Discussion of Results

Section a) Characteristics of the programme.

Most participants seemed to feel that the project was part of a wider context, working towards increased inclusion of children with special needs. Whilst there were some differences of knowledge about initiation of the project this might be expected when so many different people were involved. 

What perhaps were more concerning were the cynical views of some key participants, as well as some very different understanding of what inclusion entailed. Some of this could be attributed to people being involved to a greater or lesser degree, but probably also indicates that further preplanning, and discussion of intent with all parties involved, before the project began, would have been valuable and avoided some of the confusions and/or difficulties raised in this and other sections.

There were some concerns mentioned, that although this was deemed to be part of a continuum of provision, there had been little if any consultation with any other providers within that continuum. Whilst there was agreement from them that this was a necessary addition, shared vision and planning would have been more beneficial to all parties. This was probably through no-one’s fault but could possibly too have been avoided if more time had been given to initial planning and setting up of the project. 

One of the key issues was whether inclusion meant that children should be able to follow the entire curriculum as taught in mainstream with very little adjustment for their special or learning needs. Or whether the curriculum should be adjusted to meet their needs, be they to do with level of understanding, concentration or other matters. Also at which point does the amount of adjustment entailed, mean that integration is primarily social? Whilst this could never be entirely clarified, there probably should have been more consensus before the project began. 

This had particular significance at year 5/6. The speed and style of delivery for SATs and secondary preparation, was sometimes a difficult balance, with the nature of the children’s difficulties with generalisation, and understanding of language.

There were interesting views that in development the project could probably have supported both these needs. However conflicting demands on mainstream staff did mean differences between ideals and reality, particularly target setting and SATs results. 

There were also differences of opinion on how much say staff had in terms of involvement. Where on the surface all were in agreement this was not necessarily matched in practise. Whilst most accepted that the project needed to go ahead whether or not they were in agreement, this did raise issues about size of school and groups, that meant choosing to be involved or not, was not in practise a realistic option.

Resources were very obviously a requirement. Whilst physical resources were a clear need, one of the most successful uses of resources was time given for planning and staff meeting to share information. It was felt that even more time was required for this to ensure success, particularly in terms of shared curricular planning and differentiation within the mainstream setting. This would require additional supply and/or creative timetabling. Also, administration time and organisation would have needed further discussion and negotiation had the project continued.

There were particular issues surrounding the decision-making procedures, between the two schools, which were somewhat complex. Again if the project had continued, some alterations may have been negotiated in order to give more autonomy to the host school or base staff. Staffing structure would also need to be looked at depending on how many children were included in each class. This would have to be flexible and possibly cumulative.

Training was an issue. Some training had been undertaken but it was generally acknowledged there might have been more. This was in part due to unfortunate circumstances.  It also highlighted the need to build a positive, forward-looking culture, where people felt able to acknowledge the need for constant learning and development. Much of this could have been resolved by adjusting the staffing structure to use the base teacher more effectively. The experience, and communication skills of the base teacher would then be even more paramount to the success of the project however.

Other issues in this section raised some specific details that were, or would have been sorted quite simply. Nevertheless there remained concerns related possibly to insufficient consultation and negotiation before setting up the project, in terms of space, resources, roles and responsibilities.

There also was an interesting unexpected outcome. Initially it had been felt that a small school would be the most conducive environment as it would not be over facing in terms of size, space or numbers. In reality this probably caused more difficulties, in terms of lack of flexibility with group dynamics, staff choices, space, and age considerations where a group of children were all of the same age and made groups unbalanced. This project was not intended to create another special provision on a different site.

Section 3) Efficacy of the programme

There was general agreement on the aims of the project. There was less agreement on who was responsible for these, or where they were recorded. This was partly again that some interviewees were involved to a lesser degree. However there remained concerns that may have been lessened if a longer planning and preparation time had been undertaken before the project began. For example there were repeated differences of opinion about inclusion agendas and the differences between a base and a separate class. 

Most respondents thought that the project was achieving its aims for the children concerned. Even for a child for whom it did not work, it was successful in that he had attempted mainstream in a controlled supported environment, where it was possible to withdraw as well as increase inclusion. As up to this point only four of the places were being used there were very real concerns about viability and value for money. Many of the respondents felt that after the two year pilot this would not be an issue and that the project would have developed and been increasingly flexible. Ultimately financial fears meant that the project only ran for one year.

Individual education programmes were mentioned by all respondents, but some mainstream staff felt they might have been better consulted or informed about these. This may have simply been related to previously mentioned concerns surrounding planning and consultation time, or base staff trying not to expect additional workload. There were disagreements about whether or when, the inclusion should be included on a child’s statement. This was due in part to some respondents being more familiar with the statementing process. It did seem it was most appropriate to include it at the review of the statement for children when they were ready for inclusion.

