded that the ELBs were still striving 
towards better approaches to supporting young people in schools, but a lack 
of money was slowing things down. 
 
The HSTS senior officer found ELB priorities and strategic goals to be most 
effective and appropriate, but knew that this was not necessarily true across 
the other four boards.  Once again, insufficient funding was a major issue. 
 

There isn’t dedicated funding, for example, for EOTAS, and this is a big 
obstacle.  The board allocates us a budget based on what we spent 
last year, but they don’t receive particular funding from DE to cope with 
this area of education.  I think it makes it very difficult.  Special 
education has a lot of pressure on it in terms of inclusion and the 
budget does not reflect that.  
 

The ETI/KS4 officer saw the sheer complexity of inclusive practice as the root 
of the problem where ELB support for schools was concerned. The boards 
had not really come to terms with, or prioritised, the kind of input that they 
might provide “from the early years right through to Key Stages 3 and 4”: 
 

No two pupils are alike and one child can need very different support 
from another.  I don’t think we’ve grasped that nettle, nor do the boards 
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or the Department of Education really understand the nature of the 
issues that some children and young people have to face.  They may 
know about them, but take it all with a pinch of salt. 
 

This officer was also critical of the grading of children with EBD:  
 

One board made a fairly unhelpful announcement recently, grading 50 
percent of children as having behavioural problems.  That’s 
oversimplifying.  There are children who are mischievous, make 
wisecracks, but to grade them as have a behaviour problem is not 
good. 
 

The unions did not help particularly either, by using anecdotal evidence about 
teachers being threatened. 
 

I know it happens and I felt threatened once myself as an Inspector, 
and despaired as to how the school might engage that young person.  
To me, this 14-year-old was a lost soul and I don’t say that lightly. I 
hate to think that some kids are beyond the education system. 
 

There was a warning about people [within education] having “all sorts of 
agendas” that were not always child-centred – “they’re to do with money and 
class sizes”. 
 
The ELB/KS4 senior officer also considered that an enormous amount of 
work still had to be done in ELB structures that support young people in 
schools, and was critical of the scope for removing, rather than including and 
retaining, them. 
 

When I came here, I wanted to get a handle on just what is in place to 
keep a child with, say, challenging behaviour in school. A huge number 
of mechanisms and strategies are in place by the boards to remove a 
child from school and to hit reverse gear in that flow chart is extremely 
difficult.  It’s something on which I’ve challenged our own board on a 
number of occasions.  There’s no revolving door.  The child comes out 
of school and it’s as if there’s a conspiracy to keep them out. 

 
There was said to be practice at each level which has exclusion inherent in it, 
with the child set apart as having difficulties even at Stage One of the Code of 
Practice when they need extra help, right up to Stage Three when intervention 
is from an external source.  One of several suggestions put forward was to 
have a psychologist on the school staff and Stage Three provision would not 
then be external.    
 
This senior officer believed that there was still a lot of work to be done with 
ELBs on educating schools and facilitating a child staying at school, with 
money itself not the top priority. 
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It’s not just from a resources point of view, because there is this belief 
in schools that “if you give us enough money we will be able to keep 
the pupil”.  Money is probably the fifth or sixth thing on the list of what’s 
important in inclusion. 
 

The solution lay in greater emphasis on the type of training at Initial Teacher 
Education and Continuing Professional Development levels.   
 

There needs to be a radical change in the methodology that teachers 
use.  Most aspiring teachers are full of academic knowledge, they know 
what they’re doing and how to deliver their subject within the Northern 
Ireland Curriculum.  The focus should be on strategies.   

 
Moreover, there could be a greater emphasis not just on delivery methods, 
but on methods of conflict resolution for young people, on the management of 
a difficult pupil in a group setting, on building relationships, and on strategies 
to use with young people with very poor social skills so that information can 
actually be imparted to them.  
 

This is a ‘double whammy’, if you like, as they get the information they 
need to learn, and also learn a skill at the same time.  There’s a big 
emphasis on that in here. 
 

With reference to a previous school in which the senior officer worked, a 
whole-school policy of ‘zero suspensions’ was in place: 
 

In my previous school, there were a lot of very problematic young 
people so we set about including all of them and decided on zero 
suspensions which is very difficult to maintain.  By the end of a year we 
had zero suspensions; we still had the problem pupils but had a 
positive reaction to difficulties.  We didn’t consider any child who was 
having a difficulty as being a failure or being beyond our control, our 
remit.  We just used a different set of strategies in dealing with them.    

 
5.0 Working with other agencies to promote inclusive 
schooling  

 
The senior officers were asked about the extent of their collaboration with 
other agencies in supporting schools to develop inclusive practices, about the 
effectiveness of it, and what might improve it.  
 
5.1 Extent of collaboration with other agencies to support 

schools 
 

Five senior officers said that they worked with other agencies to support 
schools, another that the process of doing so was underway, and the 
remaining one found it a struggle to get any commitment from others.  As 
noted earlier, two of those interviewed (ARC and DHSS&PS) did not have an 
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established means of inter-agency working other than, in the case of the 
latter, “feedback picked up almost inadvertently”. 
 
The HSTS senior officer explained that they worked with Social Services, with 
the Child and Adolescent Team, with Child and Family Teams, and with 
Social Workers assigned to particular children within their alternative 
education provision.   
 

It’s only starting to take off.  Schools are just beginning to ask us to 
come in to talk about pupils they want to support, rather than about a 
pupil they want to put out, so that is developing. 
 

In the same way, the Youth/KS4 officer said that a model for inter-agency 
collaboration was urgently needed. 
 

It’s a question of getting a model that’s inclusive for the agencies: 
Social Services who see to Looked After Children who come into 
schools as marginalised young people, the educational welfare service, 
psychology, the youth service and [in the city] criminal justice.   
 

The difficulty was highlighted by the ETI/KS4 senior officer of gaining a high 
level of commitment from other agencies, or of a prompt response from the 
different professionals. 
 

In practice, we talk about a multi-agency approach and the schools talk 
about getting involved with social workers, probation officers and 
specialist help, say for drug rehabilitation, but they’ve found that these 
people are not always available when they need them.  It’s paramount 
for the young person to have the support or intervention when it’s most 
meaningful.  The agencies don’t seem to have the capacity or the 
flexibility to be there and get involved when they’re most needed.  
 

Other aspects hindering the effectiveness of inter-agency collaboration were 
said to be other professionals’ protocols or procedures, “particularly social 
workers”: 
 

Teachers are quite uncomfortable with these as they could find 
themselves in hot water if they express concerns about, say, marks on 
a child’s arm, if the social worker seemingly has to tell the parents who 
has made the allegation. That bothers me because a lot of what we’re 
doing with Key Stage 3/4 children comes out of very strong bonds 
between the young person and the adult, which can result in all sorts of 
disclosures that may or may not be fact. 

 
Such disclosures may result in a difficult situation for the adult.  What do they 
do with the information?  What does a teacher do if they have suspicions?  
The question of disclosure was said to be one of the major areas in which the 
child protection policies can cause concern. 
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We’ve had teachers who have uncovered serious, serious issues and 
it baffles me as to where the social workers were. 
 

Multi-agency work was said not to be properly co-ordinated – “It’s not joined 
up”: 
 

The young people of 16-18 with whom I work have physical and mental 
health problems and housing problems, and sometimes you find the 
authorities will not take responsibility because they’re not theirs until 
they are 18, particularly the health trusts.  We’re arguing for them to get 
involved when they’re 16 so that maybe when they reach 18, there 
won’t be a problem.  
 

Once more, the difficulty lay with finance and resources – a shortfall of 
professionals – “Sometimes the government doesn’t quite deliver what they 
promise in terms of effecting change at the right time”. 
 
The ELB/KS4 senior officer worked with numerous agencies as rarely were 
the pupils’ difficulties solely educational.  Joint meetings were held when 
reviewing progress with as many agencies as possible, including the school if 
they are maintaining links with this KS4 provision: “If they’re not doing so, 
there’s not a lot of point in them attending”. 
 
5.2 The effectiveness of inter-agency work 
 
From the five senior officers whose organisations were involved in working 
with different agencies, three felt that inter-agency work could currently be 
described as fairly effective, one felt it was “getting there in some places”, and 
another deemed it definitely not effective. 
 
The DHSS&PS senior officer believed there was a need for immediate 
evaluation of inter-agency collaboration, including the extent to which it was 
genuinely child-centred.  

There has been nothing done in Northern Ireland to assess the 
effectiveness of the different agencies working together. Inter-agency 
working is an area that badly needs, not just research, but a specific 
review and inspection on how inclusiveness is being promoted and 
what the barriers are.  If we continue to do research in single-agency 
approaches, it’s not identifying or highlighting the crucial interface 
issues.  There has been a lack of organisational arrangements to 
ensure that the focus is on the child, as opposed to on the people who 
have it as only a small part of their responsibility. 
 

The senior officer from Pathways held the view that “effective inter-agency 
working is getting there in some places”.  The main agency that HSTS worked 
with was Social Services who, it was said, “are about individuals rather than 
schools and we do come into a fair bit of, let’s say, friendly conflict”.  In 
particular, there was a need to work with them to support the participation and 
educational achievement of Looked After Children. 
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While internal working in the youth service was described as “quite effective” 
by the senior officer, provided that rôles and responsibilities were clarified, 
there was a different dynamic when three or four agencies were working 
together and people had to accommodate each other. 
 

Psychology is very good at talking to the Education Welfare Service 
and to special needs staff.  Now the youth service has arrived at the 
door and we’ll have to find our space. 
 

Again, the difficulty of disclosure within multi-agency working was highlighted 
by the ETI/KS4 senior officer, with information obtained through people talking 
off the record “which probably saves the situation”.  Problems of 
communication, therefore, inhibited successful inter-agency collaboration. 
 

In a recent inspection, we even had a school, a board and an FE 
college not prepared to talk or communicate with each other.  The ELB 
didn’t want to pass on detailed information about the young person in 
case it prejudiced their future.  It seemed crazy as there was plenty that 
should have been shared.    

 
Some people, it was thought, deliberately hid behind the issue of 
confidentiality. 
 

When you have a child moving from one place to another, there can be 
information that’s conveniently lost or hidden “in case you don’t take 
him because I’m doing my best to get rid of him.  I want him out of my 
school”. 
 

The ELB/KS4 senior officer felt inter-agency collaboration to be “fairly 
effective”, but the impact of actions taken by different professionals could be 
clearly seen and it was crucial to ensure that the young person was not let 
down. 
 

If you have a child who needs a home visit facilitated by a social worker 
and that doesn’t happen, we in alternative provision get the backlash 
the next day.  There are a lot of dependent variables in inter-agency 
working.  
 

There was said to have been limited success so far in agencies voluntarily 
coming to the ELB/KS4 provision to say, “Can we work together?”. 
 
 It’s actually been us dragging them into what I consider to be the  

hub. 
 

5.3 Improving inter-agency collaboration  
  
There was a high level of consensus on most factors thought potentially to 
improve inter-agency working, and comments on some appear below.  
Figures were: 
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- leadership at strategic level (7); 
- a person-centred approach to planning (6); 
- common aims and shared values (6); 
- understanding, appreciation and respect for 

          other professionals’ rôles (6);  
- joint training (6); 
- greater coverage of special educational needs in Initial Teacher  

  Education (5); 
- appropriate co-ordination of regular team meetings (5); 
- effective communication for sharing information (4); 
- specific training in team working (3); 
- adequate funding and resources (2). 

 
Mentioned individually was the need for: 
 

- dedicated time for staff from different agencies to be contacted; 
- the co-location of staff from different agencies; 
- an agreed protocol of risk. 

 
Leadership at strategic level 
 
DHSS&PS 
 

We need a joint policy or policy statement  - something overarching 
that commits both departments and their respective agencies to 
collaboration at all levels, and to the responsibilities that go along with 
it.  We need the right people with the right attitudes. 
 

Pathways 
 
We need leadership at strategic level and that’s from government 
down.  Education isn’t just an education issue, it goes into health, 
social and unemployment issues.  People in different agencies have to 
realise that education is ‘something to do with me’. 

 
A person-centred approach to planning 
 
ARC 
 

The big gap in inter-agency working is that our planning process is not 
person-centred, but centred around the systems we have already.  If 
we truly tried to move some of these, it would help to dilute the effect of 
professional rivalries. 
 

ELB/Youth 
 

I think we have very different agendas, but we need to try and focus on 
the young person. 
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ETI/KS4 
 

The primary principle must be child-centredness - what each agency 
can do to make education succeed for the child.  Education is the key 
to everyone’s future. 

 
Common aims and shared values 
 
ELB/Youth 
 

Before you can plan jointly with shared aims and objectives, you need 
an understanding or a protocol to discuss each organisation’s different 
values and standards.  At times, the rôles can cross and people say 
“You’re doing our work and it’s a threat to our livelihood”, so you have 
to agree on these matters. 
 
To achieve a common language, perhaps talking to other professionals 
needs to be formalised to recognise and co-ordinate this.  I think it’s 
there to a certain extent between Education Welfare Officers, SENCOs 
and psychologists.  We now need a team that includes youth workers 
and other professionals in schools. 

 
ELB/KS4 

 
We have to clarify aims, objectives and values.  In the school setting, 
we’re very clear that our aim is to improve progress; where it becomes 
a bit blurred is with, say, a Looked After Child – how far is it my 
responsibility to do certain things?  Where do Social Services come in?  
Who accesses health care and so on? 

 
Understanding, appreciation and respect for other professionals’ rôles 
 
DHSS&PS 
 

Where you have real mutual respect and understanding, and value 
other people’s work, people enjoy the buzz that comes from working 
closely together – the world’s your oyster. 
 
 
 

ARC 
 
There is probably not a proper understanding or what other people’s 
rôles entail, and very little recognition of the difficulties other 
professionals face, although we’re quick to criticise them. 

 
ETI/KS4 
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There are so many professional services needed because of the 
complexity of children’s problems – there needs to be mutual 
awareness. 
 

Joint training 
 
DHSS&PS 
 

Ideally, there should be project working of some kind to break down 
barriers – there’s something about joint training than can do this. 

 
Pathways 
 

We could improve interdisciplinary understanding through joint training. 
 

ELB/KS4 
 
What’s been missing from training is what constitutes a risk.  I know 
what I myself consider to be high, medium or low risk, but there needs 
to be an agreed protocol and a joint understanding of different coding 
and classification of risk.  That type of fundamental training would really 
help. 
 
Recently, a special education conference talked about risk assessment 
which we’ve undertaken here.  It’s been very successful as we ask 
other professionals involved with the child to fill in the same form, so 
we get the risks from their perspective and also from the parent or care 
worker, then we collate all this.  
 
 
 

Greater coverage of special educational needs in Initial Teacher 
Education (ITE) 
 
DHSS&PS 
 

There are issues around the undergraduate training of teachers. They 
need to be more aware of what the various services are - any group or 
professional who is going to work with special needs children, what 
each is skilled to do and how they should be working together.  They 
also need to be familiarised with the legislative responsibilities. 
 

ARC 
 
There’s work to be done at a training and pre-professional level.  
Educators need opportunities to come outside the school setting and 
train with others working with special needs children.  We need to look 
much more creatively at skills boosting through mentoring, coaching 
and shadowing. 
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ELB/KS4 
 

There’s not enough emphasis on learning the trade – knowing how to 
impart information to those who don’t want to listen.  It’s not a 
particularly skilled job to teach didactically.  The greatest skill is to get a 
group of unmotivated, uninspired listeners to sit up and take notice. 
 

Concerning pupils with EBD: 
 
ETI/KS4 

 
Up to now, special education in ITE has focused more on physical 
difficulties, autism, dyslexia and dyspraxia.  There will be all sorts of 
good intentions for ‘traditional’ disabilities, but I don’t believe anyone 
really cares about the young people who are just as disabled because 
of behavioural problems.  One FE College Principal I know has an 
extensive programme for Down’s Syndrome students, but does not 
want what he calls ‘deviants’.  If he understood, he would see them as 
victims, not as perpetrators.   

 
Appropriate co-ordination of regular team meetings 
 
DHSS&PS 
 

In the school setting, the inter-agency meeting is, initially, to agree a 
plan for the child, so you need the Principal, the teacher, the classroom 
assistant and the parent, with the Principal as Chair.  Whoever has 
overall responsibility most of the time for the assessment and care 
management aspects of the child should chair those meetings.  A lot of 
damage is often done when people inappropriately assume positions 
and take lead responsibilities without understanding or valuing the 
diversity of skills around the table.   
 

HSTS 
 
I think the culture for co-ordination is right in my ELB, the dedication, 
determination and the understanding are right.  If you have a 
willingness to work together, you may not do a perfect job, but you find 
a way round it to support the young people.  If you haven’t the right 
attitude, no amount of money will make it work. 

 
ELB/KS4 

 
We need to come together regularly for a high maintenance child, so 
that we all know our rôles and who is responsible for what.  It has to be 
drawn up in an education or a behaviour plan for that child ‘in a small 
bite’, as their circumstances can change dramatically within a week - 
enormous traumas like being taken away from home, leaving the 
country.  That is our greatest challenge.  Everybody’s willing but it’s the 
ability to get together. 
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Specific training in team working 
 
DHSS&PS 
 

If staff within agencies haven’t been trained to work as team members 
and are not sharing information, it doesn’t work.  There are those who 
have the natural skills to be team workers, and those who don’t. People 
need to realise that team working is something quite different to what 
they have been trained to do in their own professional sphere.  It 
doesn’t have to be elaborate training as a lot is about common sense, 
but it’s the momentum that’s gained when people working to a common 
objective come together.  There has to be generosity of spirit and a 
feeling for the child. 
 

ARC 
 
The concept of teamwork is more talked about than reality.  People 
aren’t taught how to be team workers and there isn’t a healthy 
appreciation of the value of other professionals’ input. 
 

The co-location of staff from different agencies 
 
ARC 
 

There’s a really good model in one ELB, a project which is excellent in 
terms of good teamwork and agencies coming together.  It’s led by a 
public health consultant and focuses on education, but supports the 
families of children with learning disabilities.  The idea is that instead of 
the parents and children going all over the place, the agencies meet 
and work together.  It also builds up dialogue and respect.    
 

6.0 Benefits of inter-agency working 
   

6.1 Main benefits of collaborative working for the agencies 
 
The senior officers identified the main benefits of collaborative working for the 
agencies as better access to services (6), shared professional knowledge, 
expertise and responsibility (4), greater scope for early intervention (4), and 
the improvement of educational outcomes for children and young people (4).  
Mentioned individually were:   
 

- more effective communication; 
- a greater focus on the child; 
- more timely and responsive access; 
- regular ongoing review. 
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Better access to services 
 
ETI/KS4 

 
Shared professional responsibility is crucial, particularly for the child 
who, by the nature of their difficulty, isn’t the direct responsibility of a 
single agency.  Anybody who thinks they have the answer to all their 
problems is very naïve, particularly in an EBD setting which requires a 
strong cross-agency approach. 

 
Early intervention 

 
DHSS&PS 

 
Good multi-agency working also allows for early intervention. At the 
start, there is forward planning and engagement of the full range of 
professional expertise.  Then there is regular, effective, on-going 
review.  Reviews need to be written to affect some change in the 
child’s progress.  

