Research design and format

The purpose of this research was to produce a case study, on a single pilot project for inclusion of children with significant communication difficulties into a mainstream primary setting.

Background

In September 2001 a two-year pilot project was initiated between a primary special school and a mainstream primary school, in the North West of England. The special school is for children with moderate learning difficulties, and also has a forty-place unit for children with communication difficulties. There are a hundred and twenty pupils on roll. The mainstream primary school has a similar number on roll, and is at a geographical distance of five miles, from the special school.

The pilot project was initiated by the special school, in conjunction with support from the LEA. In agreement with the LEA it was decided that a satellite base for up to eight children would be set up and resourced at the primary school. There would be a teacher and a learning support assistant to run the base. The base would be managed primarily by the special school, in conjunction with the head teacher of the mainstream primary school.

Provision for children with communication difficulties who are academically able enough to cope in a mainstream setting in this LEA is usually managed in their own local school, with support from a support assistant or learning support assistant (usually twenty hours), and weekly advice, support and staff training given by an advisory teacher.

The special school staff had felt that there were some children in the special school setting, who were able academically, and who were ready to spend some time in a mainstream setting. They felt that they would need more support than the above package, and that continued intensive support for social or communication issues needed to be ongoing. They also felt that it was sometimes difficult to know just how children would cope until it had been tried. Sending children individually to different schools required a lot of setting up of transport,and negotiating with staff, LEA statementing officers, and supporting mainstream school staff.It was hoped that the base would streamline some of these difficulties, as well as offer a flexibility of provision previously unavailable to the children.    

The purpose of the case study was to discuss and evaluate the success or otherwise of the project. During the period of study, the Local Education Authority made decisions about the continuing viability of the project, and funding was withdrawn after only one year.

Case study

It was decided that the most appropriate way to evaluate the functioning of the base was through interview. A series of questions were prepared looking at three sections: planning and organising the project; running of the project; and attitudes towards the project. (See interview questions)

Seventeen interviews were carried out which included headteachers of both schools; two receiving classroom teachers in mainstream school; original base teacher plus two part-time base teachers who took over two terms into project; Communication Difficulties Unit Co-ordinator from Special School; Learning Support Assistant from base; Administrative Assistant from special school; two parents; general inspector for special needs from LEA (appointed towards end of project); transport manager; Learning support advisory teacher who supports children with Autistic Spectrum Disorders in mainstream. All were asked the same questions with emphases dependent on their role in the project. Responses were then analysed and discussed.

Finally a checklist of questions was compiled to act as a resource for schools wishing to embark on similar projects.