There were questions raised about the best time to begin inclusion for children with this type of difficulty. For two of the children it was felt that they had not been ready before year 6, but at this point, peer groups and systems are well established, and it is difficult to break into the group dynamics. Where children were integrated earlier, particularly at key stage 1, there was much more acceptance from peers, as well as the curriculum being easier to adapt. 

But there was also the view that if they were integrating at any point, academic skills needed to be strong because of social difficulties, in addition to early communication skills being already well established. These were probably better supported in the special school environment. Research highlights the need for early, specialist intervention. In addition there were points made by a number of respondents about specialist provision available in the special school such as direct teaching of communication skills, therapeutic approaches such as sensory room, built in time for own interests, that for some children still needed to be built into their timetable. These points all tend to run in contradiction to each other, and make individual decisions based on needs crucial.

Again a variety of issues arose about responsibilities, team working, and administration issues such as registers or letters home, which were sorted, but nevertheless raised concerns. Whilst there were only four children involved, all children were usually supported by base teacher or base support staff. There were suggestions that once this number of children rose, not all children would be supported, (especially if they were in different classrooms), and this would require contingency plans, a different staffing structure, and/or additional staff.  There was general agreement about how fundamental the experience, management skills and communication skills of the base teacher were. This also raised general issues about the expectations and desirable qualities for staff in this position in any school, in relation to the pay levels frequently offered. It was equally balanced by comments relating to how important it was that the receiving environment was flexible and receptive.

This probably indicates the necessity of negotiating roles and responsibilities, in more detail than might at first be thought necessary, particularly where staff are working together in one classroom. This may be able to be relaxed as staff become familiar with systems and each other, but would negate misunderstandings in the first instance. 

Section 4) Attitudes of participants

All participants were in agreement that for the children involved the project had been a success, and where there were difficulties, these were elsewhere. They were unanimous in their view that whilst inclusion was desirable for many children with communication difficulties, as well as in the context of this project, it could only be if it was appropriate to the child’s needs. Also that the situation they were integrated into, was totally supported, with all issues closely monitored. The point was reiterated here that early intervention is vital, and where children are included too soon, and it then fails, the resultant difficulties are often more complex.

Also that it is very difficult to predict how a child with this type of difficulty will cope despite everyone’s best efforts. This was seen with one child who to everyone’s surprise became seriously distressed. It was also apparent in this instance that it was only the staff with underlying knowledge of communication difficulties, and emotional development, who recognised this. This type of model meant he could be quickly supported back in the special school environment.

There were also concerns about the political climate beginning to accept a parent’s choice of mainstream school regardless of the child’s learning profile. The over-riding factor for some was thought to be thee appropriate provision for the child at that time, where they could feel confident and secure. This primarily came from respondents from the special sector but not exclusively. It could be argued that this is concern over the future of special schooling, or that these respondents have more detailed knowledge of difficulties and needs.

There were differences of opinion on whether this had been the most appropriate model to follow. It did appear from most key respondents that at the beginning of the project clear criteria had been established. This being an ability to work within the mainstream classrooms for a minimum of 75% of time, but probably needing more support than the LEA package of 20 hours support assistant time than was available to individuals integrating into local schools. The understanding was that this added a further dimension to the authority provision. During the course of the first year there were changes of views from some parties and notably the Local Education Authority. This made the suggestion that the entry criteria were possibly too high which limited the number of children able to succeed. There was the suggestion that there may be a need for further steps added into the progression including more time spent in a separate class and then gradually moving to the original criteria. 

These suggestions could be in hindsight, knowing there were only four children using the facility, or because there were children with significant needs unplaced. Understandably the authority has a duty to find provision. This went against the original premise however, and would have meant considerably more planning, discussion and negotiation than had even taken place in the first place. It would also seem as if a similar class to that in the special school would be created and this was not in the original remit

Areas where the project was deemed successful were some of the joint liaison and planning time that was deemed to be crucial. Also some of the administration and general day-to-day strategies such as home/ school diaries, information boards, and reviews at the end of each day by the children. The opportunity to build up inclusion slowly where necessary, in order to fully accommodate the child’s needs was seen as positive. For the mainstream school there were a number of comments relating to the benefits for other children with special needs from the presence knowledge and experience of the base staff. For some of the staff involved it was a rewarding and positive experience watching children’s experience enriched, both the child involved, and their mainstream peers.

Also mentioned was the possibility, beginning to be built on, for larger scale twinning and joint activity between the schools, that would open up some inclusion opportunities to all the children in the special school. This would have been particularly helpful in the knowledge that the only issue for action in the special school OFSTED inspection report was to develop further opportunities for inclusion. Geographical distance may however have been a slight problem for this.

A further positive comment from those involved in the project and others was the fact that it did add a missing dimension to the continuum of provision. There were children who were able to succeed in mainstream but did require more support than the current LEA inclusion package. Children could have theoretically been referred in the future from other schools.