 
HSTS 
 

Most of our work has been at the post-primary end, but I’m concerned 
about early intervention.  They need the nursery to give them a good 
solid foundation before they go to school. 

 
Understanding other agencies’ rôles 
 
DHSS&PS 
 

People working together can be clear on what each other’s roles are 
and how they can complement each other. A continuum of care can be 
provided for the child. 
 

ELB/KS4 
 

Everybody round the table has their own remit and in a good team no 
stone should be left unturned so that the best package can be worked 
out. 
 
 

Improving educational outcomes 
 

Pathways 
 
Concerning improvement in the young person’s attainment, we have 
the statistics that say they can leave here with better marks (in one 
case, from 34% to 98%), different qualifications and key skills which is 
great!   What is harder to measure, but just as important to us, is when 
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a young person leaves, has enjoyed learning, has realised that it can 
be fun, knows where they’re going in the next five or 10 years, and how 
they’re going to do it. 
 
One of the best things is parent feedback when we’re told that the 
young person is happier in their own home, they haven’t got the 
pressure and conflict they used to have, and what they’ve learned from 
us has been transferable to other areas of their lives. 
 

6.2 Main benefits of collaborative working for individual 
     professionals   
 
Inevitably, perhaps, there was some overlap between the benefits of joint 
working for agencies as organisations, and for individual professionals.  The 
main impacts of collaboration at individual level were seen as the capacity to 
have a broader perspective of the rôles and responsibilities of other 
professionals through the sharing of information; and the creation of a more 
effective model of working towards inclusion.  The latter meant the satisfaction 
of seeing results sooner, as well as enduring less frustration in relation to 
individual cases when an agency colleague broke a promise, thus reducing 
the culture of blame.    
 
Working with others in different fields also allowed appropriate, joint decisions 
to be made on the basis of shared information, better use of resources, and 
keener awareness and understanding of pertinent issues.  Also, risks could be 
shared and there was the opportunity to learn how to work as a team 
member, thereby fostering professional development.  Figures were: 
 

- a broader perspective of others’ rôles (7); 
- a better working model for inclusion (7); 
- the ability to make more informed, joint decisions (3);  
- maximising resources (2); 
- improved awareness and understanding of issues (2); 
- sharing the risks (2); 
- learning to work as a team member (2). 

 
Two other important benefits highlighted by individual officers were the moral 
support that working closely with other professionals could afford, particularly 
in view of the heavy demands in personal terms of working with children and 
young people with EBD; and the potential for a growth of mutual trust between 
schools and agencies (with more respect by the former for the latter), thus 
reducing isolation.   
 
DHSS&PS 
 

Benefits for the individual professionals would be a lot less blaming 
each other, enjoying the fulfilment of seeing solutions hopefully sooner, 
and knowing how to engage others rather than thinking nothing can be 
done when, as can happen, the full diversity of experience available is 
not recognised.  So, better use of resources, better informed 
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assessment of need, and more co-ordination in identifying need.  If that 
was all happening in schools with some degree of consistency, there is 
the potential for the combined results to achieve the strategic action 
we’re all trying to achieve as well as effective outcomes for children. 

 
ARC 

 
Less duplication of resources, more specialised support for children – 
the message you hear from parents is that there’s a lot of assessment 
but there can be very little direct support - and broader understanding 
of each other as individual professionals. 
 

HSTS 
 

Working with other professionals means raising awareness of issues 
about the young person, it’s better value because you’re putting 
resources where they’re needed, and you’re better able to make 
informed decisions together. 
 
 

 
ETI/KS4 

 
The rewards for the individual professional are that if a teacher is 
working in a good multi-agency situation, they know they don’t have to 
have all the answers or be everything to the child.  Their health, 
welfare, progression and future is not solely dependent on one person. 
 
When you see a multi-agency approach working is when you see a 
child ‘rescued’ – breaking the cycle – a child whom everyone identified 
early on as doomed to failure. The professional satisfaction is 
incredible.  Key Stage 4 behavioural problems mean ‘burnout’ for 
teachers and I think they need the kind of support that multi-agency 
collaboration can provide. 
 

ELB/KS4 
 
Apart from the satisfaction of making a contribution you are going to 
see in effect, you have a reduction in the level of stress over individual 
cases.  It is very difficult to do your part if someone else will not or 
cannot do what was agreed.  For example, if an appointment is missed 
by one of our pupils with the Occupational Therapist, they’re knocked 
back six or eight weeks.  If it’s a keyboard issue concerning manual 
dexterity, the pupil misses out and the teacher cannot progress. 
 

7.0 Key factors for successful inter-agency working 
 
In the context of inclusion, the senior officers set out what they believed were 
the key factors for successful inter-agency collaboration. 
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All seven said it was essential to maintain a child-centred approach, and for 
all professionals to be disposed to work as a team.  Most reiterated the vital 
importance of effective leadership.  A strong culture of inclusion in schools 
and external agencies was essential, as were appropriate assessment of 
need and of resource allocation, a willingness to allow one agency to take the 
lead rôle as necessary, joint training and adequate funding. 
 
A partnership that included parents had to be nurtured as they were viewed 
as forming an integral part of inter-agency working.  Mentioned individually 
were the management of time to devote to regular inter-agency contact, and 
the willingness to accept that good multi-agency should mean one significant 
adult for each child or young person.  Figures were:  
 

- a child-centred approach (7); 
- willingness to work as a team (7); 
- effective leadership (5); 
- the development of a culture of inclusion (4); 
- appropriate assessment and resource allocation (3); 
- one agency taking the lead rôle (3);  
- joint training (3); 
- adequate funding (3); 
- developing parents’ role (2); 
- time management (1); 
- one significant adult for the child or young person (1).  

 
DHSS&PS 
 
Assessment and resource allocation 
 

A key factor is proper assessment of need before resources go in.  
This means the school identifying what they require and the DHSS&PS 
assessing what they need across the different professions.  Then there 
needs to be commitment through the commissioning arrangements as 
to year on year investment.  

 
Funding 

 
Another issue is the potential for joint funding.  In England, education 
mainly funded therapy services commissioned from a health authority 
as a total package.  The authority ensured the resources were 
available from staff who continued to be trained and developed.  They 
were allocated directly to the school which actually provides a better 
service where staff feel valued in the school setting and are not 
professionally isolated.  Maybe there needs to be more creativity 
around funding here so that there is a permanent arrangement when it 
comes to staffing for inter-agency work … something between 
education and health.   
 
 

ARC 
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Joint training and a culture of inclusion 
 

We need to provide proper training and a culture around all 
professionals that says inclusion is a value we all cherish.  I don’t think 
we’re anywhere near that.  We don’t celebrate half enough the schools 
that succeed in inclusion, and don’t sufficiently highlight those who 
don’t. 
 

Leadership, resources, child-centredness and parental choice 
 

Effective leadership is needed at all levels, starting with a departmental 
steer with unambiguous direction and structures with accountability.  
This policy direction has implications for resources, a training strategy 
and awareness-raising in schools.  The statementing process should 
be revised to be much more person-centred with parents offered 
mainstream education as first choice.  Whilst implicit in most policies, 
these sentiments need to be explicit at operational level where the 
parent is proactively supported to make inclusion a choice that’s real 
for them and right for their child. 

 
Pathways 
 
Funding, team working 

 
We need funding – we’re hoping these premises aren’t permanent! - 
openness, willingness to learn and remove the competitiveness 
between agencies. 
 

HSTS 
 

Funding and information sharing 
 
Inter-agency collaboration has to become the accepted norm and, to 
do that, there has to be special funding because it is expensive to bring 
a lot of professionals together to do the kind of planning for the child to 
be included fully.  If the planning is right, it’s more likely to be 
successful.  Talking to each other and sharing information to help the 
child is important, and this is also expensive in terms of time.  
 

ELB/Youth 
 
Willingness to work as a team, child-centred approach 
 

Clearer understanding, having common goals, values and principles … 
take it in small bites and have a protocol or memorandum of 
understanding when we’re working together.  You’re not trying to 
change the other agency just because you’re doing inter-agency work.  
When we do overlap, though, we will know our respective remits.  The 
key principle will be a child-centred approach. 
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ETI/KS4 
 
Child-centred approach, willingness to work as a team, resource 
allocation, joint training 
 

If all agencies are child-centred, whatever the protocols, the rules or 
the issues, we will find ways of breaking the barriers down so that I, as 
an outside professional, weigh in behind the others – teachers, health, 
social services.  There should be no professional jealousy as this 
impedes team work.  There should be flexibility within multi-agency 
teams in the allocation of resources, and we need joint training and 
staff development among professionals.  Pipe dreams, perhaps?  
 

ELB/KS4 
 

Willingness to work as a team, child-centred approach, significant adult, 
parental rôle, time management 
 

You’ve got to build trust among professionals to communicate and 
work together, with the young person who is in need of inclusion at the 
centre of everything to make decision-making meaningful. 

 
It’s an irony that the more agency involvement there is with a child, the 
more excluded they are.  We’ve asked pupils what is the worst thing in 
their life and it’s not that their dad’s an alcoholic, their mum’s battering 
them or they’ve no clean clothes.  It’s that “every day there’s somebody 
else trying to fix my life”.  I’ve got children with key workers, social 
workers, counsellors, probation officers.  That intrusion in your life – I 
would hate it, would you not?  There should be one significant adult for 
each young person as the face of all others – that’s true multi-agency 
working.  In certain cases, it’s the parent and although quite radical it 
has worked well.  First, it minimises the difficulty in school because the 
parent is managing the improvement.  Second, it empowers the parent 
or any family member as they see a very positive side to their child.   
 
The most difficult thing by far has been accessing agency staff during 
the working day and getting time to meet.  We in schools don’t have 
the privilege of protected time for administration and case work.  I 
wonder if there’s just a culture of certain professionals having time for 
themselves – does that constitute being busy? – but there’s no 
substitute for face-to-face contact.  If you are child-centred, you’ll find 
the time, prioritise and delegate.  Inclusion is a great vehicle to look at 
working practices across agencies. 
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Chapter 6   
 

Findings: Inter-agency professionals (Group 2)      
 
The findings from the inter-agency Group 2 relate to interviews carried out 
with a Senior Education Officer, a member of the Education and Training 
Inspectorate, and the Director of a voluntary organisation dealing with learning 
disabilities.  It was felt that they could provide an overview of current and 
future educational inclusion in Northern Ireland, and of important issues 
affecting the interface of inclusion and inter-agency collaboration, as well as 
responding to some of the same questions as their Group 1 colleagues (see 
Chapter 5).  
 
To preserve anonymity and for consistency of style 

with the previous chapter, they are classified as 
‘senior officers’ and referred to as the ‘senior 

officer/education’, the ‘senior officer/Education and 
Training Inspectorate’ and the ‘senior 

officer/voluntary sector’, abbreviated to SO/EDUC, 
SO/ETI and SO/VOL, respectively.   

 
1 promoting inclusion; 
2 overview of inclusive education in Northern Ireland; 
3 overview of current provision for inclusion by schools; 
4 overview of current provision for inclusion by external agencies; 
5 perceptions of local education authorities’ support for inclusion; 
6 barriers to collaboration working with schools; 
7 benefits of inter-agency working; 
8 perceptions of alternative education provision; 
9 key factors for successful inter-agency working. 

 
1.0 Promoting inclusion 
 
1.1 Rôles and responsibilities  
 
While it was not possible to describe the precise rôles and responsibilities with 
respect to the promotion of inclusion of these three individuals without 
identifying them, it is important to note that in each case their remit embraced 
the whole of Northern Ireland, either in terms of the five Education and Library 
Boards (SO/EDUC and SO/ETI), or the full membership network of services of 
the voluntary organisation in question (SO/VOL).  Briefly, therefore, the 
responsibilities of the SO/EDUC included the provision and management of all 
revelant support services; the SO/ETI’s duties related mainly to the inspection 
of post-primary schools; and the SO/VOL was involved in policy response 
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work, engaging local politicians and taking on issues affecting people with 
learning disabilities.   
 
2.0 Overview of inclusive schooling in Northern Ireland 
 
The senior officers were asked about current inclusive provision in Northern 
Ireland, the direction in which it was felt to be going, and the implications of 
this.  
 
All three fully endorsed the philosophy of inclusive education, the SO/EDUC 
stating: 
 

In respect of inclusion, my principal concern is treating every child as 
an individual and doing what is best for their educational, personal, 
physical and emotional needs.   

 
Concerning the continued existence of special schools for children with 
Severe Learning Difficulties (SLD), there was support for this from the 
SO/EDUC and the SO/ETI, but some disappointment was expressed by the 
SO/VOL who believed that a real opportunity was lost at the time of the 
transfer of the so-called special care schools to the education authorities in 
the late 1980s, “to stop and look at how those children could best be educated 
in a more inclusive way”:  
 

That didn’t happen and we replaced like with like, and built much nicer 
special schools without actually changing their position in the education 
system.  

 
At a time when educational thinking was going towards greater inclusion, this 
was said to have had the effect of making them more segregated than 
necessary. 
 
The SO/EDUC explained that, presently, when a child had special educational 
needs (SEN), the first consideration was to try and retain them in mainstream 
education, with the support of a classroom assistant or other additional 
support.  
 

If that doesn’t work, we see if the child can be in a special unit in a 
mainstream school; then you move to an MLD special school and, if 
that isn’t appropriate, to an SLD school.   
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The regional position on inclusion and integration had been developed by the 
Regional Strategy Group, but this was said to have been taken over by the 
Department of Education.  In the near future, inclusion is to be largely effected 
at strategic level through the Special Educational Needs and Disability 
(Northern Ireland) Order (2004), soon to become law.  This, it was said, would 
ensure equality and consistency of provision.  Already, there were said to be 
agreed, common criteria in place across all five boards for referring SEN 
children for assessment.  
 

Each ELB, quite properly, will have to address the requirements that 
are set out by the Act.  This means seeing that each child is treated 
equally, irrespective of where they are in Northern Ireland, and the 
Chief Executives want the Regional Strategy Group to focus on 
commonality of provision across the province. 

 
As to the future of inclusion, the SO/EDUC had little doubt that it would 
be increased in Northern Ireland, probably enabling more children to be 
educated in mainstream settings such as those with Moderate Learning 
Difficulties (MLD).  Very severe situations with SLD children would 
always, it was felt, require special schools. It was vital, however, to 
avoid what was described as ‘tokenism’, and the implications for 
teacher education were made clear: 

 
My main concern is for schools to be prepared for the increase in  
inclusion, and that we avoid the situation where the child is included 
but not integrated, not really participating.  That puts a huge onus on 
Initial Teacher Education, Early Professional Development and 
Continuing Professional Development.  The needs of most children 
who are going to be included will be met by existing teachers.  There’s 
a massive challenge there.  
 

In the wider sense, societal changes were also required and a great deal had 
to be done to ensure that inclusion was successful: 
 

A cultural change is needed because I’m not convinced that there will 
necessarily be a large number of parents, say, whose children are in 
MLD schools, coming forward to ask for them to be in mainstream.  In 
talking to parents, teachers and Principals in these schools, people are 
by and large very happy with the provision for their children.   

 
With respect to the current position on inclusion in Northern Ireland, the 
SO/ETI said: 
 

The thrust is very definitely to include as many children as possible in a 
mainstream setting, but still have a rôle for the special school. 
It seems to be very much driven from the top in terms of a desire to 
ensure that inclusion is made as wide as possible, and involves all 
strata of society and all groups within society.  I would say it’s going 
extremely positively at this stage. 
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This senior officer believed that the process of inclusion required reflection, 
evaluation and societal change.   
 

The one concern I have is that, although inclusion is being pushed as 
something to be attained for the good of society, I’d want people to be 
cautious about it and make sure that progress is continuously analysed 
so that it works.  I’d be worried about a theory of “Let’s have inclusivity” 
without it being matched with questions like “Is society ready for it?  
Are teachers ready for it?  Are children ready for it?” Is it well enough 
resourced to actually accommodate it?”  Let’s take these steps 
carefully and ask what we’ve learnt so far, and how it needs to be 
adapted. 
 

The implications for inclusive practice also related to Initial Teacher 
Education, with considerable doubt expressed by this senior officer that 
beginning teachers were fitted to teach in inclusive classrooms or that steps 
were being taken to prepare them to do so. 
 

I don’t have any genuine understanding that anyone is in control of 
education in this regard in a way that I would like them to be. 

 
The SO/VOL did not work directly with mainstream schools except in a “public 
education rôle” in relation to participation in events or the production of 
reports.   The resources were simply not there to get involved, except perhaps 
in a focused pilot activity “so we prioritise the issues we take up”. 
 

I don’t rule out doing something around inclusion and working with 
mainstream schools.  It would be along the lines of demonstrating good 
practice through a survey, guidance or a demonstration project.   

 
The view held by this senior officer was that education had to be more 
inclusive in the future which meant looking at how schools might be brought 
closer together by re-location in some instances, by mergers and by working 
practices.  The idea, though, of special school teachers lending their 
knowledge and expertise to mainstream warranted careful scrutiny. 
 

It’s tempting to say that the specialist teachers should become a 
resource to other teachers and act as advisers and outreach provision.  
It might work for some, but not everybody who is a trained as a teacher 
is willing, or able, or has the skills, to be a consultant or a teacher of 
adults.  They are expert at dealing with the child, but not necessarily 
with what other teachers need to know from them, which is quite a 
shift.   
 

Like the SO/EDUC and SO/ETI, the SO/VOL considered the issue of Initial 
Teacher Education to be of the utmost importance, as was the re-training of 
existing teachers, especially if staff in special schools were to help 
mainstream colleagues -  “If that direction were to be taken, re-training is not 
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something that will just happen naturally, but needs to be planned and 
managed”.  Although difficult to organise, the teacher and the pupil also 
needed to be freed some of the time to accommodate and engage with 
outreach staff and professionals from other agencies who are “in and out of 
the relationship”.  
 

It’s a complex matrix rather than a hierarchical management style on 
which schools tend to be based. 
 

There were already examples of peripatetic subject teachers who provide 
special support in different subjects, like music, and in some cases specialist 
advice for SEN children.   
 

We need to develop more of that and build it into the culture and the 
expectation, so that it’s not seen as a nuisance. 

  
Of great consequence as an implication for inclusive schooling, was the 
important issue of health care in both mainstream and special schools,  
because of the number of children with fragile health and complex conditions.   
 

There are children with a life-threatening condition who don’t have a 
learning disability and they can be in mainstream. 
 

Understandably, teaching and support staff were said to have serious 
concerns about their rôle in working with those pupils. 

 
3.0 Overview of current provision for inclusion by schools   
 
The senior officers were asked for their perceptions of current provision made 
by schools to promote inclusion. The impression was one of ambivalence 
because, although all three said that teachers knew they had to embrace 
inclusion and some unquestionably did so, there was reluctance and 
considerable apprehension on the part of others to cater for special 
educational needs, particularly, as the SO/EDUC said, emotional and 
behavioural difficulties.  This was confirmed by the SO/ETI: 
 

There’s a great fear among teachers about special needs, and the area 
of greatest concern is social, emotional and behavioural difficulties.  
There are some schools [in this area] where they welcome children 
with special needs, and others where they would practically board up 
the doors because they’re afraid, particularly of things like autism which 
is almost always associated with violence.  There are many children at 
the milder end of the autistic spectrum who, once they are seen and 
somebody labels them ‘EBD’, teachers say ‘special needs’ and that the 
child shouldn’t be there.  

 
The SO/ETI officer was doubtful that all teachers had been “won over to 
inclusion” yet, or had a proper understanding of its underlying rationale, or 
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sufficient resources to put it into practice, or enough interaction with 
colleagues to talk it through.  
 

I get this sense that there’s some resistance although individual 
teachers are very keen to see it happening, yet I’m not sure they’re well 
enough resourced.  They’re well intentioned, but I don’t know if they 
have enough opportunity to discuss it with other schools who may be 
experiencing progress.  I don’t think there’s enough understanding of 
inclusion.  

Attention was drawn to the “tremendous lack of leadership at the top”, said to 
relate to all aspects of education in Northern Ireland. 
 

There are grand ideals and a lot of ‘hype’ built around things like the 
eleven plus, but I don’t have any sense that the government, any 
government, for the past 20 years has ever had any strategic thought 
about what education here should be.     

 
The SO/VOL believed that schools in Northern Ireland were “lagging a long 
way behind” with regard to inclusion, and that there had to be a way in the 
education system of acknowledging more than academic attainment. 
 

We need to recognise citizenship, talent and other forms of 
intelligence, say, emotional, and if we recognised and valued those 
things, then children with special educational needs would have as 
much chance to shine as others.  
 

Again, a broader view of inclusive education and its philosophy was called for, 
rather than a narrow, occupational focus with standards driven by what 
employers want. 
 

I understand the importance of young people being prepared for real 
life and work.  Work is an important part of your life, but it is only a part 
of it.  I think we’ve got the wrong agenda in education as a whole. 

 
4.0 Overview of current support for inclusion by external agencies 
 
The views of the senior officers were sought on the nature and extent of 
current provision by the external service providers who support inclusive 
practices in schools, and how best the different professional services might be 
integrated in the future.  It was perhaps inevitable that some of the difficulties 
inherent in multi-agency working would be raised, although these are dealt 
with separately in section 6.0 under the heading of ‘barriers’. 
 
4.1 The nature and extent of current inter-agency support 
 
Quite different views were put forward on the current efficacy of inter-agency 
working.  The SO/EDUC spoke highly of the relationship between the different 
external agencies, the schools and the Education and Library Boards. 
 

 218



There is a tremendous willingness to work across agencies.  We’re 
now past the stage of talking about multi-agency working as being a 
good thing, and we’re really getting down to making it work.   

 
The SO/ETI was more cautious although it was said that there were certainly 
pockets of excellence in the inter-agency support given to schools, but this 
was attributed to key people. 
 

In certain places, there are individuals who have tremendous strength 
of character, tremendous experience and, most of all, are committed to 
what they’re doing.  The difficulty is that they are probably in the 
minority. 
 

The impression was that support for schools to promote inclusion from, say, 
the psychology service, “when it’s provided is actually good and very 
acceptable”. 
 
Although the SO/VOL was adamant that “No, inter-agency collaboration to 
support schools is not working”, it was felt that, in keeping with the views of 
the SO/ETI, there were occasional examples of very good practice. 
 

It doesn’t happen much. In some places, though, you find the bright 
spots and they are largely where, for whatever reason, agencies have 
got together to address a commonly identified problem.  They have not 
allowed organisational boundaries to get in the way – “together we can 
solve this” – and they’ve made things work by setting up arrangements 
whereby their staff co-operate, there are points of contact and maybe 
some joint funding, or at least sharing resources like buildings, 
personnel and transport.   
 

The voluntary organisation to which this senior officer belonged was said to 
be “not doing very much to promote inclusive schooling except in terms of it 
being our belief that it’s the right way to go, for society to go”, although the 
relationship between the voluntary sector and the education service had 
improved in recent years.  Nonetheless, the SO/ETI believed that there was a 
large number of voluntary organisations in Northern Ireland who could tackle 
many of the difficulties associated with inclusion, “but they’re the worst of all in 
terms of being resourced”: 
 

Not only have they no money, but the rigmarole to get ‘tuppence’ costs 
them ten pence.   

 
4.2 Future inter-agency collaboration  
 
In order to help integrate the different service providers and thus improve 
inclusive practice in schools, the SO/EDUC identified the joint training of 
health and education professionals, and the co-location of services as two of 
the most important initiatives already underway in some areas.  
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First, in respect of joint training, money had been obtained from the 
Department of Education to employ a Schools Therapist in one ELB to train 
teachers specifically in the skills needed for some of the more routine tasks 
performed by Speech Therapists, thereby freeing up the latter to attend to 
more critical matters. 
 
Second, a recent appointment was said to have been made to the Regional 
Training Unit (RTU) to take forward the idea of single service or wraparound 
schools.  Health and education had been working together [in one ELB] to 
establish two such schools.  In one area with a very high level of need, the 
ELB worked with two nursery and three primary schools, together with the 
local trust belonging to one of the four Health and Social Services Boards, the 
local Parish Priest and the Catholic Council for Maintained Schools (CCMS). 
 

The idea is that the services will be provided in the one place so that 
the school becomes a ‘single stop shop’.  Co-locating and using 
different, existing resources does not mean an ‘additionality’ in terms of 
cost, if, for instance, an Educational Welfare Officer was based in a 
school instead of an office.  
 

The benefits were that, instead of children going out of school to receive 
speech therapy, educational psychology or help from another professional, 
the services are located on site. Children do not, then, have to travel and 
there are no missed appointments, both of which are obstacles to inclusion 
because of difficulties for some parents, time spent out of class and the long 
delays in getting new appointments. 
 

We’re moving forward and see it as being tremendously useful in 
maximising the agencies’ potential to promote inclusion.  
 

There were a number of reasons why this approach was not, as yet, more 
widespread throughout the province.  It was said to be expensive, more 
support was currently being sought, it took time, it had to be done properly 
and protocols needed to be worked out.   
 

Take protocols, for example, if you’re working in a school and a child 
confides in you, how do you deal with it as a child protection issue?  Do 
you go through education child procedures?  Or do you go through 
health procedures?  And what happens if, say, the Housing Executive 
is involved?  
 

 220



If two or three successful pilots with protocols and ways of working were to be 
established, “then it would be simpler to lift that model and put it somewhere 
else”.  The SO/EDUC admitted, though, that “one size does not fit all”. 
 
The SO/ETI also spoke of the value of co-location instead of children being 
seen in clinical settings by outside professionals, contributing, as it did, both to 
inter-agency co-operation and to inclusion, and of integrating the different 
agencies, particularly Social Services and education, over issues of 
confidentiality and disclosure. 
 

Although they’re dealing with the same child as the school is, social 
workers feel that they can’t share information even when it’s in the 
child’s best interests in respect of inclusion.  I’ve yet to come across 
anybody in Social Services and education having an intelligent 
discussion about it and asking, where are we now?  What can we talk 
about?  What can we disclose?  Or asking where they would like to get 
to in their dealings with the child.   
 

The SO/ETI was highly critical of different providers dealing with the same 
child and disclosing something to some people, but not to others – “There are 
major problems with Social Services”.  There needed to be a discussion on 
what it was possible to share in the interests of the individual.   
 

I can’t understand why there’s this mystique as I’ve never known of 
anybody who wanted to know anything about a child other than for 
benevolent reasons.   
 

Much more openness and clarity about what each service does, and the 
question of professional silos again arose.   
 

Each professional is in their own silo and talk to people above and 
below them, but not to those in the silo next door.  There are isolated 
pockets of really good practice which happens in spite of, not because 
of, some desire of the agencies to work together. 
 

The development of full service schools like those in Scotland and elsewhere 
was also seen as a positive concept – “This idea of working together - I 
haven’t been aware of progress like this in about 40 years”. 
 
Similarly, the SO/VOL emphasised that the two big agencies, Health and 
Social Services and education “vitally need to work together”, with the support 
they provide co-located.  Each had a statutory rôle and duties that are 
priorities:  “Child protection in the case of a children’s team dominates the 
agenda; statementing and statutory duties dominate on the education side”.  
Joint training was considered essential. 
 

There are very few events aimed at both sets of staff and there should 
be more opportunities for joint training.  So if it’s child protection, bring 
the police, the social workers, the schools, the hospitals and the 
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voluntary agencies together and let them all learn together, although 
each may have specific requirements and procedures that need to be 
done on an agency-by-agency basis.  
 

As far as possible, therefore, there should be joint training, joint protocols and 
opportunities for people to meet together with a common purpose. 
 

If we do the things we have to do together, not separately, we could 
learn from each other.  
 

The point was made by the SO/VOL, however, that the more specialised a 
profession, the more difficult it was to talk to someone from a different 
discipline and actually communicate.   
 

It’s not a lack of willingness, but, by virtue of their training and 
orientation, words have a particular meaning in each context.  For 
example, a social worker does an assessment and it’s about social 
circumstances, needs, family history.  For a psychologist, assessment 
means psychometric testing.  Your own framework guides your work 
and good practice, yet they can be mysterious and inaccessible to 
other people.   
 

A common language was the key to allow someone with a significantly 
different frame of reference to see things another way, share the other 
person’s information and find ways to use it in the interests of the child or 
young person.  
 

You have to be naïve enough, brave enough, humble enough to listen 
– to be prepared to look silly – because you ask obvious questions to 
find out what this jargon means. We need to be sure we’re working to 
the same shared objectives. 
 

In this respect, the SO/VOL shared a personal experience of multi-disciplinary 
working in an area of new technology for learning disabilities. 
 

Our team consisted of software developers, electronic engineers, 
occupational therapists, a psychologist, myself and others with an 
interest in learning disabilities.  We were trying to design support 
systems for people in daily living.  After 2-3 years in which we’d worked 
very well together and after the final review, one very involved key 
team member, a great worker and very creative problem solver said, 
“Now I understand what it was all about”! 
 

This senior officer held the view that co-location itself could facilitate inter-
agency working where professionals meet informally “over the kettle” and find 
out about each other’s work which could then begin to make other things 
happen.  Crucially, there had to be a culture of co-working and sharing: 
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I don’t think that’s presently there or that people realise the extent to 
which they work in their own field.  Everybody is under pressure from a 
greater burden of administration, more fears about risk management 
and accountability, performance indicators, health and safety – those 
issues eat up an awful lot of time that might go into working better 
together. 
 

The idea was put forward of using the new piece legislation that is imminent 
(the SEND (Northern Ireland) Order, 2004) to improve inter-agency 
collaboration, and to ask how this can be done to achieve the best results. 
 

What changes are needed in the relationships between agencies?  
How does each one have to do things differently in order not only to 
comply with, but to make the most of, the spirit of the legislation which 
is about promoting the inclusion of children with disabilities in 
education? 
 

The SO/VOL believed that, in this way, there would be more creative thinking, 
different kinds of solutions, and the benefits of bringing together people with 
different perspectives. All this had to happen at strategic level, at the 
commissioning, planning and monitoring level (like the ELBs), and at the 
operational, delivery level.  
 
5.0 Perceptions of local education authorities’ support for 

schools  
 
In order to give a complete picture of support for schools in their pursuit of 
inclusion, the senior officers gave their opinions on how the Education and 
Library Boards organised and managed the help they provided in this respect, 
and how appropriate their priorities and strategic goals were. 
 
5.1 ELB support for schools to promote inclusion 
 
All three senior officers agreed that the ELBs had a significant part to play in 
helping teachers to promote inclusion but, as with the schools themselves, the 
picture was not always a consistent one as two pointed out.  Although the 
SO/EDUC said that each individual board had “a different set-up”, what was 
certainly agreed “at five-board level” was that inclusion was the way forward.  
The ELBs accepted that teachers needed to have an inclusive mentality as 
well as to know how to be inclusive in their approach.  In the coming year, 
curriculum support staff would be doing more work to “educate” teachers.  
 

Thus, whenever they walk into a school and someone in a science 
class has a child with special needs, they won’t say “that’s a special 
needs child, I’ll get you my colleague who’s the special needs adviser”.  
Rather, they would accept them as a pupil who just happens to have a 
particular need.  The key is not to see the special need, but to see the 
child and there has to be a culture that reflects this. 
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The ELB Behaviour Support Teams helped teachers cater for the needs of 
EBD pupils, and it was pointed out that “the number of educational 
psychologists now employed by the ELBs has increased dramatically”, 
although the SO/EDUC saw a need to review the whole bureaucratic process. 
 

The problem is that the legislation ties the educational psychologists 
up, in that you have to complete the statementing process within a time 
scale, as set out in the new Code of Practice. They have to be involved 
as a legal requirement on the boards.  I do not think it should be 
necessary to have a statement to get additional input into a school, but 
all too frequently the school sees the statement as the passport to 
getting support for children.  If you have a statement, you have a piece 
of paper that says “I have a classroom assistant”. 
 

In the experience of the SO/ETI , some ELBs supported schools very well but 
others were “not terribly good at it”, and all five boards tended not to co-
operate well. 
 

It’s very difficult to get the boards to cooperate on a particular project 
unless, I think, if you’d put in very, very substantial amounts of money 
in something like ICT, you ask one ELB to take the lead but it has to 
work on behalf of all of them.  If you ask them to collaborate on smaller 
issues, they aren’t so keen.  It’s very much a case of back to their own 
silos. 
 

The SO/VOL believed the ELBs had improved their services to schools, 
particularly with the substantial investment in SENCOs, and the development 
of their rôle in widening participation for all children.  There was agreement 
with the SO/EDUC that the ELBs had to give the schools guidance and 
support both in relation to attitude, as well as in practical ways because, 
 

… if the schools feel put out and think inclusion is a chore, resist and 
resent it, inclusion won’t work.   
 

The senior officer was concerned that good practice in inclusion in schools 
was frequently attributable to the drive and charisma of individuals, whereas a 
whole-school mindset of the right kind was imperative.  

Often you hear examples of inclusion working really well in a particular 
school, led by a particular Principal who believes in it, and the whole 
school pulls behind him or her.  Good examples of how that has 
happened are based entirely on the personality of some key people 
and their relationship with one or two key parents who were the 
trailblazers, like the one who fought to get their child into the system 
and got a sympathetic hearing.  It has been based on personal 
relationships, but we can’t have a system that relies on these.  Access 
to education is about the child feeling welcome by the whole school 
culture, not just one teacher. 

 
5.2 Appropriateness of ELBs’ priorities and strategic goals 

 

 224



Whereas the SO/EDUC considered the ELB’s priorities and strategic goals 
appropriate in respect of supporting inclusion in schools – “It’s educating, 
training and equipping people at both ELB and school levels”, the SO/ETI had 
reservations.  This senior officer believed that, for strategies to foster 
inclusiveness to succeed, there was a need for leadership to instil a “sense of 
co-operative identity”: 
 

Educational inclusion is an extremely big issue, but I don’t see concrete 
evidence of strategies really being worked out for the benefit of the end 
user, the child.  What’s stopping that?  Professional pride?  
Underpinning the whole thing is a lack of security and of leadership.  
There isn’t the leadership, from the political or social point of view, and 
hasn’t been for donkey’s years.   

 
The SO/VOL did not feel sufficiently well informed to comment in detail. 
 
6.0 Barriers to collaborative working with schools  
 
6.1 Identifying barriers  
 
There was consensus among the three senior officers on the following main 
barriers: 
 

a. the lack of a culture of collaboration (3);  
b. issues of confidentiality and disclosure (3); 
c. the lack of funding (3); 
d. the lack of co-ordinated team work (2). 
 

Mentioned individually were: 
 
e. competing priorities; 
f. staff turnover; 
g. unsuitable accommodation; 
h. time constraints; 
i. a lack of leadership; 
j. bureaucracy; 
k. competition for funding. 

 
The lack of a culture of collaboration, the lack of team work 
 

One of the main things against inter-agency working is that in certain 
areas there isn’t a culture of collaboration.  In terms of Initial Teacher 
Education, social work training, health training, is there any component 
anywhere that talks about collaborative work – team work?  I would 
suggest that there is not. 
 
But I think that we’re moving beyond that and we’re talking about 
having a common planning cycle and common strategic objectives, so 
when people say they have an allegiance to their own organisation, 
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that allegiance is becoming more and more “to the community I serve”.  
(SOL/EDUC)  

 
Issues of confidentiality and disclosure 
 

There’s a great reluctance to pass on information.  Accountability has 
gone mad and the reason people don’t tell each other is because of 
data protection – “I realise you need to know, but I can’t tell you”.  This 
isn’t helping the child.  It isn’t helping inclusion.  It is a problem.  
(SOL/EDUC) 

 
The lack of funding 

 
A classic example was money that was put into six schools in an inner-
city area.  Six youth workers have been there for over a year, but four 
have now left to get jobs elsewhere because of no guarantee that the 
funding is going to continue.  The schools were reported as successful 
but the project has regressed as a result of the youth workers leaving.  
That’s measurable.  Short-term funding is a disaster, a total waste of 
money.  (SOL/ETI) 

Competition for funding 
 
A barrier to inter-agency working is the competition for funds, or 
making sure that I’m not doing your work, or that I’m not being put 
upon, or that the costs are not being shifted from my department to 
yours.  This is at managerial level.  Higher up, it’s “Who’s paying for 
this?”  (SO/VOL) 

 
Unsuitable accommodation 

 
I inspected [a group] a few years ago and highlighted a number of key 
priorities, including funding and accommodation, yet when I went back, 
nothing had changd.  I know a policy is currently being written, but it’s 
taken four years.  It knocks inclusion on the head. 
I was recently in premises used for young people which is an 
improvement from what it was but is still not good enough.  It still gives 
the message to youngsters that it’s second-rate provision.  Also, what 
image are you giving to the teachers about how much they’re valued by 
expecting them to work there?  The schools are only too glad to place 
these young people who are in serious bother in [this programme], to 
try to turn them around at the very last minute.  (SO/ETI) 

 
7.0 Benefits of inter-agency working 
 
There was agreement among the three senior officers that there were 
substantial benefits to be derived from inter-agency working: for the child, for 
each organisation, and for the individual professional.  
 

 226



First, the direct impacts of multi-agency working were improved access for the 
child to the different services, opportunities for early intervention, better 
access to, and participation in, education, and better educational outcomes. 
 
Second, the organisation benefited from having a broader perspective on 
inclusion, a better understanding of the issues surrounding it, and improved 
interactions with other agencies. 
 

Tremendous benefits for the organisations because they share 
information, get a broad picture, pool resources – not necessarily 
money but sharing expertise.  (SO/ELB)   

Parents, too, had to be part of this collaborative working: 
 

The partnership is not just education and health.  The other side of the 
triangle is parents who are the primary educators.   

(SO/ELB)     
 
Third, the advantages for individual professionals were the rewards of working 
with others from different backgrounds, being more aware of the issues 
surrounding the child or young person, and being able to make better joint 
decisions. 
 

Those associated with this kind of collaboration get a real sense of 
professionalism.  (SO/ETI) 
 
Having a greater appreciation of each other’s job in the context of 
inclusion has untold benefits.  At a professional level, you begin to 
understand the pressures people are under.  You begin not to criticise, 
but to look at ways in which you can help each other.   