Many of the difficulties mentioned in this section here have already been discussed, including importance of planning and communication between all parties, size of school, daily administration issues, optimum point at which to begin inclusion, and clear understanding of inclusion including entry/exit criteria.

Also reiterated here was the importance of having staff that were confident and experienced in understanding and teaching children with autistic spectrum disorders. This combined with a flexible and receptive environment in which to develop the inclusion process. 

Another issue was the need for calming activities being readily available in the mainstream school because of the inevitable extra demands of the curriculum, and the social skills of the children.

Transport was a concern because of its needing to be flexible as children’s inclusion time increased or decreased, or had to be adaptable to changes due to events happening at one or other of the schools. The internal project procedures for notifying transport were too complex. In addition it did appear that the transport section had not been consulted until the project was nearly underway. Had they been, they could have undertaken contracts with a bigger company, and been more flexible. Equally they were not informed that the project had ceased. For their part they were willing to work with whatever system was felt most appropriate. Whilst it was easier to transport groups at set times they acknowledged this may not be appropriate and as long as consulted in initial planning stages for any project, they could provide the most cost effective means. Best value for money had to be the overriding factor.

For the parents, the project was an undoubted success. They felt their child had been able to become used to larger numbers in a gradual and supported way and that had prepared them well for future placement. They were particularly complimentary about how much they had been kept informed, and how approachable all staff concerned had been. Where there were small issues about letters home or parents’ meetings these had usually been sorted. The only negative effect mentioned was the lack of experience of some staff in dealing with children with communication difficulties. This had meant that the child had not always had confidence that problems would be sorted out.

The inclusion agenda was also seen to be an issue in a much wider context, facing authorities as well as individual schools and pupils, responding to current national issues. In this light there were a large number of comments relating to the lack of commitment on the part of the authority, when what was initially promised as a two-year pilot project was ceased after only one year. Parents and staff alike expressed disappointment, and whilst acknowledging that there were teething troubles felt that any major undertaking like this was not going to happen instantly. Most of the problems were or would have been sorted and a number of respondents also expressed confidence that within two years the base would have been fully utilised. Ultimately, by withdrawing so quickly, the project actually became less cost effective, and will reduce the continuum of provision. There was also a lost opportunity for providing flexible inclusion or integration for a much greater number of children from the special school, this being the only issue for action from their OFSTED inspection.  

Addendum

Ultimately the children are the reason for everything. For them there were 100% positive comments. 

OFSTED March 2002

“ So far, the Satellite base in the first year of a two year project is very successful. Both schools acknowledge the benefits to their pupils and staff that go well beyond the progress in personal and social development made by the pupils directly involved.”  

Unfortunately it was shortly after this that the local authority chose to cease the project after only one year, based on numbers of pupils currently involved, and value for money. Six months later the authority are establishing a new base or class, within a different mainstream primary school. To this point no one has approached anybody involved with this original project for advice or information.    

Key Findings

1) Inclusion was seen as having been very successful for all the children involved. All respondents thought inclusion was desirable, but only when the children involved were ready. Academic skills needed to be strong in order to cope with the social difficulties.

2) Preparation, planning and setting up the project is crucial. This means time spent beforehand ensuring all parties are fully informed, including those not directly involved, but upon whose work the project may impact.

3) The details of the project, including age ranges involved, clear entry and exit criteria need to be fully agreed beforehand including whether there are areas that may be open to flexibility. Also where and how the project fits in with other parts of the continuum of provision within the authority.

4) Time is an ongoing important element, which though costly is vital. Particularly time for joint planning both between special school and mainstream school, head teacher/head teacher and base staff and class teachers.

5) Because of the very specific nature of the difficulty, the base staff need to be very confident and experienced, and able to deliver training and support to all other involved parties. Training is vital for all parties involved, and needs to be ongoing within a climate open to development and change.

6) The size of school is crucial. Whilst it should not be overlarge, if the school is too small, there is no room for flexible management, for staff to be more, or less involved, or for class dynamics to be carefully balanced.

7) Staff need to be prepared to work as a team. Roles and responsibilities need to be very clearly defined in order to avoid misunderstandings.

8) Day to say administration was probably better organised from the host school. This avoided communication structures being too complex. Funding issues needed careful negotiation between head teachers.

9) Transport providers needed to be consulted at the earliest stages in order that provision was both flexible and value for money.

10) Some aspects of the curriculum need to be further differentiated in order to accommodate the children’s learning styles and language difficulties. Some additional features such as calming activities, and communication work may need to be timetabled in the mainstream school. Also specific skills that need to be prepared for in the special school require defining. These could form part of a transition skills document.

From these, a question style checklist has been prepared in order to assist the schools involved, in any further inclusion work undertaken, or other schools considering similar ventures.