(SO/ELB)        
 
8.0 The nature of alternative and outreach provision 
 
Two of the senior officers gave their views on alternative and outreach 
provision.  The SO/EDUC said that there was a very broad continuum of full- 
and part-time provision of this kind for a wide range of special needs “from 
EBD to the hearing impaired”: 
 

We work with other agencies, the FE sector and the youth service and 
they do a brilliant job in providing for children and young people who 
need alternative education. 

 
But, although alternative provision was recognised by the Department of 
Education as one of its biggest challenges, it was said not to be sufficiently 
well funded.  The biggest difficulty was with EBD children, both in terms of 
securing funding and encouraging schools to develop a curriculum and teach 
them. 
 

We have a situation where pupils can be exempted from part of the 
curriculum which is for individual children.  Why can’t you do it for all? 
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It was emphasised that alternative education provision was, for many children, 
“probably the best educational experience they’ve had” with self-esteem 
raised even though much ground had already been lost in their schooling. 
 

It depends on how you judge success.  One AEP locally has a 
graduation with students receiving RSA or CLAIT awards.  These are 
kids with shaven heads, their fathers there with tattoos.  The father 
may never even have been to school, but they’re sitting there as a 
family with grandparents and sometimes with the children of these 
youngsters applauding the son or daughter and seeing their success.   
 

The SO/ETI felt that more alternative education was needed, although each of 
the ELBs was said to be making a positive contribution - “and they all do it 
quite differently” - but concern was expressed that alternative support was left 
so late in the young person’s career. 
 

Why do you have to wait until that stage to do something about it?  
Early intervention would make life so much easier, certainly for the 
child, if difficulties were identified soon enough and positive strategies 
put in place. 
 

Therefore, the preschool phase was said to be the place to start, with money 
and resources put into that sector for the training of staff and nursery 
assistants to learn how best to teach children with the different conditions.  
The whole area of assistance in classrooms could be expanded, both to deal 
with problems as they arise and to support the wider concept of inclusive 
practices.  The example was given of a primary school inspected by this 
senior officer whose classroom assistants had attended “at least 15 different 
training courses provided by the ELB to help them be better at their tasks”: 
 

If this could be replicated with all classroom assistants, it would make a 
big impact on inclusion. 

 
With respect to expulsion, the pupils were passed to the ELB (irrespective of 
school sector) after which they were placed in an alternative setting.  Criteria 
for expulsion were said to vary depending on the school, and the SO/ETI cited 
a case of genuine attempts being made by the Principal and Senior 
Management of one post-primary school to accommodate young people with 
problems.  Their belief was that if the structure created in school did not suit a 
young person, they must be provided with alternative education over which 
the school would still retain considerable control, and with liaison maintained 
by a part-time teacher. 
 

This is a very good example of a school saying, “Our structure is not 
right for these youngsters, so we’ll put them first and create another 
structure. 
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However, such was not always the case and, with the scale of the problem 
said to be extensive “and probably growing”, the SO/ETI expressed grave 
concern:  
 

In lots of other schools, they can’t get rid of difficult pupils quickly 
enough.  It is simply done. 
 

There was high praise from this senior officer for some of the voluntary 
organisations but, again, a shortage of money was hindering inclusion. 
 

I’ve seen some who are very, very successful at working with 
excluded youngsters, but without continued funding they are 
unable to retain staff because there’s no certainty of contracts. 
 

A further obstacle was that, although it was recommended that teachers in 
alternative provision should have access to INSET or support from the 
Curriculum Advisory and Support Service (CASS), this had not occurred.  The 
attitude was said to be that even though such staff were qualified teachers, 
“They’re not really teachers as they’re not in mainstream”.  If they could attend 
INSET and CASS training courses, it would help cement relationships.  The 
irony was that they would make extremely good mainstream teachers 
because of the experience they had working with excluded pupils.  
 

Very definitely, it’s a lack of money and a need for leadership that’s 
preventing alternative education from being what it might be.  
 

The SO/VOL did not feel well informed enough to comment here. 
 

9.0  Key factors for successful inter-agency working  
 

All three senior officers agreed that the two most important factors for inter-
agency collaboration were leadership and commitment at the highest level, 
and allocating time for professionals at all levels to identify common concerns.   
 
The SO/VOL warned, though, of the danger of investing so much time in 
partnerships and making inter-agency collaboration work, that time was taken 
away from giving direct support to the child and the family. 
 

We need to find effective and efficient ways of doing it so that we don’t 
devote all our energy into process questions, rather than providing 
direct support, although it may be difficult to draw the line between 
them. 
 

Thus, there was a need to look together at obligations and training needs. By 
identifying overlap, financial savings could be made.   
 
The SO/EDUC believed that collaborative working had to be taken forward 
slowly without trying to do too much too soon. 
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Identify something that is key to both education and health in which you 
believe you can realise success. 

 
This senior officer referred to the co-operation needed at many levels, for 
example the inter-departmental health and education group for strategic 
planning, and the local Health and Social Services Board which is a 
commissioning body and with which the Education and Library Boards work 
closely.  A model of collaborative work and joint training between education 
and health in one ELB was described as “very, very successful”: 
 

They met and each described to what their organisation was like and 
what the main challenges were.  What came through was that the 
challenges were very similar with the same groups of children, not just 
special educational needs but also poor attendance, substance abuse, 
Looked After Children and children from dysfunctional families. 

 
The importance of teamwork was re-emphasised so that “the right people 
between whom there was an energy and an affinity” in the different 
organisations, could be identified and given adequate time to work together.   
 

Let them get on with the job, let them know you trust them to do it and 
acknowledge that there will be problems.  
 

At school level, the SO/ETI said that pressure needed to be taken off 
teachers, particularly Senior Management Teams, to give them the freedom to 
devise local schemes that suit them since they know the pupils, the parents 
and the area best. 
 
The SO/VOL again stressed the value of co-location of the different 
professional services, with the school as the focal point and itself an agency 
for the child and family.  The hope was that the schools would be open to that 
model of working, but “some are and some are less so”: 
 

Schools are such a lovely contact point for the community, for 
everyone who wants to reach the children and their families.  They 
should be non-stigmatising, child-friendly, family-friendly and a 
community resource.  They make a wonderful doorway for people to go 
through to find the help they need, if they would work that way.  You 
must work in a way that brings people in, that creates a culture of bring 
people together.   
 

Finally, the idea of the full service school was once more put forward, with the 
‘wraparound’ service that has been piloted in Northern Ireland mentioned by 
two senior officers.  Its connection with early years services and Sure Start 
was described by the SO/VOL as “inter-agency working to support young 
children and their families”. 
 

It’s a seamless and supportive service   Inter-agency work is co-
ordinated and difficulties are sorted out behind the scenes so that they 
don’t affect families. 
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Chapter 7 

 
Conclusions and recommendations 
 
In seeking to develop a model of best practice in inclusion, this chapter 
considers the separate views and experiences of Principals, SENCOs and 
interagency professionals, based on the evidence from the data. 
 
(a) Principals 
 

Culture of inclusion 
 
From a humans rights and equal opportunity perspective, a culture of 
inclusion is of the utmost importance (SENDA, 2001), requiring on-going 
responsiveness on the part of schools (Ainscow, Booth & Dyson, 2001).  The 
commitment to such a culture by the Principals across all four sectors in the 
present study was unequivocally conveyed.  Their underpinning philosophy, in 
addition to making provision for individual difference (Carrington, 1999), was 
characterised by an acceptance of different cultural traditions, encouraging 
disability awareness among pupils, valuing all staff, building parent 
partnerships and involving the wider community. A small number of schools 
had Forces and travelling children enrolled, thus introducing an added 
dimension to inclusion. 
 
Most schools were prepared to accept the full range of special educational 
needs including emotional and behavioural difficulties, and invested time and 
effort in facilitating access to the curriculum and building pupils’ self-esteem.  
Whilst this reflected an ethos that aimed to remove barriers to inclusion 
(Ainscow, 2000a), the Principals made clear that, notwithstanding parental 
choice, they could only accept children if the school was able to meet their 
needs properly with respect to human and physical resources.  This is 
strongly reflected in the report on New Zealand’s policy towards inclusive 
schooling that informed the present research (see Appendix 2).   
 
Because of the increasing number of children with special needs in 
mainstream, Principals saw a change in the rôle of the special schools.  They 
placed great importance on the outreach aspect of their work because of the 
impracticality of mainstream teachers developing the expertise necessary to 
cater for all children with special needs in a single classroom (Tilstone & 
Rose, 2000). Outreach work now warranted much more development in order 
to assist them to integrate or re-integrate pupils into regular classes, and 
support of this kind was received by most primary but only two post-primary 
schools in this study. 
 
It has certainly been strongly argued that staff from special schools, with “their 
understanding of pupils with special educational needs and a range of 
teaching approaches, should be encouraged to take their expertise into 
mainstream schools” (Tilstone & Rose, 2000: 40).  Teachers there could 
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observe work with individuals and groups, and could familiarise themselves 
with specialist resources.  A flexible approach could stimulate collaborative 
working which, in turn, would help develop inclusion (Fletcher-Campbell, 
1994).  However, although all special schools in the sample group provided 
outreach support to mainstream colleagues in their locality, the important 
point was made that not every special school teacher was disposed to teach 
other adults, or felt sufficiently skilled to do so.  As well, the transference of 
their practice into the mainstream environment could present challenges, an 
area in which little research has been done (Farrell, 2000).   
 
Special schools were still believed by their own Principals to be seen as 
segregated within the education system and the “Dickensian labelling of MLD 
and SLD” continued to prevail, requiring, even in the 21st century, a significant 
change in society’s attitudes towards learning difficulties and disabilities.  All 
the same, most maintained good links with mainstream colleagues, and were 
willing to be at their disposal as they had both resources and staff expertise to 
promote inclusive practices.   
 
As inclusion becomes part of the landscape (Avramidis et al., 2002), a major 
challenge for teachers has been to attain a new understanding of it (Vassie & 
Currie, 2003), acknowledged by many as extremely complex (Hegarty, 2001: 
Slee, 2001).  Yet the majority of Principals believed their teachers did 
understood it fully.  Some, however, felt that it was conceptualised more on 
their own terms, rather than being appreciated in the way that senior 
management and SENCOs did (O’Donaghue & Chalmers, 2000).  It 
depended on management and leadership, and on wholehearted respect for 
diversity both within and beyond schools.  All Principals were satisfied that a 
language of practice around inclusion had now developed among teachers 
that focused closely on individual needs. 
 
 
 

Developing inclusive practices at classroom 
level 

 
Facilitating curriculum access for all meant a high level of adaptation of the 
Northern Ireland curriculum, assessing and then planning for individual needs, 
review and evaluation of progress.  It meant targets set for each child, and 
optimum use made of human resources, including specialist support, the 
SENCO and the classroom assistants.  In some primary schools, the most 
appropriate or experienced teachers were deliberately assigned to classes 
with pupils with certain learning difficulties.   
 
In terms of teaching and learning, whilst there was consensus on the need for 
a conscious strategy of differentiation (by task, outcome, resources and 
teaching approach) and specific support for individuals with work pitched at 
the pupil’s level and pace, there was a keen awareness that these measures 
should not prove counter-productive by generating any sense of segregation 
or exclusion.  One post-primary school did not have classroom assistants, did 
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not withdraw pupils for extra help, and had established a norm whereby 
support teachers or other specialist help were present in the classroom.  A 
nursery Principal drew attention to the social aspect of learning and gave 
additional help as often as possible in small group situations, so that 
children’s needs were targeted without them knowing, even at that early age. 
 
In the primary and post-primary sectors, there was heavy reliance on the 
SENCO’s knowledge and skills to develop inclusive classroom practices, 
particularly in the writing of individual Education Plans with constant re-visiting 
of targets to ensure continuity and progression.  Critical skills within the 
curriculum were taught in the special sector with teaching methods dependent 
on the extremely wide range of learning, medical, sensory, physical and 
behavioural difficulties.  Much learning in this sector was necessarily on a 
one-to-one basis, and was resource-intensive, whether in relation to teachers, 
support assistants, equipment or technology.   
 
Collaborative learning and peer collaboration were used in the majority of 
primary and post-primary schools to promote inclusion both socially and 
academically, although one post-primary Principal emphatically disagreed, 
believing that “solid, formal teaching”, learning support and the building of 
self-esteem were priorities for children with major problems.  Those who used 
these learning strategies, however, were very cautious about the composition 
of peer groups because of the likelihood of less able children or those whose 
condition (such as Autistic Spectrum Disorder, Asperger’s Syndrome) could 
lead to over-dependence on abler pupils, thus inhibiting development.  Peers 
or older pupils could help those with difficulties in a work or pastoral capacity 
(such as small reading groups and befriending outside class), but they had to 
understand what they were doing and there was the risk of objection by their 
parents if such activities were thought to interfere with their own education. 
 
Mostly, Principals were satisfied that inclusion was successfully being put into 
practice by their staff, but those in mainstream were at pains to point out that 
this was constrained by the much greater number of special needs children 
enrolled, and the resultant burdens placed on teachers as they sought to 
challenge appropriately the most and least able, albeit something most did 
instinctively.  One primary Principal felt, though, that it was impossible to 
reach the ideal in terms of inclusion, and two spoke of the serious toll it took 
on teachers’ health.   
 

Barriers to inclusion 
 
This led to the identification of the barriers to inclusive practice, the greatest 
one across all four sectors being a shortfall of human resources, namely, 
class teachers, professionals from outside agencies and classroom 
assistants. Thus, class sizes were too big to fulfil the ‘ideal’ of inclusion (in all 
except the special sector), there were notable difficulties in obtaining 
specialist support for those with specific learning difficulties, and there were 
too few classroom assistants. 
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Of particular worry were the long delays in the assessment and diagnosis of 
special needs by outside agencies, and of the slow, unwieldy system of 
putting extra help in place.  There was said to be an acute shortage of 
educational psychologists, although they were spoken of highly, and a big 
turnover of speech and language therapists that prevented continuity of 
experience for the child and, ultimately, hindered inclusion.  In the nursery 
sector, the issue of staffing ratios for the very young (including under-age 
children) was a source of increasing concern as it, too, accepted pupils with 
special educational needs.  One felt fortunate to have two special needs 
assistants, an assistant for under-age children, an extra teacher and access 
to a training centre for NVQ students.  This, however, was a unique 
arrangement within this sample group. 
    
Other obstacles to inclusion were the physical limitations of some mainstream 
school buildings that could hinder or prevent the inclusion of pupils with 
physical disabilities.  Cases were reported of no lifts, or inadequate disabled 
toilet facilities, or no separate room to discuss with parents in private the 
sensitive issue of their children’s needs.   
 
It is easy, of course, to pinpoint a lack of money as the pivotal factor for 
successful inclusion, but although it was of obvious concern to many 
Principals, it was how it was spent that mattered.  Apparent anomalies in the 
system were exposed, for example the reference by a primary Principal to the 
unrealistic notion of the special needs budget depending on the number of 
free school meals children - many of those with fathers in the Forces had 
special needs but also parents who, of course, had jobs.   Many children in 
mainstream classrooms had special needs but no statement, therefore no 
support such as a classroom assistant.  The hidden costs of inclusion 
included the frequent meetings needed with parents, SENCOs and outside 
professionals, and there was constant pressure on teachers to prepare for 
these, evaluate and complete paperwork.     
 
Attitudes remained a significant barrier to inclusive practice, particularly in the 
opinion of special school Principals: the still persistent, negative mindset of 
some mainstream teachers towards catering for special needs, as well as 
their lack of training, and the deficit model of failing to appreciate the potential 
of every child.  There was said to be reluctance on the part of mainstream 
colleagues to accept the expected legislation on special needs and disabilities 
(SENDO).  Special school Principals could encounter difficulties too, with 
parental attitudes at two extremes: those who associated attendance at this 
kind of school as a stigma, and those who were reluctant for their child to 
leave the secure environment even though staff knew they could cope in a 
mainstream setting.  There could also be difficulties in the Further Education 
sector for school leavers with special needs, both in regard to attitudes and 
courses available. 
 
How, then, could government help remove these barriers to facilitate 
inclusion?  Mainly, the Principals asked inter alia for more direct funding to 
allow for greater flexibility of their budgets in accommodating special needs 
(like proper staffing levels and equipment), and for the provision of more 
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specialist support, with therapeutic services ideally on site, the latter to reduce 
or eliminate the very long delays in professional services reaching the child.  
As well, inclusion could be better promoted by the appointment of school 
counsellors and careers officers for schools leavers with special needs, and 
adequate financial resources could make early intervention a reality in the 
nursery sector – the natural starting point for an inclusive future (Nind, 2002) – 
particularly in the light of the Early Years Enriched Curriculum (produced by 
the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA) with 
the Education and Library Boards).  At the moment, tight budgets placed 
limitations on inclusion and could not be achieved in mainstream, as one 
special school Principal warned, “on the cheap”.   
 

Initial Teacher Education 
 
Logically, the development of inclusive practices in schools should begin at 
the pre-service level of teacher education (O’Donaghue & Chambers, 2002, 
citing Pearman, Huang & Mellblom, 1997), but the findings here reflected 
evidence elsewhere that student teachers were not being properly prepared to 
teach in inclusive classrooms (Ghesquière et al., 2002).  In fact, attitudes 
within Initial Teacher Education itself could impede inclusion (Peters, 2002), 
pointing to the need for a coherent plan at this stage to include special needs 
children in mainstream schools (Avramidis et al., 2000) (see also Appendix 2).  
Principals said that beginning teachers were motivated and enthusiastic, but 
overwhelmed by the diversity of pupil needs.  They needed both the 
knowledge and the teaching skills to cope with specific learning difficulties and 
disabilities, as well as extended Teaching Practice including time spent in the 
special sector. Thereafter, it was a question of time and experience in post.   
 
Induction programmes for newly qualified teachers in schools closely adhered 
to the notion of inclusion as making provision for all children.  Designated staff 
supported newly qualified teachers (usually teacher tutors and, in one case, a 
mentor too), and experienced teachers’ specific expertise was capitalised 
upon.  The SENCO had an important part to play in supporting new teachers, 
especially in the drawing up of Education Plans (Dyson & Millward, 2000) and 
in the identification of appropriate teaching strategies (Frederickson & Cline, 
2002).   
 
The majority of Principals felt strongly that more INSET was needed to 
support inclusion and, very importantly, that this applied to themselves as 
much as to new and experienced teachers.  As with ITE, most wanted it to 
target the myriad of learning difficulties and conditions encountered by 
teachers in classrooms, the corresponding teaching and learning strategies, 
as well as writing Education Plans and training classroom assistants.    They 
also asked for help in promoting and managing a culture of inclusion, for, as 
Booth et al. (2000: 14) asserted, “Making schools more inclusive may involve 
staff in a painful process of challenging their own discriminatory practices and 
attitudes”.  Generally, however, there was warm praise for INSET received 
from the five boards’ CASS and psychology services and behaviour support 
teams, but it still had to be tailored to school needs and in-house provision 
could often be the most useful. 
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Widening participation and motivation for all pupils 

 
In order to provide the most effective educational experience for every child, 
all Principals saw the need for both mainstream and special schools with 
distinct benefits attributed to both. For mainstream, there were social 
advantages, the learning challenges provided by abler peers, attending school 
with others from the community, and the potential for increased self-esteem 
and self-confidence.  The caveat was that mainstream schools had to be 
adequately resourced in human and physical terms.   
 
For special schools, benefits were the knowledge, skills and expertise of staff, 
purpose-built premises, specialist facilities and equipment, learning focused 
on particular special needs, the intensive support that small classes allowed, 
and the kind of secure setting that “the most challenging constituency” 
required (TES, 2004).  Special schools had the capacity to deal with the most 
severe disabilities or the most extreme behaviour for, as Tilstone & Rose 
(2000) observed, such pupils “remain unwelcome in many mainstream 
schools”, and the professionals in special schools “are doing a great deal 
more than they are given credit for in aiding inclusion” (p. 39).   
 
Most Principals believed that, so far, they were able to provide an effective 
education for all their pupils thus widening participation, but again there were 
demands in so doing and challenges to face.   
 

ICT and inclusion 
 
All Principals believed ICT to be a valuable tool in fostering inclusive 
practices, mainly by promoting communication and literacy skills (Berger et 
al., 1998; Loeding, 2002), and fostering self-esteem and independence 
(Hardy, 1999; Jelly et al., 2002).  ICT could also widen curricular access 
(DfEE, 1997), increase participation and contribute to more learning 
opportunities (Blamires, 1999), and stimulate enjoyment in learning (Loeding, 
2002).  Keyboard skills could improve co-ordination and pupils were enabled 
to produce visually attractive work. One post-primary Principal felt that ICT 
helped pupils’ behaviour because of their sense of achievement, as the 
interactive features of ICT helped them experience success. Indeed, a 
primary Principal had high praise for the interactive whiteboard – “the single 
most important ICT innovation.  No one is excluded”.    
 
Two nursery Principals, however, were wary of the over-use of technology, it 
was no substitute for teacher contact, and there had to be a legitimate link 
with pupil interests.   
 
Rôles and responsibilities of learning support assistants 
 
Given the wide recognition of the value of learning support assistants 
(McGarvey et al., 1996; Allan, 2003), it was perhaps surprising that the 
majority of Principals did not feel that the qualifications they held fitted them 
adequately for the demands of inclusive practice.  NVQ Level 3 in Child Care 
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was by far the most likely and there was criticism that it lacked 
‘standardisation’.  In the post-primary phase, this award did not fit assistants 
to support the older pupils, although proper training was still required to work 
with preschool children (Wall, 2003).  Thus, schools had to train the assistants 
themselves, either in situ or pay to send them on relevant courses, partly to 
enable them to do their job and partly to foster their on-going professional 
development.  One special school Principal believed that outreach 
programmes for mainstream colleagues should extend to the training of 
learning support assistants too. Much more comprehensive training appears 
to be urgently needed for this group of staff from whom a great deal is 
expected.  Current data from Australia shows this to be a widespread issue 
(see Appendix 3). 
 
Issues also surrounded the learning support assistants’ status in school, the 
widely diverse aspects of their rôle and their relationship with teaching staff.  
Broadly, they were to provide support for, but always defer to, the teacher, 
attend to the child’s learning and affective needs, and assist with classroom 
practicalities.  But this was to disguise the many more complex and subtle 
skills now incorporated into their responsibilities with the impetus for inclusion, 
particularly knowing when to intervene and when to refrain from doing so, and 
avoiding exclusion by creating dependency (Allan, 2003). 
 
The key characteristics of a learning support assistant, deemed essential 
across all four sectors of education, were: empathy and sensitivity, a genuine 
liking for children and a desire to work with them; the capacity to be a team 
worker, use initiative, and be a good communicator and a good listener. 
Assistants had to be adaptable and flexible, intuitive as to children’s needs, 
patient, willing to learn and enthusiastic – “The best of our classroom 
assistants are wonderful”. 
 
Transition issues and relationships with other schools 
 
Whilst transition was, of course, sector-specific, a pattern of characteristics 
common to the different points of transition emerged, based on a model that 
was both educational and pastoral.  This embodied a team approach with 
sound relationships established between feeder and receiving schools, 
planning for transition that was highly structured at whole-school and 
classroom levels, and the necessary resources and support identified and in 
place prior to the child’s arrival in the new setting.   
 
Most Principals prevented special needs pupils feeling marginalised by 
emphasising to other pupils the school’s ethos and culture of inclusion, 
thereby encouraging attitudes of tolerance amongst individuals whose self-
esteem is likely to be low (Duckett, 1998).  But acceptance was much more 
likely to be extended to children with specific learning difficulties or, say, 
Down’s Syndrome, than to those with EBD. 
 
Comments showed, however, that transition was an area still in need of 
improvement.  Little or no formal feedback was given to most nursery and 
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primary Principals from the receiving sector once the special needs child had 
transferred, yet all were emphatic that this would inform practice. 
 
Interagency collaboration and inclusion 
 
Less than half of the Principals considered interagency working supported 
inclusion, although its potential to do so is well documented (DfES, 2001; 
Tomlinson, 2003).  Factors felt to impede it were a lack of coordination, the 
delays in accessing therapeutic services, and issues of disclosure and 
confidentiality, Social Services being mentioned particularly with respect to 
the sharing of information.  In spite of a growing recognition of the need for a 
holistic approach to school-linked interagency collaboration (Campbell & 
Whitty, 2002), if services and support are fragmented, the potential for 
facilitating inclusion will be immeasurably lessened.  Moreover, outside 
agencies were said by Principals to have different agendas and values which, 
together with a failure to share knowledge about the child or young person, 
are already known to impact negatively on good interagency cooperation 
(Kinder et al., 2000).  
 
Key factors to promote successful inclusion 
 
The Principals identified the key factors for successful inclusion as catering for 
individual difference within a culture typified by an accepting, valuing 
atmosphere; establishing partnerships between staff, parents, other schools 
and external agencies; and developing interagency collaboration with better, 
faster access to therapeutic services.  There should, in addition, be a much 
greater openness towards and awareness of learning difficulties and 
disabilities, adequate human and physical resources for schools, and proper 
staff training at all levels.  
 
Given the level of agreement across the four sectors on what would generate 
best practice in inclusion, it was almost impossible to pinpoint an overriding 
factor for each.  However, in the nursery sector, great emphasis was laid on 
the need for early intervention and better staffing ratios; in the primary sector, 
on more flexible budgeting to accommodate the increased number of special 
needs pupils, and also smaller class sizes; in post-primary, on getting 
specialist help faster and for longer; and in the special sector, on improving 
the attitudes of mainstream teachers towards special educational needs. 
 
(b) SENCOs 
 
The rôle of SENCO 
 

 238



In a rôle unchanged for some 25 years, the primary and post-primary 
SENCOs’ principal duties were seen as extensive and demanding, requiring 
contact with pupils, teachers, learning support staff, parents, local education 
authorities and other outside professionals, in order to promote inclusion 
(Bines, 1998; Mittler, 2000). 
 
Broadly, their responsibilities lay in overseeing all special educational needs 
(academic, behavioural or medical) including identification, assessment and 
provision in terms of effective learning and teaching approaches.  They 
sought and disseminated new information on learning difficulties, were 
available to colleagues to advise and guide, identified and procured specialist 
resources.  
 
To fulfil their duties, they required an exceptional range of skills and attributes 
such as the capacity to lead, maintain confidentiality, provide direction, and 
foster commitment.  They had to communicate well, set standards, but be 
sensitive to the pressures on colleagues and team build (Mittler, 2000, citing 
the Teacher Training Agency, 1998).  As one primary SENCO said, the top 
priority is “having a heart for the child”. 
 
The post was described by all 12 SENCOs as a core, full-time position, with 
involvement in the school’s policy making for inclusion.  In both sectors, the 
Principal was most likely to support them within school.  Yet, given the scope 
and extent of the rôle, help was otherwise variable and limited, and there was 
little evidence of the workload being spread as Wall (2003) suggested.  Those 
in the post-primary sector were more likely to receive help from an assistant 
SENCO (in two cases), the Vice-Principal with responsibility for special needs, 
the Head of Pastoral Care, special needs or other teachers. 
 
The main source of external support was the Education and Library Boards, 
particularly the psychology service and behaviour support teams, and from 
SENCO cluster groups.  The importance of an immediate point of contact at 
the board was emphasised when difficulties arose. 
 
Developing inclusive practices at classroom level 
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As in section (a), the curriculum was said to be made inclusive by adaptation 
and differentiation. Pupil participation in both sectors was widened by the 
SENCOs establishing strong rapport and sharing knowledge with other 
teachers and parents.  In the primary sector, the SENCOs planned the 
implementation of Education Plans with the class teachers; at post-primary 
level, language problems were addressed with Heads of Department and 
subject teachers, there could be streaming, and special classes were 
arranged in English and maths. 
 
The SENCOs developed inclusive teaching and learning strategies on a co-
operative, shared basis in both sectors.  All provided learning support and 
advised on differentiation. They helped teachers with suitable strategies that 
were transferable throughout the curriculum and made effective use of 
classroom assistants. 
 
More specifically, as part of their co-ordinating rôle, the SENCOs were most 
likely to withdraw small groups of pupils, mostly in the primary sector.  Apart 
from two primary SENCOs, none withdrew pairs or individuals.  Most in both 
sectors did not team teach apart from one in each phase. The reasons for the 
different patterns of support related to time management and to inclusion, that 
is, avoiding individual children feeling pressurised or singled out by receiving 
special attention. 
 
Most SENCOs confirmed the value of collaborative learning and peer 
collaboration, and upheld the Principals’ emphasis on the appropriate and 
perceptive grouping of pupils. Concerning those with EBD, all SENCOs 
referred to measures to help such children cope in learning situations such as 
‘time out’, while at the same time ensuring the safety of other pupils, but in the 
post-primary sector EBD could fall within the remit of the Head of Pastoral 
Care. External support for EBD was mainly from the boards ELBs, and the 
special schools in some cases had proved “a big asset” with outreach help.   
 
Barriers to inclusion 
 
For the SENCOs, the main barrier to inclusion was the serious lack of time to 
fulfil their duties which included substantial paperwork. Like the Principals, 
they also referred to the very slow process of assessment, diagnosis and 
obtaining therapeutic support or a classroom assistant, the shortfall of 
physical resources (even for one child who will eventually go blind), teacher 
attitudes towards special needs provision and their lack of training for it. 
 
Mentioned, too, were the lack of human resources, particularly in relation to 
the management of EBD children in the absence of a classroom assistant, 
and the scant liaison between external service providers and teachers.  
SENCOs were also worried about making provision for all children whilst 
dealing with the difficult issue of EBD, one in the post-primary sector believing 
that it could often be a question of “BMD – Bad Mannered Disorder”, possibly 
recalling “the embers of older values” (Shelton, 2004: 3). 
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Two primary SENCOs reiterated the difficulties surrounding the inclusion of 
Forces children: the on-going, fragmented situation with changes of regiment, 
an absence of feedforward from the child’s other school, gaps in knowledge, 
and leaving before specialist help arrived.  Staff were said to work “extremely 
hard” against this difficult backcloth.  
 
The SENCOs perceived teachers to meet broadly similar barriers to inclusion 
as themselves: the pressure of time to manage inclusive methods with a wide 
ability range and often unmotivated pupils, the time needed to complete 
paperwork, large classes, not getting immediate help when necessary, their 
lack of training in special needs and the shortfall of physical resources. 
 
The implications of inclusion for SENCOs’ own professional development 
were straightforward: they wanted to be informed about the different learning 
difficulties and disabilities, and to know how teaching and learning could take 
place in an inclusive context so that they could disseminate good practice 
among colleagues. 
 
How did the SENCOs think government could help inclusion? Mainly, they 
wanted smaller class sizes, not least because of concern for the education of 
children other than those with special needs. 
 
Initial Teacher Education 
 
Like the Principals, most SENCOs did not consider student teachers to be 
properly prepared to teach in inclusive classrooms, nor to have sufficient 
knowledge of the Code of Practice.  Most also believed all practising teachers 
needed more INSET to promote inclusion fully, in relation to practical help, 
and to changing both culture and attitudes in schools and classrooms.  INSET 
had to be context-specific with appropriate exemplars and, in the post-primary 
phase, to suit selective and non-selective schools. 
 
Widening participation and motivation for all pupils  
 
All but one of the SENCOs agreed with the Principals on the need for both 
mainstream and special schools. Equally, they saw the benefits of 
mainstream as social and with the potential to raise standards through contact 
with abler peers. There were also better career opportunities for those with 
learning difficulties.  The SENCOs agreed fully with the Principals on the 
advantages of special schools’ nurturing environment for certain pupils with 
the most profound and severe needs.  They, too, considered that their schools 
were able to offer an effective education for every child, but once more their 
comments showed that inclusion would be better with smaller classes and the 
right support. 
 
ICT and inclusion 
 
There was consensus between SENCOs and Principals that ICT could 
contribute to inclusion as pupils could see their success, were motivated to 
study, and content as well as presentation improved.  Its value was summed 
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up by one post-primary SENCO “as a learning tool, as an incentive, as a 
reward”.  Like two nursery Principals in section (a), a primary and post-
primary SENCO believed ICT to contribute to learning and inclusion, but not 
to replace good teaching. 
 
Rôles and responsibilities of learning support assistants 
 
In the SENCOs’ opinion, the most critical skill of learning support assistants 
was knowing when, and when not, to intervene, thus avoiding disempowering 
a pupil with special needs, or creating the “Velcro effect” (Allan, 2003).  
Further, their support should be widely spread, where possible, for the same 
reason. 
 
Their key responsibilities were to work closely with the teacher, work with the 
children on a one-to-one basis and in small, in-class groups, identify 
resources, understand children’s targets and keep them focused on tasks.  
Their most important characteristic was to be caring and sympathetic so as to 
foster trust in the child or young person.  They had to be approachable, be a 
team member, be supportive and motivating, flexible and patient, anticipate 
the child’s needs, and be able to follow instructions.  The SENCOs, like the 
Principals, expressed concern at the inadequate level of training assistants 
had for the job they were expected to do, especially in the post-primary 
sector. 
 
Relationships with other schools 
 
Most primary SENCOs had very good relationships with local special schools, 
and the majority of those in the post-primary sector reported contact with staff 
in alternative education provision, although not with special schools.  Most 
primary SENCOs received, and had a very positive view of, outreach support 
because special school teachers visited the mainstream school, observed, 
made independent assessments and helped class teachers with strategies.  
On the other hand, only two post-primary SENCOs received outreach help 
from alternative education providers, one stating that there was no sharing of 
skills, the other that only pupils targeted by the board were seen rather than 
those that the SENCO could identify of whom there were several. 
 
None of the six primary SENCOs received feedback from post-primary 
schools about former special needs pupils.  All six, like the Principals, very 
much wanted more formal feedback, both to confirm that their approaches 
were right and to improve their own future practice.   
 
Most SENCOs who had experience of pupils on placement outside 
mainstream fully expected them to be reintegrated into ordinary classrooms. 
 
Interagency collaboration and inclusion 
 
The SENCOs viewed interagency collaboration more favourably than the 
Principals, although four of the 12 did not.  It did not support inclusion if there 
was a dearth of information from “the medical end”, if advice from, say, a 
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speech therapist was felt to be removed from the educational context, or if 
there was simply a lack of regular contact with an agency that left schools in 
the dark.  Therefore, a more ‘seamless’ service was required with greater 
inter-sectoral co-operation, especially for education, welfare and health 
(Wiley, 1998), together with a shared perception of difficulties and a shared 
agenda of research and training, as advocated by McConkey (2002).   
 
Parents and pupils 
 
Promoting inclusion with parents for all SENCOs meant establishing 
meaningful partnerships with them by explaining fully what it meant, 
sustaining constant communication about their child’s needs and the provision 
being made, inviting regular involvement and allaying fears.  All this inspired 
more ‘ownership’ by the parents of their responsibilities. 
 
All SENCOs confirmed that, as far as cognition allowed, pupils’ perspectives 
on their learning were sought and taken into account.  They were encouraged 
to talk to classroom assistants too, all of which informed teaching – “It gives 
me an insight into how they’re handling things [and] it fully affects how I 
teach”. 
 
Key factors to promote successful inclusion 
 
For the SENCOs, the central elements of successful inclusion were human 
resources and teamwork that required, respectively, prompt and sustained 
specialist help from outside agencies, and co-operation among all staff to 
provide for all pupils. 
 
(c) Interagency professionals 
 
Since the sample of 10 professionals was divided into two groups of ‘senior 
officers’, their views on inclusion in the context of interagency collaboration 
are combined here and summarised under four broad headings.  They appear 
in detail in Chapters 5 and 6.   
 
Views of inclusive schooling in Northern Ireland  
 
The concept of inclusive education was endorsed by the senior officers, but 
the reality was complex (see Lunt, 2002).  It was emphasised that every child 
had to be treated as an individual and, while it was acknowledged that most 
children and young people with special needs should be educated in 
mainstream settings, it was debatable that this was the most effective 
environment for those with profound and multiple learning difficulties.  
Therefore, in keeping with the Principals’ views, there was support for the 
continued existence of special schools although a warning from some that this 
perpetuated segregation. 
 
Whilst there was a positive thrust in Northern Ireland to include as many 
children as possible in mainstream education, it was imperative to reflect, 
continuously analyse and evaluate in order to ensure that society, schools 
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and children were receptive to inclusion, and that the resources were there to 
support it.   
 
Concerning the current effectiveness of inclusive provision by schools in 
Northern Ireland, first, there was some ambivalence as teachers were said to 
recognise the need for it, but could be reluctant to cater for special needs, the 
area of greatest concern being EBD, already highlighted by those interviewed 
in schools.  Second, unlike most Principals interviewed, doubt was expressed 
that teachers properly understood the underlying rationale of inclusion, or that 
they had discussed it enough with colleagues, or had sufficient resources.  
Third, the lack of early intervention and very late placement in alternative 
education, had resulted in many young people having no sense of self-worth 
at the latter end of their formal schooling, and major challenges for those 
attempting to retrieve the situation.  There was now more awareness, though, 
of what alternative education providers could do, but approaches had to be 
made much earlier. 
 
Specifically, the senior officers saw more effective inclusive schooling to lie in 
greater and more incremental financial investment in special needs children 
by Health and Social Services, as well as better assessment; greater 
interagency collaboration (to provide improved support for special needs 
children in mainstream and be proactive in retaining them); equipping schools 
and teachers properly to cope with inclusion; and providing leadership at 
strategic level with uniform support for schools across the five Education and 
Library Boards.  
 
Moreover, there had to be a shift in mindset so that parents of children with 
learning disabilities were offered mainstream education as a first choice, and 
better treatment of parents during the statementing procedure, described as 
laborious, bureaucratic and demeaning, and resulting in mistrust of education 
(see also Allan, 2003). 
 
A much greater shift would be to move towards the notion of full service 
schools, now well established in other parts of the United Kingdom, the United 
States and Scandinavia.  In Sweden, for example, children are educated with 
peers and siblings regardless of impairment or disability and, to achieve this in 
Northern Ireland, once again leadership and a change in attitude were 
needed.  This more socially inclusive concept of schooling incorporates a 
wider range of agencies in school-related activities (Campbell & Whitty, 2002).  
It embodies early intervention and avoids later, more serious problems, 
special education is viewed “as a service not as a place” 
(www.ericec.org/digests), and the integrated services have a positive impact 
on teachers (Wang et al., 1998, in Campbell, 2002).  
 
Concerns were voiced about the fragmented nature of provision for special 
needs children, with a lack of continuity between primary and secondary 
education.  Access to the same level of intervention in the post-primary phase 
was said to be “virtually impossible” and, once more, the greatest difficulty 
was for EBD pupils especially following the transition to secondary education. 
The difficulties with such pupils arose from bureaucracy, and the culture and 
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attitudes of some schools that tended to be punitive and disciplinary.  Despite 
these misgivings, some schools tried very hard where inclusion was 
concerned – pastoral care, counselling, placement and reintegration, and 
there was, in fact, “huge sympathy” for mainstream teachers.  There was 
praise for the culture and mindset of schools from whom referrals to 
alternative provision were rarely received and who, when something went 
wrong, had begun to ask why?  
 
Current support for schools from external agencies 
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Distinctly differing views emerged on the support from external agencies to 
promote inclusion, from “pockets of excellence” and a growing willingness to 
work together, to “interagency collaboration to support schools is not working”.  
What worked was when agencies came together to address commonly 
identified problems, used a joint approach where staff co-operated, 
established good communication, used their collective initiative to think 
creatively, and shared resources, personnel and transport.  
 
Greater support for schools was required from the Education and Library 
Boards and opinion on the present inconsistency of provision varied from 
“very proactive” to “a huge amount of work to be done”.  It was already agreed 
at five-board level that inclusion was the way forward, but the whole process 
of seeking and obtaining help was fraught with delay, echoing the 
practitioners’ opinions in sections (a) and (b) above.  There had, however, 
been substantial investment in SENCOs and the part they play in widening 
access and participation for all children, but the boards needed to give 
guidance and support not only in practical ways, but also in relation to attitude 
as a whole-school mindset of the right kind was imperative so that inclusion 
was not seen by teachers as “a chore”. 
 
As for the boards’ priorities, these were deemed appropriate in respect of 
supporting inclusion in schools, but there was criticism that many mechanisms 
were in place to remove a child from school.  An enormous amount of work 
remained to be done on board structures to support young people and retain 
them, and there was concern that neither the Department of Education nor the 
boards really understood the nature of the issues some children and young 
people face.  The solution was thought to lie in training teachers not only to 
impart knowledge, but to focus on strategies to enable them to inspire 
unmotivated listeners, to manage difficult pupils in group settings, to resolve 
conflict situations, to build relationships with those with very poor social skills 
and use strategies to help them learn. 
 
Barriers to interagency collaboration 
 
The principal barriers were a shortfall of human and physical resources, the 
lack of a culture of collaboration (‘inter-professional silos’) and of co-ordinated 
team work, funding (including competition for funds), difficulties with issues of 
confidentiality and disclosure, and mainstream teachers’ attitudes towards 
special needs.   
 
As well, there was a need for a much higher level of early intervention, and a 
more child-centred approach to multi-agency work without the intrusion of 
other agendas or competing priorities. 
 
Benefits of interagency collaboration 
 
Advantages of multi-agency working extended to the child, the organisation 
and the individual professional.  For the child, there was better access to 
services, to education and to early intervention, and improved educational 
attainment.  For the organisation, there were opportunities to broaden 
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perspectives on inclusion, improve understanding of related issues, interact 
more positively with other agencies and share expertise.  For the individual, 
there were the rewards of working with other professionals, having keener 
awareness of the issues surrounding the child or young person, and making 
better joint decisions.  
 
Alternative and outreach provision  
 
Described as one of the biggest challenges for the Department of Education, 
there was a broad continuum of alternative and outreach provision for a very 
wide range of special needs, but it was not well enough funded and often 
came too late in the pupil’s career.  The worst problem was EBD and, 
although the boards were making positive contributions to alternative 
provision, there was no commonality of approach.  Early intervention to 
counteract later, more serious problems with EBD meant money and 
resources at the preschool stage, including the training of teachers and 
nursery assistants in this area. 
 
Grave concern was expressed on the extensive and “probably growing” 
problem of expulsion, although there was high praise for some voluntary 
organisations dealing very successfully with excluded young people.  Even 
though mainstream schools hugely welcomed the alternative programmes 
provided, difficulties with staff retention remained without continued funding.  
INSET was said not to be provided by CASS for teachers in alternative 
provision, giving rise to some irony as they were well placed to help resolve 
mainstream schools’ dilemmas, thereby cementing relationships.  
 
Key factors for successful interagency collaboration  
 
To begin with, an evaluation of interagency work was said to be urgently 
required.  There had to be recognition of the need for creating inclusive 
cultures in schools, producing inclusive policies and evolving inclusive 
practices (see also Booth et al., 2000); and for a culture of inclusion among 
and between agencies, in the community and in the wider society.  Essential 
to this was a shift in mindset to recognise the potential of all children and raise 
expectations. 
 
More specifically, the factors that could improve collaborative work were 
explicit leadership at strategic level, common aims and shared values, and an 
appreciation of others’ professional rôles.  There was a need to take stock of 
the extent to which interagency working was genuinely child-centred and a 
focus on the sharing of information, for to fail to do so was, in the long run, to 
inhibit inclusion.     
 
At a practical level, key factors were: regular interagency contact, appropriate 
assessment of need and proper resource allocation, joint training, the 
development of parent partnerships, and time allocation to allow senior 
management in schools to devise context-specific schemes.  In addition, there 
should be acceptance that, in individual cases, one agency would take the 
lead rôle and one significant adult would be assigned to the child or young 
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person, to avoid them being overwhelmed and marginalised.  Co-location of 
therapeutic and other services would render the school the focal point for the 
child and family, therefore the concept of ‘wrap a round’ provision, already 
being piloted in two areas, should be extended.  Most obviously, adequate 
funding for inclusion was a key issue because, ipso facto, “Our children are 
expensive” (Daily Telegraph, 2003). 

  
A model of best practice 

 
From the evidence, the Principals and SENCOs were in synchrony with the 
outside professionals in support of inclusive practices, but put up strong and 
convincing arguments for fully resourcing all school sectors and alternative 
education providers to make this feasible.  The defining characteristics put 
forward for a model of best practice, taken together, were: 
 

- the development of a culture of inclusion in Northern Ireland as whole 
and, particularly, within education, health, and social services; 

 
- explicit, strategic leadership at the highest level;  

 
- the cultivation of a positive attitude among mainstream teachers 

towards the implications of the new legislation on special needs and 
disability;  

 
- a child and young person centred approach that permeates all teaching 

and learning, and service provision; 
 

- co-ordinated, co-located services at operational level with teamwork 
and sharing of knowledge in equal measure; 

 
- training at pre-service and in-service levels to include all staff including 

learning support assistants; and 
 

- the judicious use of the talents of special schools to foster inclusion 
through outreach support among mainstream colleagues and learning 
support staff. 

 
It would be unrealistic to pretend that barriers to inclusion do not still exist, but 
the evidence here has captured strong commitment to the four elements of 
the DfES (2004) strategy: early intervention, removing barriers to learning, 
raising expectations and achievement, and developing improvements in 
partnerships. The words of two senior officers provide a fitting canvas for the 
development of inclusive practices: 
 

You can philosophise about how wonderful inclusion would be, but if 
you don’t have the practicalities in place, it will break down very, very 
quickly.  Providing the young person is at the centre, then there are 
immense benefits for all.  
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We need to celebrate where inclusion in education has worked and 
show the right direction to others, and we need to win the hearts and 
minds argument. 
 

To conclude with the words of John Stuart Mill (1806-1837): 
 

A pupil from whom nothing is ever demanded which he cannot do, 
never does all he can.  (Robson, 1990: 45) 

 
Recommendations 
 
The following recommendations to develop inclusive practices are made on 
the basis of the research findings.  
 
1.0 Initial Teacher Education and Induction 
 
1.4 Within Initial Teacher Education itself, positive attitudes towards 

inclusion should be fostered, and there should be a coherent plan to 
transmit special educational knowledge with an early priority to allay 
student teachers’ fears about special needs. 

 
1.5 During Initial Teacher Education, the central tenets of a culture of 

inclusion should be defined and clarified, and student teachers should 
be enabled to understand fully the underlying rationale of the concept 
of inclusive practice.   

 
1.6 There should be comprehensive coverage of the different learning 

difficulties, physical disabilities and sensory impairments likely to be 
met in classrooms, and of the appropriate strategies to support 
teaching and learning that will, in addition, be highly differentiated. 

      
1.4 Concerning emotional and behavioural difficulties (including 

disaffection), student teachers should acquire a knowledge not only of 
the range of features associated with these problems and the 
appropriate coping strategies, but also an understanding of the 
attitudes of tolerance and patience needed to form relationships that 
build trust with EBD children and young people within and beyond the 
classroom.    

 
1.6 As part of their repertoire of delivery methods for EBD children and 

young people, student teachers should be taught about de-escalation 
techniques and measures for conflict resolution and anger 
management, so that pupils with very poor social skills can become 
motivated and disposed to learn.     

 
1.11 Teaching Practice should include placement and experience in special 

schools or in alternative education provision, with staff in both invited to 
contribute to pre-service (and in-service) courses. 
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1.12 It is self-evident that the substance and fundamental features of 
inclusive practices should also permeate the PGCE model (Post 
Graduate Certificate in Education). 

 
1.13 The induction of beginning teachers should continue to reflect the 

ethos and culture of inclusion promoted in pre-service education, and 
the school should assign a mentor/nominated person to deal 
specifically with the challenges of inclusion within the mainstream 
setting and to offer moral support. 

 
1.14 The SENCO should have an important part to play in assisting 

beginning teachers to assess the needs of pupils with learning 
difficulties, to instruct and assist in writing Education Plans, to identify 
and develop appropriate teaching strategies and resources, and to 
encourage critical reflective practice.  They should also guide new 
teachers in relation to dealing with parents and outside professionals in 
the context of the often sensitive issues of inclusion. 

 
1.15 Other staff in schools with particular expertise and experience in SEN 

should be encouraged to support beginning teachers in matters relating 
to inclusive practice. 

 
2.0 Learning support assistants 
 
2.3 An appropriately focused, standardised award should be made 

available to nursery assistants, classroom assistants and special needs 
assistants across all school sectors, to enable them to have knowledge 
of specific learning difficulties and the necessary skills to cope with 
these in their capacity in inclusive classrooms.  The award should take 
account of the full age range from pre-school to post-primary level, 
including school leavers. 

 
2.4 The school should seek to further the professional development of 

learning support assistants by arranging in-service training in school, 
and facilitating their attendance at outside courses provided by the 
boards and other organisations. 

 
4.0 The Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators  
 
3.1 The rôle of the SENCO should be reviewed to reflect the increased and 

extensive changes in their responsibilities that require them to make 
inclusive provision for all children.   

 
3.3 Depending on school size, SENCOs should be given time-tabled 

support from an assistant SENCO (or other special needs teacher), 
and administrative assistance. 
 

4.0 Early intervention 
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4.2 It is essential that the process of early intervention in the preschool 
phase should be adequately financed and resourced in order to avoid 
the development of later, more serious, more expensive problems in 
other education sectors. 

 
4.2 Early intervention requires, of necessity, a reduction in the delays in 

nursery and, indeed, primary school children with learning difficulties 
being assessed and diagnosed by the relevant professionals, and also 
the prompt (if not immediate) provision of specialist help, equipment or 
other resources. 

 
4.5 There should be both modification and continuity of support provided 

for pupils with special needs throughout the different phases of 
education, with appropriate linkage between one phase and another. 

 
4.6 Additional help in the form of staffing should be provided in the nursery 

sector for under-age children, particularly those with special 
educational needs. 

 
6.0 Class sizes 
 
5.1 Because of the increased number of pupils with special educational  

needs in mainstream schools, it is strongly recommended that class 
sizes be reduced to enable teachers and SENCOs to plan and put into 
effect realistic, inclusive practices that benefit all children. 

 
6.0 INSET 
 
6.1 INSET that supports inclusive practices should be provided for 

Principals, teachers, beginning teachers and SENCOs, with 
commonality and consistency across the five Education and Library 
Boards.  The Index for Inclusion (CSIE, 2000) might be used as an 
instrument to help schools promote inclusive practices, as part of their 
overall school development plan. 

 
6.2 There should be particular emphasis on training for leadership that 

would include the fostering of a whole-school culture of inclusion.  The 
possible appointment of an ‘Inclusion Adviser’ or ‘Special Needs 
Officer’ for each board should be considered, who would be available 
to cluster groups of schools.  

 
6.7 INSET should focus on the diverse learning difficulties and disabilities 

that teachers meet in inclusive classrooms, including medical and 
behavioural needs, and on the required teaching and learning 
strategies to manage these. 

 
6.8 Particular areas of need to include in INSET would be Autistic 

Spectrum Disorder, Asperger’s Syndrome, Attention Deficit Disorder, 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, anger management, Down’s 
Syndrome and Spina Bifida.  More generally, guidance should be given 
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on how to create, manage and sustain a whole-school culture of 
inclusion. 

 
6.9 INSET should, ideally, be hands-on and school based.  If located 

outside school, it should be of full-day duration (not a ‘twilight’ course), 
be tailored to school needs, sector and type, and provide opportunities 
for teachers to reflect critically on their strategies and on their pupil’s 
learning outcomes. 

 
6.10 Whilst the boards have been commended for responding to 

‘emergency’ situations in the classroom, there should be further 
emphasis placed on the need for a ‘helpline’ for expert advice as needs 
arise, regardless of sector. 

 
8.0 The role of the special school 
 
7.1 It is essential to capitalise upon the knowledge, skills and expertise of 

staff in special schools and they should be encouraged to continue to 
extend outreach support to their mainstream colleagues.  
 

7.2 In order to maximise this, the current pattern and extent of outreach 
support should be examined, as should the attitudes of special school 
staff towards delivering this kind of help, and their particular training 
needs in relation to teaching other adults.   

  
8.0 Interagency collaboration 
 
8.1 Greater interagency collaboration between education, health, and 

social services should be encouraged, that would include a properly 
co-ordinated, joint approach to commonly identified problems, good 
communication and regular contact; the pooling of expertise and other 
resources; and willingness to share information in pursuit of the child’s 
best interests.  There should be a conscious resolve to avoid a mindset 
of competing priorities and different agendas. 

 
8.3 Consideration should be given to joint training among professionals in 

education, health, and social services.  This would enhance 
collaboration and more effectively promote inclusion in schools. 

 
 
9.0 Partnerships  
 
9.1 The thrust for inclusion should be built upon the notion of genuine 

working partnerships between schools, alternative education providers, 
parents, the Education and Library Boards and therapeutic services, 
and between the multi-professionals within each. 

 
9.2 Whilst good relationships exist between most schools in the different 

education sectors, more formal feedback should be provided for the 
feeder school by the receiving school at the different points of transition 
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for pupils with special educational needs.  This would inform best 
practice for both parties and encourage greater collaboration. 

 
In conclusion, it is recommended that further research should focus on an 
examination and evaluation of the approaches to interagency working within 
and between the different service providers that support education.  The 
concept of full service schools should also be more fully investigated, and an 
‘Inclusion Forum’ arranged to obtain views and achieve consensus in order to 
move this important debate forward. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
  
 
 

 253



Appendix 1 - List of participating schools 
 

Nursery sector 
 
  Arellian Nursery School, Belfast  
  Banbridge Nursery School, Banbridge 

Belmont Nursery School, L’Derry 
Lisnagelvin Nursery School, L’Derry 
Pond Park Nursery School, Lisburn 
St. Joseph’s Nursery School, Antrim 
St. Thérèse Nursery School, Poleglass 
 

Primary sector 
 
  Ballykelly Primary School, Ballykelly 
  Broadbridge Primary School, Eglinton 

Cullycapple Primary School, Aghadowey 
Kilmaine Primary School, Bangor 
Knockbreda Primary School, Belfast 
Redburn Primary School, Holywood 
Wheatfield Primary School, Belfast 
 

Post-primary sector 
 
  Ashfield Boys’ High School, Belfast 
  Craigavon Senior High School, Portadown 
  Dungannon Integrated College, Dungannon 
  Lismore Comprehensive School, Craigavon 
  St. Ciaran’s High School, Ballygawley 
  St. Mary’s College, L’Derry 
  St. Mary’s High School, Lurgan 
 

Special sector 
 
  Belmont House School, L’Derry 
  Clarawood School, Belfast 
  Foyle View School, L’Derry 
  Harberton School, Belfast 
  Kilronan School, Magherafelt 
  Lisanally School, Armagh 
  Parkview Special School, Lisburn 
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Appendix 2: Inclusion in New Zealand 

 
(a) New Zealand Policy Context 
 
One aspect of the 1989 Education Act is of specific reference to special 
education: the requirement that all schools enrol students with disabilities. 
Section 8 stated  
 

… people who have special educational needs (whether because of 
disability or otherwise) have the same rights to enrol and receive 
education at state schools as people who do not. 

 
In other words students with intellectual, physical, sensory and other 
disabilities now have the legal right to attend age appropriate mainstream 
classes in regular schools. 
 
Four years later, in 1993, the Human Rights Act section 57 prohibited 
educational establishments from refusing or failing to admit a student with a 
disability or admitting such a student on less favourable terms. The New 
Zealand (NZ) curriculum framework also required schools to recognise, 
respect and respond to the educational experiences, interests and values of 
all students, including those with special educational needs (Ministry of 
Education, 1993:7). 
 
A further set of educational reforms commenced in 1995 with the introduction 
of Special Education 2000 (Ministry of Education: 1996a). The aim of this 
initiative was, 
 

to achieve over the next decade, a world class inclusive education 
system that provides learning opportunities of equal quality to all 
students. (Ministry of Education: 1996a) 

 
One of the first components of this policy was the preparation of a set of 
special education policy guidelines that were consistent with the Education 
Act of 1989 and the Human Rights Act of 1993, that legislated against 
discrimination on the basis of disability. Another was the approach to 
resourcing students with special educational needs by means of newly 
created positions of Resource Teachers: Learning and Behaviour (RTLB). 
Resource teachers were to be shared between a cluster of schools. As part of 
this initiative, three Universities in New Zealand (University of Auckland, 
University of Waikato and Victoria University of Wellington) entered into a 
contract with the Ministry of Education to provide a Graduate Diploma in 
Special Needs Resource teaching. 
 
In mid-2000, the new Labour government through the Minister and Associate 
Minister of Education commissioned a review of Special Education 2000. 
Subsequently, in February 2001 following the review and publication of the 
report by Dr Cathy Wiley, the government decided to change the way special 
education was provided. The most far-reaching policy shift was the 
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disestablishment of the stand alone Specialist Education Services (SES). 
Service provision was to be transferred to a new directorate within the Ministry 
of Education (led by Barbara Disley). Group Special Education (GSE) that 
came into being in February 2002, was to be focused on providing services to 
children and young people with special educational needs.  
 
As part of this initiative the Ministry envisaged the setting up of a special 
education national management team with regional and district managers 
working in 16 districts throughout NZ. This learning support network with 
regional and local resource and support centres would include specialist 
support, therapy, resources materials, equipment professional development, 
advice and support for parents and co-ordination with health, welfare and 
social services.  
 
Furthermore, Behaviour Education Support Teams (BESTs) were to be set up 
in a number of these centres to flexibly implement programmes to meet 
individual student behaviour and learning needs with the aim of returning 
them to mainstream schooling as soon as possible. Tagged staffing was to be 
provided at each school through the position of a special needs educational 
coordinator who could work with school staff to identify individual student 
needs, plan programmes, arrange support, professional development and 
resource materials related to pedagogy and classroom organisation. 
Resources to support teachers and families were also to be available on the 
web. As yet these facilities have not been provided. 
 
Other initiatives recommended by the Wylie review included the development 
of a national training programme for teacher aides [learning support 
assistants]. This, too, awaits implementation although some of the Colleges of 
Education including Otago and Auckland have provided a Certificate in 
Education Support for Teacher Aides which is offered either as a full-time one 
year programme (2 days at the College and 2 in work placement during 
Terms 2 and 3) or a flexibly, part-time distance learning programme. This then 
enables teacher aides to progress to degree level courses. The focus for 
these programmes is on: 
 
 Culture of Disability 
 Computer Technology 
 Individual and Family 
 Understanding Human Development and Disability 

Support Personnel: Roles and Responsibilities 
Understanding Communication and Behaviour 
Power of Human Relationships 

 
A strong focus of the Wylie review concentrated on funding which had the 
effect of categorising students in terms of their disabilities and their 
consequent needs for educational support. Thus a negatively different, 
disabling, special, exclusive agenda continued to predominate.  All children 
have a right to the best possible learning opportunities and this includes 
students with disabilities. Creative approaches to incentivising schools to 
include students with learning disabilities and difficulties in an efficient and 
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effective way should be strongly considered instead of linking the level of 
resource to particular categories of special need. 
 
As yet the NZ government has not defined the concept of inclusive education. 
In fact, the most recent initiative launched by the Ministry, Building Capability 
in Special Education, would suggest that the agenda continues to focus on 
the special education agenda. This initiative is a longitudinal, 3-year 
programme of both research and professional development. The starting point 
has been the commissioning of a literature review on inclusive education and 
this to be followed up by pilot projects in 25 schools across NZ involving 
interviews with principals, teachers, parents and students. It is due to be 
completed by 2006.  Research now needs to be accessible to teachers and to 
impact on good practice. Reference, however, is made to increasing the 
capability of schools and teachers to teach all students including those with 
special needs. The selection of the 25 pilot project schools also attests to a 
broader more inclusive agenda since only five of these schools ate special 
schools.  
 
(b) New Zealand Ministry of Education 
 
The New Zealand Ministry of Education’s range of functions and role has 
been extended in recent years to include the provision of special education 
services to over 30,000 children with special education needs. Group Special 
Education (GSE) was created on 28 February 2002, following the 
disestablishment of Specialist Education Services (SES).  This resulted in the 
formation of a larger, more diverse Ministry that includes the provision of 
services to special needs students and their families, schools and early 
childhood providers. It has provided an opportunity for more direct input to 
policy and closer links between policy and implementation. 
 
Among the government’s Education Priorities for New Zealand are: 
 

raising expectations for achievement of all learners;  
focus on quality teaching;  
strengthening family and community involvement. 

 
The Ministry of Education’s Statement of Intent 2003-2008 states: 
 

Excellent teaching is about all learners having the opportunity to learn.  
The research is clear: effective teaching makes the biggest difference 
to students’ learning.  That is why we need a solid understanding of 
what effective teaching looks like and to build this into the professional 
practice of teacher training institutions…. Relationships with students 
are at the heart of teaching excellence (2003:37). 

 
The Ministry believes that excellence in teaching will necessitate some 
significant shifts in policy and practice and plans to focus on: 
 
 quality teaching practice for diverse learners; 
 increasing teachers’ expectations; 
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 embedding assessment for learning;  
 building communities of professional practice. 
 
Specifically, they want to see quality teaching for diverse learners where 
 
♦ teaching practice is responsive to learners’ needs, cultures and 

backgrounds; 
♦ teachers recognise that, for the most part, the quality of their teaching has 

the most significant effect on learning outcomes, and not on any perceived 
deficit in the learners’ home lives; 

♦ pre-service and in-service development helps teachers develop effective 
practice which connects to diverse groups of learners; 

♦ teachers create opportunities for learners to bring what they know and who 
they are into the learning relationship; 

♦ teachers have high expectations for all students; 
♦ good teaching methodologies and practice are underpinned by an 

expectation that every learner can achieve, regardless of race, gender or 
socio-economic status; 

♦ effective teaching practice includes the analysis of assessment information 
to improve practice; 

♦ professional leaders actively promote and support communities of 
professional practice. 

 
Since the 2003-2008 Statement of Intent, the New Zealand Ministry has 
placed a strong emphasis on family and community support for learners.  
They believe that the learning environment must respect and affirm the 
learner’s home environment and community, and must incorporate it into the 
learning process. 
 
In order to strengthen family and community involvement they consider that: 
 
♦ providers and communities should support learning, both inside and 

outside school; 
♦ providers should reflect their students’ communities and embed school, 

family and community connections within a broader focus on student 
achievement; 

♦ innovative ways of working between providers, families and communities 
should be developed; 

♦ practical inter-agency co-operation at the local level should be the basis 
for supporting families and communities. 

 
The GSE group will work with children and young people across a range of 
educational settings by: 
 
♦ providing education support directly to parents through workshops and 

training; 
♦ using and supporting research with a family reference group; 
♦ providing more integrated multi-disciplinary services working in specific 

geographical areas; 
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♦ encouraging providers to work with children with special educational 
needs; 

♦ at a district level, advising and supporting educators as well as working 
directly with children and young people; 

♦ working with other government agencies to improve the co-ordination of 
services in relation to children and families, especially for children with 
special educational needs. 

 
Group Special Education 
 
♦ Conceptualising the Centres: clusters of schools working together in a 

district supported by a range of specialist services, the idea being to build 
strong local networks where ownership is taken; 

♦ Collaborative planning between the 16 regional and district managers; 
♦ Centres to be supported by a network of specialist expertise and support 

staff who are ‘more connected with schools’; 
♦ Pilot project exploring a range of models (Sara Cohen and Palmerston 

North [both special schools]  – special schools seen as a hub where 
itinerant/peripatetic teachers are attached to the base unit.  The vision held 
by these schools is that no children should be enrolled there). 

♦ Some financial incentives are currently being given to a number of 
Auckland special schools to encourage them to engage in outreach work 
and to use their skills in regular classrooms. 

♦ Focus on children with moderate learning difficulties who do not receive 
the Ongoing and Renewable Resourcing Scheme (ORRS).   

♦ The advisory and support services at district level (ie former SES 
structure) are now required to provide generalist rather than special 
support. 

♦ Resource Teachers: Learning and Behaviour) (RTLB) are attached to 
clusters but work on a time-limited basis/secondment. 

 
Resourcing 
 
♦ GSE was designed to attach resources to the student. This had led, in 

some instances, to the dissipation of this resource in mainstream schools 
(either through the use of casual, temporary teachers on a .1 or .2 basis or 
the Principal fulfilling the role).  Resourcing could be extended to include 
more students in mainstream schools, eg students with Autistic Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD). 

♦ Teacher aides are allocated on a 1:1 basis that, in many cases. is not the 
most effective (or efficient) use of their time.  Setting the resource issue 
aside, the students who have been allocated teacher aides need to learn 
to become more independent.  There is a tendency for teacher aides to be 
isolated and for class teachers to abdicate their responsibilities to them.  
Training is being provided by some Colleges of Education and by distance 
learning but it is not at all widespread. 

♦ Verification of Individual Education Plans (IEPs) attracts funding.  Some 
students have IEPs that are not resourced. 
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♦ External to GSE, $25 million has been allocated for students with 
behavioural difficulties.  Attention has been focused on trying to target 
behaviour support on younger students/children. 

 
Types of Special Education Provision 

 
There are four types of educational provision: 
 
i)  special units in mainstream schools (school-base for students with 

special educational needs); 
ii)  special schools; 
iii)  regular schools; 
iv  Kura Kaupapa and Whare Kura. 
 
Perspectives on Inclusion 
 
The views on inclusion across New Zealand are varied and include: 
 
i) some teachers and parents are very much in favour; 
ii) there is resistance from many teachers and Principals (varies across 

New Zealand, for example Auckland is very resistant; 
iii) there is no overarching policy direction of the Ministry, however, GSE 

within the Ministry is more favourably disposed. 
 
Parent Reference Group 
 
The parent views were as follows: 
 
♦ Parents in some areas in New Zealand are a strong lobby and in some 

areas vehemently oppose mainstreaming (such as the Auckland area); 
♦ The parent group considered choice to be important but, alongside that, 

specialist services need to be made available; 
♦ The Ministry of Education has convened a parent reference group.  Their 

view is that: 
 

a. it is important that they have a voice at Ministerial level;  
 
b. they favour the transition to mainstream schooling but believe that, as 

yet, this form of provision is not adequately resourced, particularly in 
respect of children who have severe physical disabilities; and 

 
c. they anticipate that in five years there may be no special schools 
in New Zealand.  The issue of specialist support they believe to be a 
crucial one since needs vary significantly among students. 

 
In summary, therefore: 
 
♦ Within GSE there is a commitment to inclusion as reflected in the Building 

Capability initiative.  Research commissioned reflects this, as does the 
selection of pilot schools and the plans for professional development 
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♦ The latter is probably most significant, given the best evidence synthesis 
research on (1) quality teaching for diverse students in school, and (2) 
characteristics of professional development linked to enhancing pedagogy 
and children’s learning in early childhood settings. 

 
♦ The establishment of the Parent Reference Group gives a voice to parents 

that enables them to articulate their needs.  They favour full transition to 
mainstreaming whilst cautioning that this would be contingent upon 
schools having access to the required resources.  They believe this 
transition may take up to five years. 

 
♦ The funding model is linked to individual education programmes that are 

verified.  Consideration is currently being given to provide additional 
resources for mainstream schools and students with more moderate 
learning difficulties, for example ADHD, ASD. 

 
♦ Through the setting up of centres across the country, specialist and 

additional support will be provided for clusters of schools.  In some cases, 
these centres might be special schools in a changed role. 

 
♦ Limited thought has been given to Initial Teacher Education - some 

awareness raising and attention to certain learning disabilities and 
impairments. No new teacher could be competent in all aspects of SEN. 
Resources similar to the books produced by the Ministry could prove very 
useful.  

  
♦ Professional development as enshrined in the building capability initiative 

is based upon principles that include school-based, teacher-led 
professional development, supported by collaborative partnerships (HE 
and specialist professionals), and includes dissemination through the 
effective sharing of practice.  The focus is very clearly on context-based 
professional development and networking (clusters), in other words, a 
whole-school approach.  Leadership is crucial. 

 
♦ Teachers need to be willing to engage in discussions about difference as 

well as addressing issues in practice.   
 
♦ Recognition that there is no one solution to the effective integration of 

students with SEN, but rather it depends on context. 
 
♦ Less discussion about engaging communities and more about reflecting 

backgrounds of experience of students’ families within their community. 
 
♦ The Ministry of Education has commissioned research referred to as Best 

Evidence Synthesis and disseminated through the Ministry’s website. This 
is prepared as part of a commitment by the Ministry to strengthen the 
evidence base that informs education policy and practice.  It aims to 
contribute to an ongoing evidence-based discourse among policy makers, 
educators and researchers 
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Appendix 3: Inclusion in Australia 

 
Queensland Education Context 

 
Destination 2010 is the action plan in support of the implementation of 
Queensland State Education (QSE) 2010 to ensure that there is commitment 
across all sectors of the organisation to maximise presence, access, 
participation and achievement of all students and especially students at 
educational risk.  
 
Education Queensland values are embodied within their strategic plan 2003-
07 which commits the Department of Education to: 
 

• High quality education 
• Treating others with respect and dignity 
• Partnership: working in partnership with parents, industry, government 

agencies and the education and training community 
• Diversity and inclusiveness: celebrating diversity and encouraging 

inclusiveness so that all Queenslanders can participate and succeed in 
education and employment. 

 
Education Queensland is committed to all students achieving their full 
potential. By understanding and valuing student diversity, schools can create 
environments where all students feel a strong sense of belonging and respect 
in education programmes and in the life of the school, and all parents and 
carers in the community can help to shape the learning life of the school. 
 
A distinctive feature of QSE 2010 is a commitment to invest in professional 
development of the workforce in order to facilitate improvements in outcomes 
for students through the continuous improvement of teaching and learning. 
The underlying assumption is that the quality of the teaching force is at the 
heart of the reform (Slee: 2002: 16). 
 
The Staff College Inclusive Education was established in 2002 to enable 
teachers and other professionals in Education Queensland to build their 
capacity through a networked learning approach to obtain optimal learning 
outcomes for all students. The College is staffed by two full-time members, a 
Principal and one other. The College and the Indigenous Education Training 
Authority (IETA) coordinate learning and development opportunities to 
enhance the capacity of school and community personnel to support students 
with diverse learning needs. 
 
The aims of the Staff College Inclusive Education are to: 
 

• Identify and address staff learning needs relating to inclusive education 
• Identify and share good practice in inclusive education 
• Strengthen established networks for inclusive education 
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• Cultivate, strengthen, connect and shape communities of learning for 
inclusive education in schools and districts with a focus on sustained, 
quality learning focused on specific needs. 

 
The College defines inclusion as a philosophy of acceptance where all people 
are valued and treated with respect. Inclusive practices they define as 
extending and strengthening teachers’ abilities to effectively address the 
learning needs of all students. 
 
Education Queensland has acquired the rights to print the Index for Inclusion. 
The Index is a set of materials developed at the Centre for the Studies in 
Inclusive Education (CSIE) in collaboration with the University of Manchester 
and the University of Christ Church College, Canterbury. It was designed to 
support schools in a process of school development, and is about building 
supportive school communities which foster high achievement for all students. 
The process of using the Index is itself designed to contribute to the inclusive 
development of schools. It encourages staff to share and build on their 
existing knowledge, and assists them in a detailed examination of increasing 
the possibilities for increasing learning and participation for all their students.  
 
The Index involves a process of school self-review on three dimensions 
concerned with inclusive school cultures, policies and practices. Because the 
Index can be understood as a process, it can inform school planning and 
development, staff development and other processes for managing change. 
 

Perceptions 
 

• Education Queensland uses the Index for Inclusion (CSIE, 2000) in 
flexible ways. In some cases it is the starting point for schools to think 
about developing inclusive cultures. In others, it is integrated into 
school development planning. The view is that inclusion does not 
necessarily demand a separate focus, rather that it should be 
embedded in other whole-school review and development processes. 

 
• The professional development of teachers is seen as crucial. One 

example of this is the approach taken by Brisbane Catholic Education 
who are providing 20 sponsorships to attend Griffith College for a 
Graduate Diploma programme in support of the new support teachers 
role. This is in addition to training received by all support teachers and 
their Principals, facilitated by Equity Support Services to enable them 
to own and contribute to the shaping of inclusive schooling. The 
essence of the process required teachers to review and determine their 
new support role.  

 
• The inclusion of pupils can be effected in a variety of ways. There 

appears to be no one single model. For example, at Flagstone State 
School the emphasis is very much on including all pupils through a 
supportive approach to students with special educational needs. While 
withdrawal of students took place it was undertaken sensitively in a 
student centre and alongside the education of another student (a peer). 
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The community too had an influential role in determining school 
policies and practices.  In Miami State School, students with speech 
and language impairments and hearing impairments were taught in 
mainstream multi-age classes, with the support of the special needs 
coordinator and the speech and language pathologist. Seton College 
provided a further example of successful inclusion for year 8 -10 
students although here the majority of students had either moderate or 
high support needs. The majority, however, progressed at year 11 to 
their local high school. 

 
• The interagency approach, involving outside professionals, did not 

appear to be as problematic as elsewhere. However, one issue which 
did emerge related to the lack of educational training which Speech 
and Language pathologists had which they themselves considered to 
be a significant disadvantage in their efforts to promote inclusive 
practices in schools. 

 
• Good inclusive schools are good all round schools who demonstrate a 

real commitment towards supporting the learning of all students. 
Alongside this is a strong commitment to monitoring achievement to 
ensure that all are seen to be progressing in their learning. 

 
• There was strong support for the idea that the training of teachers 

should be reviewed and refocused. 
 

• In Miami State School, the special needs teacher and the speech and 
language pathologist were Associate Teachers with Bond University 
and contributed to the teaching of their Initial Teacher Education 
programmes. In return, they had their fees waived for Master’s studies, 
were paid an annual honorarium of $500 and paid for each teaching 
session undertaken. They also contributed to curriculum development 
for the ITE course. 

 
• There was a marked increase in the number of students manifesting 

Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD), but these students were supported 
within classes with the help of special education teachers. 

 
• Teacher aides [learning support assistants] are employed extensively 

and there is an awareness of the need to provide training and to deploy 
these staff effectively and efficiently. There was little evidence, 
however, of training which had been provided. In the best schools it 
was provided in-house. 

 
• A considerable focus in each of the schools visited was a strong 

commitment to professional development for all staff. This took the 
form of annual school conferences designed to share best practice, 
attendance at whole school staff development events, as well as 
significant ongoing staff development particularly that provided by 
special needs teachers. 
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• The Staff College Inclusive Education also organised a state-wide 
conference to which schools were invited to submit and disseminate 
instances of best practice in inclusive education. 
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	Chapter 5
	Findings: Inter-agency professionals (Group 1)
	Group 1, listed below, was made up of senior officers representing Social and Health Services, Youth and Community Services, and Alternative Education Providers as follows:
	the Department of Health and Social Services and Public Safety (DHSS&PS);
	the Association for Real Change (ARC);
	the Pathways Project (Pathways);
	-  the Youth Service of one Education and Library Board (ELB/Youth);
	a Hospital School and Tuition Service (HSTS);
	the Education and Training Inspectorate’s program
	4 (FE and training) (ETI/KS4);
	an Education and Library Boards’s programme for a
	Group 2 contained a Senior Education Officer attached to an Education and Library Board, a member of the Education and Training Inspectorate, and the Director of a voluntary organisation dealing with learning disabilities.
	1.0Working with schools to promote inclusion
	Social and Health Services
	Youth and Community Services
	Alternative Education Provision
	1.2Ways of promoting inclusion
	Full-time youth workers are located in schools during the day, and staff work in the evenings with unattached young people in youth centres.  At present, the aim is to link the two forms of provision to give continuous support.  A further aim is to give
	The Hospital School and Tuition Service (HSTS) has an intensive programme working with young people from Year 8 (initially Years 11/12) referred to them by schools with behaviour problems (EBD), and taught in groups of 10-12 for 20 hours a week.  T
	Because of the diverse nature yet small size of the group, it was to be expected that a range of different barriers would be identified, some inevitably specific to one organisation.  All the senior officers could readily identify an array of barriers to
	Consensus emerged in relation to human and physical resources (7), funding (5), and school or teacher attitudes (5).  Other barriers cited were:
	-the constraints of inter-professional ‘silos’ \�
	-the need for a transition plan from school to adulthood for the young person --involving all service providers (2);
	-insufficient early intervention or an inability by alternative education providers -to instigate earlier preventative work at Key Stage 4 (2);
	-an insufficiently person-centred approach (2).
	Mentioned individually were:
	At policy/general level
	-a lack of joint policy between the main service systems (education, health, social services);
	-a lack of individuals to take responsibility;
	-the difficulty in locating special needs on a vast health and social services agenda;
	-the need to develop the rôle of the voluntary s�
	a culture of blame.
	At teaching and learning level
	-the difficulties of establishing learning styles within alternative provision
	-to suit a very wide variety of learning and behavioural difficulties;
	-the inability to plan ahead and prepare due to lack of funding;
	-the branding of the young person as ‘troublesome�
	At practical level
	-the need for information to be passed between school sectors, and between --schools and the FE sector to inform practice;
	-the lack of a common language across agencies;
	-the lack of support structures for disaffected pupils from home or from other adults;
	-other parents’ objections.
	Responses are organised to correspond to each professional group and also to show how the different senior officers prioritised the barriers in terms of the first one mentioned.
	For the DHSS&PS, there was said to be a lack of a joint policy between themselves and the Department of Education, with no common vision of committing people to key areas and to specified outcomes with proper time frames:
	The senior officer at Pathways found the lack of resources to be a major obstacle to collaborative working, in terms of money to plan, staff and develop the programme, and to engage expertise from external agencies.  Although it copes with a huge range o
	The same was said to apply to EBD and, since the 
	Again, the need for a transition plan and a proper focus was mentioned following time spent on the alternative programme. Staff worked with young people during July and August to make sure they moved on to something constructive, like a job skills progra
	For the senior officer in the ELB/Youth Service, 
	Similar to the notion of “professional silos” wer
	The major problem for the HSTS was funding which,
	The offshoot of that, and the aspect described as
	Although supported by the Education and Library Board, the HSTS has had to prove the value of their provision.  The service has shown what young people can achieve, the skills and strengths they have, and that their self-image, self-esteem and self-confi
	Emphasising the need for leadership in inclusive 
	Barriers to collaborative working in the context 
	Considered unhelpful was the “culture of blame” w
	The crucial need for early intervention was raised again because of the existence of two categories of EBD pupils: those with early onset behaviour problems that can emerge as early as Primary 1 or 2, and those developing difficulties from age 12/13 righ
	The ELB/KS4 senior officer spoke of two-fold difficulties.  Once a pupil had a reputation for being excluded or suspended, the information was quickly networked, particularly if they had a community profile too.  Consequently, re-integration was rendered
	Moreover, there was said to be pressure from the 
	The senior officer in the ELB/KS4 programme pointed to the fact that many EBD children come from dysfunctional families (maybe a parent in prison), the lack of social norms impeding inclusion.  A large number are Looked After Children whose potential t
	The shortfall in human resources here related to Social Workers who, it was said, are grossly overworked, are very difficult to contact and have a huge staff turnover:
	The group was asked how the barriers identified could be removed.  The suggestions put forward related to leadership (4), at government level (2) and at school level (2).  There was said to be a need to promote school cultures that were more recept
	The senior officer at DHSS&PS spoke of structures in the form of new appointments that had been put in place to help remove barriers to inter-agency work and inclusion, but warned that it would take time. First, an additional post has now been created of
	Second, the recently appointed Children’s Commiss
	The call for a strong lead to be taken by government departments was reiterated by the senior officer at ARC  who felt that the kind of collaboration badly needed would only happen if there was the will at senior policy level right down through managemen
	It was felt that government, therefore, must be much more proactive in terms of taking the lead and champion this kind of collaborative work.
	Removing barriers at Pathways meant agencies working together and taking a holistic approach to doing what is best for the young people.  Honest relationships had to be built with their parents who, it was said, could be suspicious and sometimes discoura
	The senior officer stressed the need for their programme to have better access to the different services, such as educational psychology.
	It was said that many issues could be resolved if
	The ELB/Youth senior officer wanted to draw Principals and schools much more into the work of the service, and perhaps to formalise a contract with the school for the young person.
	There was agreement from the HSTS that the right culture and mindset had to come from the top, from the Principal:
	Removing barriers to collaborative working and, h
	Employing more professionals was suggested by the ETI/KS4 senior officer to improve access to the different services. However, it was pointed out that the Department of Education had provided money for each Education and Library Board to employ more educ
	The value of early intervention was reiterated:
	A joint assessment team approach was used by the 
	Five core people attend the case conferences (as well as having child protection and statement reviews), so rapport is built up with, for example, Social Services, Social Security and Probation staff.  Relationships have also been established with the 
	Regular communication between agencies could be improved by the simple expedient of introducing protected telephone time each morning between certain hours:
	All seven senior officers were in favour of inclu
	It was clearly acknowledged, though, that for some children, special schools were best.
	All seven senior officers agreed on the need for greater inter-agency collaboration to support inclusion, both to provide better support for children with special needs within mainstream, and to be proactive in trying to keep them there. Alongside this,
	Mentioned individually were a change in the bureaucracy associated with the statementing process, and a shift in mindset so that mainstream education was offered as first choice to the parents of special needs children; better access to therapeutic provi
	The view of one senior officer was that inclusion
	There was criticism, too, [in the Learning Disabi
	To achieve this in Northern Ireland, leadership and a change in attitude were needed:
	Even when parents were successful in enrolling their children in mainstream schools, they were said to be disadvantaged in terms of access to the therapies needed with striking differences between provision in the mainstream and special sectors.
	Therefore, there was a need to remove the barriers to getting additional support and expertise into mainstream by means of joint training and outreach services.
	One senior officer warned:
	Those interviewed, from very different standpoints, were not convinced that inclusive schooling in Northern Ireland was particularly effective and most gave reasons for their views.
	The DHSS&PS senior officer envisaged difficulties in allocating therapeutic resources across both the special and mainstream sectors:
	Not only was a more appropriate focus on special needs children needed, but also a more effective assessment of need and more incremental investment.  It was, of course, crucial to target those with greatest need.
	The senior officer for HSTS did not believe that effective, inclusive schooling meant every child should be in mainstream.
	As to how effective ‘inclusive schooling’ was in 
	The ETI/KS4 senior officer reiterated the importa
	The problem was said to be that schools are expected to operate within a very narrow boundary of what is and is not acceptable, and when a young person steps over that boundary, then disciplinary procedures are immediately applied.
	A change in attitude, therefore, would ensure tha
	The effectiveness of inclusive schooling in North
	It was felt that inclusion had fallen down in Northern Ireland because of fragmented provision and a lack of continuity.  Thus, a child can have early intervention in Primary 3, 4 or 5, but when they transfer to the post-primary sector their problems can
	The difficulties of facilitating effective inclusion with young people who have emotional and behavioural difficulties were starkly spelled out:
	All seven senior officers had quite serious conce
	In terms of service delivery and development to support inclusion in schools, the DHSS&PS officer knew of very good investment in some of the trusts (within the four Health and Social Services Boards) and of very poor investment by others, despite need
	The ideal framework was one with a specification of outcome related to assessment of need and commissioning of services, right down to operational level and the responsibility of individual therapists.
	The Pathways senior officer agreed that some schools and teachers tried very hard where inclusion was concerned:
	Most post-primary schools were said by the HSTS senior officer to be less than tolerant of EBD pupils, rather than supportive, an attitude with its origins in the primary sector.
	The ELB/Youth senior officer did not believe that schools could just be left to their own devices where support to promote inclusion was concerned, the ideal being to have a full-time youth worker in post-primary schools.  Even grammar schools had diffic
	The downward spiral for EBD pupils once disciplinary procedures were invoked was highlighted by the ETI/KS4 senior officer, and clearly went against a philosophy of inclusion.  But some schools, when someone did something wrong, were said to be asking wh
	The ELB/KS4 senior officer had “huge sympathy” fo
	The ability to work with pupils who have EBD shou
	The senior officers were asked for their views on the support provided for schools in promoting inclusive practice, and on the appropriateness of their priorities and strategic goals.
	It was apparent that a true, overall picture could not be obtained in relation to ELB support for inclusion, since the comments of the five senior officers involved in alternative provision related, in each case, to their own board.  Generally, though, t
	The DHSS&PS senior officer said that different th
	The officer from Pathways reported that teachers felt they were not receiving enough support from their ELB to help develop inclusive practice, there were few options to explore and there were long delays.
	In contrast, the HSTS senior officer spoke glowingly of the ELB who was highly effective in support of inclusion in schools.
	The ELB/KS4 Youth officer, however, believed that
	The view of six senior officers on the effectiven
	The DHSS&PS senior officer thought that some ELBs had the right priorities and strategies, but others did not.
	Reference was made to the initiative in one ELB, 
	Emphasis was thus placed on good relationships wi
	The senior officer at Pathways felt that inclusion did not seem to be a priority for the ELB, and did not see much direct support for schools or staff although assurances had recently been given that change was imminent.
	The ELB/Youth senior officer conceded that the ELBs were still striving towards better approaches to supporting young people in schools, but a lack of money was slowing things down.
	The HSTS senior officer found ELB priorities and strategic goals to be most effective and appropriate, but knew that this was not necessarily true across the other four boards.  Once again, insufficient funding was a major issue.
	The ETI/KS4 officer saw the sheer complexity of i
	This officer was also critical of the grading of children with EBD:
	The unions did not help particularly either, by using anecdotal evidence about teachers being threatened.
	There was a warning about people [within educatio
	The ELB/KS4 senior officer also considered that an enormous amount of work still had to be done in ELB structures that support young people in schools, and was critical of the scope for removing, rather than including and retaining, them.
	The senior officers were asked about the extent of their collaboration with other agencies in supporting schools to develop inclusive practices, about the effectiveness of it, and what might improve it.
	Five senior officers said that they worked with other agencies to support schools, another that the process of doing so was underway, and the remaining one found it a struggle to get any commitment from others.  As noted earlier, two of those interviewed
	The HSTS senior officer explained that they worked with Social Services, with the Child and Adolescent Team, with Child and Family Teams, and with Social Workers assigned to particular children within their alternative education provision.
	In the same way, the Youth/KS4 officer said that a model for inter-agency collaboration was urgently needed.
	The difficulty was highlighted by the ETI/KS4 senior officer of gaining a high level of commitment from other agencies, or of a prompt response from the different professionals.
	Other aspects hindering the effectiveness of inte
	The senior officers identified the main benefits of collaborative working for the agencies as better access to services (6), shared professional knowledge, expertise and responsibility (4), greater scope for early intervention (4), and the improvem
	-more effective communication;
	-a greater focus on the child;
	-more timely and responsive access;
	-regular ongoing review.


	Chapter 6
	Findings: Inter-agency professionals (Group 2)
	To preserve anonymity and for consistency of styl
	
	Concerning the continued existence of special schools for children with Severe Learning Difficulties (SLD), there was support for this from the SO/EDUC and the SO/ETI, but some disappointment was expressed by the SO/VOL who believed that a real opportu
	At a time when educational thinking was going towards greater inclusion, this was said to have had the effect of making them more segregated than necessary.
	The SO/EDUC explained that, presently, when a child had special educational needs (SEN), the first consideration was to try and retain them in mainstream education, with the support of a classroom assistant or other additional support.
	The regional position on inclusion and integration had been developed by the Regional Strategy Group, but this was said to have been taken over by the Department of Education.  In the near future, inclusion is to be largely effected at strategic level th
	In the wider sense, societal changes were also required and a great deal had to be done to ensure that inclusion was successful:
	With respect to the current position on inclusion in Northern Ireland, the SO/ETI said:
	This senior officer believed that the process of inclusion required reflection, evaluation and societal change.
	The implications for inclusive practice also related to Initial Teacher Education, with considerable doubt expressed by this senior officer that beginning teachers were fitted to teach in inclusive classrooms or that steps were being taken to prepare the
	The view held by this senior officer was that education had to be more inclusive in the future which meant looking at how schools might be brought closer together by re-location in some instances, by mergers and by working practices.  The idea, though, o
	Like the SO/EDUC and SO/ETI, the SO/VOL considere
	There were already examples of peripatetic subject teachers who provide special support in different subjects, like music, and in some cases specialist advice for SEN children.
	Understandably, teaching and support staff were s
	The impression was that support for schools to pr
	Although the SO/VOL was adamant that “No, inter-a
	The voluntary organisation to which this senior o
	There were a number of reasons why this approach was not, as yet, more widespread throughout the province.  It was said to be expensive, more support was currently being sought, it took time, it had to be done properly and protocols needed to be worked o
	If two or three successful pilots with protocols 
	The SO/ETI also spoke of the value of co-location instead of children being seen in clinical settings by outside professionals, contributing, as it did, both to inter-agency co-operation and to inclusion, and of integrating the different agencies, partic
	The SO/ETI was highly critical of different provi
	Much more openness and clarity about what each service does, and the question of professional silos again arose.
	The development of full service schools like thos
	Similarly, the SO/VOL emphasised that the two big
	As far as possible, therefore, there should be joint training, joint protocols and opportunities for people to meet together with a common purpose.
	The point was made by the SO/VOL, however, that the more specialised a profession, the more difficult it was to talk to someone from a different discipline and actually communicate.
	A common language was the key to allow someone wi
	In this respect, the SO/VOL shared a personal experience of multi-disciplinary working in an area of new technology for learning disabilities.
	This senior officer held the view that co-locatio
	The idea was put forward of using the new piece legislation that is imminent (the SEND (Northern Ireland) Order, 2004) to improve inter-agency collaboration, and to ask how this can be done to achieve the best results.
	In order to give a complete picture of support for schools in their pursuit of inclusion, the senior officers gave their opinions on how the Education and Library Boards organised and managed the help they provided in this respect, and how appropriate th


	Chapter 7
	Culture of inclusion

	Developing inclusive practices at classroom level
	Barriers to inclusion
	Initial Teacher Education
	Widening participation and motivation for all pupils
	ICT and inclusion
	Whilst transition was, of course, sector-specific, a pattern of characteristics common to the different points of transition emerged, based on a model that was both educational and pastoral.  This embodied a team approach with sound relationships establi
	Most Principals prevented special needs pupils fe
	Comments showed, however, that transition was an area still in need of improvement.  Little or no formal feedback was given to most nursery and primary Principals from the receiving sector once the special needs child had transferred, yet all were emphat
	Less than half of the Principals considered interagency working supported inclusion, although its potential to do so is well documented (DfES, 2001; Tomlinson, 2003).  Factors felt to impede it were a lack of coordination, the delays in accessing thera
	The Principals identified the key factors for successful inclusion as catering for individual difference within a culture typified by an accepting, valuing atmosphere; establishing partnerships between staff, parents, other schools and external agencies;
	Given the level of agreement across the four sectors on what would generate best practice in inclusion, it was almost impossible to pinpoint an overriding factor for each.  However, in the nursery sector, great emphasis was laid on the need for early int
	In a rôle unchanged for some 25 years, the prima�
	Broadly, their responsibilities lay in overseeing all special educational needs (academic, behavioural or medical) including identification, assessment and provision in terms of effective learning and teaching approaches.  They sought and disseminated 
	To fulfil their duties, they required an exceptional range of skills and attributes such as the capacity to lead, maintain confidentiality, provide direction, and foster commitment.  They had to communicate well, set standards, but be sensitive to the pr
	The post was described by all 12 SENCOs as a core
	The main source of external support was the Education and Library Boards, particularly the psychology service and behaviour support teams, and from SENCO cluster groups.  The importance of an immediate point of contact at the board was emphasised when di
	As in section (a), the curriculum was said to be made inclusive by adaptation and differentiation. Pupil participation in both sectors was widened by the SENCOs establishing strong rapport and sharing knowledge with other teachers and parents.  In the 
	The SENCOs developed inclusive teaching and learning strategies on a co-operative, shared basis in both sectors.  All provided learning support and advised on differentiation. They helped teachers with suitable strategies that were transferable throughou
	More specifically, as part of their co-ordinating
	Most SENCOs confirmed the value of collaborative 
	For the SENCOs, the main barrier to inclusion was the serious lack of time to fulfil their duties which included substantial paperwork. Like the Principals, they also referred to the very slow process of assessment, diagnosis and obtaining therapeutic su
	Mentioned, too, were the lack of human resources, particularly in relation to the management of EBD children in the absence of a classroom assistant, and the scant liaison between external service providers and teachers.  SENCOs were also worried about m
	Two primary SENCOs reiterated the difficulties su
	The SENCOs perceived teachers to meet broadly similar barriers to inclusion as themselves: the pressure of time to manage inclusive methods with a wide ability range and often unmotivated pupils, the time needed to complete paperwork, large classes, not
	The implications of inclusion for SENCOs’ own pro
	How did the SENCOs think government could help inclusion? Mainly, they wanted smaller class sizes, not least because of concern for the education of children other than those with special needs.
	Like the Principals, most SENCOs did not consider student teachers to be properly prepared to teach in inclusive classrooms, nor to have sufficient knowledge of the Code of Practice.  Most also believed all practising teachers needed more INSET to promot
	All but one of the SENCOs agreed with the Principals on the need for both mainstream and special schools. Equally, they saw the benefits of mainstream as social and with the potential to raise standards through contact with abler peers. There were also b
	There was consensus between SENCOs and Principals
	In the SENCOs’ opinion, the most critical skill o
	Their key responsibilities were to work closely w
	Most primary SENCOs had very good relationships with local special schools, and the majority of those in the post-primary sector reported contact with staff in alternative education provision, although not with special schools.  Most primary SENCOs recei
	None of the six primary SENCOs received feedback from post-primary schools about former special needs pupils.  All six, like the Principals, very much wanted more formal feedback, both to confirm that their approaches were right and to improve their own
	Most SENCOs who had experience of pupils on placement outside mainstream fully expected them to be reintegrated into ordinary classrooms.
	The SENCOs viewed interagency collaboration more 
	Promoting inclusion with parents for all SENCOs m
	All SENCOs confirmed that, as far as cognition al
	Key factors to promote successful inclusion
	For the SENCOs, the central elements of successful inclusion were human resources and teamwork that required, respectively, prompt and sustained specialist help from outside agencies, and co-operation among all staff to provide for all pupils.
	Since the sample of 10 professionals was divided 
	The concept of inclusive education was endorsed by the senior officers, but the reality was complex (see Lunt, 2002).  It was emphasised that every child had to be treated as an individual and, while it was acknowledged that most children and young peo
	Whilst there was a positive thrust in Northern Ireland to include as many children as possible in mainstream education, it was imperative to reflect, continuously analyse and evaluate in order to ensure that society, schools and children were receptive t
	Concerning the current effectiveness of inclusive provision by schools in Northern Ireland, first, there was some ambivalence as teachers were said to recognise the need for it, but could be reluctant to cater for special needs, the area of greatest conc
	Specifically, the senior officers saw more effective inclusive schooling to lie in greater and more incremental financial investment in special needs children by Health and Social Services, as well as better assessment; greater interagency collaboration
	Moreover, there had to be a shift in mindset so that parents of children with learning disabilities were offered mainstream education as a first choice, and better treatment of parents during the statementing procedure, described as laborious, bureaucrat
	A much greater shift would be to move towards the notion of full service schools, now well established in other parts of the United Kingdom, the United States and Scandinavia.  In Sweden, for example, children are educated with peers and siblings regardl
	Concerns were voiced about the fragmented nature 
	Distinctly differing views emerged on the support
	Greater support for schools was required from the
	As for the boards’ priorities, these were deemed 
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